ut when you see Jerusalem

surrounded by armies, then know

that her desolation is at hand.
Then let those who are in Judea flee to
the mountains, and let those who are in
the midst of the city depart, and let not
those who are in the country enter the city;
because these are the Days of Vengeance,
in order that all things which are written

may be fufilled.
Luke 21:20-22
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FOREWORD

Foreword

Readers of the Book of Revelation are either
mesmerized or mystified by it. The mesmerized come up
with such startling interpretations that the mystified
often conclude that sober-minded Christians should
leave the book well alone.

David Chilton’s commentary ought to be studied by
both types of reader. He shows that Revelation is a
book, like every other book of the New Testament,
addressed primarily to the first-century church and
easily understood by them, because they were
thoroughly familiar with Old Testament imagery. He
shows that once we grasp these idioms, Revelation is
not difficult for us to understand either.

Revelation remains, though, a challenging and
relevant book for us, not because it gives an outline of
world history with special reference to our era, but
because it shows us that Christ is in control of world
history, and how we should live and pray and worship.
In vivid powerful imagery it teaches us what it means to
believe in God’s sovereignty and justice. May this
valuable commentary prompt us to pray with John and
the universal church in heaven and on earth, ‘Even so
come, Lord Jesus!’

Gordon Wenham
The College of St. Paul and St. Mary
Cheltenham, England

Author’s Preface

From the very beginning, cranks and crackpots have
attempted to use Revelation to advocate some new
twist on the Chicken Little Doctrine: The Sky is Falling!
But, as I hope to show in this exposition, St. John’s
Apocalypse teaches instead that Christians will
overcome all opposition through the work of Jesus
Christ. My study has convinced me that a true
understanding of this prophecy must be based on the
proper application of five crucial interpretive keys:

1. Revelation is the most “Biblical” book in the
Bible. St. John quotes hundreds of passages from
the Old Testament, often with subtle allusions
to little-known religious rituals of the Hebrew
people. In order to understand Revelation, we
need to know our Bibles backward and forward.
One reason why this commentary is so large is
that I have tried to explain this extensive
Biblical background, commenting on numerous
portions of Scripture that shed light on St.
John'’s prophecy. I have also re-printed, as
Appendix A, Philip Carrington’s excellent
survey of the Levitical symbolism in Revelation.

2. Revelation has a system of symbolism. Almost
everyone recognizes that St. John wrote his

message in symbols. But the meaning of those
symbols is not up for grabs. There is a systematic
structure in Biblical symbolism. In order to
understand Revelation properly, we must
become familiar with the “language” in which it
is written. Among other goals, this commentary
seeks to bring the Church at least a few steps
closer to a truly Biblical Theology of Revelation.

3. Rewvelation is a prophecy about imminent
events — events that were about to break loose
on the world of the first century.

Revelation is not about nuclear warfare, space
travel, or the end of the world. Again and again
it specifically warns that “the time is near!” St.
John wrote his book as a prophecy of the
approaching destruction of Jerusalem in A.D.
70, showing that Jesus Christ had brought the
New Covenant and the New Creation.
Revelation cannot be understood unless this
fundamental fact is taken seriously.

4. Revelation is a worship service. St. John did
not write a textbook on prophecy. Instead, he
recorded a heavenly worship service in progress.
One of his major concerns, in fact, is that the
worship of God is central to everything in life. It
is the most important thing we do. For this
reason | have devoted special attention
throughout this commentary to the very
considerable liturgical aspects of Revelation,
and their implications for our worship services
today.

5. Revelation is a book about dominion. Revela-
tion is not a book about how terrible the Anti-
christ is, or how powerful the devil is. It is, as the
very first verse says, The Revelation of Jesus
Christ. It tells us about His lordship over all; it
tells us about our salvation and victory in the
New Covenant, God’s “wonderful plan for our
life”; it tells us that the kingdom of the world
has become the Kingdom of our God, and of His
Christ; and it tells us that He and His people
shall reign forever and ever.

[ have many people to thank for making this book
possible. First and foremost, I am grateful to Dr. Gary
North, without whose patience and considerable
financial investment it simply could not have been
written. The week I moved to Tyler, Gary took me
along on one of his periodic book-buying sprees at a
large used bookstore in Dallas. As I helped him haul
hundreds of carefully chosen volumes to the
checkstand (I bought a few books, too — a couple every
hour or so, just to keep my hand in the game), Gary
asked me what long-term project I'd like to work on,
along with my other duties at the Institute for Christian
Economics. “How about a medium-sized, popular-style,
introductory-level, easy-to-read book on Revelation?” |
suggested. “I think I could knock something like that
out in about three months.” That was, almost to the
day, 3 years and six months ago — or, as Gary might be



tempted to mutter under his breath:

A time, times, and hdlf a time.
At last, the tribulation has ended.

The book, of course, has vastly outgrown its projected
size and scope. No small part of that is due to the Rev.
James B. Jordan and the Rev. Ray Sutton, pastors of
Westminster Presbyterian Church in Tyler, Texas, who
have greatly influenced my understanding of the Bible’s
literary and symbolic connections and liturgical
structures. The Rev. Ned Rutland, of Westminster
Presbyterian Church in Opelousas, Louisiana, read an
early version of some chapters and, with consummate
tact and graciousness, steered me in a more Biblical
direction. James M. Peters, Tyler’s resident historian of
antiquities and computer whiz, was a rich treasury of
information on the ancient world.

There are others who contributed in various ways to
the production of this volume. ICE’s patient and
cheerful secretaries, Mrs. Maureen Peters and Mrs.
Lynn Dwelle, assisted me with many technical details
and secured out-of-print books; they have developed
the virtue of “going the extra mile” into a high art.
Typesetter David Thoburn, a true artist, labored long
hours in works of supererogation, solving unusual
problems and ensuring the high quality and readability
of the book. He has abundantly confirmed my
conviction of his superior craftsmanship. His assistant,
Mrs. Sharon Nelson, was a valuable mediator, making
sure our computers remained on speaking terms.

The indexes were prepared by Mitch Wright and Vern
Crisler. One of the most outstanding Bible scholars of
our day is the British theologian Gordon J. Wenham, of
the College of St. Paul and St. Mary, whose
knowledgeable and well-written commentaries have
made a significant mark throughout the evangelical
world. My first contact with Dr. Wenham was last year,
when, with no advance warning, I sent him a copy of
my book Paradise Restored. To my great surprise and
delight, he wrote back to express his appreciation. This
encouraged me (though not without a degree of fear
and trembling) to solicit his comments on the
uncorrected proofs of the present work. Dr. Wenham
graciously took valuable time to read it, to offer
suggestions, and to write the Foreword. I am grateful for
his kindness. Naturally, he cannot be held responsible
for the numerous shortcomings of this book. The latter
point should perhaps be emphasized. This commentary
makes no claim whatsoever to be the “last word” on the
subject; indeed, if my eschatology is correct, the
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Church has many more years left to write many more
words! I am greatly indebted to the important
contributions of many other commentators — especially
Philip Carrington, Austin Farrer, ]. Massyngberde Ford,
Meredith G. Kline, J. Stuart Russell, Moses Stuart,
Henry Barclay Swete, and Milton S. Terry — and I hope
I have done justice to them in building on their
foundation. Yet I am painfully aware that the task of
commenting on St. John’s magnificent prophecy far
exceeds my abilities. Where I have failed adequately to
set forth the message of the Revelation, 1 beg the
indulgence of my brothers and sisters in Christ, and
earnestly desire their comments and corrections.
Letters may be addressed to me at P. O. Box 2314,
Placerville, CA 95667.

My beloved wife, Darlene, has always been my greatest
source of encouragement. Our children (Nathan
David, Jacob Israel, and Abigail Aviva) endured our
collective “exile to Patmos” with true Johannine grace
(mixed, perhaps, with occasional rumblings of
Boanergean thunder as well!); and if their bedtime
stories were somehow filled with more than the usual
quota of cherubs, dragons, flying horses, and flaming
swords, they never complained.

Finally, I am grateful to my parents, the Rev. and Ms.
Harold B. Chilton. I was immeasurably blessed to grow
up in a home where the Word of God is so highly
honored, so faithfully taught, so truly lived. The
environment they structured was constantly flooded
with musical grandeur and richness, as the atmosphere
was charged with rousing theological discussion, all in
the context of caring for the needy, sheltering the
homeless, feeding the hungry, and bringing to all the
precious message of the Gospel. From the steaming
jungles and rice paddies of the Philippines to the
shaded lawns of Southern California, they set before
me a remarkable and unforgettable example of what it
means to be bondservants of the Lord. Some of my
earliest memories are of seeing my parents’ faith tested
beyond what seemed the limits of human endurance;
and when God had tried them, they came forth as gold.
Holding forth the Testimony of Jesus, suffering the loss
of all things in order to win Christ, they are what St.
John has exhorted us all to be: faithful witnesses.

This book is dedicated to them.

David Chilton
Tyler, Texas
May 8, 1986
Ascension Day
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Publisher’s Preface

by Gary North

With his first book on eschatology, Paradise Restored, !
David Chilton launched an eschatological revival.
“Revolution” would be too strong a word, for his
viewpoint is an old one, stretching back to the early
church. But overnight, Paradise Restored began to
influence religious leaders and scholars who had
believed that the Biblical case for cultural victory was
dead - a relic of the nineteenth century. Now comes
The Days of Vengeance, a verse-by-verse exposition of
the toughest book in the Bible, the Book of Revelation.
What was generalized in Paradise Restored is now
supported with chapter and verse — indeed, lots and lots
of chapters and verses. This book will become the new
reference work on the Book of Revelation. Incredibly,
Chilton’s style is so lively that few readers will even
notice that the author has tossed a scholarly bombshell.
The conservative Christian academic world will be
speechless; Chilton has offered a remarkable exegetical
challenge to those who hold to the traditional rival
eschatologies, which I label pessimillennialism.

This is not just another boring commentary on the
Book of Revelation. Even if it were only that, it would
be a major event, for the publication of any
conservative, Bible-believing commentary on the Book
of Revelation is a major event. W. Hendrikson’s
amillennial commentary, More Than Conquerors, was
published in 1940, and is less than half the size of this
one, and not in the same league in terms of Biblical
scholarship. John Walvoord’s The Rewvelation of Jesus
Christ is now over two decades old, and it, too, is only
half the size of Chilton’s. Despite all the fascination
with Biblical prophecy in the twentieth century, full-
length commentaries on this most prophetic of Biblical
books are rare.

They always have been rare. Few commentators have
dared to explain the book. John Calvin taught through
all the books of the Bible, save one: Revelation. Martin
Luther wrote something in the range of a hundred
volumes of material — as much or more than Calvin —
but he didn’t write a commentary on Revelation. Moses
Stuart wrote a great one in the mid-nineteenth century,
but it is forgotten today. The Book of Revelation has
resisted almost all previous attempts to unlock its secret
of secrets. Now David Chilton has discovered this
secret, this long-lost key that unlocks the code.

This long-ignored key is the Old Testament.

The Old Testament Background

“Very funny,” you may be saying to yourself. All right, I
will admit it: it is funny — funny peculiar, not funny ha,
ha. What Chilton does is to go back again and again to
the Old Testament in order to make sense of the

Apostle John’s frame of reference. This technique
works. It is the only technique that does work!

Those who have never worked personally with Chilton
cannot readily appreciate his detailed knowledge of the
Bible, especially the Old Testament. I used him dozens
of times as my personal concordance. He worked in the
office next to mine. I would yell to him: “Hey, David,
do you know where I can find the passage about . . . ?”
I would relate a smattering of a Bible story, or some
disjointed verse that was rattling around in my memory,
and he would almost instantly tell me the chapter. He
might or might not get the exact verse; usually, he was
within three or four verses. That was always close
enough. Rare was the occasion when he could not
think of it; even then he would putter around in his
extensive personal library until he found it. It never
took him long.

In this book, he has taken his remarkable memory of
the Old Testament, and he has fused it with an
interpretive technique developed by James Jordan in
his book, Judges: God’s War Against Humanism (1985).
Jordan works with dozens of Old Testament symbols
that he has sifted from the historical narratives and the
descriptions of the Tabernacle and Temple. Then he
applies these symbols and models to other parallel Bible
stories, including the New Testament’s account of the
life of Christ and the early church. No one does this
better than Jordan, but Chilton has successfully applied
this Biblical hermeneutic (principle of interpretation)
to the Book of Revelation in many creative ways.
Chilton is not the first expositor to do this, as his
footnotes and appendixes reveal, but he is unquestion-
ably the best at it that the Christian church has yet
produced with respect to the Book of Revelation.
These Old Testament background stories and symbols
make sense of the difficult passages in Revelation. He
makes clear the many connections between Old and
New Testament symbolic language and historical
references. This is why his commentary is so easy to
read, despite the magnitude of what he has
accomplished academically.

The Missing Piece: The Covenant Structure

There was a missing piece in the puzzle, however, and
this kept the book in Chilton’s computer for an extra
year, at least. That missing piece was identified in the
fall of 1985 by Pastor Ray Sutton. Sutton had been
seriously burned in a kitchen accident, and his mobility
had been drastically reduced. He was working on a
manuscript on the symbolism of the sacraments, when
a crucial connection occurred to him. The connection
was supplied by Westminster Seminary Professor
Meredith G. Kline. Years earlier, he had read Professor
Kline’s studies on the ancient suzerainty (kingly)
treaties of the ancient Near East. 3 Pagan kings would
establish covenants with their vassals. Kline had
pointed out that these treaties paralleled the structure

1. David Chilton, Paradise Restored: A Biblical Theology of Dominion (Ft.
Worth: Dominion Press, 1985).
2. Tyler, Texas: Geneva Ministries, 1985.

3. Kline, Treaty of the Great King (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1963); reprinted
in part in his later book, The Structure of Biblical Authority (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1972).



of the Book of Deuteronomy. They had five points: (1)
an identification of the king; (2) the historical events
that led to the establishment of the covenant; (3)
stipulations (terms) of the covenant; (4) a warning of
judgment against anyone who disobeyed, but a promise
of blessing to those who did obey; and (5) a system of
reconfirming the treaty at the death of the king or the
vassal.

Kline developed some of the implications of this
covenant scheme. Sutton developed a great many
more. These remarkable, path-breaking discoveries can
be found in his book, That You May Prosper (1987).4
But more importantly, he noticed that this five-point
covenantal structure governs the books of Psalms,
Hosea, Matthew, Hebrews 8, and several of Paul’s
epistles. Sutton’s thoroughgoing development of the
covenant structure has to be regarded as the most
important single theological breakthrough in the
Christian Reconstruction movement since the
publication of R. J. Rushdoony’s Institutes of Biblical
Law, in 1973. After Sutton pointed out this five-point
covenantal structure, | recognized it in the Ten
Commandments, just before I had finished my
economic commentary on the Ten Commandments.’

Sutton presented his discovery in a series of Wednesday
night Bible studies. The first night that Chilton heard
it, he was stunned. He came up to Sutton after the
message and told him that this was clearly the key to
Revelation’s structure. He had been trying to work with
a four-point model, and he had become thoroughly
stuck. Chilton went back to work, and within a few
weeks he had restructured the manuscript. Within a
few months, he had finished it, after three and a half
years. (Time, times, and half a time.)

Tyler Theology

I am confident that The Days of Vengeance will come in
for its share of ridicule — from many camps, for many
reasons. Chilton’s rhetorical brilliance will make this
approach risky for critics who go into print, but the
unpublished murmurings and backbiting will spread
rapidly. Chilton is going to take a lot of heat because of
his excursions into biblical symbolism and his
argument that the structure of the Book of Revelation
is the same as the structure of Deuteronomy. What the
reader should understand from the beginning is that
these two insights, while executed with great skill, are
derived from the works of Kline, Jordan, and Sutton.
Chilton should not be singled out as some sort of
isolated theological maverick who simply invented his
findings out of thin air — or worse, in a room filled with
odd-smelling smoke. He came to these insights while
he was working with other men in what has become
known as “the Tyler group,” located in Tyler, Texas, a
town of about 75,000 in East Texas.

This book is a good example, for better or worse, of
what has become known as “Tyler theology.” This
theology is part of a larger stream of thought called
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Christian Reconstruction, also called “theonomy,”
although some members of these schools of thought
prefer to avoid these terms. The broadest term is
“dominion theology.”

There are many people who espouse dominion
theology who are not theonomists, and there are
theonomists who are not “Tylerites.” In fact, they are
very loudly not Tylerites. They will go out of their way
to buttonhole people to tell them the extent to which
they are not Tylerites. They have come close to
defining themselves and their ministries as “not being
Tylerite.” (There is a scene in the old “Dracula” movie
when the professor flashes a crucifix at Bela Lugosi, who
immediately turns aside and pulls his cape over his face.
I think of this scene whenever I think of these men
telling others about Tyler. Some day I would like to
flash a “Welcome to Tyler” sign in front of them, just to
see what happens.) I know several of them who might
someday be willing to start churches with names like
“The First Not Tylerite Church of . . .” I know another
who thinks of his group as “The First 11 A.M. Sunday
Morning Not Tylerite Bible Study . . .” They will
therefore not appreciate Chilton’s book. They will
blame Chilton for adopting ideas that have been
distributed from East Texas. Even though they might
otherwise have agreed with his arguments, they are
infected with a serious case of NDH - “Not Discovered
Here” — a common malady among intellectuals.

In short, they may attack The Days of Vengeance when
they are really after Jordan and Sutton. Readers should
be aware of this possibility well in advance. There is
more to this book than meets the eye.

Two things make the Tyler theology unique in the
Christian Reconstruction camp: (1) its heavy accent
on the church, with weekly Communion; and (2) its
heavy use of the five-point covenant model. Covenant
theology, especially the church covenant, has not been
a major focus in the writings of some of the non-Tyler
leaders of the Christian Reconstruction movement.
Theologically speaking the original “four points of
Christian Reconstructionism” that Chilton and I have
summarized — providence (sovereignty of God),
Biblical presuppositionalism (Van Til’s apologetics: the
Bible is the starting point and final court of appeal),
eschatological optimism (postmillennialism), and
Biblical law (theonomy) — were insufficient. The fifth
point, covenantalism, and specifically Sutton’s five-
point model, was added in late 1985 to complete the
theological outline.

The Days of Vengeance is especially concerned with the
Revelation’s covenant structure and the historical focus
of its judgment passages. If, as Chilton argues so
brilliantly, these passages of imminent doom and gloom
relate to the fall of Jerusalem in 70 A. D., then there is
no legitimate way to build a case for a Great Tribulation
ahead of us. It is long behind us. Thus, the Book of
Revelation cannot legitimately be used to buttress the

4. Ray R. Sutton, That You May Prosper: Dominion By Covenant (Tyler,
Texas: Institute for Christian Economics, 1987).

5.

Gary North, The Sinai Strategy: Economics and the Ten Commandments
(Tyler, Texas: Institute for Christian Economics, 1986).
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case for eschatological pessimism. A lot of readers will
reject his thesis at this point. The ones who are serious
about the Bible will finish reading it before they reject
his thesis.

Pessimism

The vast majority of Christians have believed that
things will get progressively worse in almost every area
of life until Jesus returns with His angels. Premill-
ennialists believe that He will establish an earthly
visible kingdom, with Christ in charge and bodily
present. Amillennialists do not believe in any earthly
visible kingdom prior to the final judgment. They
believe that only the church and Christian schools and
families will visibly represent the kingdom on earth,
and the world will fall increasingly under the
domination of Satan.” Both eschatologies teach the
earthly defeat of Christ’s church prior to His physical
return in power.

One problem with such an outlook is that when the
predictable defeats in life come, Christians have a
theological incentive to shrug their shoulders, and say
to themselves, “That’s life. That’s the way God
prophesied it would be. Things are getting worse.” They
read the dreary headlines of the daily newspaper, and
they think to themselves, “Jesus’ Second Coming is just
around the corner.” The inner strength that people
need to re-bound from life’s normal external defeats is
sapped by a theology that preaches inevitable earthly
defeat for the church of Jesus Christ. People think to
themselves: “If even God’s holy church cannot
triumph, then how can [ expect to triumph?”’
Christians therefore become the psychological captives
of newspaper-selling pessimistic headlines.

They begin with a false assumption: the inevitable
defeat in history of Christ’s church by Satan’s earthly
forces, despite the fact that Satan was mortally
wounded at Calvary. Satan is not “alive and well on
Planet Earth.” He is alive, but he is not well. To argue
otherwise is to argue for the historical impotence and
cultural irrelevance of Christ’s work on Calvary.

The Revival of Optimism

While pessimistic eschatologies have been popular for a
century, there has always been an alternative theology,
a theology of dominion. It was the reigning faith of the
Puritans in that first generation (1630-1660) when
they began to subdue the wilderness of New England. It
was also the shared faith in the era of the American
Revolution. It began to fade under the onslaught of
Darwinian evolutionary thought in the second half of

the nineteenth century. It almost completely
disappeared after World War I, but it is rapidly
returning today. David Chilton’s books on eschatology
are now the primary manifesto in this revival of
theological optimism.

Today, the Christian Reconstruction movement has
recruited some of the best and brightest young writers
in the United States. Simultaneously, a major shift in
eschatological perspective is sweeping through the
charismatic movement. This combination of rigorous,
disciplined, lively, dominion-oriented scholarship and
the enthusiasm and sheer numbers of victory-oriented
charismatic has created a major challenge to the
familiar, tradition-bound, aging, and, most of all,
present-oriented It
constitutes what could become the most important
theological shift in American history, not simply in this
century, but in the history of the nation. I expect this
transformation to be visible by the year 2000~ a year of
considerable eschatological speculation.

conservative Protestantism.

If I am correct, and this shift takes place, The Days of
Vengeance will be studied by historians as a primary
source document for the next two or three centuries.

Producing New Leaders: Key to Survival

Because pessimillennialism could not offer students
long-term hope in their earthly futures, both versions
have defaulted culturally. This withdrawal from
cultural commitment culminated during the fateful
years, 1965-71. When the world went through a
psychological, cultural, and intellectual revolution,
where were the concrete and specific Christian answers
to the pressing problems of that turbulent era? Nothing
of substance came from traditional seminaries. It was as
if their faculty members believed that the world would
never advance beyond the dominant issues of 1952.
(And even back in 1952, seminary professors were
mostly whispering.) The leaders of traditional
Christianity lost their opportunity to capture the best
minds of a generation. They were perceived as being
muddled and confused. There was a reason for this.
They were muddled and confused.

In the 1970%, only two groups within the Christian
community came before the Christian public and
announced: “We have the biblical answers.”® They
were at opposite ends of the political spectrum: the
liberation theologians on the Left and the Christian
Reconstructionists on the Right.” The battle between
these groups has intensified since then. Chilton’s book,
Productive Christians in an Age of Guilt-Manipulators

6. Gary North and David Chilton, “Apologetics and Strategy,” Christianity
and Civilization, 3 (1983), pp. 107-16.

7. Gary North, Dominion and Common Grace (Tyler, Texas: Institute for
Christian Economics, 1987), especially chapter 5.

8. Francis Schaeffer had been announcing since 1965 that humanist civilization
is an empty shell, and that it has no earthly future. He repeated over and over
that Christianity has the questions that humanism cannot answer. The
problem was that as a Calvinistic premillennialist, he did not believe that
any specifically Christian answers would ever be implemented before Christ’s
second coming. He did not devote much space in his books to providing
specifically Christian answers to the Christian questions that he raised to
challenge humanist civilization. He asked excellent cultural questions; he

10

offered few specifically Christian answers. There were reasons for this:
Chilton and North, op. cit.

In the highly restricted circles of amillennial Calvinism, a short-lived
movement of North American Dutch scholars appeared, 1965-75, the
“cosmonomic idea” school, also known as the neo-Dooyeweerdians, named
after the Dutch legal scholar and philosopher, Herman Dooyeweerd. They
made little impression outside of the North American Dutch community,
and have since faded into obscurity. Their precursors in the early 1960s had
been more conservative, but after 1965, too many of them became
ideological fellow travelers of the liberation theologians. They could not
compete with the harder-core radicalism represented by Sojowrners and The

Other Side, and they faded.



(1981),1 is the most important single document in this
theological confrontation. But from the confused
middle, there have been no clear-cut Biblical answers
to either of these two positions.

The future of pessimillennialism is being eroded. As the
world’s social crises intensify, and as it becomes
apparent that traditional conservative Protestantism
still has no effective, specific, workable answers to the
crises of our day, a drastic and presently unanticipated
shift of Christian opinion probably will take place — an
event analogous to the collapse of a dam. There will be
a revolution in the way millions of conservative Chris-
tians think. Then there will be a revolution in what
they do.

The liberation theologians will not win this battle for
the minds of Christians. There will be a religious
backlash against the Left on a scale not seen in the
West since the Bolshevik Revolution, and perhaps not
since the French Revolution. At that point, only one
group will possess in ready reserve a body of intellectual
resources adequate for stemming the tide of humanism:
the Christian Reconstructionists, meaning those who
preach dominion, and even more specifically, those
who preach dominion by covenant. With this
intellectual foundation, given the existence of
catastrophic cultural, economic, and political
conditions, they will take over leadership of
conservative Protestantism. The existing Protestant
leaders suspect this, and they do not like its
implications. Nevertheless, they are unwilling or
unable to do what is necessary to counter this
development. Specifically, they are not producing the
intellectual resources to counter what the Christian
Reconstructionists are producing.

Instead, they murmur. This tactic will fail.

Silencing the Critics

For over two decades, critics chided the Christian
Reconstructionists with this refrain: “You people just
haven’t produced any Biblical exegesis to prove your
case for eschatological optimism.” Then came Paradise
Restored in 1985. A deathly silence engulfed the
formerly vociferous critics. Now comes The Days of
Vengeance. The silence will now become deafening.
Few critics will reply in print, | suspect, though if they
refuse to reply, they have thereby accepted the validity
of the coroner’s report: death by strangulation
(footnotes caught in the throat).

Oh, there may be a few hastily written book reviews in
un-read Christian scholarly journals. Dallas Seminary’s
Prof. Lightner may write one, like the one-page bit of
fluff he wrote on Paradise Restored, in which he said, in
effect, “See here, this man is a postmillennialist, and
you need to understand that we here at Dallas
Seminary aren’t!”!! There may be a few brief
disparaging remarks in popular paperback books about
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the insignificant and temporary revival of full-scale
dominion theology. But there will be no successful
attempt by scholarly leaders of the
pessimillennial camps to respond to Chilton. There is a
reason for this: They cannot effectively respond. As we
say in Tyler, they just don’t have the horses. If I am
incorrect about their theological inability, then we will
see lengthy, detailed articles showing why Chilton’s
book is utterly wrong. If we don’t see them, you can
safely conclude that our opponents are in deep trouble.
To cover their naked flanks, they will be tempted to
offer the familiar refrain: “We will not dignify such
preposterous arguments with a public response.” That is
to say, they will run up the intellectual white flag.

various

Chilton’s critics will have a problem with this silent
approach, however. The problem is Professor Gordon
Wenham, who wrote the Foreword. There is probably
no more respected Bible-believing Old Testament
commentator in the English-speaking world. His
commentary on Leviticus sets a high intellectual
standard. If Gordon Wenham says that The Days of
Vengeance is worth considering, then to fail to consider
it would be a major tactical error on the part of the
pessimillennialists.

I will go farther than Wenham does. This book is a
landmark effort, the finest commentary on Revelation
in the history of the Church. It has set the standard for:
(1) its level of scholarship, (2) its innovative insights
per page, and (3) its readability. This unique
combination — almost unheard of in academic circles —
leaves the intellectual opposition nearly defenseless.
There may be a few academic specialists who will
respond competently to this or that point in The Days
of Vengeance, but their technical essays will not be read
widely, especially by the average pastor or layman.
There may also be one or two theologians who attempt
to respond comprehensively (though I doubt it), but
their muddled expositions will win few new followers.
(I have in mind a particular amillennial scholar who is
known for his unique insights into Biblical symbolism,
but whose writings communicate his ideas with the
clarity of Zen Buddhist thought-teasers or Alexander
Haig’s press conferences.)

Mainly, they face the tactical problem of calling
attention to this book within their hermetically sealed
followings. If their followers ever sit down and read The
Days of Vengeance, Christian Reconstructionism will
pick off the best and the brightest of them. Why?
Because earthly hope is easier to sell than earthly
defeat, at least to people who are not happy to accept
their condition as historical losers. A lot of Christians
today are tired of losing. Even if it means starting to
take responsibility — and that is precisely what
dominion theology means — a growing number of
bright, young Christians are ready to pay this price in
order to stop losing. Thus, any extended discussion of

10. David Chilton, Productive Christians in an Age of Guilt-Matupulators: A
Biblical Response to Ronald J. Sider (4th ed.; Tyler, Texas: Institute for

Christian Economics, 1986).

11. Bibliotheca Sacra (April-June 1986).
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this book becomes a recruiting device for Christian
Reconstructionism. Too many bright, young readers
will be tipped off to the existence of dominion
theology.

Our opponents know this, so I do not expect to see any
systematic effort to refute Chilton on eschatology, any
more than we have seen a book-long effort to refute
Greg Bahnsen’s Theonomy in Christian Ethics (1977)12
or R. J. Rushdoony’s Institutes of Biblical Law (1973).13
The potential critics have had plenty of time; they
have not had plenty of definitive answers. I believe the
reason is that the Bible’s case for the continuing
standard of Biblical law is too strong. Our opponents
would prefer that we remain silent and stop raising
these difficult ethical questions. Our opponents are
caught in a major dilemma. If they continue to fail to
respond, their silence becomes a public admission of
intellectual defeat. If they do respond, we have an
opportunity to reply — and the replies are where the
academic debating points are always scored. When you
fail to respond effectively to the replies, you lose the
debate. Our opponents understand the rules of the
academic game. They do not begin the confrontation.

At the same time, they need our insights in order to
make sense of at least parts of the Bible. I have seen
copies of Rushdoony’s Institutes for sale in the Dallas
Theological Seminary Bookstore. They need his
insights on Biblical law, yet they cannot deal with the
underlying theology of his book. They simply dismiss
him as somehow unimportant on such issues. They
pretend that he has not offered a monumental
challenge to dispensational ethics.'* They pretend that
they can successfully use his book as a kind of neutral
reference work on the Old Testament case laws, and
also somehow avoid losing their most energetic
students to the Christian Reconstructionist movement.
The career of Pastor Ray Sutton (a graduate of Dallas
Theological Seminary) indicates that they have made a
mistake.

In a popularly written essay for a non-Christian
audience, two fundamentalist authors insisted that
while R. J. Rushdoony’s insights on education and
politics are used by fundamentalists, they do not take
his kingdom views seriously. When their Christian
schools are brought to court by some arrogant state
attorney general, they call in Rushdoony to take the
witness stand for the defense. This has been going on
since the mid-1970’s. They need him. They know they
need him. Yet his two fundamentalist critics went on to
say that hardly anyone in the Christian world takes his
views on the kingdom of God seriously. “Fortunately,
we can say with confidence that he represents a very
small group with absolutely no chance of achieving
their agenda.” 1°

In terms of numbers, they were correct: The Christian
Reconstruction movement is small. In terms of young
men who can write and speak and take leadership
positions, the two authors were whistling by the
graveyard — their own movement’s graveyard. If
traditional, pessimillennial fundamentalist intellectual
leaders really had the academic answers to today’s
problems in social, economic, and political life, they
would not be drinking at the well of Christian
Reconstructionism. But they are. They have no place
else to go.

I do not expect to see The Days of Vengeance for sale in
the Dallas Seminary Bookstore. I do not expect to see
it on any traditional dispensational seminary’s
recommended reading list. If this book gains wide
among the generation  of
dispensational pastors, there will be a sharp break of
leadership within dispensationalism. The best and the
brightest will be absent.

circulation next

If Dallas Seminary students read it, and also read
Paradise Restored, the professors at Dallas will be
subjected to hard questioning, the likes of which they
have never seen since that school was founded. (If the
students also read Sutton’s That You May Prosper, the
faculty will have a theological revolution on its hands.)
The faculty is not about to make this sort of short-run
trouble for itself, even though in the longer run this
conspiracy of silence will cost dispensationalism dearly.
These books probably will not be sold at Grace
Theological Seminary, either. And, just for the record,
let me predict that you will not see Chilton’s books
recommended at non-dispensational seminaries either,
for very similar reasons: They are too hot to handle.

[ will make myself perfectly clear: If the faculty
members of any institution calling itself a Bible-
believing theological seminary cannot risk assigning to
their seniors, Chilton’s Paradise Restored, Sutton’s That
You May Prosper, and Bahnsen’s By This Standard —
three short, easily read, minimally footnoted books —
because they are afraid of disturbing their students’
thinking, or because they themselves are not ready to
provide answers to their students’ inevitable questions,
then that faculty has raised the white flag to the
Christian Reconstructionists. [t means that we
Reconstructionists have won the theological fight.

We are already picking off some of their brightest young
men, and doing it on a regular basis. They read our
books secretly, and they are waiting for their instructors
to say something in response. Their instructors are
hiding. They are involved in the child’s game of “let’s
pretend.” “Let’s pretend that these books were never
published. Let’s pretend that our brightest students are
not being picked off by them. Let’s pretend that this
flood of newsletters out of Tyler, Texas doesn’t exist.

12. 2nd edition, 1984. Published by Presbyterian & Reformed, Phillipsburg, New
Jersey.

13. Nutley, New Jersey: Craig Press, 1973.

14. The one book-length attempt of any dispensationalist scholar to refute
theonomists is an unpublished Dallas Theological Seminary doctoral
dissertation: Ramesh Paul Richard’s Hermeneutical Prolegomena to
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Premillennial Social Ethics (1982). It has not been published even in a
reworked form. It is understandable why not: a terrible title. Worse, the
dissertation gave away too much theological ground to the theonomists. This
indicates the crisis facing dispensationalism today.

Ed Dobson and Ed Hindson, “Apocalypse Now?” Policy Review (Ott. 1986),
p- 20.

15.



Let’s pretend that Christian Reconstructionism is going
to go away soon. Let’s pretend that someone else will
write a book that answers them, and that it will be
published early next year.” This strategy is backfiring all
over the country. The Christian Reconstructionists
own the mailing lists that prove it. When seminary
professors play a giant game of “let’s pretend,” it is only
a matter of time.

Frankly, it is highly doubtful that the average faculty
member of the typical Bible-believing seminary is ready
to assign my short paperback book aimed at teenagers:
75 Bible Questions Your Instructors Pray You Won't Ask
(1984).16 This is why I am confident that the prevailing
theological conservatism is about to be uprooted.
Seminary faculties that need to be on the offensive
against a humanist civilization are incapable of even
defending their own positions from cheap paperback
Christian books, let alone replace an entrenched
humanist order.

I will put it as bluntly as I can: Our eschatological
opponents will not attack us in print, except on rare
occasions. They know that we will respond in print,
and that at that point they will be stuck. They want to
avoid this embarrassment at any price — even the price
of seeing their brightest young men join the Christian
Reconstructionist movement. And, quite frankly, that
suits us just fine. Heads, we win; tails, we win.

Defenseless Traditionalists

If any movement finds that it is being confronted by
dedicated opponents who are mounting a full-scale
campaign, it is suicidal to sit and do nothing. It is
almost equally suicidal to do something stupid. What
generally happens is that the leaders of comfortable,
complacent, and intellectually flabby movements do
nothing for too long, and then in a panic they rush out
and do a whole series of stupid things, beginning with
the publication of articles or books that are visibly
ineffectual in the eyes of the younger men who would
otherwise become the movement’s future leaders.

The most important tactic that the existing leadership
can adopt is a program of convincing the movement’s
future leaders that the movement has the vision, the
program, and the first principles to defeat all enemies.
To be convincing, this tactic requires evidence for such
superiority. Such evidence is presently lacking within
traditional pessimillennial groups. They begin with the
presupposition that God has not given His church the
vision, program, and first principles to defeat God’s
enemies, even with Christ’s victory over Satan at
Calvary as the foundation of the Church’s ministry.

The traditional pessimillennialists have issued a clarion
call: “Come join us; we're historical losers.” They have
built their institutions by attracting people who are
content to remain historical (pre-second coming)
losers.

Understand that [ am discussing traditional pessimill-
ennialism. As the climate of Christian opinion shifts,
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we find that younger, energetic, and social action-
oriented premillennialists and amillennialists are now
appearing. This will continue. They insist that they can
be kingdom optimists and social activists, too. They
insist on being called members of the dominion
theology movement. I do not see any evidence that
they have been willing to go into print on how their
eschatologies are conformable to earthly, “Church
Age” optimism, but | am happy to see them coming
aboard the Good Ship Dominion. What I need to point
out, however, is that in all the seminaries and in the
large publishing houses, no such social optimism is
visible yet. Traditional pessimists still run these
institutions. This is going to change eventually, but it
will probably take decades.

Eschatological optimism is the first step in many
people’s journey into dominion theology. This is why
the leaders with more traditional outlooks are so upset.
They recognize that first step for what it is: the end of
the road for pessimillennialism.

Dispensationalism

What most people do not understand is that there has
not been a major dispensational commentary on the
Book of Revelation since John Walvoord’s The

Revelation of Jesus Christ, published back in 1966 by
Moody Press and reprinted repeatedly.

Even more significantly, there had not been a major
dispensational commentary on Revelation before
Walvoord’s book. Understand, Walvoord’s commentary
appeared 96 years after W. E. B.s Jesus Is Coming, the
book that launched dispensationalism’s popular phase
in the United States. It appeared over half a century
after the Scofield Reference Bible (1909). In short, the
exegesis that supposedly proves
dispensationalism came at the tail end of the
dispensational movement’s history, just about the time
that R. ]. Rushdoony had his initial social and law-
oriented books published. The dispensationalists could
point to only a handful of books with titles such as
Lectures on Revelation or Notes on Revelation. In short,
bits and pieces on Revelation, but nothing definitive —
not after over a century of premillennial dispensation-
alism. The bibliography in Walvoord’s book lists a small
number of explicitly dispensational commentaries on
this book of the Bible, above all others, that we would
expect the dispensationalists to have mastered, verse by
verse.

Whatever we conclude about the history of
dispensationalism, its wide popularity had very little to
do with any systematic exposition of the book that
dispensationalists assert is the most prophecy-filled
book in the Bible. In fact, the average dispensationalist
probably does not own, has not read, and has never
heard of a single dispensational commentary on the
Book of Revelation. It is doubtful that his pastor knows
of one, either, other than Walvoord’s which is about

half the size of Chilton’s.

the case for

16. Published by Spurgeon Press, P.O. Box 7999, Tyler, Texas 75711.
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In contrast, the publication of Chilton’s two books on
eschatology, along with Rushdoony’s far less exegetical
book, Thy Kingdom Come (1970), in the early phases of
the Christian Reconstruction movement places the
foundational exegesis at the beginning, where it
belongs. We now have the basic exegetical work
behind us. Chilton’s first two eschatology books are
seminal, not definitive. He and others will continue to
build on their foundation. If they do not continue to
build, then the movement is dead. Any movement that
specializes in reprinting “classics” and does not produce
path-breaking new material is dead. Our opponents will
learn soon enough that this movement is not dead. We
have just barely begun to publish.

The point is, it is important to get the foundations laid
early if you intend to reconstruct civilization. This is
what the dispensationalists did not do, 1830-1966,
perhaps because they never intended to change
civilization. They intended only to escape from what
they regarded as modern civilization’s more unsavory
features, things such as liquor, cigarettes, movies, and
social dancing. (I have often said that if anti-
abortionists were to spread the rumor that the local
abortionist gives a glass of beer to each woman to calm
her nerves after an abortion, half the fundamentalists
in town would be on the picket lines in front of his
office within a week.)

Amillennialism

Protestant amillennialists, who are primarily members
of Dutch or Lutheran churches, or churches influenced
by Continental European theology, have a far stronger
academic tradition behind them. It stretches back to
Augustine. Chilton draws from these amillennial
traditions in explaining Biblical imagery. Nevertheless,
Chilton has demonstrated that this imagery can be
understood far better within a framework of historical
Christian progress than within a framework that
presumes increasing historical defeat at the hands of
covenant-breakers.

The fundamental message of Biblical eschatology is
victory, in time and on earth (in history) —
comprehensive victory, not simply a psychologically
internal, “smile on our faces, joy in our hearts” sort of
victory. In short, he makes effective use of their
scholarly contributions, but he does not thereby
become dependent on their underlying eschatological
presuppositions. (Again, I have in mind a previously
mentioned anonymous theologian, whose response to
all this is easily predictable: lots more stony silence.
Discretion is the better part of valor. He was thoroughly
rebutted by another Reconstructionist on a related
topic, so he is, understandably, a bit gun-shy.)

The fact is, amillennialist churches are not noted for
their evangelism programs. (Those that use the Coral
Ridge Presbyterian Church’s Ewvangelism Explosion
materials are exceptions to this rule of thumb.) These
churches are not out in the theological arena,
challenging humanists or anyone else. Members see
their churches as holding actions, as defensive
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fortresses, or as ports in the cultural storm. These
churches are simply not on the offensive. They do not
expect to achieve anything culturally.

They also do not expect to see a wave of converts. They
probably will not lose many people to Christian
Reconstructionism any time soon. The slow erosion to
liberalism and modernism and liberation theology will
continue to plague them, as it has in the past, but there
will be no major defections. There will also be no major
victories. They will remain spiritual, defensive outposts
in the midst of a turning point in world history.

Historic Premillennialism

There isn’t any historic (non-dispensational)
premillennialism, institutionally speaking. Historic
premillennialists are scattered in churches that are
dominated either by dispensational premillennialists or
amillennialists. Covenant Theological Seminary does
exist, but its graduates get swallowed up ecclesiastically
in churches that are eschatologically neutral officially,
meaning churches run by amillennialists. Historic
premillennialism has not been a separate theological
force in this century.

Conclusion

David Chilton has provided us with a masterpiece. He
has issued an epitaph:

/ N

PESSIMILLENNIALISM
71 A.D. -1987 A.D.
“WE PREACHED DEFEAT, AND GOT IT!”

A\ e

[ am throwing down the gauntlet to the opponents of
the
challenging all comers, and I am doing it the smart way:
“Let’s you and Chilton fight.” Furthermore, “Let’s you
and Bahnsen fight.” If anyone wants to fight me, I will
switch on my word processor and give him my best
shot, but I am such a sweet and inoffensive fellow that
[ don’t expect that anyone will waste his time trying to
beat me up. But someone in each of the rival
pessimillennial camps had better start producing
answers to what Christian Reconstructionists have
already written. Specifically, someone had better be
prepared to write a better commentary on Revelation
than The Days of Vengeance. I am confident that
nobody can.

Christian Reconstruction movement. I am

From this time on, there will be only three kinds of
commentaries on the Book of Revelation:

Those that try to extend Chilton’s
Those that try to refute Chilton’s
Those that pretend there isn’t Chilton’s

Tyler, Texas
December 17, 1986
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Author and Date

Although the author’s identity has been much debated,
there is really no reason to doubt that he was the same
St. John who wrote the Fourth Gospel, as the virtually
unanimous testimony of the early Church affirms. He
identifies himself simply as “John” (1:1, 4,9; 21:2; 22:8),
apparently assuming that he will be recognized by his
first-century audience on the basis of his name alone;
and he writes in an authoritative, “apostolic” style, not
to individuals merely, but to the Church. Taking into
account the Church’s highly organized government,
which existed from its inception, it is unlikely that any
but a recognized apostle could have written in this
manner.! In addition, there are numerous points of
resemblance between the Revelation and the Gospel of
John. Even a cursory glance reveals several expressions
(e.g. Lamb of God, Word, and witness) which are
common only to the Gospel of John and the
Revelation; no other New Testament writer uses these
terms in the same way.? Austin Farrer® draws attention
to a number of stylistic similarities between the Gospel
and Revelation: Both books are arranged in series of
“sevens”;* both are structured in terms of the
Biblical/heavenly liturgy and festive calendar; and both
books use numbers in a symbolic sense that transcends
their literal significance (this is obvious in Revelation;
cf. John 2:6, 19-20; 5:2, 5; 6:7, 9, 13; 8:57; 13:38; 19:14,
23; 21:11, 14, 15-17).

There are several Biblical indications that St. John was
a priest, and even came from the high priest’s family.’
His name was probably common in that family (cf.
Acts 4:6; contrast Luke 1:61). St. John himself tells us
of his close relationship to the high priest: On account
of this he was able, on an extremely sensitive occasion,
to gain access into the high priest’s Court, using his
influence with the guard to achieve entry for St. Peter
as well (John 18:15-16). Moreover, numerous
references in both the Gospel and Revelation reveal
their author’s unusual familiarity with the details of
Temple services. As Alfred Edersheim observed, “the
other New Testament writers refer to them in their
narratives, or else explain their types, in such language
as any well-informed worshipper at Jerusalem might
have employed. But John writes not like an ordinary
Israelite. He has eyes and ears for details which others

would have left unnoticed . . .

“Indeed, the Apocalypse, as a whole, may be likened to
the Temple services in its mingling of prophetic
services with worship and praise. But it is specially
remarkable, that the Temple-references with which the
Book of Revelation abounds are generally to minutiae,
which a writer who had not been as familiar with such
details, as only personal contact and engagement with
them could have rendered him, would scarcely have
even noticed, certainly not employed as part of his
imagery. They come in naturally, spontaneously, and so
unexpectedly, that the reader is occasionally in danger
of overlooking them altogether; and in language such
as a professional man would employ, which would come
to him from the previous exercise of his calling. Indeed,
some of the most striking of these references could not
have been understood at all without the professional
treatises of the Rabbis on the Temple and its services.
Only the studied minuteness of Rabbinical
descriptions, derived from the tradition of eye-
witnesses, does not leave the same impression as the
unstudied illustrations of St. John.”®

“It seems highly improbable that a book so full of
liturgical allusions as the Book of Revelation — and
these, many of them, not to great or important points,
but to minutiae — could have been written by any other
than a priest, and one who had at one time been in
actual service in the Temple itself, and thus become so
intimately conversant with its details, that they came
to him naturally, as part of the imagery he employed.”?

In this connection Edersheim brings up a point that is
more important for our interpretation than the issue of
Revelation’s human authorship (for ultimately [see 1:1]
it is Jesus Christ’s Revelation). St. John’s intimate
acquaintance with the minute details of Temple
worship suggests that “the Book of Revelation and the
Fourth Gospel must have been written before the
Temple services had actually ceased.” 8 Although some
scholars have uncritically accepted the statement of St.
Irenaeus (A.D. 120-202) that the prophecy appeared
“toward the end of Domitian’s reign” (i. e., around A.D.
96),° there is considerable room for doubt about his
precise meaning (he may have meant that the Apostle
John himself “was seen” by others).1® The language of

1. Contrast this with the tone of St. Clement’s letter to the Corinthians. As J.
B. Lightfoot says in his edition of The Apostolic Fathers (Vol. 1, p. 352):
“Authority indeed is claimed for the utterances of the letter in no faltering
tone, but it is the authority of the brotherhood declaring the mind of Christ
by the Spirit, not the authority of one man, whether bishop or pope.” Cited
in John A. T. Robinson, Redating the New Testament (Philadelphia: The
Westminster Press, 1976), p. 328.

2. See William Hendriksen, More Than Conquerors: An Interpretation of the Book
of Rewvelation (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1939), pp. 17ff., for a list of
such similarities. For example, he cites John 7:37 and Rev. 22:17; John 10:18
and Rev. 2:27; John 20:12 and Rev. 3:4; John 1:1 and Rev. 19:13; John 1:29
and Rev. 5:6.

3. Austin Farrer, The Revelation of St. John the Divine (Oxford: At the Clarendon
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Press, 1964), pp. 41ff.

One minor example of this in John is 1:9-2:11, which follows a seven-day
structure patterned after the creation week; see David Chilton, Paradise
Restored: A Biblical Theology of Dominion (Ft. Worth, TX: Dominion Press,
1985), pp. 62f.

. This is, to some extent, substantiated in the tradition recorded in Eusebius

that as Bishop of Ephesus St. John “was a priest, and wore the sacerdotal
plate”- i.e., the petalon, insignia of the high priest worn on the forehead
(Ecclesiastical History, v.xxiv). It is likely, of course, that St. John and the
other “ministers of the New Covenant” wore a distinctive “uniform”
corresponding to their official status, and it is possible that their garments
and “badge of office” were similar to those worn by the Israelite priesthood.
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St. Irenaeus is somewhat ambiguous; and, regardless of
what he was talking about, he could have been
mistaken.!! (St. Irenaeus, incidentally, is the only
source for this late dating of Revelation; all other
“sources” are simply quoting from him. It is thus rather
disingenuous for commentators to claim, as Swete does,
that “Early Christian tradition is almost unanimous in
assigning the Apocalypse to the last years of
Domitian.”)!? Certainly, there are other early writers
whose statements indicate that St. John wrote the
Revelation much earlier, under Nero’s persecution.!?

A good deal of the modern presumption in favor of a
Domitianic date is based on the belief that a great,
sustained period of persecution and slaughter of
Christians was carried on under his rule. This belief, as
cherished as it is, does not seem to be based on any hard
evidence at all. While there is no doubt that Domitian
was a cruel and wicked tyrant (I come to bury a myth
about Caesar, not to praise him), until the fifth century
there is no mention in any historian of a supposedly
widespread persecution of Christians by his
government. It is true that he did temporarily banish
some Christians; but these were eventually recalled.
Robinson remarks: “When this limited and selective
purge, in which no Christian was for certain put to
death, is compared with the massacre of Christians
under Nero in what two early and entirely independent
witnesses speak of as ‘immense multitudes,!* it is
astonishing that commentators should have been led
by Irenaeus, who himself does not even mention a
persecution, to prefer a Domitianic context for the

book of Revelation.”!

Our safest course, therefore, must be to study the
Revelation itself to see what internal evidence it
presents regarding its date. As we will see throughout
the commentary, the Book of Revelation is primarily a
prophecy of the destruction of Jerusalem by the
Romans. This fact alone places St. John’s authorship
somewhere before September of A.D. 70. Further, as we
shall see, St. John speaks of Nero Caesar as still on the
throne — and Nero died in June 68.

More important than any of this, however, we have a
priori teaching from Scripture itself that all special
revelation ended by A.D. 70. The angel Gabriel told

Daniel that the “seventy weeks” were to end with the

destruction of Jerusalem (Dan. 9:24-27); and that
period would also serve to “seal up the vision and
prophecy” (Dan. 9:24). In other words, special
revelation would stop — be “sealed up” — by the time
Jerusalem was destroyed.

The Canon of Holy Scripture was entirely completed
before Jerusalem fell.'® St. Athanasius interpreted
Gabriel’s words in the same way: “When did prophet
and vision cease from Israel? Was it not when Christ
came, the Holy One of holies? It is, in fact, a sign and
notable proof of the coming of the Word that Jerusalem
no longer stands, neither is prophet raised up nor vision
revealed among them. And it is natural that it should
be so, for when He that was signified had come, what
need was there any longer of any to signify Him? And
when the Truth had come, what further need was there
of the shadow? On His account only they prophesied
continually, until such time as Essential Righteousness
had come, Who was made the Ransom for the sins of
all. For the same reason Jerusalem stood until the same
time, in order that there men might premeditate the
types before the Truth was known. So, of course, once
the Holy One of holies had come, both vision and
prophecy were sealed. And the kingdom of Jerusalem
ceased at the same time, because kings were to be
anointed among them only until the Holy of holies had
been anointed . . .

“The plain fact is, as I say, that there is no longer any
king or prophet nor Jerusalem nor sacrifice nor vision
among them; yet the whole earth is filled with the
knowledge of God,'” and the Gentiles, forsaking
atheism, are now taking refuge with the God of
Abraham through the Word, our Lord Jesus Christ.”!8

The death, resurrection and ascension of Christ marked
the end of the Old Covenant and the beginning of the
New; the apostles were commissioned to deliver
Christ’s message in the form of the New Testament; and
when they were finished, God sent the Edomites and
the Roman armies to destroy utterly the last remaining
symbols of the Old Covenant: the Temple and the Holy
City. This fact alone is sufficient to establish the writing
of the Revelation as taking place before A.D. 70. The
book itself gives abundant testimony regarding its date;
but, even more, the nature of the New Testament as

God’s Final Word tells us this.

11. See the discussion in John A. T. Robinson, Redating the New Testament
(Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1976), pp. 221ff.

6. Alfred Edersheim, The Temple: Its Ministry and Services as They Were at the
Time of Christ (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1980),
pp. 141f.

7. 1Ibid., p. 142.

8. Ibid., p. 141.

9. St. Irenaeus, Against Heresies, V. XXX.3; quoted by Eusebius in his
Ecclesiastical History, iii.xviii.2-3; v.viii.6.

10. See Arthur Stapylton Barnes, Christianity at Rome in the Apostolic Age
(London: Methuen Publishers, 1938), pp. 167ff.

12. H. B. Swete, Commentary on Revelation (Grand Rapids: Kregel Publications,
[19111 1977), p. xcix.

13. See the detailed discussion in Moses Stuart, Commentary on the Apocalypse
(Andover: Allen, Merrill and Wardwell, 1845), Vol. I, pp. 263-84; see also
James M. MacDonald, The Life and Writings of St. John (London: Hodder and
Stoughton, 1877), pp. 151-77.

14. Robinson has in mind the statements of the Christian pastor St. Clement (1
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Clement 6) and the heathen historian Tacitus (Annals XV.44).

Robinson, p. 233; cf. pp. 236ff.

While he does not base his case on theological considerations, this is J. A. T.
Robinson’s thesis in Redating the New Testament. He arrives at this conclusion
through a careful study of both the internal and external evidence regarding
each New Testament book. Support from archeological findings for an early
New Testament is presented in David Estrada and William White Jr., The
First New Testament (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1978). See also Ernest L.
Martin, The Original Bible Restored (Pasadena: Foundation for Biblical
Research, 1984), for his interesting thesis that the New Testament was
canonized by St. Peter and St. John.

St. Athanasius, the “patron saint of postmillennialism,” thus applies the
“millennial” promise of Isaiah 11:9 to the triumphs of the New Covenant era.

15.
16.

17.
18. St. Athanasius, On the Incarnation, Sister Penelope Lawson, Trans. (New
York: Macmillan Publishing Co., 1946), pp. 61ff. Rousas John Rushdoony
makes the same point in his exposition of Dan. 9:24: “ ‘Vision and prophet’
will be sealed up or ended, the New Testament revelation of Christ summing
up and concluding the Scriptures.” Thy Kingdom Come: Studies in Daniel and
Revelation (Tyler, TX: Thoburn Press, [1970] 1978), p. 66.



Christ’s death at the hands of the apostate children of
Israel sealed their fate: The Kingdom would be taken
from them (Matt. 21:33-43). While wrath built up “to
the utmost” (1 Thess. 2:16), God stayed His hand of
judgment until the writing of the New Covenant
document was accomplished. With that done, He
dramatically terminated the kingdom of Israel, wiping
out the persecuting generation (Matt. 23:34-36; 24:34;
Luke 11:49-51). Jerusalem’s destruction was the last
blast of the trumpet, signaling that the “mystery of
God” was finished (Rev. 10:7). There would be no

further canonical writings once Israel was gone.

Destination

From his exile on the island of Patmos, St. John
addressed the Revelation to the churches in seven
major cities of Asia Minor. These seven cities,
connected by a semicircular road that ran through the
interior of the province, served as postal stations for
their districts. “So a messenger from Patmos landed at
Ephesus, traveled north through Smyrna to Pergamum,
and thence southeast through the other four cities,
leaving a copy of the book in each for secondary
circulation in its district. The number ‘seven’ is of
course constantly used in the symbolism of the book of
Revelation, but this fact should not be allowed to
obscure the circumstance that the book is addressed to
seven actual churches in cities ideally placed to serve as
the distribution points.”!?

Asia Minor was a significant destination for two
reasons: First, after the fall of Jerusalem the province of
Asia would become the most influential center of
Christianity in the Roman Empire: “The province of
Asia emerged as the area where Christianity was
strongest, with Ephesus as its radial point.2> Second,
Asia was the center of the cult of Caesar-worship.
“Inscription after inscription testifies to the loyalty of
the cities towards the Empire. At Ephesus, at Smyrna,
at Pergamum, and indeed throughout the province the
Church was confronted by an imperialism which was
popular and patriotic, and bore the character of a
religion. Nowhere was the Caesar-cult more popular
than in Asia.”?!

After Julius Caesar died (29 B.C.), a temple honoring
him as divus (god) was built in Ephesus. The Caesars
who followed him didn’t wait for death to provide such
honors, and, beginning with Octavian, they asserted
their own divinity, displaying their titles of deity in
temples and on coins, particularly in the cities of Asia.
Octavian changed his name to Augustus, a title of
supreme majesty, dignity and reverence. He was called
the Son of God, and as the divine-human mediator
between heaven and earth he offered sacrifices to the
gods. He was widely proclaimed as the Savior of the

INTRODUCTION

world, and the inscriptions on his coins were quite
frankly messianic — their message declaring, as Stauffer
has written, that “salvation is to be found in none other
save Augustus, and there is no other name given to
men in which they can be saved.”??

This pose was common to all the Caesars. Caesar was
God; Caesar was Savior; Caesar was the only Lord. And
they claimed not only the titles but the rights of deity
as well. They taxed and confiscated property at will,
took citizens’ wives (and husbands) for their own
pleasure, caused food shortages, exercised the power of
life and death over their subjects, and generally
attempted to rule every aspect of reality throughout the
Empire. The philosophy of the Caesars can be summed
up in one phrase which was used increasingly as the age
progressed: Caesar is Lord!

This was the main issue between Rome and the
Christians: Who is Lord? Francis Schaeffer points out:
“Let us not forget why the Christians were killed. They
were not killed because they worshiped Jesus .
Nobody cared who worshiped whom so long as the
worshiper did not disrupt the unity of the state,
centered in the formal worship of Caesar. The reason
the Christians were killed was because they were rebels
... They worshiped Jesus as God and they worshiped
the infinite-personal God only. The Caesars would not
tolerate this worshiping of the one God only. It was
counted as treason.”??

For Rome, the goal of any true morality and piety was
the subordination of all things to the State; the
religious, pious man was the one who recognized, at
every point in life, the centrality of Rome. “The
function of Roman religion was pragmatic, to serve as
social cement and to buttress the state.”?* Thus,
observes R. ]J. Rushdoony, “the framework for the
religious and familial acts of piety was Rome itself, the
central and most sacred community. Rome strictly
controlled all rights of corporation, assembly, religious
meetings, clubs, and street gatherings, and it brooked
no possible rivalry to its centrality . . . The state alone
could organize; short of conspiracy, the citizens could
not. On this ground alone, the highly organized
Christian Church was an offense and an affront to the
state, and an illegal organization readily suspected of
conspiracy.” 2

The witness of the apostles and the early Church was
nothing less than a declaration of war against the
pretensions of the Roman State. St. John asserted that
Jesus is the only-begotten Son of God (John 3:16); that
He is, in fact, “the true God and eternal life” (1 John
5:20-21). The Apostle Peter declared, shortly after
Pentecost: “Salvation is found in no one else, for there
is no other name under heaven given to men by which

19. C.J. Hemer, “Seven Cities of Asia Minor” in R. K. Harrison, ed., Major Cities
of the Biblical World (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1985), p. 235. 23. Francis A. Schaeffer, How Shall We Then Live? (Old Tappan, NJ: Fleming H.
20. W. H. C. Frend, The Rise of Christianity (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984), Revell, 1976), p. 24.
p. 127. 24. Rousas John Rushdoony, The One and the Many: Studies in the Philosophy of
21. H. B. Swete, Commentary on Revelation (Grand Rapids: Kregel Publications, Order and Ultimacy (Tyler, TX: Thoburn Press, [1971] 1978), p. 92.
[1911] 1977), p. Ixxxix. 25. Ibid., pp. 92f.
22. Ethelbert Stauffer, Christ and the Caesars (Philadelphia: Westminster Press,

1955), p. 88.
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we must be saved” (Acts 4:12). “The conflict of
Christianity with Rome was thus political from the
Roman perspective, although religious from the
Christian perspective. The Christians were never asked
to worship Rome’s pagan gods; they were merely asked
to recognize the religious primacy of the state. As
Francis Legge observed, ‘The officials of the Roman
Empire in time of persecution sought to force the
Christians to sacrifice, not to any heathen gods, but to
the Genius of the Emperor and the Fortune of the City
of Rome; and at all times the Christians’ refusal was
looked upon not as a religious but as a political offense
... The issue, then, was this: should the emperor’s law,
state law, govern both the state and the church, or were
both state and church, emperor and bishop alike, under
God’s law? Who represented true and ultimate order,
God or Rome, eternity or time? The Roman answer was
Rome and time, and hence Christianity constituted a
treasonable faith and a menace to political order.” 0

The charge brought by the Jewish prosecution in one
first-century trial of Christians was that “they are all
defying Caesar’s decrees, saying that there is another
king, one called Jesus” (Acts 17:7). This was the
fundamental accusation against all the Christians of
the Empire. The captain of police pleaded with the
aged Bishop of Smyrna, St. Polycarp, to renounce this
extreme position: “What harm is there in saying Caesar
is Lord?” St. Polycarp refused, and was burned at the
stake. Thousands suffered martyrdom on just this issue.
For them, Jesus was not “God” in some upper-story,
irrelevant sense; He was the only God, complete
Sovereign in every area. No aspect of reality could be
exempt from His demands. Nothing was neutral. The
Church confronted Rome with the inflexible claim of
Christ’s imperial authority: Jesus is the only-begotten
Son; Jesus is God; Jesus is King; Jesus is Savior; Jesus is
Lord. Here were two Empires, both attempting absolute
world domination; and they were implacably at war.?’

[t was necessary for the churches of Asia to recognize
this fully, with all its implications. Faith in Jesus Christ
requires absolute submission to His Lordship, at every
point, with no compromise. The confession of Christ
meant conflict with statism, particularly in the
provinces where official worship of Caesar was required
for the transaction of everyday affairs. Failure to
acknowledge the claims of the State would result in
economic hardship and ruin, and often imprisonment,
torture, and death.

Some Christians attempted to compromise by drawing
an unbiblical distinction between heart and conduct, as
if one could have faith without works. But Christ’s
Kingdom is universal: Jesus is Lord of all. To
acknowledge Him truly as Lord, we must serve Him
everywhere. This was the primary message of the
Revelation to the Christians in Asia, and one they
desperately needed to hear. They lived in the very heart
of Satan’s throne, the seat of Emperor-worship; St. John

wrote to remind them of their true King, of their
position with Him as kings and priests, and of the
necessity to persevere in terms of His sovereign Word.

Revelation and the Covenant
The Book of Revelation is part of the Bible. At first

glance this may not seem to be a brilliant insight, but it
is a point that is both crucially important and almost
universally neglected in the actual practice of
exposition. For as soon as we recognize that Revelation
is a Biblical document, we are forced to ask a central
question: What sort of book is the Bible? And the
answer is this: The Bible is a book (The Book) about the
Covenant. The Bible is not an Encyclopedia of
Religious Knowledge. Nor is it a collection of Moral
Tales, or a series of personal-psychology studies of Great
Heroes of Long Ago. The Bible is God’s written
revelation of Himself, the story of His coming to us in
the Mediator, the Lord Jesus Christ; and it is the story
of the Church’s relationship to Him through the
Covenant He has established with her.

The Covenant is the meaning of Biblical history
(Biblical history is not primarily adventure stories).
The Covenant is the meaning of Biblical law (the Bible
is not primarily a political treatise about how to set up
a Christian Republic). And the Covenant is the
meaning of Biblical prophecy as well (thus, Biblical
prophecy is not “prediction” in the occult sense of
Nostradamus, Edgar Cayce, and Jean Dixon). To a man,
the prophets were God’s legal emissaries to Israel and
the nations, acting as prosecuting attorneys bringing
what has become known among recent scholars as the
“Covenant Lawsuit.”
That Biblical prophecy is not simply “prediction” is
indicated, for example, by God’s statement through
Jeremiah:
At one moment [ might speak concerning a nation or
concerning a kingdom to uproot, to pull down, or to destroy
it; if that nation against which [ have spoken turns from its

evil, I will relent concerning the calamity I planned to bring
on it.

Or at another moment [ might speak concerning a nation
or concerning a kingdom to build up or to plant it; if it does
evil in My sight by not obeying My voice, then I will repent
of the good with which 1 had promised to bless it. (Jer. 18:7-
10)

The purpose of prophecy is not “prediction,” but
evaluation of man’s ethical response to God’s Word of
command and promise. This is why Jonah’s prophecy
about Nineveh did not “come true”: Nineveh repented
of its wickedness, and the calamity was averted. Like
the other Biblical writings, the Book of Revelation is a
prophecy, with a specific covenantal orientation and
reference. When the covenantal context of the
prophecy is ignored, the message St. John sought to
communicate is lost, and Revelation becomes nothing
more than a vehicle for advancing the alleged
expositor’s eschatological theories.

26. Ibid., p. 93. Rushdoony cites Francis Legge, Forerunners and Rivals of
Christianity.” From 330 B.C. to 330 A.D. (New Hyde Park, NY: University

Books, [1915], 1964), vol. I, pp. xxivf.

217. Cf. Swete, p. Ixxxi.



Let us consider a minor example: Revelation 9:16 tells
us of a great army of horsemen, numbering “myriads of
myriads.” In some Greek texts, this reads two myriads of
myriads, and is sometimes translated 200 million. All
sorts of fanciful and contrived explanations have been
proposed for this. Perhaps the most well-known theory
of recent times is Hal Lindsey’s opinion that “these 200
million troops are Red Chinese soldiers accompanied
by other Eastern allies. It’s possible that the industrial
might of Japan will be united with Red China. For the
first time in history there will be a full invasion of the
West by the Orient.”28

Such fortunetelling may or may not be accurate
regarding a coming Chinese invasion, but it tells us
absolutely nothing about the Bible. To help put
Lindsey’s view into historical perspective, we will
compare it to that of J. L. Martin, a 19th-century
preacher who, while sharing Lindsey’s basic
presuppositions about the nature and purpose of
prophecy, reached the different, and amusing,
conclusion that St. John’s “200 million” represented
“the fighting force of the whole world” of 1870. Note
Martin’s shrewdly scientific, Lindsey-like reasoning:
We have a few more than one billion inhabitants on the
earth... But of that billion about five hundred millions (one-
half) are females, leaving an average population of male
inhabitants of about five hundred millions; and of that
number about one-half are minors, leaving about two
hundred and fifty millions of adult males on the earth at a
time. But of that number of adult males about one-fifth are
superannuated — too old to fight. These are statistical facts.
This leaves exactly John’s two hundred millions of fighting
men on earth. And when we prove a matter mathematically,
we think it is pretty well done.??

But Martin is just hitting his stride. He continues with
his exposition, taking up the terrifying description of
the soldiers in 9:17-19: “The riders had breastplates of
fire and of hyacinth and of brimstone; and the heads of
the horses are like the heads of lions; and out of their
mouths proceed fire and smoke and brimstone. A third
of mankind was killed by these three plagues, by the fire
and the smoke and the brimstone, which proceeded out
of their mouths. For the power of the horses is in their
mouths and in their tails; for their tails are like serpents
and have heads; and with them they do harm.”
Whereas modern apocalyptists view this in terms of
lasers and missile launchers, Martin had a different
explanation — one which was in keeping with the state
of military art in his day, when Buffalo Bill was fighting
Sioux Indians as chief of scouts for General Sheridan’s
Fifth Cavalry:

John is pointing to the modern mode of fighting on
horse-back, with the rider leaning forward, which, to his
sight, and to the sight of one looking on at a distance, would
appear as the great mane of the lion; the man leaning on his
horse’s neck. He would, in fighting with firearms, have to lean
forward to discharge his piece, lest he might shoot down his
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own horse that he was riding. In John’s day the posture was
very different...

Now, [ want to ask my friendly hearers if it is not as
literally fulfilled before our eyes as anything can be? Are not
all nations engaged in this mode of warfare? Do they not kill
men with fire and smoke and brimstone?... Do you not know
that this is just ignited gunpowder?...

Could an uninspired man, in the last of the first century,
have told of this matter?3°

Unless we see the Book of Revelation as a Covenant
document — i.e., if we insist on reading it primarily as
either a prediction of twentieth-century nuclear
weapons or a polemic against first-century Rome — its
continuity with the rest of the Bible will be lost. It
becomes an eschatological appendix, a view of “last
things” that ultimately has little to do with the
message, purpose, and concerns of the Bible. Once we
understand Revelation’s character as a Covenant
Lawsuit, however, it ceases to be a “strange,
book; it is no longer incomprehensible, or decipherable
only with the complete New York Times Index. In its
major themes at least, it becomes as accessible to us as
[saiah and Amos. The Book of Revelation must be seen
from the outset in its character as Biblical revelation.
The grasp of this single point can mean a “quantum
leap” for interpretation; for, as Geerhardus Vos made
clear in his pathbreaking studies of Biblical Theology,
“revelation is connected throughout with the fate of
[srael.”3!

“o

weird”

The Covenant Lawsuit

God’s relationship with Israel was always defined in
terms of the Covenant, the marriage bond by which He
joined her to Himself as His special people. This
Covenant was a legal arrangement, a binding
“contract” imposed on Israel by her King, stipulating
mutual obligations and promises. Meredith Kline has
shown that the structure of the Biblical Covenant bears
striking similarities to the established form for peace
treaties in the ancient Near East.*’ This is how it
worked: After a war, the victorious king would make a
covenant with his defeated foe, making certain
promises and guaranteeing protection on condition
that the vassal-king and all under his authority would
obey their new lord. Both lord and vassal would swear
an oath, and they would thenceforth be united in
covenant.

As Kline explains, the standard treaty-form in the
ancient world was structured in five parts, all of which
appear in the Biblical covenants:

1. Preamble (identifying the lordship of the Great
King, stressing both his transcendence
[greatness and power] and his immanence
[nearness and presence]);

2. Historical Prologue (surveying the lord’s

28. Hal Lindsey, There’s a New World Coming (Eugene, OR: Harvest House
Publishers, 1973), p. 140.

29. J. L. Martin, The Voice of the Seven Thunders: or Lectures on the Apocalypse
(Bedford, IN: James M. Mathes, Publisher, sixth cd., 1873), pp. 149f.
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31. Richard B. Gaffin Jr., ed., Redemptive Histoty and Biblical Interpretation: The
Shorter Writings of Geerhardus Vos (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian and
Reformed Publishing Co., 1980), p. 10.
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previous relationship to the vassal, especially
emphasizing the blessings bestowed);

3. Ethical Stipulations (expounding the vassal’s
obligations, his “guide to citizenship” in the
covenant);

4. Sanctions (outlining the blessings for
obedience and curses for disobedience);

5. Succession Arrangements (dealing with the
continuity of the covenant relationship over
future generations).

One of the best examples of a document written in this
treaty-form is the Book of Deuteronomy, which Kline
examines in detail in his Treaty of the Great King.
(Recently, Kline’s analysis has been considerably
augmented in the more theologically oriented work of
Ray R. Sutton, That You May Prosper.)’® Kline’s
exposition shows how Deuteronomy naturally divides
into the five covenantal sections:

Deuteronomy

1. Preamble (1:1-5)

2. Historical Prologue (1:6-4:49)

3. Ethical Stipulations (5:1-26:19)

4. Sanctions (27:1-30:20)

5. Succession Arrangements (31:1-34:12)

If a vassal kingdom violated the terms of the covenant,
the lord would send messengers to the vassal, warning
the offenders of coming judgment, in which the curse-
sanctions of the covenant would be enforced. This
turns out to be the function of the Biblical prophets, as
I mentioned above: They were prosecuting attorneys,
bringing God’s message of Covenant Lawsuit to the
offending nations of Israel and Judah. And the
structure of the lawsuit was always patterned after the
original structure of the covenant. In other words, just
as the Biblical covenants themselves follow the
standard five-part treaty structure, the Biblical
prophecies follow the treaty form as well.?* For
example, the prophecy of Hosea is ordered according to
the following out-line:

Hosea

1. Preamble (1)

2. Historical Prologue (2-3)

3. Ethical Stipulations (4-7)

4. Sanctions (8-9)

5. Succession Arrangements (10-14)

Like many other Biblical prophecies, the Book of
Revelation is a prophecy of Covenant wrath against
apostate Israel, which irrevocably turned away from the
Covenant in her rejection of Christ. And, like many

other Biblical prophecies, the Book of Revelation is
written in the form of the Covenant Lawsuit, with five
parts, conforming to the treaty structure of the
Covenant. This thesis will be demonstrated in the
commentary; by way of introduction, however, it will
be helpful to glance at some of the major points that
lead to this conclusion. (Also, I have provided an
Introduction to each of the five parts of Revelation,
correlating the message of each section with the
appropriate passage in the Book of Deuteronomy.)

In order to grasp the five-part structure of Revelation,
we must first consider how St. John’s prophecy is
related to the message of Leviticus 26. Like
Deuteronomy 28, Leviticus 26 sets forth the sanctions
of the Covenant: If Israel obeys God, she will be blessed
in every area of life (Lev. 26:1-13; Deut. 28:1-14); if she
disobeys, however, she will be visited with the Curse,
spelled out in horrifying detail (Lev. 26:14-39; Deut.
28:15-68). (These curses were most fully poured out in
the progressive desolation of Israel during the Last
Days, culminating in the Great Tribulation of A.D. 67-
70, as punishment for her apostasy and rejection of her
True Husband, the Lord Jesus Christ.)*® One of the
striking features of the Leviticus passage is that the
curses are arranged in a special pattern: Four times in
this chapter God says, “I will punish you seven times for
your sins” (Lev. 26:18, 21, 24, 28). The number seven,
as we will see abundantly throughout Revelation, is a
Biblical number for completeness or fullness (taken
from the seven-day pattern laid down at the creation in
Genesis 1).° The number four is used in Scripture in
connection with the earth, especially the Land of
Israel; thus four rivers flowed out of Eden to water the
whole earth (Gen. 2:10); the Land, like the Altar, is
pictured as having four corners (Isa. 11:12; cf. Ex. 27:1-
2), from which the four winds blow (Jer. 49:36); the
camp of Israel was arranged in four groups around the
sides of the Tabernacle (Num. 2); and so on (see your
concordance and Bible dictionary). So by speaking of
four seven-fold judgments in Leviticus 26, God is
saying that a full, complete judgment will come upon
the Land of Israel for its sins.

This theme is taken up by the prophets in their
warnings to Israel:

And 1 shall appoint over them four kinds of doom,
declares the LORD: the sword to slay, the dogs to drag off, and
the birds of the sky and the beasts of the earth to devour and
destroy. (Jer. 15:3)

Thus says the Lord Gop: I shall send My four evil
judgments against Jerusalem: sword, famine, wild beasts, and
plague to cut off man and beast from it! (Ezek. 14:21)

32. Meredith G. Kline, Treaty of the Great King: The Covenant Structure of
Deuteronomy (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1963);
idem., The Structure of Biblical Authority (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans
Publishing Co., second ed., 1975).

33. Ray R. Sutton, That You May Prosper: Dominion by Covenant (Tyler, TX:
Institute for Christian Economics, 1987).

34. Incidentally, the point is not that Scripture is modeled after pagan treaties;
rather, as Sutton argues, the pagan treaty-forms were ultimately derived from
God’s Covenant.
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The imagery of a sevenfold judgment coming four times
is most fully developed in the Book of Revelation,
which is explicitly divided into four sets of seven: the
Letters to the Seven Churches, the opening of the
Seven Seals, the sounding of the Seven Trumpets, and
the outpouring of the Seven Chalices.’” In thus
following the formal structure of the covenantal curse
in Leviticus, St. John underscores the nature of his
prophecy as a declaration of covenant wrath against
Jerusalem.

The four judgments are preceded by an introductory
vision, which serves to highlight the transcendence
and immanence of the Lord — precisely the function of
the Preamble in the covenantal treaties. As we read
through the four series of judgments, we find that they
also conform to the treaty outline: The Seven Letters
survey the history of the covenant; the Seven Seals
have to do with the specific stipulations set forth in the
corresponding section of the covenantal treaty; the
Seven Trumpets invoke the covenant sanctions; and
the angels of the Seven Chalices are involved in both
the disinheritance of Israel and the Church’s succession
in the New Covenant. Thus:

Revelation

1. Preamble:

Vision of the Son of Man (1)
Historical Prologue:

The Seven Letters (2-3)
Ethical Stipulations:

The Seven Seals (4-7)
Sanctions:

The Seven Trumpets (8-14)

Succession Arrangements:

The Seven Chalices (15-22)

St. John has thus combined the four-part Curse outline
of Leviticus 26 with the familiar five-part outline of the
Covenant Lawsuit. The intersection of a fourfold and
fivefold curse is related to another dimension of Biblical
imagery, relating to the laws of multiple restitution.
Exodus 22:1 commands: “If a man steals an ox or a
sheep, and slaughters it or sells it, he shall pay five oxen
for the ox and four sheep for the sheep.” James B.
Jordan explains the symbolic aspects of this case law:
“These are the animals which particularly symbolize
humanity in the sacrificial system. They are, thus,
repeatedly set forth as preeminent analogies for men

(cf. e.g., Lev. 22:27, with Lev. 12).

“We should note here that the verb used in Exodus
22:1, ‘slaughter,’ is used almost always with reference to
men. Ralph H. Alexander comments, ‘The central
meaning of the root occurs only three times (Gen.
43:16; Ex. 22:1; 1 Sam. 25:11). The root is
predominantly used metaphorically, portraying the
Lord’s judgment upon Israel and upon Babylon as a
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slaughter.’3® This again points to a basic symbolic
meaning of this law.”3?

Jordan goes on to show that in Scripture the ox
primarily represents the office-bearer in Israel, while
the sheep represents the ordinary citizen, and especially
the poor man. Fourfold restitution is thus required for
the crime of oppressing the poor, and fivefold
restitution is required for the penalty of rebellion
against authority.** The Covenant Lawsuit is structured
in terms of the penalty of fivefold restitution, since the
rebels against the covenant are revolting against their
divinely ordained authority; and St. John brings the
lawsuit against Israel because she has rebelled against
Jesus Christ, her Lord and High Priest (Heb. 2:17; 7:22-
8:6).

But Christ was also a sheep, the sacrificial Lamb of God
(John 1:29; Rev. 5:6, 9). He was wrongfully sold (Matt.
26:14-15), and was treated “like a lamb that is led to
slaughter” (Isa. 53:7). Moreover, the early Christians
were largely poor, and were persecuted, oppressed, and
slaughtered by the wealthy and powerful of apostate
Israel (Matt. 5:10-12; Luke 6:20-26; James 5:1-6).
Unbelieving Israel thus brought upon herself all the
penalties and curses of the covenant, including fourfold
and fivefold as well as double restitution (Rev. 18:6). (It
is also worth repeating what Ralph Alexander said
about the word slaughter in Exodus 22:1: “The root is
predominantly used metaphorically, portraying the
Lord’s judgment upon Israel and upon Babylon as a
slaughter.” As we will see, St. John brings these ideas
together, metaphorically calling the apostate Jerusalem
of his day Babylon the Great.) The Great Tribulation,
culminating in the holocaust of A.D. 70, was the
restitution demanded for its theft and slaughter of the
Old Testament prophets, of the New Testament
martyrs, and of the Lord Jesus Christ (Matt. 21:33-45;
23:29-38; 1 Thess. 2:14-16); and these motifs are built
into the very structure of Revelation, the final
Covenant Lawsuit.

All this is further emphasized by St. John’s use of the
prophetic Lawsuit terminology: the accusation of
harlotry. Throughout Scripture, Israel is regarded as
God’s Wife; the covenant is a marriage bond, and she is
expected to be faithful to it. Her apostasy from God is
called adultery, and she is identified as a harlot. There
are numerous examples of this in the prophets:

How the faithful city has become a harlot,

She who was full of justice!

Righteousness once lodged in her,
But now murderers. (Isa. 1:21)

For long ago I broke your yoke
And tore off your bonds;

But you said: I will not serve!
For on every high hill

And under every green tree

37. Most commentaries, it is true, seek to find seven or more sets of seven, but in
doing so they are not adhering to St. John’s formal outline. Certainly, there
is nothing wrong with attempting to discover the many subtle structures of
the book; but we must at least begin with the author’s explicit arrangement
before making refinements.

21

38. R. Laird Harris, Gleason Archer, and Bruce Waltke, eds., Theological
Wordbook of the Old Testament (Chicago: Moody Press, 1980), p. 341.

James B. Jordan, The Law of the Covenant: An Exposition of Exodus 21-23
(Tyler, TX: Institute for Christian Economics, 1984), p. 266.

40. Thid., pp. 266-71.

39.



INTRODUCTION

You have lain down as a harlot. (Jer. 2:20)

Your fame went forth among the nations on account of
your beauty, for it was perfect because of My splendor which
[ bestowed on you, declares the Lord Gob. But you trusted
in your beauty and played the harlot because of your fame,

and you poured out your harlotries on every passerby who
might be willing. (Ezek. 16:14-15)

Do not rejoice, O Israel, with exultation like the nations!
For you have played the harlot, forsaking your God.
You have loved harlots’ earnings on every threshing floor.

(Hos. 9:1)

Throughout Scripture, it is Israel whom the prophets
characteristically condemn as a harlot.*! Accordingly,
when St. John brings lawsuit against Israel for her
rejection of Christ, the greatest apostasy of all time (cf.
Matt. 21:33-45), he appropriately calls her “the Great
Harlot . . . the Mother of the harlots and of the
abominations of the Land” (Rev. 17:1, 5).

There are other indications within the structure of
Revelation that it is a Covenant Lawsuit against Israel.
The four seven-fold judgments are arranged in general
conformity to the order of Jesus’ prophecy against
Jerusalem in Matthew 24.4

Thus the Seven Letters (Rev. 2-3) deal with false
apostles, persecution, lawlessness, love grown cold, and
the duty of perseverance (cf. Matt. 24:3-5, 9-13); the
Seven Seals (Rev. 4-7) are concerned with wars,
famines, and earthquakes (cf. Matt. 24:6-8); the Seven
Trumpets (Rev. 8-14) tell of the Church’s witness to the
world, her flight into the wilderness, the Great
Tribulation, and the False Prophet (cf. Matt. 24:14-27);
and the Seven Chalices (Rev. 15-22) describe the
darkening of the Beast’s kingdom, the destruction of
the Harlot, the gathering of eagles over Jerusalem’s
corpse, and the gathering of the Church into the
Kingdom (cf. Matt. 24:28-31).

Revelation, Ezekiel, and the Lectionary

But there is at least one other factor that has greatly
influenced the outline of the Revelation. It is
constructed with strict adherence to one of the most
famous Covenant Lawsuits of all time: the prophecy of
Ezekiel. Revelation’s dependence upon the language
and imagery of Ezekiel has long been recognized;* one
scholar has found in Revelation no less than 130
separate references to Ezekiel.#* But St. John does more
than merely make literary allusions to Ezekiel. He
follows him, step by step — so much so that Philip
Carrington could say, with only mild hyperbole: “The
Revelation is a Christian rewriting of Ezekiel. Its
fundamental structure is the same. Its interpretation
depends upon Ezekiel. The first half of both books leads

up to the destruction of the earthly Jerusalem; in the

second they describe a new and holy Jerusalem. There
is one significant difference. Ezekiel’s lament over Tyre
is transformed into a lament over Jerusalem, the reason
being that St. John wishes to transfer to Jerusalem the
note of irrevocable doom found in the lament over Tyre.
Here lies the real difference in the messages of the two
books. Jerusalem, like Tyre, is to go forever.”* Consider
the more obvious parallels:#0

1. The Throne-Vision (Rev. 4/Ezek. 1)

2. The Book (Rev. 5/Ezek. 2-3)

3. The Four Plagues (Rev. 6:1-8/Ezek. 5)

4, The Slain under the Altar (Rev. 6:9-11/Ezek. 6)

5. The Wrath of God (Rev. 6:12-17/Ezek. 7)

6. The Seal on the Saint’s Foreheads (Rev. 7/Ezek. 9)
7. The Coals from the Altar (Rev. 8/Ezek. 10)

8. No More Delay (Rev. 10:1-7 [Ezek. 12)

9. The Eating of the Book (Rev. 10:8 -11/Ezek. 2)
10. The Measuring of the Temple

(Rev. 11:1-2/Ezek. 40-43)
11.  Jerusalem and Sodom (Rev. 11:8/Ezek. 16)
12.  The Cup of Wrath (Rev. 14/Ezek. 23)
13.  The Vine of the Land (Rev. 14:18-20/Ezek. 15)
14.  The Great Harlot (Rev. 17-18 /Ezek. 16, 23)
15.  The Lament over the City (Rev. 18/Ezek. 27)
16. The Scavengers’ Feast (Rev. 19/Ezek. 39)
17.  The First Resurrection (Rev. 20:4-6/Ezek. 37)
18.  The Battle with Gog and Magog

(Rev. 20:7-9/Ezek. 38-39)
19. The New Jerusalem (Rev. 21/Ezek. 40-48)
20. The River of Life (Rev. 22/Ezek. 47)

As M. D. Goulder points out, the closeness of the two
books’ structure — the step-by-step “pegging” of
Revelation with Ezekiel — implies something more than
a merely literary relationship. “Level pegging is not
usually a feature of literary borrowing: the Chronicler’s
work, for example, is far from pegging level with
Samuel-Kings, with his massive expansion of the
Temple material, and his excision of the northern
traditions. Level pegging is a feature rather of
lectionary use, as when the Church sets (set) Genesis
to be read alongside Romans, or Deuteronomy
alongside Acts . . . Furthermore, it is plain that John
expected his prophecies to be read aloud in worship, for
he says, ‘Blessed is he who reads the words of the
prophecy, and blessed are those who hear’ (1:3) — RSV
correctly glosses ‘reads aloud.” Indeed, the very fact that
he repeatedly calls his book ‘the prophecy’ aligns it
with the OT prophecies, which were familiar from their
public reading in worship.”*? In other words, the Book
of Revelation was intended from the beginning as a
series of readings in worship throughout the Church
Year, to be read in tandem with the prophecy of Ezekiel

41. The figurative image of harlotry is consistently used for apostasy from the
covenant. There are, in fact, only two cases in all of Scripture in which the
term is applied to other nations. In both cases (Tyre, Isa. 23:15-17; and
Nineveh, Nah. 3:4), they were nations that had been in covenant with God
through Israel.
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(as well as other Old Testament readings). As Austin
Farrer wrote in his first study of Revelation, St. John
“certainly did not think it was going to be read once to
the congregations and then used to wrap up fish, like a
pastoral letter.”#8

Goulder’s thesis on Revelation is supported by the
findings in his recent work on the Gospels, The
Evangelists’ Calendar, which has revolutionized New
Testament studies by setting the Gospels in their proper
liturgical context.** As Goulder shows, the Gospels
were originally written, not as “books,” but as serial
readings in worship, to accompany the readings in the
synagogues (the first New Testament churches). In fact,
he argues, “Luke developed his Gospel in preaching to
his congregation, as a series of fulfillments of the O .T;;
and this development in liturgical series explains the
basic structure of his Gospel, which has been a riddle so
long.”>°

The structures of both Ezekiel and Revelation lend
themselves readily to serialized lectionary usage, as
Goulder observes: “In the division of the Apocalypse
and of Ezekiel into prophecies or visions, units for the
successive Sundays, the interpreter has little discretion;
a happy feature, since we are looking for clear,
uncontroversial dividing lines. Most commentaries
divide the Apocalypse into about fifty units, and they
do not diverge greatly. Ezekiel is divided in the Bible
into forty-eight chapters, many of which are self-
evidently single prophecies standing on their own.
Further, the length of Ezekiel’s chapters is on the whole
level. The book covers a little over 53 pages of text in
the RV, and many chapters are about two columns (a
page) long. Some of the divisions are perhaps
questionable. For example, Ezekiel’s call extends
beyond the very brief ch. 2 to a clear end at 3:15, and
the short ch. 9 could be taken with 8; whereas there are
some enormous chapters, 16, 23, and 40, which are
more than four columns in length, and which sub-
divide naturally. But one encouraging feature will have
become obvious to the reader already: both books
divide into about fifty units, and the Jewish
(—Christian) year consists of fifty or fifty-one
sabbaths/Sundays. So we have what looks like material
for an annual cycle of Ezekiel inspiring a year’s cycle of
visions, which could then be read in the Asian
churches alongside Ezekiel, and expounded in sermons
in its light.”>! Goulder goes on to provide a lengthy
table showing consecutive readings through Ezekiel
and Revelation, set out alongside the Christian year
from Easter to Easter; the correlations are amazing.>?
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The Paschal (Easter) emphasis of Revelation was also
brought out in a study by Massey Shepherd, almost
twenty years before Goulder wrote.”> Shepherd
demonstrated another striking aspect of the
architecture of Revelation, showing that St. John’s
prophecy is laid out according to the structure of the
early Church’s worship — in fact, that both his Gospel
and the Revelation “give their testimony from the

vantage point of experience of the Paschal liturgy of
the Asian churches.”>*

The lectionary nature of Revelation helps explain the
wealth of liturgical material in the prophecy.
Revelation is not, of course, a manual about how to
“do” a worship service; rather, it is a worship service, a
liturgy conducted in heaven as a model for those on
earth (and incidentally instructing us that the Throne-
room of God is the only proper vantage point for
viewing the earthly conflict between the Seed of the
Woman and the seed of the Serpent): “The worship of
the Church has traditionally, quite consciously, been
patterned after the divine and eternal realities revealed
in [Revelation]. The prayer of the Church and its
mystical celebration are one with the prayer and
celebration of the kingdom of heaven. Thus, in
Church, with the angels and saints, through Christ the
Word and the Lamb, inspired by the Holy Spirit, the
faithful believers of the assembly of the saved offer
perpetual adoration to God the Father Almighty.”>’

The failure to recognize the significance of Revelation
for Christian worship has greatly impoverished many
modern churches. To take only one example: How
many sermons have been preached on Revelation 3:20
— “Behold, I stand at the door and knock; if anyone
hears My voice and opens the door, I will come in to
him, and will dine with him, and he with Me” —
without recognizing the very obvious sacramental
reference? Of course Jesus is speaking about the Lord’s
Supper, inviting us to dine with Him; why didn’t we see
it before? The reason has much to do with a puritanical
notion of worship that comes, not from the Bible, but
from pagan philosophers.

Dom Gregory Dix, in his massive study of Christian
worship, hit it right on the head: Liturgical puritanism
is not “Protestant”; it is not even Christian. It is,
instead, “a general theory about worship, not
specifically protestant nor
Christians of any kind. It is the working theory upon
which all Mohammedan worship is based. It was put as
well as anybody by the Roman poet Persius or the
pagan philosopher Seneca in the first century, and they

indeed confined to
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are only elaborating a thesis from Greek philosophical
authors going back to the seventh century B.C. Briefly,
the puritan theory is that worship is a purely mental
activity, to be exercised by a strictly psychological
‘attention’ to a subjective emotional or spiritual
experience . . . Over against this puritan theory of
worship stands another — the ‘ceremonious’ conception
of worship, whose foundation principle is that worship
as such is not a purely intellectual and affective
exercise, but one in which the whole man — body as
well as soul, his aesthetic and volitional as well as his
intellectual powers — must take full part. It regards
worship as an ‘act’ just as much as an ‘experience.”° It
is this “ceremonious” view of worship that is taught by
the Bible, from Genesis to Revelation. Since all the
action of Revelation is seen from the viewpoint of a
worship service, this commentary will assume that the
prophecy’s liturgical structure is basic to its proper
interpretation.

The Nature of Revelation: Apocalyptic?

The Book of Revelation is often treated as an example
of the “apocalyptic” genre of writings which flourished
among the Jews between 200 B.C. and A.D. 100. There
is no basis for this opinion whatsoever, and it is
unfortunate that the word apocalyptic is used at all to
describe this literature. (The writers of “apocalyptic”
themselves never used the term in this sense; rather,
scholars have stolen the term from St. John, who called
his book “The Apocalypse of Jesus Christ.”) There are,
in fact, many major differences between the
“apocalyptic” writings and the Book of Revelation.

The “apocalyptists” expressed
unexplained and unintelligible symbols, and generally
had no intention of making themselves really
understood. Their writings abound in pessimism: no
real progress is possible, nor will there be any victory for
God and His people in history. We cannot even see
God acting in history. All we know is that the world is
getting worse and worse. The best we can do is hope for
the End — soon.”? Ferrell Jenkins writes: “To them the
forces of evil apparently had control in the present age
and God would act only in the End Time.””® (This
should have a familiar ring.) Feeling impotent in the
face of inexorable evil, the apocalyptist “could
accordingly indulge in the wildest speculation. . . . he
had written off this world and its activities, so there was
no question of his trying seriously to provide workable
solutions to its problems.” The practical result was
that the apocalyptists rarely concerned themselves with
ethical behavior: “In the last resort their interest is in
eschatology, not ethics.”®

themselves in

St. John’s approach in the Revelation is vastly different.

His symbols are not obscure ravings hatched from a
fevered imagination; they are rooted firmly in the Old
Testament (and the reason for their seeming obscurity is
that very fact: We have trouble understanding them
only because we don’t know our Bibles). In contrast to
the apocalyptists, who had given up on history, “John
presents history as the scene of divine redemption.”®!

Leon Morris describes St. John’s worldview: “For him
history is the sphere in which God has wrought out
redemption. The really critical thing in the history of
mankind has already taken place, and it took place
here, on this earth, in the affairs of men. The Lamb ‘as
it had been slain’ dominates the entire book. John sees
Christ as victorious and as having won the victory
through His death, an event in history. His people
share in His triumph, but they have conquered Satan
‘by the blood of the Lamb and by the word of their
testimony’ (Rev. 12:11). The pessimism which defers
God’s saving activity until the End is absent. Though
John depicts evil realistically, his book is fundamentally
optimistic.”¢?

The apocalyptists said: The world is coming to an end:
Giwve up! The Biblical prophets said: The world is coming
to a beginning: Get to work!

Thus, the Book of Revelation is not an apocalyptic
tract; it is, instead, as St. John himself reminds us
repeatedly, a prophecy (1:3; 10:11; 22:7, 10, 18-19),
completely in keeping with the writings of the other
Biblical prophets. And — again in stark contrast to the
apocalyptists — if there was one major concern among
the Biblical prophets, it was ethical conduct. No
Biblical writer ever revealed the future merely for the
sake of satisfying curiosity: The goal was always to
direct God’s people toward right action in the present.
The overwhelming majority of Biblical prophecy had
nothing to do with the common misconception of
“prophecy” as foretelling the future. The prophets told
of the future only in order to stimulate godly living. As
Benjamin Warfield wrote: “We must try to keep fresh in
our minds the great principle that all prophecy is
ethical in its purpose, and that this ethical end controls
not only what shall be revealed in general, but also the
details of it, and the very form which it takes.”®3

The fact that many who study the prophetic writings
today are interested in finding possible references to
space travel and nuclear weapons, rather than in
discovering God’s commandments for living, is a
sickening tribute to a shallow and immature faith. “The
testimony of Jesus is the spirit of prophecy” (Rev.
19:10); to ignore Jesus in favor of atomic blasts is a
perversion of Scripture, a blasphemous twisting of

God’s holy Word.
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From beginning to end, St. John is intensely interested
in the ethical conduct of his readers:

Blessed is he who reads and those who hear the words of
the prophecy, and keep the things that are written in it. (1:3)

Blessed is he who stays awake and keeps his garments.

(16:15)

Blessed is he who keeps the words of the prophecy of this
book. (22:7)

Blessed are those who do His commandments. (22:14)

The Symbolism of Revelation

Prophecy has often been called “history written in
advance.”®® As we have already seen, however,
prophecy is primarily a message from God’s emissaries
within the framework of the Covenant, addressed in
terms of the stipulations and sanctions set forth in
Biblical law. It is not simply “prediction.” Certainly, the
prophets did predict future events in history, but not in
the form of historical writing. Instead, the prophets
used symbols and figures borrowed from history, from
the surrounding culture, and from creation. Most errors
in interpreting the prophets stem from the neglect of
this principle. I once heard a pastor deliver a very
earnest and thrilling lecture on space stations and
interplanetary voyages, using Revelation 21:10 as his
text. Only in the modern age of space travel, he
observed, could the prophecy of the New Jerusalem be
fulfilled. It was, on the whole, a very enjoyable speech,
and a marvelous demonstration of the pastor’s wealth of
learning in the field of science fiction; but the
enchanted audience left the meeting at least as
ignorant of Scripture as they had been when it began.

The Bible is literature: It is divinely-inspired and
inerrant literature, but it is literature all the same. This
means that we must read it as literature. Some parts are
meant to be literally understood, and they are written
accordingly — as history, or theological propositions, or
whatever. But one would not expect to read the Psalms
or the Song of Solomon by the same literary standards
used for the Book of Romans. It would be like reading
Hamlet’s soliloquy “literally”: “ The slings and arrows of
outrageous fortune . . . to take arms against a sea of
troubles . . .” We cannot understand what the Bible
really (literally) means unless we appreciate its use of
literary styles. Would we understand the Twenty-third
Psalm properly if we were to take it “literally”? Would
it not, instead, look somewhat silly? In fact, if taken
literally, it would not be true: for [ dare say that the Lord
doesn’t make every Christian to lie down in literal,
green pastures. But we don’t usually make such crude
mistakes in reading Biblical poetry. We know it is
written in a style that often makes use of symbolic
imagery. But we must realize that the same is true of the
prophets: They, also, spoke in figures and symbols,
drawing on a rich heritage of Biblical images that began
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in the Garden of Eden.®

Indeed, Paradise is where prophecy began. It is worth
noting that the very first promise of the coming
Redeemer was stated in highly symbolic terms. God
said to the Serpent:

[ will put enmity

Between you and the woman

And between your seed and her Seed;

He shall crush your head,
And you shall strike His heel. (Gen. 3:15)

Obviously, this is not simply “history written in
advance.” It is a symbolic statement, very much of a
piece with the evocative, poetic language used
throughout the Bible, and especially in Revelation. In
fact, St. John plainly tells us in his opening sentence
that the Revelation is written in signs, in symbols. He
did not intend it to be read like a newspaper or a stock
market analysis. He expected his audience to respond
to his prophecy in terms of the Bible’s own system of
symbolism.

I repeat: the Bible’s own system of symbolism. The
meaning of a symbol is not whatever we choose to
make it; nor did St. John create the images of the Book
of Revelation out of his own imagination. He presents
Christ to his readers as a Lion and a Lamb, not because
he thinks those are pretty pictures, but because of the
connotations of lions and lambs already established in
the Bible. The Book of Revelation thus tells us from
the outset that its standard of interpretation is the Bible
itself. The book is crammed with allusions to the Old
Testament. Merrill Tenney says: “It is filled with refer-
ences to events and characters of the Old Testament,
and a great deal of its phraseology is taken directly from
the Old Testament books. Oddly enough, there is not
one direct citation in Revelation from the Old Testa-
ment with a statement that it is quoted from a given
passage; but a count of the significant allusions which
are traceable both by verbal resemblance and by
contextual connection to the Hebrew canon number
three hundred and forty-eight. Of these approximately
ninety-five are repeated, so that the actual number of
different Old Testament passages that are mentioned
are nearly two hundred and fifty, or an average of more
than ten for each chapter in Revelation.”®® Tenney’s
count of 348 clear Old Testament references breaks
down as follows: 57 from the Pentateuch, 235 from the

Prophets, and 56 more from the historical and poetical
books.®7

Tenney admits that his figures are conservative; one
might even say hidebound. Nevertheless, even using
his figures, it is obvious that the Book of Revelation
depends on the Old Testament much more than does
any other New Testament book. This fact alone should
warn us that we cannot begin to fathom its meaning
apart from a solid grasp of the Bible as a whole. The
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Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1957), p. 101.

67. Thid, p. 104.
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early churches had such an understanding. The Gospel
had been preached first to the Jews and Gentile
proselytes; often churches had been formed by
worshipers at synagogues, and this was true even of the
churches of Asia Minor (Acts 2:9; 13:14; 14:1; 16:4;
17:1-4, 10-12, 17; 18:4, 8, 19, 24-28; 19:1-10, 17).
Moreover, it is clear from Galatians 2:9 that the
Apostle John’s ministry was to Jews in particular.
Therefore, the first readers of the Revelation were
steeped in the Old Testament to a degree that most of
us today are not. The symbolism of the Revelation is
saturated with Biblical allusions which were commonly
understood by the early Church. Even in those rare
congregations that did not have some Hebrew
members, the Scriptures used in teaching and worship
were primarily from the Old Testament. The early
Christians possessed the authoritative and infallible
key to the meaning of St. John’s prophecies. Our
modern failure to appreciate this crucial fact is the
main cause of our inability to understand what he was
talking about.

For instance, let’s take a much-abused symbol from
Revelation and apply this principle. In Rev. 7, 9, 14
and 22, St. John sees God’s people sealed on their
foreheads with His name; and in Rev. 13 he writes of
the worshipers of the Beast, who are designated on
their right hands and foreheads with his mark. Many
fanciful interpretations have been made regarding
these marks — ranging from tattoos and amusement-
park validations to credit cards and Social Security
numbers — and all without the slightest notice of the
clear Biblical allusions. But what would the first readers
of these passages have thought? The symbols would
have made them think immediately of several Biblical
references: the “mark” of sweat on Adam’s forehead,
signifying God’s Curse on his disobedience (Gen. 3:19);
the forehead of the High Priest, marked with gold
letters proclaiming that he was now HOLY TO THE
LORD (Ex. 28:36); Deuteronomy 6:6-8 and Ezekiel
9:4-6, in which the servants of God are “marked” on
the hand and forehead with the law of God, and thus
receive blessing and protection in His name. The
followers of the Beast, on the other hand, receive his
mark of ownership: submission to ungodly, statist,
antichristian law. The mark in Revelation is not meant
to be taken literally. It is an allusion to an Old
Testament symbol that spoke of a man’s total obedience
to God, and it stands as a warning that our god —
whether it be the true God or the self-deified State —
demands complete obedience to his lordship.

That will be the principle of interpretation followed in
this commentary. The Revelation is a revelation: It was
meant to be understood. Benjamin Warfield wrote:
“John’s Apocalypse need not be other than easy: all its
symbols are either obvious natural ones, or else have
their roots planted in the Old Testament poets and

prophets and the figurative language of Jesus and his
apostles. No one who knows his Bible need despair of
reading this book with profit. Above all, he who can
understand our Lord’s great discourse concerning the
last things (Matt. 24), cannot fail to understand the
Apocalypse, which is founded on that discourse and
scarcely advances beyond it.”

The Primacy of Symbolism

How important is symbolism in the Bible? The great
Dutch theologian Herman Bavinck deals with the
subject extensively in his book The Doctrine of God.®
Speaking of the Bible’s “symbolic” names for God, he
says: “Scripture does not merely contain a few
anthropomorphisms; on the contrary, all Scripture is
anthropomorphic . . . Hence, all the names with which
God names himself and by means of which he allows us
to address him are derived from earthly and human
relations.””® “In order to give us an idea of the majesty
and exalted character of God, names are derived from
every kind of creature, living and lifeless, organic and
inorganic.”™ In fact, “it is altogether impossible to say
anything about God apart from the use of anthropo-
morphisms. We do not see God as he is in himself. We
behold him in his works. We name him according to
the manner in which he has revealed himself in his
works. To see God face to face is for us impossible, at
least here on earth . . . Whosoever, therefore, objects to
anthropomorphisms, thereby in principle denies the
possibility of a revelation of God in his creatures.”??
“For man there are only two alternatives: absolute
silence with reference to God, or speaking about him in
a human way; either agnosticism, i.e., theoretical
atheism, or anthropomorphism.”??

Symbolism is thus inescapable: “Therefore, though we
call God by names derived from the creature, God
himself first established these names for the creature.
Indeed, although we first apply to the creature the
names which designate God because of the fact that we
know the creature before we know God; essentially they
apply first of all to God, then to the creature. All
virtues pertain first to God, then to the creature: God
possesses these virtues ‘in essence,” the creature
‘through participation.” As the temple was made
‘according to the pattern shown to Moses in the
mount,” Heb. 8:5, even so every creature was first
conceived and afterward (in time) created. ‘Every
fatherhood’ is named from ‘the Father’ who created all
things — Eph. 3:15; cf. Matt. 23:9.”74

Bavinck is making two very significant points: First, all
creation is primarily symbolic. All creatures reflect the
glory of God, and are images of some aspect or other of
His nature. God’s personality is imprinted on
everything He has made. The central value of anything
is that it is a symbol of God. All other values and
relationships are secondary. And, since man is God’s

68. Benjamin B. Warfield, “The Apocalypse,” in
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primary symbol, being His very “image” (both
individually and corporately), everything is symbolic of
man as well; thus everything reveals God and man.”

Second, symbolism is analogical, not realistic. In this the
imagery used in the Bible contrasts markedly with the
imagery of paganism. For example, the Bible speaks of
the marriage covenant as analogous to the covenant
between God and His people (2 Cor. 11:2; Eph. 5:22-
33; Rev. 19:7-9; 21:9-11). The Church has always seen
the Song of Solomon as, in part, an analogy of her own
romance with the heavenly Bridegroom. But this is far
from implying that sex is a sacrament; nor is this a
doctrine of salvation through marriage. The symbolism
is analogical, not metaphysical. We do not have a
sexual relationship with God. There is a one-and-many
complex of images involved in the Biblical picture. The
theology of the Bible is analogical, not realistic. In
Biblical salvation, man becomes remade in the image
of God by a judicial sentence and an ethical trans-
formation — not by a metaphysical participation in the
divine essence.”®

This means that Biblical symbolism is not a “code.” It
is not given in a flat “this-means-that” style: “Biblical
symbols are fluid, not stereotyped.””” A Biblical symbol
is a collectivity, referring to several ideas at once.
Biblical symbolism, like poetry, is evocative language,
used when discursive, specific language is insufficient.
The Bible uses evocative imagery to call up to our
minds various associations which have been established
by the Bible’s own literary art.

Austin Farrer pointed out a distinction we must always
keep in mind — the difference between sense and
referent. While the sense of a symbol remains the same
(the words “white house” always mean “white house”),
it can have numerous referents (The White House in
Washington, D. C.; the white house across the street;
the green house that belongs to Fred White; etc.). “St.
John’s images do not mean anything you like; their
sense can be determined. But they still have an
astonishing multiplicity of reference. Otherwise, why
write in images rather than in cold factual prose? It has
been said that the purpose of scientific statement is the
elimination of ambiguity, and the purpose of symbol
the inclusion of it. We write in symbol when we wish
our words to present, rather than analyze or prove, their
subject-matter. (Not every subject-matter; some can be
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more directly presented without symbol.) Symbol
endeavors, as it were, to be that of which it speaks, and
imitates reality by the multiplicity of its significance.
Exact statement isolates a single aspect of fact: a
theologian, for example, endeavors to isolate the
relation in which the atoning death of Christ stands to
the idea of forensic justice. But we who believe that the
atoning death took place, must see in it a fact related to
everything human or divine, with as many significances
as there are things to which it can be variously related.
The mere physical appearance of that death, to one
who stood by then, would by no means express what
the Christian thinks it, in itself, to be; it took many
years for the Cross to gather round itself the force of a
symbol in its own right. St. John writes ‘a Lamb
standing as slaughtered’ and significance of indefinite
scope and variety awake in the scripture-reading mind.
There is a current and exceedingly stupid doctrine that
symbol evokes emotion, and exact prose states reality.
Nothing could be further from the truth: exact prose
abstracts from reality, symbol presents it. And for that
very reason, symbols have some of the many-sidedness

of wild nature.”’8

For example, the symbolic number 666 (Rev. 13:18)
clearly refers to Nero Caesar; but if St. John had merely
intended that his readers should understand “Nero
Caesar,” he would have written “Nero Caesar,” not
“666.” He used the number 666 because of an already
established system of Biblical imagery that allowed him
to say a great many things about Nero simply by using
that number. As Philip Carrington says: “Many people
‘interpret’ the Revelation . . . as if each detail of each
vision had a definable meaning which could be
explained in so many words. These commentators are
rationalizers, deficient in the mystical sense. Symbolism
is a way of suggesting the truth about those great
spiritual realities which exclude exact definition or
complete systematization; that is why it is so much
employed in worship . . . The symbol is much richer in
meaning than any meaning we can draw from it. The
same is true of the parables and symbolic teaching of
Jesus. The same is true of the sacraments and symbolic
acts of the church, or even of society. Many logical
systems can be made up to explain the ‘meaning’ of
shaking hands or making the sign of the cross; but
because of their simplicity and universality these

74. Ibid., p. 94.
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means, instead, that we should reclaim the stolen symbols for the Lord Jesus

Christ.
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actions mean more than words can explain.”$°

Further, “the prophets in general use a great deal of
hyperbole and picturesque exaggeration in the manner
of Oriental poetry. As the days of a tree shall be the days
of my people (Isa. 65:22). Yet destroyed I the Amorite
whose height was like the height of the cedars (Amos 2:9):
statements which mean respectively ‘very old’ and ‘very
tall.” It goes right back to primitive poetry: The
mountains skipped like rams . . . The earth trembled and
shook (Ps. 114). Poets, even Western poets, will always
continue to use it. It includes the use of huge figures; a
reign of forty years means a good long reign, and a
kingdom of a thousand years means a good long
kingdom. The poetry of Jesus has it to a superlative
degree; camels are swallowed or passed through needles’
eyes; mountains are thrown into the depths of the sea;
a man gets a tree-trunk stuck in his eye.

“People without sufficient imagination to understand
this and to enjoy it ought to steer clear of the
Apocalypse. Just as a witness has to understand ‘the
nature of an oath,” so a commentator ought to
understand the nature of a poem, or even of a joke.
Many who are deficient in a sense of poetry and a sense
of humor have tried their hands on the Apocalypse,
and made a mess of it.” 8!

Interpretive Maximalism

James Jordan once observed that most conservative
evangelicals unintentionally pursue a “liberal”
approach toward Scripture in their sermons and
commentaries. Liberals have held for years that the
Bible is not revelation itself; rather, they maintain, it is
a [flawed] record of revelation. While conservative
evangelical profess to believe that the Bible itself is
revelation (and as such is inspired, authoritative, and
inerrant), their expository methods deny this. In
practice, conservatives themselves often treat the Bible
as only a “record” of revelation. Evangelical
commentaries tend not to deal with the actual text of
the Bible, treating only of the events related in the text
and paying scant attention to the wording and literary
architecture of God’s revelation. (Ironically, since
liberals don’t believe the events really happened, they
sometimes tend to pay closer attention to the text
itself. That’s all they’ve got left.)

The mark of a good Bible teacher is that he is
constantly asking: Why is the story told in this
particular way? Why is this particular word or phrase
repeated several times? (How many times?) What does
this story have in common with other stories? How is it
different? Why does the text draw our attention to
seemingly unimportant details? How do the minor
incidents fit into the argument of the book as a whole?
What literary devices (metaphor, satire, drama,
comedy, allegory, poetry, etc.) does the author use?

Why does the book sometimes depart from a strict
chronological account (e.g., placing some stories “out
of order”)? How are these stories related to the larger
Story that the Bible tells? What does this story tell us
about Jesus Christ? What does this story have to do
with our salvation? Why did God bother to give us this
particular information?

In his inaugural address as Professor of Biblical
Theology in Princeton Theological Seminary in 1894,
Geerhardus Vos spoke of the advantages of the Biblical-
Theology approach to the study of Scripture; among
these, he said, is “the new life and freshness which it
gives to the old truth, showing it in all its historic
vividness and reality with the dew of the morning of
revelation upon its opening leaves. It is certainly not
without significance that God has embodied the
contents of revelation, not in a dogmatic system, but in
a book of history, the parallel to which in dramatic
interest and simple eloquence is nowhere to be found.
[t is this that makes the Scriptures speak and appeal to
and touch the hearts and lead the minds of men captive
to the truth everywhere. No one will be able to handle
the Word of God more effectually than he to whom the
treasure-chambers of its historic meaning have been
opened up.”8

One of the most important discoveries that can be
made by any Bible teacher is an understanding of the
basic imagery laid down in the early chapters of Genesis
— light and darkness, water and land, sky and clouds,
mountains and gardens, beasts and dragons, gold and
jewels, trees and thorns, cherubs and flaming swords —
all of which form a grand and glorious Story, the true
“fairy tale,” one which can be grasped and delighted in
even by very young children.®? Everything in Scripture
is  “symbolic.” Jordan this “interpretive
maximalism,” an approach that harmonizes with the
interpretive method used by the Church Fathers, as
opposed to the “minimalism” that has characterized

fundamentalist-evangelical commentaries since the rise
84

calls

of rationalism.

A good example of this is Jordan’s discussion of Judges
9:53: “But a certain woman threw an upper millstone on
Abimelech’s head, crushing his skull.” (Note: The text
does not simply say that “Abimelech got killed.” The
details are there for a reason.) It is important, for
symbolic reasons, that a woman crushed the tyrant’s
head (see, e.g., Gen. 3:15; cf. Jud. 5:24-27); that he was
destroyed by a stone (cf. Deut. 13:10; Jud. 9:5; 1 Sam.
17:49; Dan. 2:34; Matt. 21:44); and that it was a
millstone, an implement of work to overcome tyranny

(cf. Zech. 1:18-21).8
But are there any controls on the “maximalist”? How

does he evade the accusation that he is merely being
speculative, interpreting the text according to his
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personal prejudice or the whim of the moment? Of
course, the charge that an interpreter is being
“speculative” can be, as often as not, little more than a
smokescreen to disguise the accuser’s ignorance of what
the interpreter is talking about. The appropriate
question, therefore, is whether or not the interpreter is
proceeding in his investigations along Biblical lines of
thought. Does this mean that he must stick to the so-
called “plain sense” of the text? It might be answered
that one man’s “plain sense” is another man’s
“speculation.”

A hyper-literalist would object to any level of
symbolism at all. (For example, one popular preacher
actually does teach, on the basis of the “plain sense” of
Revelation 12, that there is a real, live, fire-breathing,
seven-headed dragon flying around in outer space!)
The more usual, run-of-the-mill literalist rejects all
symbolism not explicitly explained as such in Scripture.
But neither of these positions is countenanced by the
Bible. God has given us principles of interpreting His
Word, and He expects us to use them. Our goal in Bible
teaching is, to put it plainly, Bible teaching, according to
the Bible’s own standards of exegesis — whether or not
those fit everyone’s notions of “plainness.”

There are at least two things that can keep an
interpreter on a Biblical track, avoiding the pitfalls of
willy-nilly speculation. First, he must be faithful to the
system of doctrine taught in the Bible. Reading the Bible
with theological eyes, in terms of systematic and
historical theology, is an effective check on unbridled
speculation. Second, the interpreter must keep in mind
that the symbols in the Bible are not isolated; rather,
they are part of a system of symbolism given in the Bible,
an architecture of images in which all the parts fit
together. If we honestly and carefully read the Bible
theologically and with respect to the Bible’s own
literary structure, we will not go very far astray. 8

The Contemporary Focus of Revelation

The purpose of the Revelation was to reveal Christ as
Lord to a suffering Church. Because they were being
persecuted, the early Christians could be tempted to
fear that the world was getting out of hand — that Jesus,
who had claimed “all authority . . . in heaven and on
earth” (Matt. 28:18), was not really in control at all.
The apostles often warned against this man-centered
error, reminding the people that God’s sovereignty is
over all of history (including our particular
tribulations). This was the basis for some of the most
beautiful passages of comfort in the New Testament
(e.g. Rom. 8:28-39; 2 Cor. 1:3-7; 4:7-15).

St. John’s primary concern in writing the Book of
Revelation was just this very thing: to strengthen the
Christian community in the faith of Jesus Christ’s
Lordship, to make them aware that the persecutions
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they suffered were integrally involved in the great war
of history. The Lord of glory had ascended to His
throne, and the ungodly rulers were now resisting His
authority by persecuting His brethren. The suffering of
Christians was not a sign that Jesus had abandoned this
world to the devil; rather, it revealed that He was King.
If Jesus’ Lordship were historically meaningless, the
ungodly would have had no reason whatsoever to
trouble the Christians. But instead, they persecuted
Jesus’ followers, showing their unwilling recognition of
His supremacy over their rule. The Book of Revelation
presents Jesus seated on a white horse as “King of kings
and Lord of lords” (19:16), doing battle with the
nations, judging and making war in righteousness. The
persecuted Christians were not at all forsaken by God.

In reality they were on the front lines of the conflict of
the ages, a conflict in which Jesus Christ had already
won the decisive battle. Since His resurrection, all of
history has been a “mopping up” operation, wherein
the implications of His work are gradually being
implemented throughout the world. St. John is
realistic: The battles will not be easy, nor will
Christians emerge unscathed. The war will often be
bloody, and much of the blood will be our own. But
Jesus is King, Jesus is Lord, and (as Luther says) “He
must win the battle.” The Son of God goes forth to war,
conquering and to conquer, until He has put all
enemies under His feet.

The subject of the Revelation thus was contemporary;
that is, it was written to and for Christians who were
living at the time it was first delivered. We are wrong to
interpret it futuristically, as if its message were primarily
intended for a time 2000 years after St. John wrote it.
(It is interesting — but not surprising — that those who
interpret the book “futuristically” always seem to focus
on their own era as the subject of the prophecies.
Convinced of their own importance, they are unable to
think of themselves as living at any other time than the
climax of history.) Of course, the events St. John
foretold were “in the future” to St. John and his readers;
but they occurred soon after he wrote of them. To
interpret the book otherwise is to contradict both the
scope of the work as a whole, and the particular
passages which indicate its subject. For us, the great
majority of the Revelation is history: It has already
happened.

The greatest enemy of the early Church was apostate
Israel, which used the power of the pagan Roman
Empire to try to stamp out Christianity, just as it had
used Rome in the crucifixion of the Lord Himself. St.
John’s message in Revelation was that this great
obstacle to the Church’s victory over the world would
soon be judged and destroyed. His message was
contemporary, not futuristic.
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Some will complain that this interpretation makes the
Revelation “irrelevant” for our age. A more wrong-
headed idea is scarcely imaginable. Are the books of
Romans and Ephesians “irrelevant” just because they
were written to believers in the first century? Should 1
Corinthians and Galatians be dismissed because they
dealt with first-century problems? Is not all Scripture
profitable for believers in every age (2 Tim. 3:16-17)?
Actually, it is the futurists who have made the
Revelation irrelevant — for on the futurist hypothesis
the book has been inapplicable from the time it was
written until the twentieth century! Only if we see the
Revelation in terms of its contemporary relevance is it
anything but a dead letter. From the outset, St. John
stated that his book was intended for “the seven
churches which are in Asia” (1:4), and we must assume
that he meant what he said. He clearly expected that
even the most difficult symbols in the prophecy could
be understood by his first-century readers (13 :18). Not
once did he imply that his book was written with the
twentieth century in mind, and that Christians would
be wasting their time attempting to decipher it until
the Scofield Reference Bible would become a bestselling
novel. The primary relevance of the Book of
Revelation was for its first-century readers. It still has
relevance for us today as we understand its message and
apply its principles to our lives and our culture. Jesus
Christ still demands of us what He demanded of the
early Church: absolute faithfulness to Him.

The contemporary nature of the Revelation will be
defended throughout the commentary, but we may
consider several lines of evidence here. First, there is
the general tone of the book, which is taken up with
the martyrs (see, e.g., 6:9; 7:14; 12:11).87 The subject is
clearly the present situation of the churches: The
Revelation was written to a suffering Church in order
to comfort believers during their time of testing (which
took place, as we have seen, under Nero, not
Domitian). ]. Stuart Russell’s remarks on this point are
particularly apt: “Was a book sent by an apostle to the
churches of Asia Minor, with a benediction on its
readers, a mere unintelligible jargon, an inexplicable
enigma, to them? That can hardly be. Yet if the book
were meant to unveil the secrets of distant times, must
it not of necessity have been unintelligible to its first
readers — and not only unintelligible, but even
irrelevant and useless? If it spake, as some would have
us believe, of Huns and Goths and Saracens, of
medieval emperors and popes, of the Protestant
Reformation and the French Revolution, what possible
interest or meaning could it have for the Christian
churches of Ephesus, and Smyrna, and Philadelphia,
and Laodicea? Especially when we consider the actual
circumstances of those early Christians — many of them
enduring cruel sufferings and grievous persecutions, and
all of them eagerly looking for an approaching hour of

deliverance which was now close at hand — what
purpose could it have answered to send them a
document which they were urged to read and ponder,
which was yet mainly occupied with historical events
so distant as to be beyond the range of their sympathies,
and so obscure that even at this day the shrewdest
critics are hardly agreed on any one point?

“Is it conceivable that an apostle would mock the
suffering and persecuted Christians of his time with
dark parables about distant ages? If this book were really
intended to minister faith and comfort to the very
persons to whom it was sent, it must unquestionably
deal with matters in which they were practically and
personally interested. And does not this very obvious
consideration suggest the true key to the Apocalypse?
Must it not of necessity refer to matters of contemporary
history? The only tenable, the only reasonable,
hypothesis is that it was intended to be understood by
its original readers; but this is as much as to say that it
must be occupied with the events and transactions of
their own day, and these comprised within a
comparatively brief space of time.”%

Second, St. John writes that the book concerns “the
things which must shortly take place” (1:1), and warns
that “the time is near” (1:3). In case we might miss it,
he says again, at the close of the book, that “the Lord,
the God of the spirits of the prophets, sent His angel to
show to His bond-servants the things which must
shortly take place” (22:6). Given the fact that one
important proof of a true prophet lay in the fact that his
predictions came true (Deut. 18:21-22), St. John’s first-
century readers had every reason to expect his book to
have immediate significance. The words shortly and
near simply cannot be made to mean anything but what
they say. Some will object to this on the basis of 2 Peter
3:8, that “one day is with the Lord as a thousand years,
and a thousand years as one day.” But the context there
is entirely different: Peter is exhorting his first-century
readers to have patience with respect to God’s
promises, assuring them that God’s faithfulness to His
holy Word will not wear out or diminish.

The Book of Revelation is not about the Second
Coming of Christ. It is about the destruction of Israel
and Christ’s victory over His enemies in the
establishment of the New Covenant Temple. In fact, as
we shall see, the word coming as used in the Book of
Revelation never refers to the Second Coming.
Revelation prophesies the judgment of God on
apostate Israel; and while it does briefly point to events
beyond its immediate concerns, that is done merely as
a “wrap-up,” to show that the ungodly will never
prevail against Christ’s Kingdom. But the main focus of
Revelation is upon events which were soon to take
place.

Third, St. John identifies certain situations as contemp-
orary: In 13:18, he clearly encourages his contemporary

87. See Louis Bouyer, The Spirituality of the New Testament and the Fathers, trans.
Mary P. Ryan (Minneapolis: The Seabury press, 1963), PP. 120f.

88. J. Stuart Russell, The Parousia: A Critical Inquiry into the New Testament
Doctrine of Our Lord’s Second Coming (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House,
[1887] 1983), p. 366.
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readers to calculate the “number of the Beast” and
decipher its meaning; in 17:10, one of the seven kings
is currently on the throne; and St. John tells us that the
great Harlot “is [present tense] the Great City, which
reigns [present tense] over the kings of the earth”
(17:18). Again, the Revelation was meant to be
understood in terms of its contemporary significance. A
futuristic interpretation is completely opposed to the
way St. John himself interprets his own prophecy.

Fourth, we should notice carefully the words of the
angel in 22:10: “Do not seal up the words of the
prophecy of this book, for the time is near.” Again, of
course, we are told explicitly that the prophecy is
contemporary in nature; but there is more. The angel’s
statement is in contrast to the command Daniel
received at the end of his book: “Conceal the words
and seal up the book until the time of the end” (Dan.
12:4). Daniel was specifically ordered to seal up his
prophecy, because it referred to “the end,” in the
distant future. But St. John is told not to seal up his
prophecy, because the time of which it speaks is near.

Thus, the focus of the Book of Revelation is upon the
contemporary situation of St. John and his first-century
readers. It was written to show those early Christians
that Jesus is Lord, “ruler over the kings of the earth”
(Rev. 1:5). It shows that Jesus is the key to world
history — that nothing can occur apart from His
sovereign will, that He will be glorified in all things,
and that His enemies will lick the dust. The Christians
of that day were tempted to compromise with the
statism and false religions of their day, and they needed
this message of Christ’s absolute dominion over all, that
they might be strengthened in the warfare to which
they were called.

And we need this message also. We too are subjected
daily to the threats and seductions of Christ’s enemies.
We too are asked — even by fellow Christians — to
compromise with modern Beasts and Harlots in order
to save ourselves (or our jobs or property or tax
exemptions). And we too are faced with a choice:
surrender to Jesus Christ or surrender to Satan. The
Revelation speaks powerfully today, and its message to
us is the same as it was to the early Church: that “there
is not a square inch of ground in heaven or on earth or
under the earth in which there is peace between Christ

INTRODUCTION

and Satan”;8

submission to His rule; and that He has predestined His
people to victorious conquest and dominion over all
things in His name. We must make no compromise and
give no quarter in the great battle of history. We are
commanded to win.

A Note on the Text

I do not profess to be a textual critic. Nevertheless, in
order to produce a detailed commentary, it was
necessary to decide one way or another about which
New Testament textual tradition to follow. The
translation in this commentary is based largely on the
recommendations of Hodges and Farstad in their
“Majority Text” Greek New Testament.”® The basic
arguments for the Majority Text position have been
presented in the works of Jakob van Bruggen,”* Wilbur
N. Pickering,”? Harry A. Sturz,”? and others; ** they do
not need to be rehearsed here. I do wish to stress,
however, that the issue is not really one of majority (i.e.,
simply counting manuscripts) but catholicity: The
point of the “Majority Text” is that it is the Catholic
Text, the New Testament used by the universal Church
of all ages”® — in contrast to the so-called “critical text”
of most modern translations, representing a tiny,
variant tradition produced in Egypt.

that our Lord demands universal

Owerview of Revelation

The following outline is simply a more detailed version
of the covenantal structure mentioned above. The
Revelation is so complex that one is tempted to indulge
in endless structural analyses (some will be noted as we
proceed through the commentary).

There is one further point that should not be missed at
the outset, however. Overlaying the whole book is the
theme of the Bridegroom and the Bride, and the
prophecy is divided right in the middle between these
two motifs. Thus:

[.  The Bridegroom, Chapters 1-11: This section
begins (1:9-20) and ends (10:1-7) with visions of
the Son of Man, clothed in glory.

[I. The Bride, Chapters 12-22: This section begins

(12:1-2) and ends (21:9-27) with visions of the
Church, clothed in glory.

87. See Louis Bouyer, The Spirituality of the New Testament and the Fathers, trans.

Mary P. Ryan (Minneapolis: The Seabury press, 1963), PP. 120f.

J. Stuart Russell, The Parousia: A Critical Inquiry into the New Testament
Doctrine of Our Lord’s Second Coming (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House,
[1887] 1983), p. 366.

Cornelius Van Til, Essays on Christian Education (Nutley, NJ: Presbyterian
and Reformed Publishing Co., 1977), p. 27.

Zane C. Hodges and Arthur L. Farstad, The Greek New Testament According
to the Majority Text (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1982). That is to
say, where the evidence presented by Hodges and Farstad seems unequivocal,
I have followed it; where it is less clear, I have felt free to disagree.

88.

89.
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Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1977).

Harry A. Sturz, The Byzantine Text-Type in New Testament Textual Criticism
(Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1984). Sturz takes a much more
moderate position than do Hodges, Pickering, and the other defenders of the
Majority Text. His valuable study demonstrates that the so-called

92.

93.

31

“Byzantine” (i.e. Majority Text) readings are both early and independent.
Thus, while he does not believe that the Byzantine text is “primary,” he
shows that it cannot be regarded as “secondary” either.

Cf. David Otis Fuller, cd., Which Bible? (Grand Rapids: International
Publishers, fifth ed., 1975); True or False? The Westcott-Hort Textual Theory
Examined (Grand Rapids: International Publishers, 1973); Counterfeit or
Genuine? -Mark 167 John 8?7 (Grand Rapids: International Publishers, 1975);
Edward E Hills, The King James Version Defended! (Des Moines: Christian
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position of the Majority-Text advocates is not quite the same as that of the
defenders of the King James Version (or of the Textus Receptus). The
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preserved in the Textus Receptus readings, even in those cases (e.g., I John
5:7; Rev. 22:19) where the actual Greek manuscript evidence is either slim
or nonexistent. It is interesting that (in contrast to the rest of the New
Testament) the Majority Text readings for the Book of Revelation are more
often in agreement with the “critical text” than with the Textus Receptus.
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(The Greek New Testament According to the Majority Text, p. xviii).
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Preamble: St. John’s Vision of the Son of Man
(1:1-20)

Historical Prologue: Letters to the Seven
Churches (2:1-3:22)
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Smyrna (2:8-11)
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Stipulations: The Seven Seals (4:1-7:17)
The Throne (4:1-11)

The Sealed Book (5:1-5)

The Lamb Standing as Slain (5:6-14)
The First Four Seals: Horsemen (6:1-8)
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The Sixth Seal: De-Creation (6:12-17)
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Sanctions: The Seven Trumpets (8:1-14:20)

A. The Seventh Seal: The Incense Altar
(8:15)

B. The First Four Trumpets (8:6-13)

C. The Fifth Trumpet: Locusts from the Abyss
(9:1-12)

D. The Sixth Trumpet: The Army of Myriads

(9:13-21)

The Angel of the Oath (10:1-7)

The Little Book (10:8-11)
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The Seventh Trumpet: The Kingdom
Comes (11:15-19)

The Woman, the Seed, and the Dragon
(12:1-6)
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Michael and the Dragon (12:7-12)
The Flight of the Woman (12:13-17)
The Beast from the Sea (13:1-10)

. The Beast from the Land (13:11-18)

The Lamb and the 144,000 on Mount Zion
(14:1-5)

The Gospel and the Poisoned Cups
(14:6-13)

The Harvest and the Vintage of the Land
(14:14-20)
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(15:1-22:21)
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The Song of Victory (15:1-4)
The Sanctuary is Opened (15:5-8)

The First Four Chalices: God’s Creation
Takes Vengeance (16:1-9)

The Last Three Chalices: It Is Finished!
(16:10-21)

Babylon: The Great Harlot (17:1-5)
Babylon: The Mystery Explained (17:6-18)
Babylon Is Fallen! (18:1-8)

Reactions to Babylon’s Fall (18:9-20)
Babylon Is Thrown Down (18:20-24)

The Marriage Supper of the Lamb (19:1-10)
The Rider on the White Horse (19:11-16)
The Feast of the Scavengers (19:17-18)

. The Destruction of the Beasts (19:19-21)

The Binding of Satan (20:1-3)

The First Resurrection and the Last Battle
(20:4-10)

The Final Judgment (20:11-15)

The New Creation (21:1-8)

The New Jerusalem (21:9-27)

The River of Life (22:1-5)

Come, Lord Jesus! (22:6-21)



PART ONE INTRODUCTION

Part One

PREAMBLE: THE SON OF MAN

(Revelation 1)

Introduction

The Preamble in Deuteronomy (1:1-5) begins: “These
are the words . . .”! The text then identifies the speaker
as Moses, who as mediator of the Covenant has been
“commanded” to give and expound God’s “law” to
Israel. “Yahweh is, therefore, the Suzerain who gives
the covenant and Moses is his vicegerent and the
covenant mediator. This section thus corresponds to
the preamble of the extra-biblical treaties, which also
identified the speaker, the one who by the covenant
was declaring his lordship and claiming the vassal’s
obedience.” The Preamble in Revelation begins with a
similar expression: “The Revelation of Jesus Christ,
which God gave Him to show to His servants, the
things that must shortly take place; and He sent and
signified it by His angel to His servant John, who bore
witness to the Word of God and to the Testimony of
Jesus Christ, even to all that he saw” (1:1-2).

The purpose of the covenantal Preamble is thus to
proclaim the lordship of the Great King, declaring his
transcendence and immanence and making it clear from
the outset that his will is to be obeyed by the vassals, his
servants. Biblical treaties set forth God’s transcendence
and immanence by referring to one or more of three
activities: creation, redemption, and revelation. It is
the latter two that are especially emphasized in
Revelation’s Preamble. We have already noted the
stress on divine revelation in the opening sentence,
and this is underscored in the following verses. The
churches are to “hear the words of the prophecy, and
keep the things that are written in it,” and the Lord

pronounces a special blessing upon those who obey
(1:3); St. John again speaks of himself as one who has
borne witness to “the Word of God and the Testimony
of Jesus” (1:9); further, he tells of the revelation that
came to him in terms of the standard and familiar
patterns of covenantal revelation throughout Biblical
history: “I was in the Spirit on the Lord’s Day, and |
heard behind me a loud Voice like the sound of a
trumpet, saying: Write in a book what you see . . .”
(1:10-11; see below).

Redemption is also stressed in this passage: “Jesus
Christ, the faithful Witness, the Firstborn from the
dead, and the Ruler of the kings of the earth . . . who
loves us and released us from our sins by His blood . . .
has made us to be a Kingdom, priests to His God and
Father; to Him be the glory and dominion forever and
ever. Amen” (1:5-6). Moreover, Christ is specifically
stated to be the Redeemer, the Son of Man, who
“comes with the clouds” in His glorious Ascension to
the Father and coming judgment upon Israel to receive
worldwide dominion, glory, and a Kingdom; who will
be seen by “those who pierced him,” and mourned over
by “all the tribes of the Land” (1:7; cf. Dan. 7:13-14;
Zech. 12:10-14; Matt. 24:30; John 19:37; Eph. 1:20-
22). St. John’s vision of Christ develops the idea of His
redemptive work: He is clothed as the High Priest
(1:13), revealed as the incarnate Glory of God (1:14-
15), the Creator and Sustainer of the world, whose
powerful Word goes forth to conquer the nations
(1:16); who died, and rose again from the dead, and
who is alive forevermore (1:17-18).

1

KING OF KINGS

Title and Benediction (1:1-3)

1 The Revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave Him to
show His servants the things that must shortly take place;
and He sent and signified it by His angel to His servant
John;

2 who bore witness to the Word of God and to the Witness
of Jesus Christ, even to all that he saw.

3 Blessed is he who reads and those who hear the words of
the prophecy, and keep the things that are written in it;

for the time is near.
1 St. John makes it clear from the outset that his book
is a revelation, an unveiling or disclosure of God’s
purposes. It is not intended to be mysterious or
enigmatic; it is, emphatically, a revealing of its subject.
Specifically, it is the Revelation of Jesus Christ, which
God gave Him — in other words, a revelation mediated

by our Lord Himself (cf. Heb. 1:2), about the things

1. The Hebrew title of Deuteronomy is simply: The Words.

2. Meredith G. Kline, Treaty of the Great King (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1963), p. 30.
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1:1-3

that must shortly take place. The Revelation,
therefore, is not concerned with either the scope of
world history or the end of the world, but with events
that were in the near future to St. John and his readers.
As we shall see throughout the commentary, the Book
of Revelation is a “covenant lawsuit,” prophesying the
outpouring of God’s wrath on Jerusalem. It is a
prophecy of the period known in Scripture as “the Last
Days,” meaning the last days of the covenantal nation
of Israel, the forty-year “generation” (Matt. 24:34)
between the Ascension of Christ (A.D. 30) and the
Fall of Jerusalem to the Romans (A.D. 70).! It foretells
events that St. John expected his readers to see very
soon.

This clearly militates against any “futurist” interpret-
ation of the book. The futurists would have it that St.
John was warning the Christians of his day mostly
about things they would never see — meaning that the
Book of Revelation has been irrelevant for 1900 years!
To claim that the book has relevance only for our
generation is egocentric; and it is contrary to the
testimony of the book itself. It must be stressed that the
Greek expression for our English word shortly plainly
means soon, and those who first read the phrase would
not have understood it to mean anything else (cf. Luke
18:8; Acts 12:7; 22:18; 25:4; Rom. 16:20; Rev. 22:6). A
futurist interpretation is refuted in the very first verse of
Revelation.

Before we go any further, we should also note that St.
John’s opening statement presupposes the Biblical
philosophy of history: God is Lord of all, He has an all-
embracing plan for His creation, and He rules every
atom of reality according to His plan. After all, how
does God know the future? The Bible does not indicate
that God has some sort of crystal ball with which He
can perceive future events. Think about it. There is
really no such thing as “the future,” in the sense of
something “out there” that can be divined with the
proper equipment. To say that something is in the
future is simply to say that it does not yet exist.

How then does God know the future? The Bible gives
only one answer: God knows the future because He
planned it:

The LORD has established His throne in the heavens, and
His Kingdom rules over all. (Ps. 103:19)

Our God is in the heavens; He does whatever He pleases.
(Ps. 115:3)

And all the inhabitants of the earth are accounted as
nothing, but He does according to His will in the host of
heaven and among the inhabitants of earth; and no one can
hold back His hand, or say to Him: What have You done?
(Dan. 4:35)

We have obtained an inheritance, having been
predestined according to His purpose who works all things

after the counsel of His will. (Eph. 1:11)

Thus, even though “the future” does not yet exist, it is
absolutely certain and secure, because the all-powerful
Lord of the universe has infallibly planned it. He “gives
life to the dead and calls into being that which does not
exist” (Rom. 4:17). God knows all things exhaustively
because He planned all things exhaustively.

Arthur Pink wrote: “The Lord God omnipotent
reigneth. His government is exercised over inanimate
matter, over the brute beasts, over the children of men,
over angels good and evil, and over Satan himself. No
revolving of a world, no shining of a star, no storm, no
movement of a creature, no actions of men, no errands
of angels, no deeds of the Devil — nothing in all the vast
universe can come to pass otherwise than God has eternally
purposed. Here is a foundation for faith. Here is a
resting place for the intellect. Here is an anchor for the
soul, both sure and steadfast. It is not blind fate,
unbridled evil, man or Devil, but the Lord Almighty
who is ruling the world, ruling it according to His own
good pleasure and for His own eternal glory.”?

Now St. John says that these things regarding the
future were signified, or “sign-ified, ” to him by the
angel. The use of this word tells us that the prophecy is
not simply to be taken as “history written in advance.”
It is a book of signs, symbolic representations of the
approaching events. The symbols are not to be
understood in a literal manner. We can see this by St.
John’s use of the same term in his Gospel (12:33; 18:32;
21:19). In each case, it is used of Christ “signifying” a
future event by a more or less symbolic indication,
rather than by a prosaic, literal description.

And this is generally the form of the prophecies in the
Revelation. It is a book of symbols from beginning to
end. As G. R. Beasley-Murray well said, “The prophet
wishes to make clear that he does not provide
photographs of heaven.”? This does not mean the
symbols are unintelligible; the interpretation is not
what any individual chooses to make it. Nor, on the
other hand, are the symbols written in some sort of
code, so that all we need is a dictionary or grammar of
symbolism to “translate” the symbols into English. The
only way to understand St. John’s system of symbolism
is to become familiar with the Bible itself.

2-3 An important relationship is set up here. Verse 1
showed us Jesus Christ giving the Revelation to St.
John; now St. John states that he himself bore witness
to the Word of God and to the Witness of Jesus
Christ. Thus we see that Jesus is the preeminent
Witness-Bearer, testifying to His servants; and we see
also that St. John bears witness of Christ’s Witness,
testifies of Christ’s Testimony. He can do this because
he is one of Christ’s servants, and has become like his
Master. In giving testimony, St. John is conformed to
the image of Christ. These two patterns — Christ and
His servants bearing dual witness, and Christ’s servants

1. See David Chilton, Paradise Restored: A Biblical Theology of Dominion (Ft.
Worth, TX: Dominion Press, 1985), pp. 112, 115-22. I have explained this
in much greater detail in a series of articles on the Last Days, published in
The Geneva Review, P.O. Box 131300, Tyler, TX 75713.

2. Arthur Pink, The Sovereignty of God (London: The Banner of Truth Trust,
[1928] 1968), pp. 43f.

3. G. R. Beasley-Murray, The Book of Revelation (Grand Rapids: William B.
Eerdmans Publishing Co., [1974] 1981), p. 51.
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bearing His image — are carried on throughout the
book, and will inform our understanding of such
passages as 11:4-12.

Because this dual testimony (the Book of Revelation) is
the very Word of God, a blessing — the first of the
prophecy’s seven “beatitudes” (1:3; 14:13; 16:15; 19:9;
20:6; 22:7; 22:14) —is pronounced upon those who are
faithful to its message. Let us note the specific form of
the blessing, for it offers another important pointer to
the book’s content: Blessed is he who reads and those
who hear. St. John has written this prophecy, not
merely (or primarily) for individual edification, but for
the Church in its official gathering for worship. From
the beginning, the Book of Revelation is placed in a
liturgical setting, in which a Reader reads out the
prophecy to the congregation. The Greek word for
reads is often used in the New Testament for this
liturgical activity (Luke 4:16; Acts 13:27; 15:21; 2 Cor.
3:15; Eph. 3:4; Col. 4:16; 1 Thess. 5:27; 1 Tim. 4:13).
The Book of Revelation, as we shall see, is greatly
concerned with liturgy; indeed, worship is a central
theme of the prophecy. By showing us how God’s will is
done in heavenly worship, St. John reveals how the
Church is to perform His will on earth.

From the liturgy of special worship we go out into the
world, to serve God in the liturgy of life. We respond to
Truth (“Amen”) in special worship, and then respond
further in general worship, throughout our whole life.
St. John’s benediction is thus not only for the one who
reads and those who hear, but for those who keep its
message. The goal of the book is not merely to inform
us about “prophetic” events. The goal of apostolic
instruction is always ethical: It is written to produce
“love from a pure heart and a good conscience and a
sincere faith” (1 Tim. 1:5). The Revelation gives us
commandments to keep; and, in particular, the first-
century readers were to heed and obey its instruction,
for the crisis was upon them. The time is near, St. John
warns, again emphasizing the contemporary relevance
of his prophecy. He repeats this warning at the end of
the book (22:6-7, 10). The ancient world would soon
be in an uproar as kingdoms shook and crumbled to
their foundations, and the Christians needed the
Revelation as a stable guide during the period of
dramatic change which was to come. The end of the
world was approaching — not the destruction of the
physical universe, but the passing away of the old
world-order, the governing of the world around the
central sanctuary in Jerusalem. God had established a
new nation, a new priesthood, a new humanity
worshiping in a new sanctuary. God’s House was
nearing completion, and the old, provisional dwelling,
like scaffolding, was about to be torn away.

Greeting and Doxology (1:4-8)

4 John to the seven churches in Asia: Grace to you and

1:4-6

peace from Him who is, and who was, and who is to
come, and from the seven Spirits who are before His
Throne,

and from Jesus Christ, who is the faithful Witness, the
First-born from the dead, and the Ruler of the kings of
the earth. To Him who loves us and released us from our
sins by His blood,

and has made us to be a Kingdom and priests to His God
and Father; to Him be the glory and the dominion forever
and ever. Amen.

Behold, He is coming with the Clouds, and every eye will
see Him, even those who pierced Him; and all the tribes
of the Land will mourn over Him. Even so, amen.

[ am the Alpha and the Omega, says the Lord God, who
is and who was and who is to come, the Almighty.

4-6 St. John addresses his prophecy to the seven
churches in Asia. It is obvious from the descriptions
that follow (chapters 2-3) that he definitely has these
actual churches in mind. The notion propagated by C.
. Scofield and others that these represent “seven
phases of the spiritual history of the church” is a mere
fiction, with no objective evidence; and it is quite
arbitrarily and selectively applied. There are at least
three fallacious pre-suppositions held by those who
advocate this doctrine.

First, the “seven ages” doctrine presupposes that the
Book of Revelation covers all of Church history, from
beginning to end. In defending his view, Scofield says:
“It is incredible that in a prophecy covering the church
period there should be no such foreview.”> Very true,
perhaps; but who says the Book of Revelation does
cover Church history? St. John certainly doesn’t. His
only claim is that the prophecy covers “the things that
must shortly take place” (1:1), and that the time of
which it speaks is near (1:3). Thus, the most basic
presupposition of the “seven ages” view is utterly false.

The second presupposition holds that the Church will
end in defeat and apostasy: The Laodicean, lukewarm,
practically apostate church, about which Christ has
nothing good to say (3:14-22), is supposed to symbolize
the Church of Jesus Christ at the end of the age. (A
corollary of this view is that the “Last Days” spoken of
in Scripture, in which apostasy is rampant, are the
actual last days of earth’s history.) The fact that the
Church ends in victory and triumph is, of course, what
the present commentary is intended to demonstrate;
thus no more need be said here. But it is important to
note that the notion of end-time apostasy is a
presupposition of the “seven ages” view; and those who
hold it are assuming what they purport to prove.

The third presupposition, of course, is that we are living
in the last age of the Church (again, we should note
that these people are too often unable to think of
themselves as living at any time other than the climax
of history). This presupposition is erroneous. The
prophecies of the glorious condition of the Church, to
be fulfilled before the return of Christ, are far from their

4. The Scofield Reference Bible (Oxford University Press, 1909), note on
Revelation 1:20; this notion has also been popularized in the notes of such
“study Bibles” as the Thompson Chain-Reference Bible: New International
Version (Indianapolis: B. B. Kirkbride Bible Co.; Grand Rapids: The
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1:4-6

accomplishment. We probably have thousands of years
to go before the End. We are still in the early Church!
And, while it is fashionable for modern Christian
intellectuals to speak of our civilization as “post-
Christian,” we should turn that around and make it
Biblically accurate: Our culture is not post-Christian —
our culture is still largely pre-Christian!®

Although, therefore, we may not say that the seven
churches represent seven ages in Church history, there
is an important point to be observed here. The fact that
seven churches are mentioned in a book packed with
numerical symbols should not be overlooked. Seven is
the number in Scripture that indicates qualitative
fullness, the essential nature of a thing (as ten indicates
“manyness,” a fullness of quantity); here it represents
the fact that the Revelation is intended for the whole
Church in every age. The messages to the churches of
Asia are to be applied to all, just as St. Paul’s letters to
the Romans and the Philippians have worldwide
significance. But in our application of these letters, we
must be careful not to rip them out of their historical
context.’

St. John uses the characteristic blessing of the apostles:
grace (the favor of God bestowed upon those who,
apart from Christ, deserve wrath) and peace (the state
of permanent reconciliation with God through Christ’s
atonement). These blessings, he says, are from each
member of the Godhead: the Father, the Holy Spirit,
and the Son. Each of the Three participates fully and
equally in extending grace and peace to the elect. The
Father chose us from before the foundation of the
world, and sent His Son to redeem us; the Son, in our
place, lived a perfect life in obedience to the Law and
paid the full penalty for our sins; and the Spirit applies
the work of Father and Son through regeneration and
sanctification. The fitting summary of all God has done
for us is contained in these words: grace and peace.

The Persons of the Trinity are named here in liturgical
(as distinguished from theological) order. Michael
Wilcock’s explanation is very helpful: “John’s vision is
going to take him into the heavenly sanctuary, of which
the Jewish Tabernacle was a copy and shadow (Heb.
8:5); and perhaps the unusual order of the Trinity here
(Father, Spirit, Son) corresponds to the plan of the
earthly sanctuary, where the ark in the Holy of Holies
represents the throne of God, the seven-branched

lampstand in the Holy Place before it represents the
Spirit,® and in the courtyard before that stands the
altar, with its priest and sacrifice both representing, of
course, the redeeming work of Christ .”?

The greeting is a clear expression of the Trinitarian
faith — later hammered out in creedal form at the
councils of Nicea (A.D. 325) and Constantinople
(381), but certainly explicit in the teaching of the
Bible.!° The doctrine of the Trinity is that there is one
God (one Person) who is three distinct Persons —
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit — and that each of those
Persons is Himself God. There are not three Gods —
only One. Yet those three Persons are not different
ways or modes of God making Himself known to us, nor
are they to be confused with one another; they are
three distinct Persons. Cornelius Van Til states it about
as clearly as anyone has: “The Father, the Son, and the
Holy Ghost are each a personality and together
constitute the exhaustively personal God. There is an
eternal, internal self-conscious interaction between the
three persons of the Godhead. They are cosubstantial.
Each is as much God as are the other two. The Son and
the Spirit do not derive their being from the Father.
The diversity and the unity in the Godhead are
therefore equally ultimate; they are exhaustively
correlative to one another and not correlative to
anything else.” 11

What this means is that God is not “basically” one,
with the individual Persons being derived from the
oneness; nor is God “basically” three, with the unity of
the Persons being secondary. Neither God’s oneness
nor His “threeness” is prior to the other; both are basic.
God is One, and God is Three. There are three distinct,
individual Persons, each of whom is God. But there is
only One God.!? To put it in more philosophical
language, God’s unity (oneness) and diversity
(threeness, individuality) are equally ultimate. God is
basically One and basically Three at the same time. 13

First, St. John describes the Father: Him who is, and
who was, and who is to come. Philip Carrington has
caught the spirit of this expression, which is atrocious
Greek but excellent theology: the Being and the Was
and the Coming."* God is eternal and unchangeable
(Mal. 3:6); as the early Christians faced what seemed to
them an uncertain future, they had to keep before them
the absolute certainty of God’s eternal rule. God is not

6. Cf. Loraine Boettner, The Millennium (Philadelphia: The Presbyterian and
Reformed Publishing Co., 1957), pp. 38-47, 63-66; Benjamin B. Warfield,
“Are There Few That Be Saved?” in Biblical and Theological Studies
(Philadelphia: The Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Co., 1968), pp.
334-350. Warfield cites William Temple: “The earth will in all probability be
habitable for myriads of years yet. If Christianity is the final religion, the
church is still in its infancy. Two thousand years are as two days. The appeal
to the ‘primitive church’ is misleading; we are the ‘primitive church™; and
James Adderly: “But we must remember that Christianity is a very young
religion, and that we are only at the beginning of Christian history even
now” (pp. 347f.).

It so happens, however, that there is a sense in which St. John intended his
descriptions of these seven churches to be legitimately related to seven “ages”
of the Church; see the introduction to Part II, below.

Wilcock’s footnote: “Compare 1:4 with 4:5, 5:6, and Zech. 4:1-5, 10b: lamps
= eyes = spirits. The symbolism of the lamps in 1:12, 20 is not so very
different; here it is the Spirit, there the earthly dwelling-place of the Spirit
(1 Cor. 3:16), which is being depicted.”
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Michael Wilcock, I Saw Heaven Opened: The Message of Revelation (Downers
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1975), p. 34.

One of the most helpful works on the meaning of the creeds, including their
sociological implications, is Rousas John Rushdoony’s The Foundations of
Social Order: Studies in the Creeds and Councils of the Early Church (Tyler, TX:
Thobum Press, [1968] 1978); see also Gerald Bray, Creeds, Councils, and
Christ (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1984).

. Cornelius Van Til, Apologetics (class syllabus, Westminster Theological
Seminary, Philadelphia, 1959), p. 8.

Contrast this with the all-too-common Sunday School “illustrations” of the
Trinity — such as an egg, the sun, a pie, or water. These are generally more
misleading than helpful. In fact, their ultimate implications are heretical.
They end up either dividing God into three “parts” — like an egg’s shell,
white, and yolk — or showing God as one substance taking on three different
forms, like water (solid, liquid and gas).

10.

—_

12.

13. On the radical impact of the doctrine of the Trinity in every area of life, see
R. J. Rushdoony, Foundations of Social Order and The One and the Many (Tyler,

TX: Thoburn Press, 1978).



at the mercy of an environment; He is not defined by
any external conditions; all things exist in terms of His
inerrant Word. Threatened, opposed, and persecuted
by those in power, they were nevertheless to rejoice in
the knowledge of their eternal God who “is to come,”
who is coming continually in judgment against His
adversaries. God’s coming refers not simply to the end
of the world but to His unceasing rule over history. He
comes again and again to deliver His people and to
judge the wicked.?

Second, St. John speaks of the Holy Spirit as the seven
Spirits who are before His Throne. Although some
have tried to see this as a reference to seven angels, it is
inconceivable that grace and peace can originate from
anyone but God. The Person spoken of here is clearly
on a par with the Father and the Son. The picture of
the Holy Spirit here (as also in 3:1; 4:5; 5:6) is based on
Zechariah 4, in which the prophet sees the Church as a
lampstand with seven lamps, supplied without human
agency by an unceasing flow of oil through “seven
spouts to the seven lamps” (v. 2) — the interpretation of
which is, as God tells Zechariah: “Not by might, nor by
power, but by My Spirit” (v. 6). The Holy Spirit’s filling
and empowering work in the Church is thus described
in terms of the number seven, symbolizing fullness and
completeness. So it is here in Revelation: “To the seven
churches . . . grace and peace be unto you . . . from the
seven Spirits.” And the Spirit’s work in the Church
takes place in terms of God’s dominion and majesty,
before His Throne. This is, in fact, a marked emphasis
in the Book of Revelation: The word Throne occurs
here forty-six times (the New Testament book that
comes closest to matching that number is the Gospel of
Matthew, where it is used only five times). The
Revelation is a book, above all, about rule: it reveals
Jesus Christ as the Lord of history, restoring His people
to dominion through the power of the Holy Spirit.

The word Throne is used particularly in Scripture to
refer to God’s official court, where He receives official
worship from His people on the Sabbath.!® The entire
vision of the Revelation was seen on the Lord’s Day
(1:10) — the Christian day of corporate, official
worship; and all the action in the book centers on the
worship around the Throne of God. St. John wants us
to see that the public, official worship of the Sovereign
Lord is central to history — history both as a whole and
in its constituent parts (i.e., your life and mine). The
Spirit communicates grace and peace to the churches,
in the special sense, through public worship. We can go
so far as to say this: We cannot have continuing
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fellowship with God, and receive blessings from Him,
apart from the public worship of the Church, the
“place” of access to the Throne. The Spirit works in
individuals, yes — but He does not work apart from the
Church. His corporate and individual workings may be
distinguished, but they cannot be separated. The
notion that we can have fellowship with God, yet
separate ourselves from the Church and from the
corporate worship of the Body of Christ, is an
altogether pagan idea, utterly foreign to Holy Scripture.
The Church, as the Church, receives grace and peace
from the sevenfold Spirit; and He is continually before
the Throne, the special sphere of His ministry.

“Our lives are congested and noisy. It is easy to think of
the Church and the sacraments as competing for our
attention with the other world of daily life, leading us
off into some other life — secret, rarified, and remote.
We might do better to think of that practical daily
world as something incomprehensible and unmanage-
able unless and until we can approach it sacramentally
through Christ. Nature and the world are otherwise
beyond our grasp; time also, time that carries all things
away in a meaningless flux, causing men to despair
unless they see in it the pattern of God’s action,
reflected in the liturgical year, the necessary road to the
New Jerusalem.”!7

The third member of the Godhead (in this liturgical
order) is Jesus Christ, spoken of by St. John under three
designations: the faithful Witness, the Firstborn from
the dead, and the Ruler of the kings of the earth. R.
J. Rushdoony has forcefully pointed out how the term
Witness (in Greek, martyr), has acquired connotations
foreign to the word’s original meaning: “In the Bible,
the witness is one who works to enforce the law and
assist in its execution, even to the enforcement of the
death penalty. ‘Martyr’ has now come to mean the
exact reverse, i.e., one who is executed rather than an
executioner, one who is persecuted rather than one
who is central to prosecution. The result is a serious
misreading of Scripture . . . The significance of Jesus
Christ as ‘the faithful and true witness’ is that He not
only witnesses against those who are at war against
God, but He also executes them . . . Jesus Christ
therefore witnesses against every man and nation that
establishes its life on any other premise than the
sovereign and triune God and His infallible and
absolute law-word.”!®

The theme of Christ as the preeminent Witness is
important in Revelation, as we noted above on v. 2. By
way of supplementing Rushdoony’s analysis, we may

14. Philip Carrington, The Meaning of the Revelation (London: SPCK, 1931), p.
74. In effect, the whole phrase is one proper noun, and indeclinable. The
grammatical problem arises from St. John’s attempt to render into Greek the
theological nuances contained in the Hebrew of Exodus 3:14: I AM WHO I
AM. St. John is not afraid to massacre the Greek language in order to get
across a point, as in John 16:13, where he “incorrectly” uses a masculine
pronoun in order to emphasize the Personality of the Holy Spirit (Spirit in
Greek is neuter, but St. John wanted to stress that He is truly a He and not
an It).

15. There are several good discussions of the various meanings of Coming in
Scripture. See Oswald T. Allis, Prophecy and the Church (Grand Rapids: Baker
Book House, 1945, 1947), pp. 175-91; Loraine Boettner, The Millennium, pp.

252-62; Roderick Campbell, Israel and the New Covenant (Tyler, TX: Geneva
Ministries, [1954] 1983), pp. 68-80; David Chilton, Paradise Restored, pp. 67-
75, 97-105; Geerhardus Vos, The Pauline Eschatology (Grand Rapids: Baker
Book House, 1930), pp. 70-93.

16. See, for example, 1 Chron. 28:2; Ps. 132:7-8, 13-14; Isa. 11:10. Cf. Meredith
G. Kline, Images of the Spirit (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1980), pp.
20 f., 39ff., 46, llIff. As Geerhardus Vos observed, the significance of the
Tabernacle in the Old Testament is that “it is the palace of the King in which
the people render Him homage” (Biblical Theology: Old and New Testaments
[Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1948], p. 168).

17. Alexander Schmemann, Church, World, Mission: Reflections on Orthodoxy in
the West (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminay Press, 1979), p. 226.
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observe that a central aspect of Christ’s witness-bearing
was His death at the hands of false witnesses. Those in
this book who bear witness in His image will also do so
at the cost of their lives (6:9; 12:11). The modern
connotation of the word martyr is thus not so far-
fetched and un-biblical as it might appear at first
glance; but it is necessary, as Rushdoony has shown, to
recall the basic meaning of the term.

Jesus is also the Firstborn from the dead. By His
resurrection from the dead, He has attained supremacy,
having “first place in everything” (Col. 1:18). As Peter
said on the Day of Pentecost: “This Jesus God raised up
again, to which we are all witnesses. Therefore having
been exalted to the right hand of God, and having
received from the Father the promise of the Holy
Spirit, He has poured forth this which you both see and
hear. For it was not David who ascended into heaven,
but he himself says: The Lord said to my Lord, Sit at My
right hand, until I make Thine enemies a footstool for
Thy feet. Therefore let all the house of Israel know for
certain that God has made Him both Lord and Christ
— this Jesus whom you crucified” (Acts 2:32-36). God
fulfilled the promise He had made long before: “I will
make Him My Firstborn, the highest of the kings of the
earth” (Ps. 89:27).

St. John obviously had this passage from the Psalms in
mind, for the next designation he gives to our Lord is
the Ruler of the kings of the earth. Christ’s priority
and sovereignty are above all. He is not “only” the
Savior, waiting for a future cataclysmic event before He
can become King; He is the universal King now, in this
age — sitting at His Father’s right hand while all His
enemies are being put under His feet. This process of
taking dominion over all the earth in terms of His
rightful title is going on at this moment, and has been
ever since He rose from the dead. As Firstborn (and
only-begotten!), Christ possesses the crown rights of all
creation: “All authority in heaven and earth has been
given to Me,” He claimed (Matt. 28:18). All nations
have been granted to Him as His inheritance, and the
kings of earth are under court order to submit to Him
(Ps. 2:8-12). Commenting on Christ’s title Ruler of the
kings of the earth, William Symington wrote: “The
persons who are here supposed to be subject to Christ,
are kings, civil rulers, supreme and subordinate, all in
civil authority, whether in the legislative, judicial, or
executive branches of government. Of such Jesus
Christ is Prince; — 0 &pyov, ruler, lord, chief, the first
in power, authority, and dominion.”?

This, in fact, is precisely the reason for the persecution
of Christians by the State. Jesus Christ by the Gospel
has asserted His absolute sovereignty and dominion
over the rulers and nations of earth. They have a
choice: Either submit to His government and law,
accepting His non-negotiable terms of surrender and
peace, or be smashed to bits by the rod of His anger.

Such an audacious, uncompromising position is an
affront to the dignity of any self-respecting humanist —
much more so to rulers who are accustomed to thinking
of themselves as gods walking on earth. Perhaps this
Christ can be allowed a place in the pantheon, along
with the rest of us gods; but for His followers to
proclaim Him as Lord of all, whose law is binding upon
all men, whose statutes call into judgment the
legislation and decrees of the nations — this is too
much; it is inexcusable, and cannot be allowed.

It would have been much easier on the early Christians,
of course, if they had preached the popular retreatist
doctrine that Jesus is Lord of the “heart,” that He is
concerned with “spiritual” (meaning non-earthly)
conquests, but isn’t the least bit interested in political
questions; that He is content to be “Lord” in the realm
of the spirit, while Caesar is Lord everywhere else (i.e.,
where we feel it really matters). Such a doctrine would
have been no threat whatsoever to the gods of Rome.
In fact, Caesar couldn’t ask for a more cooperative
religion! Toothless, impotent Christianity is a gold
mine for statism: It keeps men’s attention focused on
the clouds while the State picks their pockets and steals
their children.

But the early Church was not aware of this escapist
teaching. Instead, it taught the Biblical doctrine of
Christ’s Lordship — that He is Lord of all, “Ruler of the
kings of the earth.” It was this that guaranteed their
persecution, torture, and death at the hands of the
State. And it was also this that guaranteed their
ultimate victory. Because Jesus is universal Lord, all
opposition to His rule is doomed to failure, and will be
crushed. Because Christ is King of kings, Christians are
assured of two things: warfare to the death against all
would-be-gods; and the complete triumph of the
Christian faith over all its enemies.

For this reason, St. John breaks into a doxology of
praise to Jesus Christ, who loves us and freed us from
our sins by the ransom-price of His blood, and has
made us to be a Kingdom and priests to His God and
Father; to Him be the glory and the dominion forever
and ever. Not only have we been redeemed from our
slavery, but we have been constituted as a Kingdom of
priests. The Kingdom has begun: Christians are now
ruling with Christ (Eph. 1:20-22; 2:6; Col. 1:13), and
our dominion will increase across the world (Rev. 5:9-
10). We are a victorious, conquering priesthood,
bringing all areas of life under His rule.

7-8 Verse 7 announces the theme of the book, which
is not the Second Coming of Christ, but rather the
Coming of Christ in judgment upon Israel, in order to
establish the Church as the new Kingdom. He is
coming with the Clouds, St. John proclaims, using one
of the most familiar Biblical images for judgment (cf.
Gen. 15:17; Ex. 13:21-22; 14:19-20, 24; 19:9, 16-19; Ps.
18:8-14; 104:3; Isa. 19:1; Ezek. 32:7-8; Matt. 24:30;

18. Rousas John Rushdoony, The Institutes of Biblical Law (Nutley, NJ: The Craig
Press, 1973), pp. 573f.

19. William Symington, Messiah the Prince: or, The Mediatorial Dominion of Jesus
Christ (Philadelphia: The Christian Statesman Publishing Co., [1839] 1884),
p- 208.



Mark 14:62; Acts 2:19). This is the Glory-Cloud, God’s
heavenly chariot by which He makes His glorious
presence known.2® The Cloud is a revelation of His
Throne, as He comes to protect His people and destroy
the wicked. One of the most striking descriptions of
God’s “coming in the clouds” is in Nahum’s prophecy

against Nineveh (Nah. 1:2-8):

The LORD is a jealous and avenging God;

The LORD takes vengeance and is filled with wrath.
The LORD takes vengeance on His foes

And maintains His wrath against His enemies.
The LORD is slow to anger and great in power;
He will not leave the guilty unpunished.

His way is in the whirlwind and the storm,
And clouds are the dust of His feet.

He rebukes the sea and dries it up;

He makes all the rivers run dry.

Bashan and Carmel wither

And the blossoms of Lebanon fade.

The mountains quake before Him

And the hills melt away.

The earth trembles at His presence,

The world and all who live in it.

Who can withstand His indignation?

Who can endure His fierce anger?

His wrath is poured out like fire;

The rocks are shattered before Him.

The LORD is good,

A refuge in times of trouble.

He cares for those who trust in Him,

But with an overwhelming flood

He will make an end of Nineveh;

He will pursue His foes into darkness.

His coming in the clouds thus brings judgment and
deliverance in history; there is no reason, in either the
overall Biblical usage of this term or its immediate
context here, to suppose that the literal end of the
physical world is meant (although the sense can
certainly be applied to the Last Day as well). St. John is
speaking of the fact, stressed throughout the “last days”
period by the apostles, that a crisis was quickly
approaching: As He had promised, Christ would come
against the present generation “in the clouds,” in
wrathful judgment against apostate Israel (Matt. 23-
25). And every eye will see Him, even those who
pierced Him (the Gentiles, John 19:34, 37): The
crucifiers would see Him coming in judgment — that is,
they would experience and understand that His Coming
would mean wrath on the Land (cf. the use of the word
see in Mark 1:44; Luke 17:22; John 3:36; Rom. 15:21).
The Lord had used the same terminology of His
Coming against Jerusalem at the end of that generation
(Matt. 24:30), and He even warned the high priest:
“You shall see the Son of Man sitting at the right hand
of Power, and coming on the clouds of heaven” (Matt.
26:64). In other words, the apostates of that evil
generation would understand the meaning of Christ’s
Ascension, the definitive Coming of the Son of Man,
the Second Adam (Dan. 7:13). In the destruction of
their city, their civilization, their Temple, their entire
world-order, they would understand that Christ had
ascended to His Throne as Lord of heaven and earth.
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They would see that the Son of Man had come to the
Father.

Jesus had said also that “all the tribes of the Land will
mourn” on the day of His Coming (Matt. 24:30), that
“weeping shall be there and the gnashing of teeth”
(Matt. 24:51). St. John repeats this as part of the theme
of his prophecy: all the tribes of the Land [the Jews]
will mourn over Him. Both Jesus and St. John thus
reinterpreted this expression, borrowed from Zechariah
12:10-14, where it occurs in an original context of
Israel’s mourning in repentance. But Israel had gone
beyond the point of no return; their mourning would
not be that of repentance, but sheer agony and terror.

Yet this does not negate the promises in Zechariah.
Indeed, through Christ’s judgment on Israel, by means
of her excommunication, the world will be saved; and,
through the salvation of the world, Israel herself will
turn again to the Lord and be saved (Rom. 11:11-12,
15, 23-24). Because Christ comes in the clouds, in
history, judging men and nations, the earth is
redeemed. He comes not simply for judgment, but for
judgment unto salvation. “When Your judgments come
upon the earth, the people of the world learn
righteousness” (Isa. 26:9). From the beginning, the
ultimate purpose of the coming of Christ has been
redemptive: “For God did not send His Son into the
world to condemn the world, but to save the world
through Him” (John 3:17). Christ “comes in the
Clouds” in historical judgments so that the world may
know the Lord God as the eternal and unchangeable
Source and Goal of all history (Rom. 11:36), the Alpha
and the Omega, the A and Z (cf. Isa. 44:6), who is and
who was and who is to come, the eternal Origin and
Consummation of all things. Almighty is the usual
translation of the Greek word Pantokrator, which
means the One who has all power and rules over everything,
the New Testament equivalent of the Old Testament
expression Lord of Hosts, the “Captain of the Armies”
(meaning the armies of Israel, or the star/angel armies
of heaven, or the armies of the heathen nations, whom
God used to pour out His wrath on His disobedient
people). Christ was about to demonstrate to Israel and
to the world that He had ascended to the Throne as
Supreme Ruler.

Jesus Christ, Transcendent and Immanent (1:9-16)

9 1, John, your brother and companion in the Tribulation
and Kingdom and perseverance which are in Christ Jesus,
was on the island of Patmos because of the Word of God
and the Testimony of Jesus.

I came to be in the Spirit on the Lord’s Day, and I heard
behind me a loud Voice like a trumpet,

saying: Write in a book what you see and send it to the
seven churches: to Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamum,
Thyatira, Sardis, Philadelphia and Laodicea.

And I turned to see the Voice that was speaking to me.
And when [ turned I saw seven golden lampstands;

10

11

12

13 and in the middle of the seven lampstands one like a Son
of Man, clothed in a robe reaching to His feet and with a

golden sash around His chest.

20. See Chilton, Paradise Restored, pp. 57ff., 97ff.; cf. Kline, Images of the Spirit.
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14 And His head and His hair were white like wool, as white

as snow, and His eyes were like blazing fire.

15 His feet were like bronze glowing in a furnace, and His
Voice was like the sound of rushing waters.

16 In His right hand he held seven stars, and out of His
mouth came a sharp two-edged sword; and His face was
like the sun shining in its strength.

9 In this remarkable verse we have a concise summary
of St. John’s worldview, his fundamental outlook on
what life is all about. It stands in stark contrast to the
views of modern American evangelical and dispen-
sational theology, which holds that (1) there is no
tribulation for the Christian, (2) Christ does not have
a Kingdom in this age, and (3) the Christian is not
required or expected to persevere! But for St. John and
his readers, the Christian life did involve these things.
Of course, tribulation is not the whole story of the
Christian life; nor does the Church suffer identically in
all times and places. As the Gospel takes hold of the
world, as Christians take dominion, tribulation is
lessened. But it is absolute folly (and wickedness) for
Christians to suppose that they are somehow immune
from all suffering. Jesus had warned his disciples that
tribulation, suffering, and persecution would come
(John 15:18-20; 16:33; 17:14-15).

More particularly, however, St. John is thinking about
a special period of hardship; not just tribulation in
general, but the Tribulation, the subject of much
apostolic writing as the age of the Last Days progressed
to its climax (1 Thess. 1:6; 3:4; 2 Thess. 1:4-10; 1 Tim.
4:1-3; 2 Tim. 3:1-12). During this period of political
upheaval and social disruption, apostasy and
persecution broke out with a vengeance, as Jesus had
foretold (Matt. 24:4-13). Christians suffered greatly;
yet they had the certain knowledge that the Tribulation
was but the prelude to the firm establishment of Christ’s
rule over the earth. St. Paul and St. Barnabus had
encouraged other Asian Christians to continue in the
faith, reminding them that “through many tribulations
we must enter the Kingdom of God” (Acts 14:22).
What gave their suffering meaning was that it was in
Christ Jesus, in union with His suffering; as St. Paul
wrote, “I rejoice in my sufferings for your sake, and I fill
up what is lacking of the tribulations of Christ in my
flesh, on behalf of His Body, the Church” (Col. 1:24).

Thus St. John’s worldview does not involve only
tribulation. He is also in the Kingdom . . . in Christ
Jesus. As we saw above (v. 5-6), the New Testament
doctrine, based on such Old Testament passages as
Daniel 2:31-45 and 7:13-14, is that the Kingdom has
arrived in the First Coming of Jesus Christ. Since His
Ascension to the Throne, He has been reigning “far
above all rule and authority and power and dominion,
and every name that is named, not only in this age, but
also in the one to come. And He put all things in

subjection under His feet” (Eph. 1:21-22; cf. Mark
1:14-15; Matt. 16:28; 28:18; Acts 2:29-36; Col. 1:13).
If all things are now in subjection under His feet, what
more could be added to His dominion? Of course, the
“rulers and authorities” still have got to be put down;
that is what much of St. John’s prophecy is about. But
in principle, and definitively, the Kingdom has arrived.
This means that we do not have to wait for some future
redemptive or eschatological event before we can
effectively take dominion over the earth. The
dominion of God’s people throughout the world will
simply be the result of a progressive outworking of what
Christ Himself has already accomplished. St. John
wanted his readers to understand that they were in both
the Great Tribulation and the Kingdom — that, in fact,
they were in the Tribulation precisely because the
Kingdom had come (Dan. 7:13-14). They were in a
war, fighting for the Kingdom’s victory (Dan. 7:21-22),
and thus they needed the third element in St. John’s
worldview: perseverance in Christ Jesus. Perseverance
is an important word in the message of the Revelation,
and St. John uses it seven times (1:9; 2:2, 3, 19; 3:10;
13:10; 14:12).

Here, too, there is a radical contrast with much of
modern dispensationalism. Because the diluted version
of Christianity currently fashionable in contemporary
America rejects the concepts of the Kingship and
Lordship of Christ,?! it also rejects the Biblical teaching
on perseverance — and the predictable result is that
comparatively few converts of modern evangelicalism
are able to stick with even that minimally-demanding
faith!?? The popular doctrine of “eternal security” is
only a half-truth, at best: it gives people an unbiblical
basis for assurance (e.g., the fact that they walked down
the aisle during a revival meeting, etc.), rather than the
kind of assurance given in Scripture — assurance that is
related to perseverance (cf. 1 John 2:3-4). The Bible
teaches not simply that we are preserved, but that we
also persevere to the end (see John 10:28-29; Rom.
8:35-39; 2 Cor. 13:5; Phil. 1:6; 2:12-13; Col. 1:21-23; 2
Pet. 1:10).

St. John tells the suffering but reigning and persevering
Christians of Asia that he is their brother and
companion in all these things, even now in exile on the
island of Patmos. This was a punishment for his
apostolic activity, but the language in which he
expresses it is interesting: Because of the Word of God
and the Testimony of Jesus Christ. St. John does not
say that he is imprisoned on a rock in the sea on
account of his own testimony about Christ, but on
account of God’s Word and Jesus’ Testimony. He suffers
because God has spoken, because Jesus has testified.
Christ the faithful Witness has borne the Testimony
against the would-be gods of this age, and they have

21. For a recent example of this position, see Norman Geisler, “A Premillennial
View of Law and Government,” Bibliotheca Sacra (July-September 1985), pp.
250-66. Writing against the postmillennialism of R. J. Rushdoony and other
“reconstructionists” Geisler actually says: “Postmillenarians work to make a
Christian America. Premillenarians work for a truly free America” (p. 260).
The choice is clear: Shall we choose Christianity? Or shall we choose
freedom instead? Geisler must be commended for having stated the matter

with such precision; technically speaking, however, he is not the first to have
posed the dilemma in this way. He stands in an ancient tradition (Gen. 3 :1
5).

22. See Walter Chantry, Today’s Gospel: Authentic or Synthetic? (Edinburgh: The
Banner of Truth Trust, 1970), and Arend J. ten Pas, The Lordship of Christ
(Vallecito, CA: Ross House Books, 1978).?



fought back by imprisoning the apostle. This is why the
Tribulation and Kingdom and perseverance in which
these believers share are all in Christ Jesus: His
Testimony has determined the course of history.

10 When St. John says he came to be in the Spirit, he
does not mean that he felt good. The expression has
nothing to do with his personal, subjective attitude or
frame of mind; but it does refer to a definite experience.
This is technical prophetic language (Matt. 22:43; cf.
Num. 11:25; 2 Sam. 2.3:2; Ezek. 2:2; 3:24; 2 Pet. 1:21),
and refers to the fact that the author is an inspired
apostle, receiving revelation, as he is admitted to the
heavenly council-chamber.?3

St. John tells us that this vision was seen on the Lord’s
Day. The origin of this important term goes all the way
back to the first Sabbath, when God rested from
creation (Gen. 2:2-3). The term rest in Scripture often
refers to God being seated on His throne as Judge,
receiving worship from His creatures (1 Chron. 28:2;
Ps. 132:7-8, 13-14; Isa. 11:10; 66:1). This original
Sabbath was the prototype of the “Day of the Lord” in
Scripture, the Day of Judgment. The weekly Sabbath in
Israel was a re-enactment (and pre-enactment) of the
first and final Day of the Lord,** in which the people
gathered together for judgment, execution, the judicial
declaration of forgiveness, and the proclamation of the
King’s Word. For us too, this is the meaning of the
Lord’s Day, when we come before God’s throne to be
forgiven and restored, to hear His Word, and to
commune with Him (thus, in a general sense — and not
exactly the special sense in which St. John uses it here
— all Christians are “in the Spirit” on the Lord’s Day: In
worship, we are all caught up to the Throneroom of
God.)® The Lord’s Day is the Day of the Lord in

action.

One of the most basic Biblical images for the Judgment
is the Glory-Cloud, and this theophany is generally
associated with three other images: the Spirit, the Day
(or light, since the light of day was originally “cloned”
from the light of the Cloud?®), and the Voice (often
sounding like a trumpet; cf. Ex. 19:16-19). In fact, these
three are mentioned right at the beginning in the
Garden, when Adam and Eve “heard the Voice of the
LORD God traversing the Garden as the Spirit of the
Day,” as the text literally reads (Gen. 3:8).27 What
Adam and Eve heard on that awful day of judgment was
not a gentle, cool breeze wafting through the
eucalyptus leaves — they heard the explosive thunder-
claps of the God of heaven and earth blasting through
the Garden. It was terrifying, and that is why they
attempted to hide. Repeating this theme, St. John tells
us: “I was in the Spirit on the Lord’s Day, and [ heard
behind me a loud Voice like a trumpet.” St. John was
going to be caught up into the Glory-Cloud to receive
revelation, and his readers were expected to understand
this imagery.

1:10-15

11-15 The Voice of God instructs St. John to write in
a book the Revelation and send it to the seven
churches of Asia. He turns to see the Voice — and sees
the Lord Jesus Christ. This minor detail establishes a
pattern that is repeated throughout the book — John
hears first, and then he sees. At the end of the prophecy
(22:8) he tells us: “I, John, am the one who heard and
saw these things. And when I heard and saw . . .” This
pattern is not always followed in the book, but it
happens often enough that we should be aware of St.
John’s use of it — for it is occasionally important in
understanding how to interpret the symbols (cf. 5:5-6):
The verbal revelation is necessary in order to
understand the visual revelation.

St. John suddenly finds himself in the Holy Place, for
he sees seven golden lampstands; and in the middle of
the seven lampstands one like a Son of Man. The
imagery here is clearly taken from the Tabernacle, but
with a significant difference: in the earthly Holy Place,
there was one lampstand, with seven lamps; here, St.
John sees seven lampstands, connected to each other in
the Person who stands in their midst. The symbolism
involved here will be discussed under verse 20; the
important thing to note at present is simply the picture
conveyed by this imagery: Jesus Christ is the one
Lampstand, uniting the seven lamps — each of which
turns out to be itself a lampstand; Christ is surrounded
by light. As St. Germanus, the eighth-century
Archbishop of Constantinople, put it at the outset of
his work on the Liturgy: “The Church is an earthly
heaven in which the super-celestial God dwells and
walks about.”?8

The description of Christ in verses 13-16 involves a
blend of Old Testament images: the Glory-Cloud, the
Angel of the Lord, the Ancient of Days, and the Son of
Man. Our understanding will be heightened if we read
this description in conjunction with the following
passages from Daniel:

[ kept looking

Until thrones were set up,

And the Ancient of Days took His seat;

His vesture was like white snow,

And the hair of His head like pure wool.

His throne was ablaze with flames,

Its wheels were a burning fire.

A river of fire was flowing

And coming out from before Him;

Thousands upon thousands were attending Him,
And myriads upon myriads were standing before Him;
The court sat,

And the books were opened. (Dan. 7:9-10)

[ kept looking in the night visions,

And behold, with the Clouds of heaven

One like a Son of Man was coming,

And He came up to the Ancient of Days

And was presented before Him.

And to Him was given dominion,

Glory and a Kingdom,

23. See the discussion of the prophet in Meredith G. Kline, Images of the Spirit,
pp. 57-96; esp. pp. 93f.

24. See Chilton, Paradise Restored, pp. 133ff.

25. See Kline, Images of the Spirit, pp. 97-131.

26. Ibid., pp. 106ff.
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217. For a full exegesis of this text, see ibid., pp. 97-131; cf. Chilton, Paradise
Restored, pp. 58, 134ff.

28. St. Germanus of Constantinople, On the Divine Liturgy, Paul Meyendorff,
trans. (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1984), p. 57.



1:16

That all the peoples, nations, and men of every
language might serve Him.

His dominion is an everlasting dominion
Which will not pass away;

And His Kingdom is one

Which will not be destroyed. (Dan. 7:13-14)

I lifted my eyes and looked, and behold, there was a
certain man dressed in linen, whose waist was girded with
a belt of pure gold of Uphaz. His body also was like beryl,
His face like lightning, His eyes were like flaming torches,
His arms and feet like the gleam of polished bronze, and
the sound of His words like the sound of a multitude.
Now, I, Daniel, alone saw the vision, while the men who
were with me did not see the vision; nevertheless, a great
dread fell on them, and they ran away to hide themselves.
So I was left alone and saw this great vision; yet no
strength was left in me, for my natural color turned to a
deathly pallor, and I retained no strength. But I heard the
sound of His words; and as soon as I heard the sound of
His words, I fell into a deep sleep on my face, with my
face to the ground. Then behold, a hand touched me and
set me trembling on my hands and knees. And He said to
me, “O Daniel, man of high esteem, understand the
words that I am about to tell you and stand upright, for I
have now been sent to you.” And when He had spoken
this word to me, I stood up trembling. (Dan. 10:5-11)%

These and other passages are combined to form the
picture of Christ in St. John’s introductory vision. The
robe reaching to His feet and the golden sash around
His chest®® (cf. Ex. 28:4; 29:5; 39:27-29; Lev. 16:4) are
reminders of the official dress of the High Priest, whose
clothing was a representation of the Glory-Spirit, a
symbol of the radiant image of God. “Contributing to
the impression of radiance was the flame-colored linen
material prescribed for the ephod, with its band and
breast-piece, and for the bottom of the robe of the
ephod — a shimmering blend of bright reds and blues
with the metallic glint of threads of gold. Highlighting
the fiery effect were the rings and the braided chains of
gold, the radiant golden crown of the mitre, and the
gleam of precious stones set in gold on the shoulder
straps of the ephod and the breastpiece. Artist could
scarcely do more with an earthly palette in a cold
medium to produce the effect of fiery light.”!

Fiery light: that is exactly the impression given by the
vision of Christ here. The whiteness of His head and
hair (like the Ancient of Days in Dan. 7),?? the flaming
fire from His eyes (like the throne of Dan. 7 and the
eyes of the Son of Man in Dan. 10), and His feet like
bronze glowing in a furnace (the term for bronze may
refer to an alloy of gold and silver; cf. Mal. 3:2-3) — all
these combine to make the point of Christ’s appearance
in a flashing, brilliant blaze of glory: And His face was
like the sun shining in its strength (v. 16). Compare
with this Jesus Ben Sirach’s striking description of the
glory of the High Priest:

How splendid he was with the people thronging around him,
when he emerged from the curtained shrine,
like the morning star among the clouds,

like the moon at the full,
like the sun shining on the Temple of the Most High,
like the rainbow gleaming against brilliant clouds,
like roses in the days of spring,
like lilies by a freshet of water,
like a sprig of frankincense in summertime,
like fire and incense in the censer
like a vessel of beaten gold
encrusted with every kind of precious stone,
like an olive tree loaded with fruit,
like a cypress soaring to the clouds;
when he put on his splendid vestments,
and clothed himself in glorious perfection,
when he went up to the holy altar,
and filled the sanctuary precincts with his grandeur;
when he received the portions from the hands of the priests,
himself standing by the altar hearth,
surrounded by a crowd of his brothers,
like a youthful cedar of Lebanon
as though surrounded by the trunks of palm trees.

(Ecclesiasticus 50:5-12, Jerusalem Bible)

Completing the glorious picture of Christ is the
statement that His Voice was like the sound of
rushing waters. St. John is identifying the voice of
Christ with the sound of the Cloud — a sound which,
throughout Scripture, resembles numerous earthly
phenomena: wind, thunder, trumpets, armies, chariots,
and waterfalls;*® or perhaps we should say that all these
earthly phenomena were created to resemble various
facets of the Cloud.** The conclusion should be
obvious: The resurrected, transfigured Jesus is the
incarnate Glory of God.

16 In His right hand He held seven stars; St. John
goes on more fully to interpret this in verse 20, but we
should consider first the immediate impression this
sight would give to St. John and his readers. The seven
stars make up the open cluster of stars known as the
Pleiades, poetically thought of in the ancient world as
being bound together on a chain, like a necklace. The
Pleiades, forming part of the constellation Taurus, are
mentioned in Job 9:5-9; 38:31-33; and Amos 5:8. The
sun is with Taurus in Spring (Easter), and the Pleiades
are thus a fitting symbol in connection with the coming
of Christ: He holds the stars that announce the rebirth
and flowering of the world. The other Biblical
references make it clear that the One who holds the
seven stars is the almighty Creator and Sustainer of the
universe.

But there is another dimension to this imagery. The
symbolic use of the seven stars was quite well known in
the first century, for the seven stars appeared regularly
on the Emperor’s coins as symbols of his supreme
political sovereignty. At least some early readers of the
Revelation must have gasped in amazement at St.
John’s audacity in stating that the seven stars were in
Christ’s hand. The Roman emperors had appropriated
to themselves a symbol of dominion that the Bible
reserves for God alone — and, St. John is saying, Jesus

29. Cf. the discussion of this text in relation to Rev.
12:7-9 below.

30. According to Josephus, the priest wore the sash
around his chest when he was at rest and “not
about any laborious service” (Antiquities of the

31. Kline, Images of the Spirit, p. 43.
32. Note that white hair is glorious, in contrast to
the “perpetual youth” culture of our age.
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33. See Chilton, Paradise Restored, p. 58; cf. Ex.
19:16, 19; Ezek. 1:24.

34. See Herman Bavinck, The Doctrine of God
(London: The Banner of Truth Trust, [1951]
1977), pp. 88ft.



Christ has come to take it back. The seven stars, and
with them all things in creation, belong to Him.
Dominion resides in the right hand of the Lord Jesus
Christ.

Naturally there will be opposition to all this. But St.
John makes it clear that Christ is on the offensive,
coming forth to do battle in the cause of His crown
rights: out of His mouth came a sharp two-edged
sword, His Word that works to save and to destroy. The
image here is taken from the prophecy of Isaiah: “He
will strike the Land with the rod of His mouth, and
with the breath of His lips He will slay the wicked” (Isa.
11:4). It is used again in Revelation to show Christ’s
attitude toward heretics: “I will make war against them
with the sword of my mouth” (2:16); and yet again to
show the Word of God conquering the nations (19:11-
16). Not only is Christ in conflict with the nations, but
He declares that He will be completely victorious over
them, subduing them by His bare Word, the sharp and
powerful two-edged sword that comes from His mouth

(Heb. 4:12).
St. John’s Commission (1:17-20)

17 And when [ saw Him, I fell at His feet as a dead man.
And He laid His right hand upon me, saying, Do not be
afraid; I am the first and the last,

and the living One; and [ was dead, and behold, I am
alive forevermore, amen; and I have the keys of Death
and of Hades.

Write therefore the things you have seen, and what they
are, and what things shall take place after these things.
As for the mystery of the seven stars that you saw in My
right hand, and the seven golden lampstands: the seven
stars are the angels of the seven churches, and the seven
lampstands are the seven churches.

17-18 When he saw the Angel of the Lord, Daniel
says, “I fell into a deep sleep with my face to the
ground. Then behold, a hand touched me and set me
trembling on my hands and knees . . . And when He
had spoken this word to me, I stood up trembling”
(Dan. 10:9-11). St. John’s reaction to the sight of the
glorified Lord is much the same; yet Christ tells him not
to fear. While fear is a proper first reaction, it must be
replaced. Ultimately, the awesome majesty of God is
not a reason for terror in the Christian; rather, it is the
ground of our confidence and stability. The presence of
Christ is, very properly, the occasion for unbelievers to
faint away and hide, out of sheer fright (cf. 6:15-17);
but our Lord comes to St. John (as to us) in love, and
sets him on his feet. The presence and activity of God
in the Cloud was to the Egyptians a terrifying omen of
their destruction; but, for the covenant people, He was
the Comforter and Savior. The same contrast is set out

in Habakkuk 3:10-13:

The mountains saw You and quaked.
Torrents of water swept by;
The deep uttered its voice,

18

19

20

1:17-19

And lifted high its hands.

Sun and moon stood still in the heavens;
They went away at the light of Your arrows,
At the radiance of Your gleaming spear.

In wrath You strode through the earth

And in anger You threshed the nations.
You went forth to deliver Your people,

For the salvation of Your anointed one.
You crushed the head of the house of evil,
You laid him open from thigh to neck.

Jesus is God, the First and the Last, as the LORD says of
Himself in Isa. 44:6: “I am the First and I am the Last,
and there is no God besides Me” (cf. Isa. 48:12).
Appropriating another Old Testament title for God,
Jesus declares that He is the living One (cf. Deut. 5:26;
Josh. 3:10; Ps. 42:2; Jer. 10:10): He is self-existent,
independent, the All-Controller — and He, “having
been raised from the dead, is never to die again; death
is no longer master over Him” (Rom. 6:9). St. John can
be resurrected in verse 17 because of the truth of verse
18, that Christ is alive forevermore. As the Risen Lord,
Christ has the keys of Death and of Hades.>® The
Empire claimed to have all authority, to possess the
power over life and death, and over the grave; Jesus
declares instead that He — and not the State, nor the
emperor, nor Satan, nor the ruler of the synagogue —
has command over all reality. He is the Lord of life and
death, of all history, and of eternity; and it is in terms of
this complete dominion that He commissions St. John
to write this book which so clearly and unequivocally
sets forth the truth of His eternal and comprehensive
government.

19 St. John’s commission was interrupted by his falling
into a dead faint; now that he has been “resurrected,”
he is again commanded: Write therefore® the things
you have seen, and what they are, and what things
are about to take place after these things. Some
interpreters read this as a threefold outline of the whole
book: St. John writes about what he has seen (the
vision of Christ), then about the present (the churches,
in chapters 2-3), and finally about the future (chapters
4-22). Such a division is quite arbitrary, however; the
Revelation (like all other Biblical prophecies) weaves
past, present, and future together throughout the entire

book.

A more likely meaning of this statement is that St.
John is to write what he has seen — the vision of
Christ among the lampstands holding the stars — and
what they are, i.e., what they signify or correspond to.
The word are (Greek eisin) is most often used in
Revelation in this sense (1:20; 4:5; 5:6, 8; 7:13-14;
11:4; 14:4; 16:14; 17:9, 10, 12, 15). Thus verse 20 goes
on to do just that, explaining the symbolism of “the
things you have seen” (the stars and lampstands). St.
John is then commissioned to write the things that are
about to happen, or (as he told us in verse 1) “the

35. Adam originally held the Key of Death and Hades, for he was the Priest of
Eden, with the priestly responsibility of guarding the Gate of Paradise (Gen.
2:15; see Meredith G. Kline, Kingdom Prologue (privately published syllabus,
1981), Vol. I, pp. 127ff. When he abdicated that responsibility, he himself
was turned out into death, away from the Tree of Life, and the cherubim took
his place as guardians, holding the flaming sword (the key). By the
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Resurrection, Jesus Christ as the Second Adam returned to Paradise as Priest,
the guardian of Eden’s Gate, to cast the Serpent into Death and Hades (cf.
Rev. 20:1-3).

36. The therefore shows the connection with St. John’s original commission in
v. 11.



1:20

things that must shortly take place.” It appears that the
phrasing is intended to provide a parallel to the
description of the One “who was and who is and who is
coming”: Thus “the process of temporal history reflects
the eternal nature of God.”’

We might pause at this point to consider an error that
is common among those who adopt a preterist
interpretation of Revelation. The two facts of St. John’s
symbolic style and his clearly anti-statist content have
led some to believe that the politically sensitive
message determined the use of symbolism — that St.
John wrote the Revelation in a secret code in order to
hide his message from the imperial bureaucrats. This is
the view of James Kallas (who, incidentally, also holds
that John wrote in the time of the emperor Domitian,
rather than Nero):

He writes in deliberately disguised language. He resorts to
imagery the Romans will not understand. He cannot write in
a literal and obvious way. He cannot say in clear and
unambiguous terms what lies closest to his heart. What would
happen if he wrote what he believed, that Domitian was a
blasphemous son of the devil himself? What would happen if
he cried out that the Roman empire, in its demand that men
bow down and worship Caesar, was a diabolical scheme of
Satan himself designed to win men away from Jesus? The
letter would never be delivered. It would never clear the
Censors.

And thus he must camouflage and conceal his true mean-
ing. He must resort to non-literal symbolism, to obscure and
apparently meaningless references which his Roman censors
would see merely as the senile musings of a mad old man.*

There may be some truth to this, as a tangential slant
on the use of the number 666 in 13:18 in reference to
Nero (not Domitian) — a “code” that the Romans
would be unable to decipher correctly. But even
without that reference, the Book of Revelation is a
clearly treasonous document, and any State bureaucrat
would have been able to figure that out. Consider what
we have seen already in St. John’s description of Jesus
Christ: The mere assertion that He is Ruler of the kings
of the earth is an assault on the emperor’s autonomy.
The very first chapter of Revelation is actionable, and
the symbolism does not obscure that fact in the
slightest. The reason for the use of symbolism is that
the Revelation is a prophecy, and symbolism is
prophetic language.

We must remember too that the Roman government
knew very well who St. John was. He was not “a mad
old man” who had been exiled for mere “senile
musings.” He was an Apostle of the Lord Jesus Christ,
under the imperial ban on account of the Word of God
and the Testimony of Jesus (1:9).

20 Jesus explains to St. John the mystery of the seven
stars and of the seven golden lampstands. Here, too, it
is important to stress that these are not code-names.
Biblical symbolism doesn’t work that way. Instead,
Biblical symbolism sets things in relationship to each
other; it builds associations in our minds, and asks us to

see objects from this perspective. These statements
about the stars and lampstands are not “definitions: but
state different ways of looking at the angels and the
churches. Michael Wilcock’s comments help us
understand this use of symbolism: “A very cursory study
of the New Testament use of the word ‘mystery’ shows
that it does not there carry its usual modern sense of
‘puzzle.’ It is indeed something hidden, but not in such
a way that you can follow a series of clues and
eventually find it out; rather, it is a truth which you
either know or do not know, depending on whether or
not it has been revealed to you.’® Thus, when Christ
identities these things with each other, He is not saying
“that one is a symbol while the other is what the
symbol ‘really’ means. He is saying that here are two
things which correspond to each other, being equally
real from different points of view.”*® In other words, “we
have, not an explanation of a symbolic term by a real
one, but a statement that these two terms, which are
equally real, are simply interchangeable. . . . John is not
giving explanations, but equivalents. He is not
concerned to tell us that ‘lampstands,” which we do not
understand, means ‘church,” which we do. He is rather
concerned to tell us things about the lampstands and
the bride and the city and the church, the twenty-four
elders and the 144,000 and the numberless multitude;
their meaning we should know already from the rest of
Scripture, and he merely reminds us in passing that all
of these correspond to one another and are different
descriptions of the same thing.”*#!

The seven stars thus “correspond” to the angels of the
seven churches.*? Angels and stars are often linked up
in the Bible (cf. Jud. 5:20; Job 38:7; Isa. 14:13; Jude 13;
Rev. 8:10-12; 9:1; 12:4), and here the “angels” of the
churches are associated with the constellation of the
Pleiades (see comments on v. 16). In addition — and
this is one of those things that, as Wilcock pointed out
above, “we should know already from the rest of
Scripture” — both angels and stars are associated with
government and rule (cf. Gen. 37:9; Jud. 5:20; Dan.
8:9-11; 10:13, 20-21). Now, when the Lord speaks to
the seven churches in Chapters 2-3, He addresses the
angel of each church; clearly, Christ holds the angels of
the churches responsible for the life and conduct of
their respective churches. Then, in the later portions of
the prophecy, we see seven angels pouring out judgments
upon the rebellious earth (cf. Rev. 8-9, 16). These all
are correspondences: The seven stars, the constellation
of resurrection and dominion, are the angels, which
correspond to the government of the Church.

A further aspect of the Bible’s angel-imagery which
supports this interpretation concerns the relationship
between angels and prophets. The chief mark of the
Biblical prophet was that he had stood in the presence
of God and the angels during the sessions of the
heavenly Council (cf. Isa. 6:1-8; Ezek. 1-3, 10), thereby
becoming its authoritative spokesman to God’s people

37. Philip Carrington, The Meaning of the
Revelation, p. 95.

38. James Kallas, Revelation: God and Satan in the

Apocalypse (Minneapolis: Augsburg Publishing
House, 1973), pp. 58f.
39. Wilcock, I Saw Heaven Opened, p. 153.

40. Tbid., p. 154.
41. Ibid., p. 156.



(cf. Jer. 15:19). The essential difference between the
true prophet and the false prophet was that the true
prophet had been taken up by the Spirit into the Cloud
to take part in this assembly:

Thus says the LORD of hosts:

Do not listen to the words of the prophets who are

prophesying to you.

They are leading you into futility;

They speak a vision of their own imagination,

Not from the mouth of the LORD . . . .

But who has stood in the Council of the Lord,

That he should see and hear His Word?

Who has given heed to His Word and listened? . . .

[ did not send these prophets, but they ran.

[ did not speak to them, but they prophesied.

But if they had stood in My Council,

Then they would have announced My words

to My people,
And would have turned them back from their evil way
And from the evil of their deeds. (Jer. 23:16-22)

The prophets not only observed the deliberations of the
heavenly Council (cf. 1 Kings 22:19-22); they actually
participated in them. Indeed, the LORD did nothing
without consulting His prophets (Amos 3:7). This is
why the characteristic activity of the Biblical prophet is
intercession and mediation (cf. Gen. 18:16-33; 20:7,
the first occurrence of the word prophet in Scripture).

As members of the Council the prophets have freedom
of speech with God, and are able to argue with Him,
often persuading Him to change His mind (cf. Ex. 32:7-
14; Amos 7:1-6). They are His friends, and so He
speaks openly with them (Gen. 18:17; Ex. 33:11; 2
Chron. 20:7; Isa. 41:8; John 15:15). As images of fully
redeemed Man, the prophets shared in God’s glory,
exercising dominion over the nations (cf. Jer. 1:10;
28:8), having been transfigured ethically (cf. Isa. 6:5-8)
and physically (cf. Ex. 34:29). They thus resembled the
angels of heaven, and so it is not surprising that the
term angel (Heb. mal'ak, Greek angelos) is used to
describe the Biblical prophet (cf. 2 Chron. 36:15-16;
Hag. 1:13; Mal. 3:1; Matt. 11:10; 24:31; Luke 7:24;
9:52). In fact, the archetypical Prophet in Scripture is
the Angel of the LORD.®

There is therefore abundant Biblical precedent for the
prophetic rulers of the churches to be referred to as the
angels of the churches. It is likely that each angel
represents a single pastor or bishop; but St. John could
be referring to the stars/angels simply as person-
ifications of the government of each church as a whole.
And the Lord of heaven and earth is holding them in
His right hand. (This is the same hand that Christ used

to resurrect St. John in v. 17; St. John is thus an

1:20

“angel.”) In a more general sense, what is true of the
angels is true of the Church as a whole: St. Paul urged
the Philippians to prove themselves to be “blameless
and innocent, children of God above reproach in the
midst of a crooked and perverse generation, among
whom you shine as lights [luminaries, stars] in the
world” (Phil. 2:15).

The seven lampstands are (correspond to) the seven
churches; and the seven churches are, as we have
noted already, both the particular churches referred to
and the fullness of the whole Church in every age. In
terms of the symbolism of the number seven as it relates
to the Church, the comment of Victorinus (a bishop
martyred in A.D. 304) regarding the Apostle Paul is
interesting: “In the whole world Paul taught that all the
churches are arranged by sevens, that they are called
seven, and that the Catholic Church is one. And first
of all, indeed, that he himself also might maintain the
type of seven churches, he did not exceed that number.
But he wrote to the Romans, to the Corinthians, to the
Galatians, to the Ephesians, to the Thessalonians, to
the Philippians, to the Colossians; afterwards he wrote
to individual persons, so as not to exceed the number of

seven churches.”

The one lampstand (a stylised tree) of the old
Tabernacle is now Christ (the Tree of Life) with His
seven lampstands. Before, in the Old Testament, the
Church had a centralised, national character; and the
unity of the particular congregations of Israel was
focused geographically, in Jerusalem. But that is no
longer the case. The Church, the New Israel, has been
geographically and nationally decentralised — or, better,
multicentralized: The Church is still a seven — still a
unity — but what holds it together is not a special, holy
piece of real estate; the unity of the Church is centered
on Jesus Christ. The Church is no longer tied to one
place, for it has been sent into all the world to take
dominion in the name of the universal King.** There is
no longer any special space on earth that is holy; rather,
the whole world has become “holy space,” for Jesus
Christ has redeemed it. And in recapturing the world,
He has recreated the Church in His image. For just as
Christ is seen herein a blaze of glorious light, so the
Church which He carries and upholds is characterised
by light (cf. the description of the Church in 21:9-
22:5). The lightbearing churches, whose very
governments glisten with starlike brilliance, shine upon
the world with the light of Jesus Christ, with the result
that men will see their good works and glorify their
Father who is in heaven.

42. An interesting aspect of the conceptual background of all this is the reference
in the apocryphal book of Tobit to “the seven holy angels, who present the
prayers of the saints, and who go in and out before the glory of the Holy One”
(12:15; cf. 1 Enoch 20:1-7).

43. The most comprehensive study of the prophetic order and its relationship to
the angelic Council is in Kline, Images of the Spirit, pp. 57-96. See also George
Vandervelde, “The Gift of Prophecy and the Prophetic Church” (Toronto:
Institute for Christian Studies, 1984).

44. Victorious, Commentary on the Apocalypse of the Blessed John, in Alexander
Roberts and James Donaldson, eds., The Ante-Nicene Fathers (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, [1886] 1970), vol. VII, p. 345.

45. According to Exodus 18 and Deuteronomy 1, the eldership was arranged

hierarchically, with “rulers of thousands, rulers of hundreds, rulers of fifties,
and rulers of tens.” This was the Biblical basis for the hierarchical
organisation of the early church, the bishop of the city corresponding to the
“truler over thousands” (see James B. Jordan, “Biblical Church Government,
Part 3: Councilar Hierarchy — Elders and Bishops,” Presbyterian Heritage, No.
9 [January 1986], P.O. Box 131300, Tyler, TX 75713). A central headquarters
(a “vatican”) may therefore be useful for Church government, although it is
not necessary (there is a distinction between what may be good for the well-
being [bene esse] or the fulness of being [plene esse] of the Church, and what is
necessary for the being [esse] of the Church). The best available historical
study of the rise of the episcopate is J. B. Lightfoot, The Christian Ministry,
Philip Edgcumbe Hughes, ed. (Wilton, CT Morehouse-Barlow Co., 1983).
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Part Two

HISTORICAL PROLOGUE:

THE LETTERS TO THE SEVEN CHURCHES
(Revelation 2-3)

Introduction

The second part of the covenantal treaty structure (cf.
Deut. 1:6-4:49)! is the Prologue, which recounts the
history of the Great King’s relationship with the vassal,
reminding him of his lord’s authority and covenant
faithfulness, listing the benefits that have been
provided, enumerating the vassal’s transgressions of the
law, commanding the vassal to repent and renew his
obedience, and promising future rewards. An important
aspect of the Prologue is the covenant grant,® the
command to take possession over the land, conquering
it in the name of the Great King (cf. Deut. 2:24-25, 31;
3:18-22; 4:1, 14, 37-40).3

The Seven Messages to the churches correspond to the
Covenant Prologue in several ways. Their structure
follows the same general pattern: Christ’s lordship over
the Church, the individual church’s record of
faithfulness or disobedience, warnings of punishment,
and promises of blessings in response to obedience.

Moreover, in each case the church is given a covenant
grant, a commission to conquer, to overcome and exer-
cise dominion under Christ’s lordship (2:7, 11, 17, 26-
29; 3:5, 12, 21).

In addition, each message itself recapitulates the entire

five-part covenant structure. Consider the first message,
to the church in Ephesus (2:1-7):

1. Preamble: “The One who holds the seven stars in
His right hand, the One who walks among the
seven golden lampstands” (2:1)

2. Historical Prologue: “I know your deeds. . . .” (2:2-4).

3. Ethical Stipulations: “Remember therefore from
where you have fallen, and repent, and do the deeds
you did at first” (2:5a).

4. Sanctions: “Or else I am coming to you, and will

remove your lampstand out of its place — unless you

repent” (2:5 b).

Succession Arrangements: “. . . To him who
overcomes, | will grant to eat of the Tree of Life,

which is in the Paradise of My God” (2:6-7).

Recapitulation of Covenantal History

We discussed under 1:4 the view (strangely common
among modern “literalists”!) that the seven churches
symbolically represent “seven ages of Church history”;
and, while on several counts that interpretation is
patently erroneous, there is another sense in which
these seven churches are related to seven periods of
Church history — Old Testament Church history. For the
imagery used to describe the seven churches of Asia
progresses chronologically from the Garden of Eden to
the situation in the first century A.D.:

1. Ephesus (2:1-7). The language of Paradise is
evident throughout the passage. Christ announces
Himself as the Creator, the One who holds the seven
stars; and as the One who walks among the lampstands
to evaluate them, as God walked through the Garden
in judgment (Gen. 3:8). The “angel” of Ephesus is
commended for properly guarding the church against
her enemies, as Adam had been commanded to guard
the Garden and his wife from their Enemy (Gen. 2:15).
But the angel, like Adam, has “fallen,” having left his
first love. Christ therefore threatens to come to him in
judgment and remove his lampstand out of its place, as
He had banished Adam and Eve from the Garden (cf.
Gen. 3:24). Nevertheless, Eden’s gate is open to those
who gain victory over the Tempter: “To him who
overcomes, | will grant to eat of the Tree of Life, which
is in the Paradise of My God.”

2. Smyrna (2:8-11). The situation of the Patriarchs
(Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph) and of the
children of Israel in Egypt appears to be reflected in the
words of this message. Christ describes Himself as He
“who was dead, and has come to life,” a redemptive act
foreshadowed in the lives of Isaac (Gen. 22:1-14; Heb.
11:17-19) and Joseph (Gen. 37:18-36; 39:20- 41:45;
45:4-8; 50:20), as well as in the salvation of Israel from
the house of bondage. The Smyrnaeans’ condition of
seeming poverty and actual riches is analogous to the
experience of all the patriarchs, who “lived as aliens in
the land of promise” (Heb. 11:9). False “Jews” are
persecuting the true heirs of the promises, just as
Ishmael persecuted Isaac (Gen. 21:9; cf. Gal. 4:22-31).
The danger of imprisonment at the instigation of a

1. See Meredith G. Kline, Treaty of the Great King: The Covenant Structure of
Deuteronomy (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1963),
pp. 52-61.
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2. See Ray R. Sutton, That You May Prosper: Dominion by Covenant, (Tyler,
TX: Institute for Christian Economics, 1987).
3. Kline, Treaty of the Great King, pp. 56ff.



slanderer is paralleled in the life of Joseph (Gen. 39:13-
20), as is the blessing of the crown of life for the faithful
(Gen. 41:40-44); Aaron too, as the glorious image of
Man fully redeemed, wore a crown of life (Ex. 28:36-
38). The “tribulation of ten days” followed by victory
reflects the story of Israel’s endurance through the ten
plagues before its deliverance.

3. Pergamum (2:12-17). The imagery in this section is
taken from the sojourn of Israel in the wilderness, the
abode of demons (Lev. 16:10; 17:7; Deut. 8:15; Matt.
4:1; 12:43); the Christians of Pergamum also had to
dwell “where Satan’s throne is . . . where Satan dwells.”
The enemies of the church are described as “Balaam”
and “Balak,” the false prophet and evil king who tried
to destroy the Israelites by tempting them to idolatry
and fornication (Num. 25:1-3; 31:16). Like the Angel
of the LORD and Phineas the priest, Christ threatens to
make war against the Balaamites with the sword (cf.
Num. 22:31; 24:7-8). To those who overcome, He
promises a share in the “hidden manna” from the Ark
of the Covenant (Heb. 9:4), and a white stone with a
“new name” inscribed on it, the emblem of the
redeemed covenant people worn by the High Priest
(Ex. 28:9-12).

4. Thyatira (2:18-29). St. John now turns to imagery
from the period of the Israelite monarchy and the
Davidic covenant. Christ announces Himself as “the
Son of God,” the greater David (cf. Ps. 2:7; 89:19-37;
Jer. 30:9; Ezek. 34:23-24; 37:24-28; Hos. 3:5; Acts 2:24-
36; 13:22-23). He rebukes the angel of Thyatira, whose
toleration of his “wife, Jezebel,” is leading to the
apostasy of God’s people (cf. 1 Kings 16:29-34; 21:25-
26). She and those who commit adultery with her (cf.
2 Kings 9:22) are threatened with “tribulation,” like the
three and one-half years of tribulation visited upon
Israel in Jezebel’s day (1 Kings 17:1; James 5:17); she
and her offspring will be killed (cf. 2 Kings 9:22-37).
But he who overcomes will be granted, like David,
“authority over the nations” (cf. 2 Sam. 7:19; 8:1-14;
Ps. 18:37-50; 89:27-29). The concluding promise
alludes to David’s Messianic psalm of dominion: “And
he shall rule them with a rod of iron; like the vessels of

a potter they shall be broken to pieces, as I also have
received from My Father” (cf. Ps. 2:9).

5. Sardis (3 :1-6). The imagery of this section comes
from the later prophetic period (cf. the references to
the Spirit and the “seven stars,” speaking of the proph-
etic witness) leading up to the end of the monarchy,
when the disobedient covenant people were defeated
and taken into captivity. The description of the
church’s reputation for “life” when it is really “dead,”
the exhortations to “wake up” and to “strengthen the
things that remain,” the acknowledgement that there
are “a few people” who have remained faithful, all are
reminiscent of prophetic language about the Remnant
in a time of apostasy (Isa. 1:5-23; 6:9-13; 65:8-16; Jer.
7:1-7; 8:11-12; Ezek. 37:1-14), as is the warning of
imminent judgment (Isa. 1:24-31; 2:12-21; 26:20-21;
Jer. 4:5-31; 7:12-15; 11:9-13; Mic. 1:2-7; Zeph. 1).
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6. Philadelphia (3:7-13). The Return from the Exile
under Ezra and Nehemiah is reflected in this message,
which speaks in the imagery of the synagogue and the
rebuilding of Jerusalem and the Temple (cf. the
prophecies of Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi). The
Philadelphians, like the returning Jews, have “a little
power.” The reference to “the synagogue of Satan, who
say that they are Jews, and are not” recalls the conflicts
with “false Jews” in Ezra 4 and Nehemiah 4, 6, and 13.
The warning of a coming “hour of testing . . . which is
about to come on the whole world, to test those who
dwell upon the Land” reminds us of the tribulation
suffered under Antiochus Epiphanes (cf. Dan. 8 and
11). But Christ promises the overcomer that he will be
made “a pillar in the Temple” and share in the blessings
of the “New Jerusalem.”

7. Laodicea (3:14-22). The period of the Last Days
(A.D. 30-70) provides the motifs for the seventh and
last message. The “lukewarm” church, boasting of its
wealth and self-sufficiency yet blind to its actual
poverty and nakedness, is a fitting image of the
Pharisaical Judaism of the first century (Luke 18:9-14;
cf. Rev. 18:7). Warned that she is about to be spewed
out of the Land (the curse of Lev. 18:24-28; cf. Luke
21:24), Israel is urged to repent and accept Christ,
offered in the Eucharistic meal. Those who overcome
are granted the characteristic blessing of the age

brought in by the New Covenant: dominion with
Christ (cf. Eph. 1:20-22; 2:6; Rev. 1:6).

The Structure of Revelation Foreshadowed

Finally, the messages to the seven churches also
contain a miniature outline of the entire prophecy. As
we have noted, the four sections of Revelation
following the Preamble (Chapter 1) are structured in
terms of the four sevenfold curses of the Covenant, set
forth in Leviticus 26:18, 21, 24, 28. These four sets of

judgments in Revelation may be summarized as follows:

1. Judgment on the False Apostles (2-3). Heretical
teachers propagating false doctrines are exposed,
condemned, and excommunicated by St. John and
those who are faithful to the true Apostolic
tradition.

2. Judgment on the False Israel (4-7). Apostate
Israel, which is persecuting the saints, is condemned
and punished; the believing Remnant is protected
from judgment, inherits the blessings of the
Covenant, and fills the earth with fruit.

3. Judgment on the Evil King and False Prophet (8-
14). The Beast and the False Prophet wage war
against the Church and are defeated by the True
King and His army of faithful witnesses.

4. Judgment on the Royal Harlot (15-22). Babylon,
the False Bride, is condemned and burned, and the
True Bride celebrates the Marriage Supper of the
Lamb.

This is the same general pattern we find in the first four

messages themselves:

1. Ephesus: Judgment on the Fake Apostles (2:1-7).
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The conflicts of all seven churches are evident in
the struggles of this church against the Nicolaitans,
“those who call themselves apostles but are not.”

2. Smyrna: Judgment on the False Israel (2:8-11).
The Smyrnaeans are suffering from the opposition
of “those who say they are Jews and are not, but are
a synagogue of Satan.”

3. Pergamum: Judgment on the Evil King and False
Prophet (2:12-17). This church is experiencing
persecution and temptation from the first-century
counterparts of “Balak” the evil king of Moab, and
the false prophet “Balaam.”

4. Thyatira: Judgment on the Royal Harlot (2:18-29).
The leader of the heretics, who entices God’s
servants into idolatry and fornication, is named
after Jezebel, the adulterous queen of ancient Israel.

The cycle now begins over again, so that these first four
messages are “recapitulated” in the last three, but with
attention to different details. To understand this, we
must start from the first message again. St. John’s
descriptions of Christ in the preamble to each message
are drawn from those in the vision of the Son of Man
in Chapter 1. But his order is chiastic (that is, he takes
up each point in reverse order). Thus:

The Vision of the Son of Man

A. His eyes were like a flame of fire, and His feet were

like burnished bronze (1:14-15).

B. Out of His mouth came a sharp two-edged sword
(1:16).

C. I am the First and the Last, and the Living

One; and [ was dead, and behold, I am alive

forevermore, Amen; and I have the keys of

death and of Hades (1:17-18).

D. The mystery of the seven stars that you
saw in My right hand, and the seven
golden lampstands (1:20).

The Letters to the Seven Churches

D. Ephesus The One who holds the seven
stars in His right hand, the One who
walks among the seven golden lamp-
stands (2:0.

C. Smyrna The First and the Last, who was
dead, and has come to life (2:8).

B. Pergamum The One who has the sharp two-
edged sword (2:12).

A. Thyatira The Son of God, who has eyes like a flame
of fire, and His feet are like burnished bronze (2:18).

D. Sardis He who has the seven Spirits of
God, and the seven stars (3:1).

C. Philadelphia He who is holy, who is true,
who has the key of David, who opens and no
one will shut, and who shuts and no one will
open (3:7).

C. Laodicea The Amen, the faithful and true
Witness, the Beginning of the creation of
God (3:14).4

The repetition of the overall pattern is reinforced by
other points of similarity. The parallel between Smyrna
and Philadelphia can be seen also in that both deal
with the “synagogue of Satan”; and the association of
the “seven lampstands” of Ephesus with the “seven
Spirits of God” of Sardis is accounted for in the
following chapter, during St. John’s vision of the
heavenly Throne: “And there were seven lamps of fire
burning before the Throne, which are the seven Spirits

of God” (4:5).

4. We would have expected St. John to pattern the Laodicean Preamble after B (or perhaps even A) rather than C; for some reason, he chose not to make the

structure symmetrical.
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THE SPIRIT SPEAKS TO THE CHURCH:
OVERCOME!

Ephesus: Judgement on the False Apostles (2:1-7)

1 To the angel of the church in Ephesus write: The One who

holds the seven stars in His right hand, the One who walks
in the middle of the seven golden lampstands, says this:

I know your deeds and your toil and your perseverance, and
that you cannot endure evil men — that you have tested
those who call themselves apostles but are not, and have
found them to be false.

And you have perseverance, and have endured hardships
for My name, and have not grown weary.

But I have this against you: You have left your first love.
Remember therefore from where you have fallen, and re-
pent and do the deeds you did at first; or else I am coming
to you quickly, and will remove your lampstand out of its
place — unless you repent.

Yet this you do have: You hate the deeds of the Nicolaitans,
which I also hate.

He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the
churches. To him who overcomes, I will grant to eat of the
Tree of Life, which is in the Paradise of My God.

1 The city of Ephesus was the most important city in
Asia Minor, both in politics and trade. It was an
important cultural center as well, boasting such
attractions as art, science, witchcraft, idolatry,
gladiators, and persecution. Main Street ran from the
harbor to the theater, and on the way the visitor would
pass the gymnasium and public baths, the public library,
and the public brothel. Its temple to Artemis (or Diana
— the goddess of fertility and “nature in the wild”) was
one of the Seven Wonders of the ancient world. St.
Luke tells us another interesting fact about the city, one
that has important bearing on the Seven Messages as a
whole: Ephesus was a hotbed of Jewish occultism and
magical arts (Acts 19:13-15, 18-19). Throughout the
world of the first century, apostate Judaism was
accommodating itself to numerous pagan ideologies
and heathen practices, developing early strains of what
later came to be known as Gnosticism — various hybrids
of occult wisdom, rabbinical lore, mystery religion, and
either asceticism or licentiousness (or both), all stirred
up together with a few bits and pieces of Christian
doctrine.! This mongrelized religious quackery was
undoubtedly a primary spawning ground for the
heresies that afflicted the churches of Asia Minor.

Yet, despite all the multiform depravity within Ephesus
(cf. Eph. 4:17-19; 5:3-12) the Lord Jesus Christ had
established His Church there (Acts 19); and in this
message He assures the angel of the congregation that
He holds the seven stars in His right hand, upholding
and protecting the rulers whom He has ordained: “He

fills them with light and influence,” says Matthew
Henry’s Commentary; “He supports them, or else they
would soon be falling stars.”? He also walks in the
middle of the lampstands, the churches, guarding and
examining them, and connecting them to one another
through their unity in Him. “I will put My dwelling
place among you, and I will not abhor you. I will walk
among you and be your God, and you will be my
people” (Lev. 26:11-12).

2-3 The church in Ephesus was well known for its toil
and hard work for the faith, and its perseverance in the
face of opposition and apostasy, having endured
hardships for the name of Christ. This was a church
that did not know the meaning of compromise, willing
to take a strong stand for orthodoxy, regardless of the
cost. (It is noteworthy that, of all Paul’s letters to the
churches, Ephesians alone does not mention a single
doctrinal issue that needed apostolic correction.) The
rulers of the church were not afraid to discipline evil
men. They knew the importance of heresy trials and
excommunications, and it seems that this church had
had a good share of both: Its rulers had tested the false
“apostles,” and had convicted them. The elders of
Ephesus heeded well the exhortation Paul had given
them (Acts 20:28-31): “Guard yourselves and all the
flock of which the Holy Spirit has made you overseers.
Be shepherds of the Church of God, which He bought
with His own blood. I know that after I leave, savage
wolves will come in among you and will not spare the
flock. Even from your own number men will arise and
distort the truth in order to draw away disciples after
them. So be on your guard!”

Forty years later, this church was still renowned for its
orthodoxy, as St. Ignatius (martyred A.D. 107)
observed in his letter to the Ephesians: “You all live
according to truth, and no heresy has a home among
you: indeed, you do not so much as listen to anyone, if
he speaks of anything except concerning Jesus Christ in
truth. . . . [ have learned that certain persons passed
through you bringing evil doctrine; and you did not
allow them to sow seeds among you, for you stopped up
your ears, so that you might not receive the seed sown
by them. . . . You are arrayed from head to foot in the
commandments of Jesus Christ.”

There are several striking parallels in these verses:
Christ tells the church, “I know . . . your toil [literally,
weariness] and your perseverance, and that you cannot

1. See Elizabeth Schussler Fiorenza, The Book of Revelation: Justice and Judgment
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985), pp. 114-32. For an example of the sort
of insane literature this movement pmduced, see James M. Robinson, ed.,

The Nag Hammadi Library (San Francisco: Harper & Row, Publishers, 1977).
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2. Matthew Henry, Commentary on the Whole Bible (New York: Fleming H.
Revell Co., n.d.), vol. VI, p. 1123.

3. St. Ignatius, Ephesians vi, ix.



2:4-6

endure evil men. . . . And you have perseverance and
have endured for My sake, and have not grown weary.”

4-6 Yet the Lord rebukes the angel: I have this against
you: You have left your first love. The church’s desire
for sound doctrine had become perverted into a
hardening-up against their brothers in Christ, so that
they lacked love. It is important to note that even the
most rigorous concern for orthodoxy does not
automatically mean an absence of love. It is only a
perversion of orthodoxy that results in hardness toward
brethren. Christ does not criticize the Ephesians for
being “too orthodox,” but for leaving, forsaking the
love which they had at first. The question of “doctrine
versus love” is, Biblically speaking, a non-issue. In fact,
it is a specifically pagan issue, seeking to put asunder
what God has joined together. Christians are required
to be both orthodox and loving, and a lack of either
will eventually result in the judgment of God.

Remember therefore from where you have fallen:
The Ephesians had once had
combination of love and doctrinal orthodoxy, and
Christ calls them to repent, to change their minds
about their actions and do the deeds you did at first.
Love is not simply a state of mind or an attitude; love is
action in terms of God’s law: “By this we know that we
love the children of God, when we love God and keep
His commandments. For this is the love of God, that
we keep His commandments; and His commandments
are not burdensome” (1 John 5:2-3; cf. Rom. 13:8-10).
Christ’s antidote for the Bride’s spiritual malaise is not
simply an exhortation to change her attitude as such.
Instead, He commands her to change her actions, to
perform the works that had characterized her romance
with the Bridegroom at the beginning. Repentant
actions will nourish and cultivate a repentant attitude.

a harmonious

If they do not repent, however, Christ warns: I am
coming to you in judgment — a warning stated three
more times in these letters (2:16; 3:3, 11). As we have
seen before (1:7), the Coming of Christ does not simply
refer to a cataclysm at the end of history, but rather
refers to His comings in history. In fact, He warns, He
will come quickly, a term emphasized by its seven
occurrences in Revelation (2:5, 16; 3:11; 11:14; 22:7,
12, 20). The Lord is not threatening the church at
Ephesus with His Second Coming; He is saying that He
will come against them: I will remove your lampstand
out of its place. Their influence will be taken away,
and, indeed, they will cease to be a church at all. For
lack of love, the entire congregation is in danger of
excommunication. If the elders of a church fail to
discipline and disciple the church toward love as well as
doctrinal orthodoxy, Jesus Christ Himself will step in
and administer judgment — and at that point it may
very well be too late for repentance.

It is likely that St. John was using an important
“current event” in the life of Ephesus as a partial basis
for this imagery. The coastline was continually
changing because of the sediment brought down by the
nearby river Cayster; sand and pebbles progressively
filled up the harbor, threatening to turn it into a marsh.
The city was in danger of being, in effect, moved out of
its place, completely cut off from the sea. Two centuries
before, a massive engineering project had dredged the
harbor, at the cost of much toil, perseverance, and
hardship. By the middle of the first century, however,
the harbor was again filling with silt. It became
apparent that if Ephesus was to retain her influence as
a seaport, the citizens would have to repent of their
negligence and do the first works again. In A.D. 64,
the city finally began dredging the harbor, and Ephesus
remained in its place for years to come. (Over later
centuries, the silting was allowed to go on unimpeded.
Now, the sea is six miles away from the ruins of
Ephesus, and what was once the harbor of Ephesus is
now a grassy, windswept plain.)?

But a return to love does not imply any lessening of
theological standards (in a real sense, it means a
heightening and enforcing of a full-orbed theological
standard). True love for Christ and His people requires
the hatred of evil, and the Lord commends them for
their steadfastness in this: Yet this you do have: You
hate the deeds of the Nicolaitans, which I also hate.
According to the second-century bishop St. Irenaeus,
“the Nicolaitans are the followers of that Nicolas who
was one of the seven first ordained to the diaconate by
the apostles [Acts 6:5]. They lead lives of unrestrained
indulgence teaching that it is a matter of
indifference to practice adultery, and to eat things
sacrificed to idols.”” If St. Irenaeus is correct here — his
viewpoint is certainly debatable® — the deacon Nicolas
(in Greek, Nikolaos) had apostatized and become a
“false apostle,” seeking to lead others into heresy and
compromise with paganism.

One thing is obvious: St. John is calling the heretical
faction in Ephesus after someone named Nikolaos
(even if we allow that St. Irenaeus was confused about
his identity). His reason appears to be based on
linguistic considerations, for in Greek Nikolaos means
Conqueror of the people. Interestingly, in the third of the
seven messages St. John mentions a group of heretics in
Pergamum, whom he calls followers of “Balaam” (2:14).
In Hebrew, Balaam means Conqueror of the people. St.
John is making a play on words, linking the
“Nicolaitans” of Ephesus with the “Balaamites” of
Pergamum; in fact, he clearly tells us in 2:14-15 that
their doctrines are the same. Just as Nikolaos and
Balaam are linguistic equivalents of one another (cf.
the same technique in 9:11), they are theological
equivalents as well. The “Nicolaitans” and the

4. William J. McKnight, The Apocalypse: A Reappearance, Vol. I: John to the
Seven Churches (Boston: Hamilton Brothers, Publishers, 1927), pp. 81ff.; C.
J. Hemer, “Seven Cities of Asia Minor” in R. K. Harrison, ed., Major Cities
Of the Biblical World (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1985), p. 236.

5. St. Irenaeus, Against Heresies, i.xxvi.3; in Alexander Roberts and James
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Donaldson, eds., The Ante-Nicene Fathers (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, [1885],
1973), p. 352.

It is debatable on two counts: first, the question of whether the “Nicolas” of
Ephesus was really the deacon of Jerusalem; second, whether the
“fornication” and idolatrous feasting (v. 14, 20) are to be taken literally.



“Balaamites” are participants in the same heretical cult.

This strengthened by a further
connection. When we compare the actual teachings of
the Nicolaitan/Balaamite heresy with those of the
“Jezebel” faction in the church of Thyatira, mentioned
in the fourth message (2:20), we find that their
doctrines are identical to each other. There thus seems
to be one particular heresy that is the focus of these
messages to the churches during the Last Days, a heresy
seeking to seduce God’s people into idolatry and
fornication. As St. Paul had foretold, wolves had arisen
from within the Christian community attempting to
devour the sheep, and it was the duty of the
pastors/angels to be on guard against them, and to put
them out of the Church. Jesus Christ declares that He
hates the deeds of the Nicolaitans; His people are to
show forth His image in loving what He loves and

hating what He hates (cf. Ps. 139:19-22).

7 As in each of these messages, the letter to the church
at Ephesus concludes by exhorting them to hear what
the Spirit says to the churches. Although the messages
are different, of the needs of each
congregation, the Spirit is really issuing one basic
command: Overcome! The Greek verb is nikao, the
same as the root of Nicolaitan; Christ is charging His
church with the responsibility of overcoming those
who seek to overcome her. One side or the other will be
the victor in this battle. Satan’s opposition to the
churches will appear in various forms, and different
churches (and different ages of the Church) will have
different issues to face, different enemies to overcome.
But no matter what are the particular problems facing
it, each church is under divine mandate to conquer and
completely overwhelm its opposition. The duty of
overcoming is not something reserved for a select few
“super-Christians” who have “dedicated” themselves to

conclusion is

in terms

God over and above the usual requirements for
Christians. All Christians are overcomers: Whatever is
born of God overcomes the world; and this is the victory that
has overcome the world — our faith (1 John 5:4). The
Christians spoken of in Revelation overcame the devil
“because of the blood of the Lamb and because of the
Word of their testimony” (12:11). The question is not
one of victory or defeat. The question is victory or
treason.

The Christian overcomes; and to him Christ grants the
privilege to eat of the Tree of Life, which is in the
Paradise of My God. This is not only an otherworldly
hope. Although the full consummation of this promise
is brought in at the end of history, it is a present and
increasing possession of the people of God, as they obey
their Lord and take dominion over the earth. For the
Tree of Life is Jesus Christ Himself, and to partake of
the Tree is to possess the blessings and benefits of

2:7-8

salvation.” In Christ, the overcoming Christian has
Paradise Restored, in this life and forever.

Smyrna: Judgment on the Fake Israel (2:8-11)

8 And to the angel of the church in Smyrna write: The
First and the Last, who was dead, and has come to life,
says this:

9 I know your works and your tribulation and your poverty
(but you are rich), and the blasphemy by those who say
they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan.

10 Do not fear what you are about to suffer. Behold, the

devil is about to cast some of you into prison, that you
may be tested, and you will have tribulation ten days. Be
faithful unto death, and I will give you the crown of life.

He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to
the churches. He who overcomes shall not be hurt by the
second death.

8 There were two characteristics of Smyrna that meant
severe problems for the church there. First, the people
of the city were strongly devoted to the Emperor cult;
and, second, Smyrna had a large population of Jews
who were hostile to the Christian faith. To this faithful
church, suffering mightily under the persecutions of
these unbelievers, Jesus Christ announces Himself as
the First and the Last, a name for God taken from
[saiah 44:6 and 48:12. It is obvious from the contexts of
those verses that the expression identifies God as the
supreme Lord and Determiner of history, the Planner
and Controller of all reality. The Biblical doctrine of
predestination, when rightly understood, should not be
a source of fear for the Christian; rather, it is a source of
comfort and assurance.

11

The opposite of the doctrine of predestination is not
freedom, but meaninglessness; if the smallest details of
our lives are not part of the Plan of God, if they are not
created facts with a divinely determined significance,
then they can have no meaning at all. They cannot be
“working together for good.” But the Christian who
understands the truth of God’s sovereignty is assured
thereby that nothing in his life is without meaning and
purpose — that God has ordained all things for His glory
and for our ultimate good. This means that even our
sufferings are part of a consistent Plan; that when we
are opposed, we need not fear that God has abandoned
us. We can be secure in the knowledge that, since we
have been “called according to His purpose” (Rom.
8:28), all things in our life area necessary aspect of that
purpose. Martin Luther said: “It is, then, fundamentally
necessary and wholesome for Christians to know that
God foreknows nothing contingently, but that He
foresees, purposes, and does all things according to His
own immutable, eternal and infallible will. . . . For the
Christian’s chief and only comfort in adversity lies in
knowing that God does not lie, but brings all things to
pass immutably, and that His will cannot be resisted,
altered or impeded.”®

Not only is Christ the First and the Last, but He was

7. The Cross has long been used in Christian art as a symbol for the Tree of Life.
There is strong evidence, however, that Christ was actually crucified on a
living tree (with his wrists nailed to the crosspiece he carried and his feet
nailed to the trunk; cf. Acts 5:30; 10:39; 13:29; Gal. 3:13; 1 Pet. 2:24). The
symbol of the Cross is simply a stylized tree, and was often pictured in ancient
churches and tombs with branches and leaves growing out of it. See Ernest
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Its Discovery and Significance (Pasadena: Foundation for Biblical Research,

1984), pp. 75-94.

. Martin Luther, The Bondage of the Will, J. 1. Packer and O. R. Johnston, trans.

(Old Tappan, NJ: Fleming H. Revell Co., 1957), pp. 80, 84.



2:9-10

dead, and has come to life: He is completely victorious
over death and the grave as the “first fruits” of all those
who die in the Lord (1 Cor. 15:20-22), guaranteeing
our resurrection as well, so that even “death is
swallowed up in victory” (1 Cor. 15:54). Regardless of
the force and cruelty of their persecutors, the
Christians in Smyrna cannot be defeated, either in this
life or the next.

9-10 But it was not easy to be a Christian in Smyrna.
Certainly, they didn’t get “raptured” out of their
tribulation; and this often meant poverty as well,
because of their stand for the faith. Perhaps they were
subjected to confiscation of their property (cf. Heb.
10:34) or vandalism; it is also likely that they were the
objects of an economic boycott on account of their
refusal to align themselves with either the pagan State-
worshipers or the apostate Jews (cf. 13:16-17). Yet in
their poverty, they were rich in the most basic and
ultimate sense: regarded by the world “as poor, yet
making many rich; as having nothing, yet possessing all
things” (2 Cor. 6:10). I know all about what you are
enduring, their Lord assures them; He identifies with
them in their sufferings, so much so that “in all their
afflictions He is afflicted” (Isa. 63:9; cf. v. 2-3). As the
Puritan theologian John Owen observed, all our
persecutions “are His in the first place, ours only by
participation” (cf. Col. 1:24).°

And he knows all about the blasphemy of their
persecutors as well — those who say they are Jews and
are not. Here the Lord is explicit about the identity of
the opposition faced by the early Church: Those who
are otherwise known as Nicolaitans, the followers of
the false apostles Balaam and Jezebel, are defined here
as those who claim to be Jews, children of Abraham,
but in reality are children of the devil. These are the
Israelites who have rejected Christ and thus rejected
the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. A popular myth
holds that non-Christian Jews are true believers in the
God of the Old Testament, and that they only need to
“add” the New Testament to their otherwise adequate
religion. But the New Testament itself is adamant on
this point: Non-Christian Jews are not believers in
God, but are covenant-breaking apostates. As Jesus said
to those Jews who rejected Him: “If you are Abraham’s
children, do the deeds of Abraham. But as it is, you are
seeking to kill Me. . . . You are doing the deeds of your
father. . . . If God were your Father, you would love Me.
... You are of your father the devil, and you want to do
the deeds of your father. He was a murderer from the
beginning, and does not stand in the truth, because
there is no truth in him. Whenever he speaks the Lie,
he speaks from his own nature; for he is a liar, and the
father of it” (John 8:39-44). The truth is that there is
no such thing as an “orthodox” Jew, unless he is a
Christian; for if Jews believed the Old Testament, they
would believe in Christ. If a man does not believe in
Christ, he does not believe Moses either (John 5:46).

St. Paul wrote: “He is not a Jew who is one outwardly;

neither is circumcision that which is outward in the
flesh. But he is a Jew who is one inwardly; and
circumcision is that which is of the heart, by the Spirit,
not by the letter; and his praise is not from men, but
from God” (Rom. 2:28-29). For this reason, St. Paul
was bold enough to use this language in warning the
churches against the seductions of the apostate Jews:
“Beware of the dogs, beware of the evil workers, beware
of the false circumcision; for we are the true
circumcision, who worship in the Spirit of God and
glory in Christ Jesus and put no confidence in the flesh”
(Phil. 3:2-3). The expression translated true
circumcision is, in the Greek, simply circumcision,
meaning a cutting around; the false circumcision is
literally concision, meaning a cutting in pieces. The Jews’
circumcision, the covenant sign in which they trusted,
was in reality an emblem of their own spiritual
mutilation and destruction, the sign that through their
own rebellion they had inherited the covenant curses.
The cutting away of the foreskin was always a mark of
damnation. To the righteous, the ritual application of
God’s wrath signified that they would not undergo its
terrible reality; to the disobedient, however, it was a
foretaste of things to come, a certain sign of the utter
destruction that lay ahead.

Who then is the true Jew? Who belongs to the true
Israel? According to the clear teaching of the New
Testament, the person (regardless of his ethnic
heritage) who has been clothed with Jesus Christ is the
inheritor of the promises to Abraham, and possesses the
blessings of the Covenant (Rom. 11:11-24; Gal. 3:7-9,
26-29). But a congregation of apostates and persecutors
is nothing more, our Lord says, than a synagogue of
Satan. Satan means Accuser, and early Christian
history is rife with examples of Satanic false witness by
the Jews against the Christian Church (Acts 6:9-15;
13:10; 14:2-5; 17:5-8; 18:6, 12-13; 19:9; 21:27-36; 24:1-
9;25:2-3,7). This point is underscored by the statement
that some of them would be cast into prison by the
devil (meaning the Slanderer).

Because the One who knows their sufferings is also the
First and the Last, the All-Controller, He can give
authoritative comfort: Do not fear what you are about
to suffer. Some of the Smyrnaean Christians would
soon be cast into prison at the instigation of the Jews;
but Christ assures them that this too is a part of the
great cosmic conflict between Christ and Satan. The
persecutions inflicted upon them by the Jews allied
with the Roman Empire have their origin in the devil,
in his hostility to the followers of Jesus Christ, in his
frantic attempts to retain the shreds of his tattered
kingdom. He is desperately waging a losing battle
against the relentlessly marching hordes of a nation of
kings and priests who are predestined to victory.

And thus behind even the devil’s attempts to
overthrow us is the absolute decree of God. Satan
inspired the Chaldeans to steal Job’s flocks, and yet
Job’s righteous response was: “The Lord gave, and the

9. John Owen, Works, 16 vols., William H. Goold, ed. (Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, [1850-53] 1965-68), Vol. 2, p. 145.
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Lord has taken away. Blessed be the name of the Lord”
(Job 1:21).1° So the divinely ordained purpose for the
devil’s wicked activity is that you may be tested: as
Samuel Rutherford wrote, “the devil is but God’s
master fencer, to teach us to handle our weapons.”!!
The trials of Christians are not ordained ultimately by
Satan, but by God; and the outcome is not destruction,
but purity (cf. Job 23:10; 1 Pet. 4:12-19). The
tribulation of the church at Smyrna would be fierce,
but relatively short in duration: ten days. Daniel and
his three friends had been tested for ten days, but they
passed the test, and were promoted to high privilege
(Dan. 1:11-21). Similarly, the Jewish persecution of the
church in Smyrna would be allowed to continue for
only a short while longer, and then the church would
be free: Ten days of tribulation in exchange for one
thousand years of victory (20:4-6). Even so, the time of
testing was to cost the lives of many in the church, and
they are exhorted to be faithful until death, in order to
win the crown of life. This is not a blessing reserved for
some unusually consecrated class of Christians, for all
Christians are to be faithful until death. The Bible
simply does not know of any other kind of Christian. “If
we endure, we shall also reign with Him; if we deny
Him, He also will deny us” (2 Tim. 2:12). “You will be
hated by all on account of My name,” Jesus said; “but it
is the one who has endured to the end who will be
saved” (Matt. 10:22). The crown of life is salvation
itself.

11 The faithful Christian who overcomes opposition
and temptation shall not be hurt by the Second
Death. The fact that this was originally said to a first-
century church helps us understand the meaning of
another passage in this book. Revelation 20:6 states
that those who are not hurt by the “Second Death” are
the same as those who partake of “the First
Resurrection; and that they are priests and kings with
Christ — a blessing St. John has already affirmed to be a
present reality (1:6). Necessarily, therefore, the First
Resurrection cannot refer to the physical resurrection
at the end of the world (1 Cor. 15:22-28). Rather, it
must refer to what St. Paul clearly taught in his epistle
to the Ephesians: “And you were dead in your trespasses
. . But God, being rich in mercy, . .
when we were dead in our transgressions, made us alive
together with Christ (by grace you have been saved),
and raised us up with Him” (Eph. 2:1, 4-6). The
Christian, in every age, is a partaker in the First
Resurrection to new life in Christ, having been
cleansed from his (first) death in Adam.!? He “has
eternal life, and does not come into judgment, but has
passed out of death into life” (John 5:24).

and sins. . . even

2:11-13

Pergamum: Judgment on the
False Prophet and Godless King (2:12-10

12 And to the angel of the church in Pergamum write: The
One who has the sharp two-edged sword says this:

13 I know your works, and where you dwell, where Satan’s
throne is; and you hold fast My name, and did not deny
My faith, even in the days of Antipas, My faithful
witness, who was killed among you, where Satan dwells.

14 But I have a few things against you, because you have
there some who hold the teaching of Balaam, who kept
teaching Balak to put a stumbling block before the sons
of Israel, to eat things sacrificed to idols, and to commit
fornication.

15 Thus you also have some who in the same way hold the
teaching of the Nicolaitans.

16 Repent therefore; or else [ am coming to you quickly, and
[ will make war against them with the sword of My
mouth.

17 He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to
the churches. To him who overcomes, to him I will give
of the hidden manna, and I will give him a white stone,
and a new name written on the stone which no one
knows but he who receives it.

12 Pergamum was another important Asian city, and
played host to a number of popular false cults, the most
prominent being those of Zeus, Dionysos, Asklepios
(the serpent-god who was officially designated savior),
and, most importantly, Caesar-worship. Pergamum
boasted magnificent temples to the Caesars and to
Rome, and “of all the seven cities, Pergamum was the
one in which the church was most liable to clash with
the imperial cult.” 13

To this major center of deified statism, Christ
announces Himself as the One who has the sharp two-
edged sword. Rome claimed for itself the position of
Creator and Definer of all: The Empire’s power over life
and death was absolute and final. But, whereas Rome
asserted that its right of execution was original, the
message of Christianity was that all power and
authority outside the triune God was derivative — the
various rulers and authorities are created, and receive
their dominion from God (Rom. 13:1-4). It is Jesus
Christ who wields all power in heaven and on earth
(Matt. 28: 18), and the ultimate power of the sword
belongs to Him. As the Sovereign Lord and Ruler of
the kings of earth (1:5), He has laid down the law to
the nations. If the rulers do not apply and enforce His
commands throughout their divinely-ordained juris-
diction, He will bring his sharp sword down upon their
necks. !4

13 The believers of Pergamum are living where Satan’s
throne is (cf. comments at 1:4 on the centrality of the
throne-theme in Revelation). Robert H. Mounce notes
several of the suggestions as to the meaning of this

10. See John Calvin’s comments on this passage in his Institutes of the Christian
Religion, ii.iv.2.

. The Letters of Samuel Rutherford, Frank E. Gaebelein, ed. (Chicago: Moody
Press, 1951), p. 219.

. Of course, there will also be a second resurrection (a physical one) at the end
of history, but that is not mentioned in Rev. 20:6. See John 5:24-29, where
Christ discusses both resurrections.

13. Robert H. Mounce, The Book of Revelation (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1977),

1
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p. 96.

14. That this is true for all nations, and not just Old Testament Israel, can be
seen by reading (for example) Psalm 2 and Daniel 4. Comprehensive discus-
sions of God’s law as it relates to nations and rulers are contained in James B.
Jordan, The Law of the Covenant: An Exposition of Exodus 21-23 (Tyler, TX:
Institute for Christian Economics, 1984); Rousas John Rushdoony, The
Institutes of Biblical Law (Nutley, NJ: The Craig Press, 1973); and Greg L.
Bahnsen, Theonomy in Christian Ethics (Phillipsburg, NJ: Presbyterian and
Reformed Publishing Co., second cd., 1984).



2:14-16

expression (none of which must necessarily exclude the
others): “Frequent mention is made of the great throne-
like altar to Zeus which overlooked the city from the
citadel. . . . Others take the phrase in reference to the
cult of Asklepios, who was designated Savior and
whose symbol was the serpent (this would obviously
remind Christians of Satan; cf. 12:9; 20:2). . . . As the
traveler approached Pergamum by the ancient road
from the south, the actual shape of the city-hill would
appear as a giant throne towering above the plain. The
expression is best understood, however, in connection
with the prominence of Pergamum as the official cult
center of emperor worship in Asia. . . . It was here that
Satan had established his official seat or chair of state.
As Rome had become the center of Satan’s activity in
the West (cf. 13:2; 16:10), so Pergamum had become
his ‘throne’ in the East.”!®

While this last designation — the throne as the seat of
emperor-worship and deified statism — is a central
aspect of the text’s meaning, there is a much more basic
dimension that is generally overlooked. Satan has
already been identified in these messages as united to
the synagogue, the unbelieving Jewish community that
has abandoned the covenant in favor of a mythical
religion. The foremost enemy of the Church, through-
out the New Testament, is apostate Judaism, whose
representatives were continually haling Christians
before the Roman magistrate (Acts 4:24-28; 12:1-3;
13:8; 14:5; 17:5-8; 18:12-13; 21:11; 24:1-9; 25:2-3, 9,
24). As St. John will reveal in Chapters 12-13, Satan
is the moving force behind the Jewish/Roman
attempt to destroy the Church.

The close relationship in Pergamum between organized
Judaism and the imperial officials, combined with
Christianity’s opposition to statism and the worship of
the creature, made it only natural that persecution and
martyrdom would begin here, if anywhere in Asia. And
on this account, Christ regards the church at
Pergamum as faithful: They hold fast to His name —
confessing Him alone as Savior, Mediator and Lord,
proclaiming that His identity as the link between
heaven and earth was absolutely unique. They did not
deny the faith, even when bitter persecution came in
the days of Antipas . .. who was killed among you,
where Satan dwells. No one now knows who this
Antipas was, but it is enough that Christ singles him
out for special acknowledgment: My faithful witness,
He calls him. By his very name — Against All — Antipas
personifies the steadfastness of the Pergamene church
in resisting persecution.

14-16 Yet not all in the church were of the faithful
character of Antipas; moreover, a threat that posed a
danger to the integrity of the faith, even greater than

the danger of persecution, is the sly, insidious working
of heresy. St. John draws on the history of the Church
in the wilderness to illustrate his point: You have there
some who hold the teaching of Balaam, whose name
means, like Nikolaos, Conqueror (or Destroyer) of the
people. When it was discovered that the people of God
could not be defeated in open warfare (see Num. 22-
24), the false prophet Balaam suggested another plan to
Balak, the evil King of Moab. The only way to destroy
Israel was through corruption. Thus Balaam kept
teaching Balak (cf. Num. 31:16) to put a stumbling
block before the sons of Israel, to eat things sacrificed
to idols, and to commit fornication (cf. Num. 25).16
Thus you also have some who in the same way — i.e.,
in imitation of Balaam — hold the teaching of the
Nicolaitans: In other words, those who hold the
teaching of Balaam and those who hold the teaching of
the Nicolaitans (cf. 2:6) comprise the same group. The
church in Pergamum was standing steadfastly for the
faith when it came to outright persecution by an
ungodly state — yet they were falling prey to other forms
of compromise with Satan.

What exactly was the Nicolaitan doctrine? St. John
describes it in terms of the doctrine of Balaam, using his
ancient error as a symbol of the contemporary heresy.
Like Balaam, the false apostles attempt to destroy
Christians by corrupting them, by enticing them to eat
things sacrificed to idols, and to commit fornication.
Both of these practices were commonplace in the pagan
religious atmosphere of the day, and St. John’s language
seems to be drawn from the Jerusalem Council’s
instructions to Gentile converts:
For it seemed good to the Holy Spirit and to us to lay
upon you no greater burden than these essentials: that you
abstain from things sacrificed to idols and from blood and from

things strangled and from fornication; if you keep yourselves
free from such things, you will do well (Acts 15:28-29).17

In disobedience to the true apostolic Council, the false
Nicolaitan apostles advocated antinomianism — the
teaching that, perhaps through the sacrifice of Christ,
Christians were “freed from the law,” in a sense
completely opposed to the Biblical teaching of
sanctification. It was no longer a sin, in their account,
to commit idolatry and fornication; the believer was
not under obligation to obey the law, but can live as he
pleases (although they probably claimed, as anti-
nomians do today, the “leading of the Spirit” as
justification for their abominable practices).

There is, however, an important aspect of the imagery
involved here that we should not overlook: The false
apostles are seeking to seduce the Christians into
idolatrous eating and fornication, and this is analogous to
the serpent’s seduction of Eve. Her eating of the
forbidden tree was, in essence, idolatryj; it is also spoken

15. Mounce, pp. 96f.

16. Josephus provides an expanded version of the story in his Antiquities of the
Jews, iv.vi.0.

17. “Writing to Corinth some fifteen years after the council St. Paul had occasion
to argue with Christians who regarded the eating of things sacrificed to idols
as a thing indifferent; and though he does not take his stand on the Jerusalem
decree, he opposes the practice on the ground that it gave offense to weak
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brethren (1 Cor. 8:4, 9-10), and also because of the connection which he
regarded as existing between idol-worship and unclean spirits (1 Cor. 10:20:
‘The things that the Gentiles sacrifice, they sacrifice to demons, and not to God;
and I do not want you to become sharers in demons); to partake of the ‘table of
unclean spirits’ (1 Cor. 10:21) was inconsistent with participation in the
Eucharist.” Henry Barclay Swete, Commentary on Revelation (Grand Rapids:
Kregel Publications, [1911] 1977), pp. 37f.



of by St. Paul in terms of fornication (2 Cor. 11:2-3).
But those who overcome the Nicolaitan enticements,
St. John says, will be granted access to the Tree of Life
(2:7). Those who refuse to eat Balaam’s food will eat
manna from heaven, and will be included in the
number of those whose names are written on the stone

(2:17).

If the church is to be blessed, however, the false
teaching must not be permitted. Christ, speaking to the
rulers of the church, orders them to repent. The
offenders must be recognized in their true character as
heretical apostates, who will cause the downfall of the
church if they are not excommunicated. The church
that fails to discipline its members will be destroyed —
even an otherwise faithful and exemplary church such
as that at Pergamum. The Lord threatens that if they do
not repent, I am coming to you quickly, and 1 will
make war against them with the sword of my mouth;
the Angel of the Lord had met Balaam with a drawn
sword (Num. 22:31), and a sword was used to kill him
(Num. 31:8). As we have observed already (see on 1:7
and 2:5), this warning of Christ’s Coming is not a
statement about the Second Coming of Christ at the
end of history, but rather refers to a judgment within
history. It is a judgment that was imminent to the
church in Pergamum, especially in light of the fact that
judgment was about to be unleashed upon the whole
world (3:10). The same principle has been repeated
again and again throughout the history of Christianity.
Wherever heretics are indulged by the people or by the
leadership, the church is on the verge of being
destroyed by the jealous wrath of Christ.

17 The overcomer is promised three things. First,
Christ will give him of the hidden manna (i.e., the
manna hidden in the Ark, which is Christ: Ex. 16:33-
34; Heb. 9:4) — a symbol taken from the supernatural
gift of “angels’ food” (Ps. 78:25), giving daily strength
and sustenance to the people of God during the Exodus
from Egypt. In essence, that is what Christ
communicates to His Church at every moment.
Definitively, we have been restored to Edenic provision
for our needs, and that will be progressively realized in
history until the final consummation and fulfillment of
all of God’s plans and promises for His people.

Second, the Christian is promised a white stone. This
has been seen variously as referring to a ticket to a feast,
a token of acquittal (i. e., justification), or some such
reflection of a common practice of John’s day. While
these interpretations do not need to be excluded, of
course, there is a much more satisfactory way to look at
this stone in terms of Biblical revelation. There is a
white stone connected in the Bible with manna, and it
is called bdellium (cf. Ex. 16:31 with Num. 11:7).18
Moreover, this stone is connected with the Garden of
Eden, and is intended to be a reminder of it (Gen.

2:17

2:12): Salvation is a New Creation, and restores God’s
people to Paradise.

Third, the Christian is granted a new name, speaking
of the new character and identity of those who belong
to Christ. As always, God the Lord is the Definer, who
has called us into being and wholly interpreted us in
terms of his predetermined plan:

The nations will see your righteousness,

And all kings your glory;

And you will be called by a new name,
Which the mouth of the LORD will bestow. (Isa. 62:2)

The fact that the name is written on the stone would
seem to argue against the interpretation of the white
stone given above, for we are never told in Scripture of
any writing of names on the bdellium. Yet this only
serves to confirm the interpretation. The stone which
was marked with a name in the Old Testament was the
onyx stone. Two onyx stones were placed on the
shoulders of the High Priest, and on them were
engraved the names of the tribes of Israel (Ex. 28:9-12).
Yet the onyx stone was not a white stone — it was black.
The explanation for this seems to be that the bdellium
and onyx are simply combined in this imagery (a
common device in Scripture) to create a new image
that still retains the older associations. The connecting
link here is the bdellium: it is associated in Genesis
2:12 with onyx, and in Numbers 11:7 with manna.
Together, they speak of the restoration of Eden in the
blessings of salvation.

One further point about this promise should be
explained. No one knows the new name, Christ says,
but he who receives it. The meaning of this expression,
rooted in a Hebrew idiom, is that the name is “known”
by the receiver in the sense of owning it. In other words,
the point is not that the new name is secret, but that it
is exclusive: Only the overcomer possesses the name,
the divinely-ordained definition of himself as belonging
to the covenant of the Lord Jesus Christ; no one else
has the right to it.}? In its particular application to the
situation at Pergamum, the Nicolaitan heretic, who by
his doctrine or life is a traitor to the cause of Christ,
does not truly own the designation Christian. The name
belongs only to the overcomers. They, and they alone,
are granted readmittance to the Garden. They gain
entrance through the sacrifice of Christ, in whom they
have been redefined and renamed.

Thyatira: Judgment on the Royal Harlot (2:18-29)

18 And to the angel of the church of Thyatira write: The
Son of God, who has eyes like a flame of fire, and His feet
are like burnished bronze, says this:

19 I know your deeds, and your love and faith and service
and perseverance, and that your deeds of late are greater
than at first.

20 But I have this against you, that you tolerate your wife,
Jezebel, who calls herself a prophetess, and she teaches

18. See Chilton, Paradise Restored, pp. 33 f.; cf. Ruth V. Wright and Robert L.
Chadbourne, Gems and Minerals of the Bible (New Canaan, CT: Keats
Publishing, 1970), pp. 16f.

19. This passage should be compared to 19:12-13 and 15-16. In the chiastic
arrangement given there, v. 15 explains the meaning of v. 13 (how the blood

came to be on the robe); and v. 16 explains v. 12 (the name written on the
Lord). There, too, the point is not that no one knows what His name is— for
the text itself tells us His name! — but, rather, that He is the only One who
knows it in the sense of possessing it as His own. (See Kline’s discussion of this
point in Images of the Spirit, p. 130.)



2:18-23

and leads my servants astray, so that they commit
fornication and eat things sacrificed to idols.

21 And I gave her time to repent; and she does not want to
repent of her fornication.

22 Behold, I will cast her upon a bed, and those who commit
adultery with her into great tribulation, unless they
repent of her deeds.

23 And I will kill her children with death; and all the
churches will know that I am He who searches the minds
and hearts; and I will give to each one of you according
to your deeds.

24 But I say to you, the rest who are in Thyatira, who do not
hold this teaching, who have not known the deep things
of Satan, as they call them — I place no other burden on
you.

25 Nevertheless what you have, hold fast until I come.

26 And he who overcomes, and he who keeps My deeds
until the end, to him I will give authority over the
nations.

27 And he shall rule them with a rod of iron; like the vessels
of a potter they shall be broken to pieces, as [ also have
received from My Father.

28 And I will give him the morning star.

29 He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to
the churches.

18 One of the most significant things about the city of
Thyatira was the dominance of trade guilds over the
local economy. Every imaginable manufacturing
industry was strictly controlled by the guilds: In order
to work in a trade, you had to belong to the appropriate
guild. And to be a member of a guild meant also to
worship pagan gods; heathen worship was integrally
connected with the guilds, which held their meetings
and common meals in pagan temples. Two central
aspects of the required pagan worship were the eating of
meat sacrificed to idols, and illicit sexual relations. Any
Christian who worked in a craft or trade was thus
presented with severe problems: his faithfulness to
Christ would affect his calling, his livelihood, and his
ability to feed his family.

The local god, the guardian of the city, was Tyrimnos,
the son of Zeus; and Tyrimnos-worship was mixed in
Thyatira with the worship of Caesar, who was also
proclaimed the incarnate Son of God. The conflict of
Christianity and paganism in Thyatira was immediate
and central — and so the first word of Christ to this
church is the proclamation that He alone is the Son of
God (the only place in the Revelation where this
specific designation of Christ is used). The letter to this
church begins with an uncompromising challenge to
paganism and statism, affirming the definitive, absolute
uniqueness of Jesus Christ.

19-20 There was much that could be commended in
the church at Thyatira. It was active in love and faith
and service and perseverance — in fact, its activity was
increasing: Your deeds of late are greater than at first.
But, in spite of all good works of the church, its great
defect in the eyes of Christ was its doctrinal and moral
laxity (the Thyatirans were thus the opposite number
of the doctrinally correct Ephesians). The elders were

allowing false doctrine to have a place in the church.
Christ again calls the heresy by a symbolic name, as He
had before (Nikolaos and Balaam); this time, the cult is
identified with Jezebel, the wicked queen of Israel
during the ninth century B. C., who led the covenant
people into the idolatrous and adulterous worship of
pagan gods (1 Kings 21:25-26; cf. 2 Kings 9:22, where
her actions are specifically called “harlotries” and
“witchcraft”).

The “Jezebel” of the Thyatiran church similarly
advocated compromise with paganism. Of course, very
pious-sounding terminology would have accompanied
this — perhaps to the effect that, after all, there is only
one God, so any worship rendered to false gods is
“really” offered to the true God; or, that by joining
pagans in their religious services one might be able to
witness for Christianity; or, that going along with the
heathen will enable Christians to survive rather than
be wiped out by persecution; or perhaps that all
religions have something to teach each other, and that
we Christians should abandon our arrogant absolutism
and seek to combine the best of our traditions with the
best in the heathen traditions, thus creating a truly
universal faith, one which answers the needs of all
people and all cultures.

Regardless of the rationale involved, the doctrine was
heresy, and was not to be tolerated. That is the precise
term used here: You tolerate this woman, the Lord
accuses them. And by tolerating her, the elders were
placing the entire church in jeopardy, for she teaches
and leads My servants astray, so that they commit
fornication and eat things sacrificed to idols. This must
be clearly understood: Orthodox, Biblical Christianity
is intolerant. A church that tolerates evil and false
doctrine is a church under judgment; God will not long
tolerate her. This is not to say that Christians should be
intolerant of each other’s mistakes, idiosyncrasies, and
differences over nonessentials. But when it comes to
clear violations of Biblical law and orthodox doctrine,
the government of the church is required by Scripture
to put a stop to it before it destroys the church.

“Jezebel” was, figuratively if not literally, leading
Christians into fornication and idolatrous communion,
the effective abandonment of the Christian faith for
paganism and state-worship. Was there literally a
woman leading the Judaizers in this local area? The
possibility is at least indicated by the specific accusation
against the angel/bishop of Thyatira: “You tolerate
your wife, Jezebel. “It may be that the arch-heretic of
Thyatira was the leading pastor’s wife! On the other
hand, Christ may be pointing in a more general way to
the angel’s failure, like Adam, properly to guard the
Bride — a central function of the priestly calling.
Because he had failed, she had become a Harlot.2°

21-23 Christ had given Jezebel time to repent . . . of
her fornication, and she had refused. We must
emphasize again that this term is used in both a literal

20. This is a major theme in the Book of Judges. See James B. Jordan, Judges: God’s War Against Humanism (Tyler, TX: Geneva Ministries, 1985).



and a symbolic sense in Scripture. Apparently, Jezebel
had actually encouraged God’s people to commit
physical fornication in connection with the religious
rites of the trade guilds; on the other hand, the use of
the word fornication has a long Biblical history as a
symbol of rebellion against the true God by those who
belong to him (see, e.g., Ezek. 16 and 23). We have
already noted the symbolic aspects of idolatrous eating
and fornication; it is important to recognize also that
St. John describes the Great Harlot of Babylon,
identified with apostate Judaism, with very clear
references to the Biblical story of Jezebel, the Harlot
Queen (17:5, 16; 19:2). This again confirms the
interpretation that the doctrines of the Nicolaitans, the
Balaamites, and the Jezebelites were identical, and were
connected with the false Israel, the “synagogue of
Satan.”

“Jezebel” had to be punished, and in a play on words the
Lord declares: Behold, I will cast her into a bed! As
many of the modern translations point out, this is a
sickbed, explained by the next clause: and those who
commit adultery with her into Great Tribulation.
With grim humor, Jesus is saying: Do you want to “get
in bed” (i.e., commit fornication)? Very well — here’s a
deathbed for you! Let us note carefully too that this
first-century judgment against the followers of Jezebel is
spoken of in terms of the Great Tribulation. Every
Biblical indication regarding the Great Tribulation
leads to the plain conclusion that it took place during
the generation after Christ’s death and resurrection —
just as He said it would (Matt. 24:21, 34).2! And 1 will
kill her children (her followers; cf. Isa. 57:3) with
death is, to our ears, a strange way of putting it. But this
is a common Hebrew means of emphasis known as a
pleonasm, a linguistic “double witness” to the certainty
of its fulfillment (cf. Gen. 2:17, “Dying thou shalt
die”).22

What happens when apostates are disciplined and
judged? All the churches will know that I am He who
searches the minds and hearts. God’s character as the
holy and omniscient Judge is vindicated in the
churches (and in the world as well, Isa. 26:9) when He
punishes those who rebel against Him. Those who truly
love the Lord will heed the judgment and be spurred on
to renewed obedience when they are reminded again
that He renders to each of us according to our deeds.

24-25 Apparently, a central part of Jezebel’s heresy
involved a search into the deep things of Satan, as
they call them. Connecting this with what we already
know of her teaching, it seems that her doctrine was a
proto-Gnostic teaching that Christians would attain
new and greater levels of sanctification by immersion
into the depths of Satanism: worshiping idols,
committing fornication, entering to the fullest extent
into the depravities of the heathen around them —
sinning that grace might abound. The fact that such

2:24-29

activity could be both sensually satisfying and
economically profitable would not, of course, have
been overlooked; but there was more to it than this.
Jezebel’s doctrine of sanctification through idolatry and
fornication was simply a slightly Christianized version
of the most ancient heresy in the world, and one which
has been manifested in every culture from the
beginning: salvation through chaos. Eve saw chaos,
anarchy and revolution as the key to wisdom and the
attainment of divine status; and the original Adulteress
has had many followers, as R. J. Rushdoony points out:
“Chaos as revitalization has a long and continuing
history in Western civilization, and, with the French
Revolution, it gained a new vitality as revolution and
sexual chaos became the means to social regeneration.
In the world of art, the creative artist came to be
identified as of necessity with a social and sexual
anarchist, and in popular thinking, order and morality
came to mean monotony and devitalizing, enervating
palls, whereas lawlessness means liberty and power. The
middle-aged ‘fling’ and sexual license came into being
as a grasping after renewal, and Negress prostitutes
came to be used as a ‘change of luck’ device, an especial
sin against order as a means of a recharging of luck and
power. Basic to all these manifestations, from ancient
Egypt through Caesar to modern man, is one common
hope: destroy order to create order afresh, or, even more
bluntly, destroy order to create order.”?

But, Christ says, there are faithful Christians in
Thyatira, who do not hold this teaching, who have not
sought after forbidden knowledge in Satanic practices,
despite the economic and social consequences of their
refusal to compromise; I place no other burden on you.
Nevertheless what you have, hold fast until I come.
This, again, reflects the language of the Jerusalem
Council’s letter to the Gentile converts: “For it seemed
good to the Holy Spirit and to us to lay upon you no
greater burden than these essentials: that you abstain
from things sacrificed to idols . . . and from fornication;
if you keep yourselves free from such things, you will do
well” (Acts 15:28-29). The faithful are to continue
practicing the essentials of the faith, holding to
orthodox standards of doctrine and life, until Christ
comes with tribulation to judge the heretics and
apostates who are illegally remaining in the Church.

26-29 The faithful Christians in Thyatira were
suffering from both the heathen world outside and the
compromising heretics within the church. They
probably were tempted to doubt whether they would
ever win in this struggle. The most prosperous and
successful Christians were the ones who were the most
faithless to Christ; it looked as if the orthodox were
fighting a losing battle. They were so powerless by now
that they were unable even to oust the apostates from
the church. Yet Christ promises the angel/bishop: He
who overcomes, and he who keeps My deeds until the

21. See Chilton, Paradise Restored, pp. 85ff.

pleonasm, see Jordan, The Law of the Covenant, pp. 96, 106.

23. R.J. Rushdoony, The One and the Many: Studies in the Philosophy of Order and
Ultimacy (Tyler, TX: Thoburn Press, [1971] 1978), p. 105.

22. This underscores the fact that the human author of the Revelation was
expressing his thoughts in Hebraic modes of speech. On the use of the
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end, to him I will give authority over the nations.
And he shall rule them with a rod of iron, as the
vessels of a potter are broken to pieces, as I also have
received from My Father. This is a reference to the
Father’s promise to the Son, as recorded in Psalm 2:8-9:

Ask of Me, and I will surely give the nations

as Thine inheritance,

And the very ends of the earth as Thy possession.

Thou shalt break them with a rod of iron,
Thou shalt shatter them like earthenware.

God the Son has been granted the rule of all the world,
and all nations will come under His messianic kingship
(see also Ps. 22:27-31; 46:4, 10; 65:2; 66:4; 68:31-32;
72; 86:9; 102:15-22; 138:4-5; 145:10-11). Whatever
opposition is offered against His Kingdom will be
crushed absolutely. And the installation of Christ as
universal King, prophesied in this passage, clearly took
place at Christ’s First Coming, through His birth, life,
death, resurrection, and ascension to glory (this can be
confirmed by simply looking up the numerous New
Testament quotations of Psalms 2 and 110, both of
which are about Christ’s kingship?4).

The point of the quotation here is that the Christian
overcomers, in this age, are promised a share in the
messianic reign of Jesus Christ, in time and on earth. In
spite of all opposition, God has set up His King over the
nations (cf. Ps. 2:1-6). Those who are obedient to His
commands will rule the world, reconstructing it for His
glory in terms of His laws. Psalm 2 shows God laughing
and sneering at the pitiful attempts of the wicked to
fight against and overthrow His Kingdom. He has
already given His Son “all authority in heaven and
earth,” and the King is with His Church until the end
of the age (Matt. 28:18-20)! Is it possible that the King
will be defeated? He has, in fact, warned all earthly
rulers to submit to His government, or perish (Ps. 2:10-
12). And the same is true of His Church. The nation
that will not serve us will perish (Isa. 60:12); all the
peoples of the earth will be subdued under our feet (Ps.
47:1-3) — promises made originally to Israel, but now to

be fulfilled in the New Israel, the Church.

For the persecuted and seemingly weak church in
Thyatira, this was good news. At the time, they were at
the mercy of a powerful economic and political power;
statism and state-worship were increasing; even their
fellow Christians were being seduced by false prophets
and heretics. To be a faithful Christian in Thyatira
meant hardship and suffering, and not necessarily a
very glorious, headline-making sort of suffering, either.
Just the day-to-day grind of faithfulness to Christ’s
Word; just the fact of being unemployed and
unemployable in the midst of a booming economy,
when everyone around them could get work for the
mere price of burning a little incense, eating a little
meat from a pagan altar, and engaging in a little
“harmless” sex between consenting adults. There was
no opportunity for a great moral crusade; everyone just
thought you were weird. And night after night your
children would cry for food. No, this kind of martyrdom
was not very glamorous at all. But those who remained
faithful were promised that they would overcome, that
they would rule with Christ. The situation would be
reversed, the tables were about to be turned. Christ was
coming, to save and to judge.

The sufferings of these Christians did not mean the end
of the world, but rather the beginning. What may have
seemed like the approach of a long, dark night was
really the herald of Christ’s triumph over the nations.
The conflicts they experienced were not a sign of
Christ’s defeat by the world, but simply the assurance
that the battle had finally been joined; and the inspired
prophecy of Psalm 2 guaranteed that their Lord would
be victorious, and they with Him. It was paganism,
statism, and Judaism which were about to enter the
darkness, as Christ turned the lights out all across
apostate Israel and the Roman Empire. But for
Christians the night was just ending; the redeemed and
liberated universe was rushing headlong into a bright
Day. Christ was about to give these overcomers the
Morning Star.

24. Psalms 2 and 110 are the two most quoted Psalms in the New Testament. For Psalm 2, see Matt. 3:17; 17:5; Mark 1:11; 9:7; Luke 3:22; 9:35; John 1:49; Acts 4:25-
26; 13:33; Phil. 2:12; Heb. 1:2,5; 5:5; Rev. 2:26-27; 11:18; 12:5; 19:15, 19. For Psalm 110, see Matt. 22:44; 26:64; Mark 12:36; 14:62; 16:19; Luke 20:42-43; 22:69;
John 12:34; Acts 2:34-35; Rom. 8:34; 1 Cor. 15:25; Eph. 1:20; Col. 3:1; Heb. 1:3, 13; 5:6, 10; 6:20; 7:3, 17, 21; 8:1; 10:12-13; 12:2.
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THE DOMINION MANDATE

Sardis: Judgment on the Dead (3:1-6)

1 And to the angel of the church in Sardis write: He who
has the seven Spirits of God, and the seven stars, says
this: I know your deeds, that you have a name that you
are alive, but you are dead.

2 Wake up, and strengthen the things that remain, which
were about to die; for I have not found your deeds
completed in the sight of My God.

3 Remember therefore what you have received and heard;
and keep it, and repent. If therefore you will not wake up,
[ will come upon you like a thief, and you will not know
at what hour I will come upon you.

4 But you have a few people in Sardis who have not soiled
their garments; and they will walk with Me in white; for
they are worthy.

5 He who overcomes shall thus be clothed in white
garments; and [ will not erase his name from the Book of
Life, and [ will confess his name before My Father, and
before His angels.

6 He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to
the churches.

1 To the bishop of the church in Sardis, Christ
announces Himself as the One who has the seven
Spirits of God. As we have seen (on 1:4) this is a term
for the Holy Spirit who, as the Nicene Creed declares,
“proceeds from the Father and the Son.” Christ also
possesses the seven stars, the angels of the churches
(1:16, 20). The rulers of the churches are owned by
Him and are at all points accountable to Him. And the
elders in Sardis desperately needed to be reminded of

this, for they had allowed the church to die.

I know your deeds, the Lord tells them. You have a
name that you are alive. The church of Sardis had a
reputation for being an active congregation, “alive” for
Christ. Undoubtedly it was well-known in Asia as the
representative of the Christian faith in a wealthy and
famous city. It was, perhaps, fashionable and popular in
the community; there is no evidence that, in a period
of growing persecution, the church in Sardis was
coming under attack. In fact, the evidence is all the
other way, indicating that the church had almost
totally compromised with the surrounding culture. This
busy, seemingly fruitful and growing church was, in
fact, dead. We should note that the death of Sardis did
not necessarily consist in a lack of youth activities or
fellowship meetings (which is the reason why churches
tend to be called “dead” today). Rather, the church had
become, as Mounce correctly observes, secularized. ! Its
fundamental worldview was no different from that of

the surrounding pagan culture. Its outlook was similar
to that of those who are elsewhere in Scripture
characterized as “dead in trespasses and sins” (Eph. 2:1-
3). Sardis had “completely come to terms with its pagan

environment.”?

2-3 The Lord gives Sardis two admonitions. First, He
says, Wake up! G. R. Beasley-Murray points out some
interesting history about the town of Sardis which
serves as an appropriate background to this statement:
“Sardis was built on a mountain, and an acropolis was
constructed on a spur of this mountain, which was all
but impregnable. Yet twice in the city’s history it had
been taken unawares and captured by enemies. The
parallel with the church’s lack of vigilance, and its need
to wake up lest it fall under judgment is striking.”?
Sardis is not quite completely dead, but these things are
about to die. Although the Lord has not written off the
entire church yet, the danger is real and immediate.
The elders at Sardis must begin now to strengthen the
things that remain.

At this point, some members of Sardis could have
complained: “What are You scolding us for? We haven’t
done anything!” And that was precisely the problem.
Sardis had works; but they were not completed; they
were unfulfilled in God’s sight. In fact, Sardis may have
appeared to be the most “alive” church for this very
reason: As a dead church, it experienced neither
theological controversy nor persecution. “Content with
mediocrity, lacking both the enthusiasm to entertain a
heresy and the depth of conviction which provokes
intolerance, it was too innocuous to be worth
persecuting.” Satan may have felt that Sardis was
coming along rather nicely without his interference,
and was better off left alone.

In His second admonition, Christ commands: Rem-
ember therefore what you have received and heard —
the Gospel, the ministry and sacraments, and (in the
case of the elders to whom this is specifically addressed)
the privileges and responsibilities of officebearing in
the Church of Jesus Christ. All these things they were
to keep, to watch over and guard; and that meant that
they must repent of their slothful attitude and conduct.

If therefore you will not repent, Christ warns, I will
come upon you like a thief, and you will not know at
what hour I will come upon you. To repeat what has
been painstakingly pointed out above (see on 1:7; 2:5,
16), the threat of Christ’s coming against a local

1. Robert H. Mounce, The Book of Rewelation
(Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing
Co., 1977), p. 112.

2. Ibid., p. 109.

3. G. R. Beasley-Murray, The Book of Revelation
(Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing
Co., [1978] 1981), p. 94.
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church, or even against a nation or group of nations, is
not the same as the Second Coming (i.e., the end of the
world). Everyone is accessible to Christ the Lord at all
times, and any disobedient individual, family, church,
business, society, or nation is liable to have Christ come
in judgment — a judgment which may include any or all
the covenantal curses listed in Leviticus 26 and
Deuteronomy 28. In any case, the words upon you
indicate a local coming; the failure of commentators
and preachers to understand this simple fact is the
predictable result of a flat, futurist hermeneutic
bordering on Biblical illiteracy.

4-6 There were a few people in Sardis, however, who
had remained faithful to what they had received and
heard, and had not soiled their garments; they had not
become secularized and conformed to the surrounding
heathen culture. Of them, Christ says: They will walk
with Me in white; for they are worthy. He who
overcomes shall thus be clothed in white garments.
The saints are seen in white garments seven times in
the Book of Revelation (3:5, 18; 4:4; 6:11; 7:9, 13;
19:14), and it is obviously a symbol in Scripture for
cleanliness and righteousness, with its ultimate origins
in the sunlike brightness of the Glory-Cloud: In Christ,
the saints are re-created in the image of God, and are
clothed with the New Man, Jesus Christ (Gal. 3:27;
Eph. 4:24; Col. 3:10). Our being clothed in the white
robes of righteousness, therefore, takes place definitively
at our baptism (Gal. 3:27), progressively as we work out
our salvation in daily obedience to God’s command-
ments, “putting on” the Christian graces and virtues
(Col. 3:5-17), and finally at the Last Day (Col. 3:4; Jude
24). As with all the promises to the overcomers in
Revelation, this too is simply a description of an aspect
of salvation, in which all of God’s elect have a share.

In this letter’s second promise regarding the overcomer,
Christ says: I will not erase his name from the Book
of Life. This statement has been the source of
controversy for generations. Can a true Christian fall
away! Can you lose your salvation? At least three
erroneous answers have been offered:

1. Those who have been truly saved by Christ’s redemption
can fall away and be lost forever. This is the classical
Arminian position, and it is absolutely and categor-
ically denied by Scripture. The nature of the salvation
provided by Christ is eternal, and our justification in
God’s sight is not based on our works but on the
perfect, finished righteousness and substitutionary
atonement of Jesus Christ. (See John 3:16; 5:24; 6:35-
40; 10:27-30; Rom. 5:8-10; 8:28-39; Eph. 1:4-14; 1
Thess. 5:23-24; 1 John 2:19).

2. All those who have “accepted Christ” will be saved; no
matter what they do afterwards, they cannot be damned.
‘This is the classic “chicken Evangelical” position, and
it too is opposed by Scripture. Those who take this view

are attempting to have it both ways: They don’t want
the predestinating God preached by the Calvinist, but
they don’t have the courage to affirm full Arminianism,
either. They want man to be sovereign in choosing his
salvation, without interference from God’s decree; yet
they want the door of salvation to slam shut as soon as
man gets inside, so that he can’t get out. But the Bible
teaches that God has absolutely predestined all things
and rules sovereignly over all. He has infallibly chosen
all those who will be saved, extending His irresistible
grace toward them; and He has determined who will be
damned, withholding His grace from them (see Matt.
11:25-27; 20:16; 22:14; Mark 4:11-12; Luke 4:25-27;
17:1; 22:22; John 6:37-39, 44; 12:39-40; Acts 4:27-28;
13:48; Rom. 9:10-26; 11:2, 5-10; 1 Cor. 1:27-31; Eph.
1:4-5,11; 1 Thess. 5:9; 2 Thess. 2:13; 2 Tim. 1:9; 2 Tim.
2:10; 1 Pet. 1:1-2; 2:8-9; Jude 4).

The Bible also teaches, however, that there are those
who profess Christ, and by all accounts appear to be
among the elect, who will finally apostatize from the
faith and inherit damnation rather than salvation.
Judas is the obvious example, but he is by no means the
only one. The Old Testament provides countless
examples of members of the Covenant who departed
from the faith, and the New Testament warns us again
and again of the wrath of God against those who break
His covenant (see Matt. 7:15-23; 13:20-21; 24:10-12;
Mark 4:5-17; Luke 8:13; John 15:1-10; 1 Cor. 9:27;
10:1-12; 2 Thess. 2:3, 11-12; 1 Tim. 4:1-3; 2 Tim. 3:1-
9; 4:3-4; Heb. 2:1-3; 3:12-14; 6:4-6; 10:26-31, 35-39; 2
Pet. 2:1-3, 20-22; 3:17). As John Murray wrote: “It is
utterly wrong to say that a believer is secure quite
irrespective of his subsequent life of sin and
unfaithfulness. The truth is that the faith of Jesus
Christ is always respective of the life of holiness and
fidelity. And so it is never proper to think of a believer
irrespective of the fruits in faith and holiness. To say
that a believer is secure whatever maybe the extent of
his addiction to sin in his subsequent life is to abstract
faith in Christ from its very definition and it ministers
to that abuse which turns the grace of God into
lasciviousness. The doctrine of perseverance is the
doctrine that believers persevere; it cannot be too
strongly stressed that it is the perseverance of the saints.
And that means that the saints, those united to Christ
by the effectual call of the Father and indwelt by the
Holy Spirit, will persevere unto the end. If they
persevere, they endure, they continue. It is not at all
that they will be saved irrespective of their
perseverance or their continuance, but that they will
assuredly persevere. Consequently the security that is
theirs is inseparable from their perseverance. Is this not
what Jesus said? ‘He that endureth to the end, the same
shall be saved.” "

3. Everyone in the world is written in the Book of Life, but

5. Those readers who would like to study this further should consult the
following books, all published by the Banner of Truth Trust (P.O. Box 621,
Carlisle, PA 17013): Arthur Pink, The Sovereignty of God; John Cheeseman

et al., The Grace of God in the Gospel; John Murray, Redemption Accomplished
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and Applied; ]. Gresham Machen, The Christian View of Man; and R. B.
Kuiper, The Bible Tells Us So.

John Murray, Redemption Accomplished and Applied (Grand Rapids: William
B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1955), pp. 154f.



unbelievers are erased from it after they have passed the age
of accountability. This idea is so ridiculous that the Bible
doesn’t even take the time to refute it directly
(although the passages already listed demonstrate that
it is pure poppycock, to put it nicely). Where in
Scripture is there a shred of evidence for an “age of
accountability”? Where does the Bible give any support
whatsoever to the following little gem from a well
known Christian scholar?
Since Christ died for the sin inherent in every person
conceived, a child who dies before becoming a deliberate
and conscious sinner does not need to be “saved” from
sin, since he has never sinned, and since Christ has made
propitiation for his innate sin.’

There are at least five theological errors in that one
sentence, but let’s zero in on the main point: the notion
that children are basically sinless, or without
“deliberate” sin, when they are born, and remain in
that condition until they reach the mystical “age of
accountability.” In the first place, the true age of
accountability is reached at the moment of conception: All
men, at all times, are accountable to God (see Ps. 51:5;
Rom. 3:23). Second, all men are under the sentence of
condemnation already; apart from the saving grace of God,
they are condemned from the moment they exist (see John
3:18, 36; Rom. 5:12-19).8

Why else do babies die (Rom. 6:23)? Third, infants are
deliberate sinners: “Even from birth the wicked go astray;
from the womb they are wayward and speak lies” (Ps.
58:3; cf. Ps. 53:2-3; Rom. 3:10-12, 23; Eph. 2:1-3).
Now, either the “age of accountability” doctrine is in
error, or the Bible is wrong. Which are we to believe?
The fact is that the idea of the essential sinlessness of
infants is a pagan notion, unsupported by the Bible. It
is merely antichristian sentimentalism, which refuses to
hear the Word of God and attempts to replace it with
the word of man — or, more likely, with the word of
effeminate poets scribbling mushy greeting cards. It is
right on the same level with the sentiment that every
time a fairy blows its wee nose a baby is born.

To conclude this point: The threat stated by Jesus
Christ here is very real. Those who are in the Book of
Life —i.e., who are baptized Church members professing
Christ, and are thus counted as, and treated as,
Christians — must remain faithful to Christ. If they
apostatize into heresy, immorality, or simply the
“secularization” that plagued Sardis, they will be erased,
written out of the record of the redeemed. But the
Christian who overcomes these temptations, thus
demonstrating that Christ has truly purchased him for
His own, is in no danger — his name will never be
erased.

The final promise to the overcomer reinforces the idea:
I will confess his name before My Father, and before
His angels. This echoes Jesus’ statements in the

3:7

Gospels: “Everyone therefore who shall confess Me
before men, I will also confess him before My Father
who is in heaven. But whoever shall deny Me before
men, | will also deny him before My Father who is in
heaven” (Matt. 10:32-33; cf. Mark 8:38; Luke 12:8-9).
Many of the Christians in Sardis were denying Christ
before their community, as they endeavored to be
praised of men rather than of God. At the Last
Judgment they would hear these words from the Son of
God: I never knew you; depart from Me, you who practice
lawlessness (Matt. 7:23). But those who overcame these
temptations would be joyfully acknowledged by Christ
as His own. This message is as important and needed
today as it was 2000 years ago. Do we have ears to hear
what the Spirit says to the churches?

Philadelphia: Judgment on the Synagogue of Satan
(3:7-13)

7 And to the angel of the church in Philadelphia write: He
who is holy, who is true, who has the key of David, who
opens and no one will shut, and who shuts and no one
opens, says this:

8 Iknow your deeds. Behold, I have put before you an open
door which no one can shut, because you have a little
power, and have kept My Word, and have not denied My
name.

9 Behold, I will cause those of the synagogue of Satan, who

say that they are Jews, and are not, but lie — behold, I will

make them to come and bow down at your feet, and to
know that I have loved you.

Because you have kept the word of My perseverance, |

also will keep you from the hour of testing, that hour

which is about to come upon the whole world, to test
those who dwell upon the Land.

[ am coming quickly; hold fast what you have, in order

that no one take your crown.

10

11

12 He who overcomes, I will make him a pillar in the
Temple of My God, and he will not go out from it any
more; and [ will write upon him the name of My God,
and the name of the City of My God, the new Jerusalem,
which comes down out of heaven from My God, and My
new name.

He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to
the churches.

13

7 Like the church in Smyrna, the church in
Philadelphia had been especially persecuted by the
apostate Jews. Christ begins his message to the elders by
declaring Himself as the One who is holy, an
established Biblical term for God (cf. Isa. 40:25), and
who is true, in contrast to the lying leaders of the Jews,
who had rejected the truth. Jesus Christ also has the
key of David: He opens and no one will shut, and He
shuts and no one opens. This is an allusion to Isaiah
22:15-25, in which God accuses a royal steward of
falsehood, of betraying his trust. God declares: “I will
depose you from your office, and I will pull you down
from your station” (v. 19; cf. Gen. 3:22-24). Moreover,
God would replace the false steward with a faithful one
(cf. 1 Sam. 13:13-14):

7. Out of sincere respect for this God-fearing author, who has rendered the
Church valuable service, I shall omit his name.

8. This is the doctrine of the imputation of Adam’s sin (which should be
distinguished from the doctrine of innate sin; but most evangelicals,
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3:8-11

And I will clothe him with your tunic,

And tie your sash securely about him.

[ will entrust him with your authority,

And he will become a father to the inhabitants
of Jerusalem and to the house of Judah.

Then I will set the key of the house of David

on his shoulder:

When he opens no one will shut,

When he shuts no one will open. (Isa. 22:21-22)

Christ is thus announcing that the officers of apostate
Israel are false stewards: they have been thrown out of
office, removed from all rightful authority, and replaced
by the One who is holy and true. The keepers of the
door at the synagogue had excommunicated the
Christians, declaring them to be apostates. In reality,
Christ says, it is you of the synagogue who are the
apostates; it is you who have been cast out of the
Covenant; and | have taken your place as the True

Steward, the Pastor and Overseer of the Covenant (cf.
1 Pet. 2:25).

8-9 And so the Lord can comfort these suffering
Christians who, on account of their faithful following
of Christ, have suffered wrongful excommunication
from the Covenant. I know your deeds, He assures
them. You have been shut out of the door by the
keyholders, but you must remember that I am the One
who has the key, and behold, 1 have put before you a
door which no one can shut. The Lord of the
Covenant Himself has admitted them to fellowship,
and has cast out those who pretend to hold the keys;
the faithful Christians have nothing to fear. The
church of Philadelphia has only a little power — it is
not prominent, stylish, or outwardly prosperous, in
contrast to the impressive, apparently “alive,” com-
promising church at Sardis. Yet they have been faithful
with what they have been given (cf. Luke 19:26): You
. . . have kept My Word, and have not denied my
name.

Therefore, I will cause those of the synagogue of
Satan, who say that they are Jews, and are not, but lie
— behold, I will make them to come and bow down at
your feet, and to know that I have loved you. Again
the apostate Jews are revealed in their true identity: the
synagogue of Satan (cf. 2:9). Again, there is no such
thing as “orthodox” Judaism; there is no such thing as a
genuine belief in the Old Testament that is consistent
with a rejection of Jesus Christ as Lord and God. Those
who do not believe in Christ do not believe the Old
Testament either. The god of Judaism is the devil. The
Jew will not be recognized by God as one of His chosen
people until he abandons his demonic religion and
returns to the faith of his fathers — the faith which
embraces Jesus Christ and His Gospel. When Christ-
rejecting Jews claim to follow in the footsteps of
Abraham, Jesus says, they lie. And, although they
currently have the upper hand in Philadelphia, their
domination of the true covenant people will not last
long. Christ Himself will force them to come and bow

down at the Christians’ feet. In this statement is an
ironic reference to Isaiah 60:14, where God gives this
promise to the covenant people, who had been
persecuted by the heathen:

The sons of those who afflicted you will come bowing to you,

And all those who despised you will bow themselves

at the soles of your feet;
And they will call you the City of the LORD,
The Zion of the Holy One of Israel.

Those who falsely claim to be Jews are really in the
position of the persecuting heathen; and they will be
forced to acknowledge the covenantal status of the
Church as the inheritor of the promises to Abraham
and Moses. For the Church is the true Israel, and in
coming into the Church, these believers “have come to
Mount Zion and to the city of the living God” (Heb.
12:22). Apostate Israel has been pruned out of the tree
of life of the covenant people, while believers in Christ
from all nations have been grafted in (Rom. 11:7-24).
The only hope for those outside the covenant line,
regardless of their ethnic or religious heritage, is to
recognize Christ as the only Savior and Lord,
submitting themselves to Him. Unless and until the
Jews become grafted into the covenant line by God’s
grace, they will remain outside the people of God, and
will perish with the heathen. The Bible does hold out
the promise that the descendants of Abraham will
return to the faith of Jesus Christ (Rom. 11:12, 15, 23-
32).? But until they do, Scripture classes them with the
heathen (with one major difference, however: the
condemnation of the apostate Jew is much more severe
than that of the unenlightened pagan; see Rom. 2:1-
29).

10-11 Because the persecuted Christians of
Philadelphia had kept the word of perseverance, their
Lord promises in return to keep them from the hour of
testing. Note well: Christ is not promising to rapture
them or to take them away, but to keep them. In other
words, He is promising to preserve them in trial, to
keep them from falling (Jude 24). Although this is one
of the verses that dispensationalists have claimed for
support of the “pre-tribulation rapture” theory, on close
examination it actually reveals itself to be nothing of
the sort. In fact, it says nothing about the end of the
world or the Second Coming at all: The “hour of
testing” spoken of here is identified as that hour which
is about to come upon the whole world, to test those
who dwell upon the Land. It is speaking of the period
of tribulation which, in the experience of the first-
century readers, was about to come. Does it make sense
that Christ would promise the church in Philadelphia
protection from something that would happen
thousands of years later? “Be of good cheer, you faithful,
suffering Christians of first-century Asia Minor: [ won’t
let those Soviet missiles and Killer Bees of the 20th
century get you!” When the Philadelphian Christians
were worried about more practical, immediate concerns
— official persecution, religious discrimination, social

9. See David Chilton, Paradise Restored: A Biblical Theology of Dominion (Ft. Worth, TX: Dominion Press, 1985), pp. 125ff.
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ostracism, and economic boycotts — what did they care
about Hal Lindsey’s lucrative horror stories? By twisting
such passages as these to suit their passing fancies,
certain modern dispensationalists have added to the
Word of God, and detracted from its message; and they
thus come under the curses of Revelation 22:18-19.

No, the promised hour of testing was in the immediate
future, as Scripture universally testifies; a mere hour of
trial, to be replaced by a thousand years of rule (20:4-
6). St. John uses the expression those who dwell on the
Land twelve times in Revelation (once for each of the
twelve tribes) to refer to apostate Israel (3:10; 6:10; 8:13;
11:10 [ewice]; 13:8, 12, 14 [twice]; 14:6; 17:2, 8). In the
Greek Old Testament (the version used by the early
Church), it is a common prophetic expression for
rebellious, idolatrous Israel about to be destroyed and driven
from the Land (Jer. 1:14; 10:18; Ezek. 7:7; 36:17; Hos.
4:1, 3; Joel 1:2, 14; 2:1; Zeph. 1:18), based on its
original usage in the historical books of the Bible for
rebellious, idolatrous pagans about to be destroyed and
driven from the Land (Num. 32:17; 33:52, 55; Josh. 7:9;
9:24; Judg. 1:32; 2 Sam. 5:6; 1 Chron. 11:4; 22:18; Neh.
9:24); Israel has become a nation of pagans, and is
about to be destroyed, exiled, and supplanted by a new
nation, the Church. The entire Roman world itself
would be thrown into massive convulsions, part of
which would involve the persecution of Christians by a
crazed, self-deified emperor, with the aid of the Jews.
Days were coming in which the devil — in both his
Roman and Jewish manifestations — would attempt to
destroy Christianity once and for all. The end result
would be the destruction of Israel and Rome instead,
but in the meantime there were hard times in store for
the Christians, and many enticements to turn from the
faith. Christ is here promising His faithful followers
that they will be protected and enabled to persevere in
the coming hour of trial. So again He reminds them: I
am coming quickly — the promised judgment is not far
off. Therefore, hold fast what you have, in order that
no one take your crown. Christ has opened the door
for the Church, granting it the privilege of royal
fellowship with God as His priests and kings; and they
must endure for His sake, while His coming Kingdom
shakes the nations of earth and routs His enemies from
their strongholds.

12-13 Again the promise to the overcomer involves a
symbolic designation of salvation. First, Christ says, 1
will make him a pillar in the Temple of My God.
This is related to the complex imagery of the
Tabernacle and the Temple, whose architectural
structures corresponded to the garments of the priests.1°
The two side-posts of the Tabernacle (the pillars of the
Temple) are called shoulders, while the headdress of the
priest, inscribed with the name of God, corresponded
to the lintel which over-arched the pillars.!! Just as the
two temple pillars were named He shall establish and In

3:12-13

Him is strength (1 Ki. 7:21), so the shoulder-pieces of
the high priest’s ephod were inscribed with the names
of the sons of Israel (Ex. 28:9-12). All this is brought
together in Revelation, where the faithful overcomer is
conceived of as a pillar in God’s Temple. And he will
not go out from it any more: The people of God are
characterized by stability and permanence (cf. Jer. 1:18;
1 Tim. 3:15). We have been redeemed from our
wanderings.

Continuing this imagery, Christ says: I will write upon
him the name of My God, and the name of the City
of My God, . . . and My new name. All this speaks of
the full restoration of God’s people to the image of
God, as we see in the final chapter of Revelation: “And
they shall see His face, and His name shall be in their
foreheads” (Rev. 22:4). One of the basic blessings of the
covenant is contained in the familiar benediction:
“The LORD make His face shine upon you” (Num.
6:25); to see the shining of God’s face means to partake
of salvation and to reflect the glory of God as His
image-bearer (see Ex. 34:29-35; Num. 12:6-8; DPs.
80:3,7, 19; 2 Cor. 3:7-18; 4:6; 1 John 3:2). Similarly, as
we have already seen, the name of God inscribed on
the forehead symbolizes the restoration of redeemed
man to the ethical and physical glory which belongs to
the image of God (cf. Gen. 3:19; Ex. 28:36-38; Deut.
6:4-9; and contrast 2 Chron. 26:19).

The picture is completed as the Christian is declared to
be a citizen of the new Jerusalem, which comes down
out of heaven from My God. The old Jerusalem, which
had apostatized from the faith of Abraham, was under
judgment, about to be destroyed; the old Temple,
which God had abandoned, had become a sanctuary for
demons, and was soon to be so completely demolished
that not one stone would lie upon another (Matt. 24:1-
2). But now the Church of Christ is declared to be the
city of God, the new Jerusalem, whose origin was not
on earth but in heaven. The citizens of the old
Jerusalem were to be scattered to the ends of the earth
(Luke 21:24), while the Christian’s relationship to God
is so intimate that he could be described as a very pillar
in the Temple, the dwelling-place of God — a pillar,
moreover, that could not be moved from its place, for
the Christian will not go out from it any more. The
children of the old Jerusalem were, like their mother,
enslaved; while “the Jerusalem above is free; she is our
mother” (Gal. 4:26). Jesus had said: “Many shall come
from east and west, and shall recline at the table with
Abraham, and Isaac, and Jacob, in the kingdom of
heaven; but the sons of the kingdom shall be cast out
into the outer darkness; in that place there shall be
weeping and gnashing of teeth” (Matt. 8:11-12). And
this was true of the overcoming Christians in
Philadelphia. Although persecuted and discriminated
against by the false Israel, as Isaac had been by Ishmael
(Gen. 21:8-14; Gal. 4:22-31), they would see the false

10. Meredith G. Kline has devoted an entire chapter to this subject. See “A
Priestly Model of the Image of God: in Images of the Spirit (Grand Rapids:
Baker Book House, 1980), pp. 35-56.

11. Ibid., pp. 40., 44f., 54f,; cf. Ex. 27:14-15; 1 Kings 6:8; 7:15, 21, 39; 2 Kings
11:11; 2 Chron. 3:17; Ezek. 40:18, 40ff.; 41:2, 26; 46:19; 47:1-2.
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sons disinherited and cast out, while they through
Christ received the blessings of their father Abraham,
and inherited the world (Rom. 4:13; Gal. 3:29).

Laodicea: Judgment on the Lukewarm (3:14-22)

14 And to the angel of the church in Laodicea write: The
Amen, the faithful and true Witness, the Beginning of
the creation of God, says this:

15 1 know your deeds, that you are neither cold nor hot; I
would that you were cold or hot.

16 So because you are lukewarm, and neither hot nor cold, I
will spit you out of my mouth.

17 Because you say: | am rich, and have become wealthy,
and have need of nothing; and you do not know that you
are wretched and miserable and poor and blind and

naked.

18 I advise you to buy from Me gold refined by fire, that you
may become rich, and white garments, that you may
clothe yourself, and that the shame of your nakedness
may not be revealed; and eye salve to anoint your eyes,
that you may see.

19 Those whom I love, I reprove and discipline; be zealous
therefore, and repent.

20 Behold, I stand at the door and knock; if anyone hears

My voice and opens the door, I will come in to him, and
will dine with him, and he with Me.

21 He who overcomes, I will grant to him to sit down with
Me on My throne, as I also overcame and sat down with
My Father on His throne.

22 He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to
the churches.

14 The wealthiest city in the region, Laodicea was
another important center of emperor-worship. In His
message to the elders of this church, Christ identifies
Himself in three ways. First, Jesus says, He is the Amen.
This is a familiar word to all Christians: We repeat it at
the close of our creeds, hymns, and prayers.!? It is
generally understood to mean So be it; but its actual
force, in terms of the theology of the Bible, is much
stronger. It is really an oath: to say Amen means to call
down upon oneself the curses of the Covenant (cf.
Num. 5:21-22; Deut. 27:15-26; Neh. 5:12-13). As our
“Yes and Amen” Jesus Christ is the guarantee of the
covenantal promises, by His perfect obedience, atoning
sacrifice, and continuing intercession in the court of
heaven (2 Cor. 1:20; Gal. 3:13; Heb. 7:22-28; 9:24-28;
10:10-14). Thus, our Amen in liturgical response to
God’s Word is both an oath and a recognition that our
salvation is wholly dependent not upon our keeping of
the Covenant but upon the perfect covenantkeeping of
Jesus Christ, who placed Himself under the Covenant
stipulations and curses in our place.

Second, this means that Jesus is also the faithful and
true Witness, on whose Word we may eternally
depend. “He is a faithful Witness because his witness is
true; and he is a true Witness because in him is the
complete realization of all the qualifications which

constitute any one really and truly a witness.”’3 And it
is as this infallible and fully authoritative Witness that
Christ bears convicting testimony against the church of
Laodicea.

Third, Jesus says, He is the Beginning of the creation
of God: He is the arche, both the Origin and the Ruler
of all creation, as Paul also wrote in a letter he
specifically intended the Laodicean church to read (see

Col. 4:16):

And He is the image of the invisible God, the Firstborn
of all creation. For by Him all things were created, both in the
heavens and on earth, visible and invisible, whether thrones
or dominions or rulers or authorities — all things have been
created by Him and for Him. And He is before all things, and
in Him all things hold together. He is also the head of the
Body, the Church; and He is the Beginning, the Firstborn
from the dead; so that He Himself might come to have first
place in everything. (Col 1:15-18)

Thus the One who speaks to Laodicea is the Amen, the
great Guarantor of the Covenant, the infallible
Witness who is Truth Himself, with all the authority
possessed by the Creator and King of the universe. And
He has come to bear testimony against His church.

15-16 Laodicea was lukewarm, and neither hot nor
cold. This has often been interpreted as if hot meant
godly enthusiasm and cold meant ungodly antagonism; but
there is another explanation which suits the historical
and geographical context better. Laodicea was situated
between two other important cities, Colossae and
Hieropolis. Colossae, wedged into a narrow valley in
the shadow of towering mountains, was watered by icy
streams which tumbled down from the heights. In
contrast, Hieropolis was famous for its hot mineral
springs which flowed out of the city and across a high
plain until it cascaded down a cliff which faced
Laodicea. By the time the water reached the valley
floor, it was lukewarm, putrid, and nauseating. At
Colossae, therefore, one could be refreshed with clear,
cold, invigorating drinking water; at Hieropolis, one
could be healed by bathing in its hot, mineral-laden

pools. But at Laodicea, the waters were neither hot (for
health) nor cold (for drinking).!4

In other words, the basic accusation against Laodicea is
that it is ineffectual, good for nothing. The Laodicean
church brings neither a cure for illness nor a drink to
soothe dry lips and parched throats. The sort of
Christianity represented by Laodicea is worthless. The
church provided “neither refreshment for the
spiritually weary, nor healing for the spiritually sick. It
was totally ineffective, and thus distasteful to its
Lord.”"> Thus, says Mounce, “the church is not being
called to task for its spiritual temperature but for the
barrenness of its works.”!® This explains Christ’s
statement: | would that you were cold or hot. He is

12. Unfortunately, many fundamentalists and evangelical use the term nowadays
to mean [ feel good. Such usage, implicitly (though certainly not
intentionally) bordering on blasphemy, is only one symptom of the
subjective, man-centered attitude toward life which has become common
during the past two centuries.

13. A. Plummer in The Pu[pit Commentary: The Revelation of St. John the Divine

(London: Funk and Wagnalls Company, n.d.), p. 115.
14. C.]J. Hemer, “Seven Cities of Asia Minor”; in R. K. Harrison, ed., Major Cities
of the Biblical World (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1985), pp. 246ff.
15. M. J. S. Rudwick and E. M. B. Green, “The Laodicean Lukewarmness”™: in
Expository Times, Vol. 69 (1957-58), p. 178; cited in Mounce, p. 125.



not saying that outright apostasy is preferable to
middle-of-the-roadism; rather, He is wishing that the
Laodicean Christians would have an influence upon
their society.

The Hippopotamus's day

[s passed in sleep; at night he hunts;

God works in a mysterious way —

The Church can sleep and feed at once. 7

The Christian’s calling is not to blend in with a pagan
environment but to convert it, reform it, reconstruct it
in terms of the whole counsel of God as mandated in
His Word. To cite but one example of a modern
Laodiceanism, consider the many Bible-believing,
evangelical churches — which would shudder at the
suggestion that they are “worldly” or “liberal” — which
continue on in their complacent lifestyle, organizing
encounter groups and summer camps, completely
oblivious to the murder of over 4000 unborn infants
every day. Often, these churches are afraid of making
“political” statements on the grounds that they might
lose their tax exemptions. But whatever the excuse,
such a church is disobedient to the Word of God. If a
church is not transforming its society, if it is not
Christianizing the culture, what good is it? “If the salt
has become tasteless, how will it be made salty again? It
is good for nothing anymore, except to be thrown out
and trampled under foot by men” (Matt. 5:13).

So because you are lukewarm . . . I will spit you out
of my mouth. This is an echo of Leviticus 18:24-28:
Do not defile yourselves by any of these things; for by all

these the nations which I am casting out before you have
become defiled. For the land has become defiled, therefore I
have visited its punishment upon it, so the land has spewed
out its inhabitants. But as for you, you are to keep My statutes
and My judgments, and shall not do any of these
abominations, neither the native, nor the alien who sojourns
among you (for the men of the land who have been before
you have done all these abominations, and the land has
become defiled); so that the land may not spew you out,
should you defile it, as it has spewed out the nation which has
been before you.

The Laodicean lukewarmness is an abomination to the
Lord. Because it is such a failure in making an
impression upon the world (and thus conforming to
heathen standards — or not making a fuss about those
standards, which amounts to the same thing) the
church is in danger of being cut off from Christ,
its very leadership threatened with wholesale
excommunication.

17-18 The city of Laodicea was proud of its three
outstanding characteristics: Its great wealth and
financial independence as an important banking
center; its textile industry, which produced “a very fine
quality of world-famous black, glossy wool”;!8
scientific community, renowned not only for its
prestigious medical school, but also for an eyesalve
(called “Phrygian Powder”) which had been well-

and its
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known since the days of Aristotle. Using these facts to
illustrate the problems in the church, Christ cites the
general attitude of the Laodicean Christians: You say:
1 am rich, and have become wealthy, and have need
of nothing. In reality, despite the church’s wealth and
undoubted social standing, it was ineffectual,
accomplishing nothing for the kingdom of God. It is
not a sin for a church (or an individual) to be rich — in
fact, God wants us to acquire wealth (Deut. 8:18).
What is sinful is the failure to use our resources for the
spread of the kingdom. When a relatively poor church
such as that at Smyrna (see Rev. 2:9) was having a rich
effect upon its community, there was no excuse for
Laodicea’s impotence. Her problem was not wealth, but
disobedience: You do not know that you are wretched
and miserable and poor and blind and naked.

Yet, in grace, Christ makes an offer of mercy: I advise
you to buy from Me gold refined by fire, that you may
become rich; and white garments, that you may
clothe yourself, and that the shame of your naked-
ness may not be revealed; and eyesalve to anoint your
eyes, that you may see. The symbolism here should be
obvious. True faith and genuine works of obedience are
spoken of in Scripture in terms of jewelry, and
especially gold (1 Pet. 1:7; 1 Cor. 3:12-15); nakedness
is symptomatic of disobedience (Gen. 3:7), whereas
being clothed in white robes is a symbol of righteous-
ness, with regard to both justification and sanctification
(Gen. 3:21; Matt. 22:11; Rev. 19:8); and blindness is a
symbol for man’s impotence and fallenness (Lev. 21:18;
Deut. 29:4; Matt. 13:13-15; 16:3; 2 Cor. 4:3-4; 1 John
2:11) apart from God’s restoration of him to true sight
— the godly, mature ability to judge righteous judgment
(Luke 4:18; Acts 26:18; 1 Cor. 2:14-15).

19-20 But Laodicea is not yet to be cast off by the
Lord. Harsh as His words are, He still professes His love
for His Bride. That, in fact, is the source of His anger:
Because I love you, He declares, 1 reprove and
discipline. A characteristic of those who are true sons
of God, and not bastards (cf. Heb. 12:5-11) is their
response to rebuke and discipline. All Christians need
reproof and correction at times, and some more than
others; what is important is whether or not we heed the
warning, and mend our ways. As far as Laodicea has
fallen, it can still be restored if it renews its obedience
and becomes faithful to God’s Word: Be zealous
therefore, and repent!

At this point Jesus speaks some of the most beautiful
words in all the Bible, in what is perhaps the most well-
known New Testament verse aside from John 3:16.
Behold, I stand at the door and knock; if anyone
hears My voice and opens the door, I will come in to
him, and will dine with him, and he with Me.

Several Reformed commentators have pointed out the
wide-spread abuse of this passage by modern evangel-
icals, who rip the verse from its context as a message to

16. Mounce, pp. 125f.
17. From T. S. Eliot, “The Hippopotamus,” Collected Poems 1909-1962 (New
York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1963), p. 42.

18. Charles E Pfeiffer and Howard E Vos, The Wrcliffe Historical Geography of
Bible Lands (Chicago: Moody Press, 1967), p. 3717.
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the elders of a church, and turn it into a watered-down,
Arminian request from a weak and helpless deity who
is at the mercy of man. We must remember that Christ
is speaking here as the Amen, the faithful and true
Witness, the Creator and Sovereign Lord of all. He is
not making a feeble plea, as if He did not rule history
and predestine its most minute details; He is the King
of Kings, who makes war on His enemies and damns
them to everlasting flames. Nor is he speaking to people
in general, for He is directing His message to His
Church; nor, again, is he simply speaking to Christians
as individuals, but to Christians as members of the
Church. This verse cannot be made to serve the
purposes of Arminian, subjective individualism without
violently wrenching it from its covenantal and textual
context.!?

Nevertheless, there is a distortion on the other side
that is just as serious. It will not do merely to point out
the failures of Arminians to deal satisfactorily with this
text, for Calvinists have traditionally been at fault here
as well. Reformed worship tends to be overly intellect-
ual, centered around preaching. In the name of being
centered around the Word, it is actually often centered
around the intellect. Reformed rationalism has thus
produced its equal and opposite reaction in Arminian
revivalism, irrationalism, and anti-intellectualism.
People have fled the barren, overly intellectual
emphasis of Reformed worship and have run into the
anti-theology heresies of what is unfortunately known
as evangelicalism (which has, indeed, precious little of
the original evangel).?°

What is the answer? We must take seriously the Biblical
doctrine of the Real Presence of Christ in the sacra-
ment of the Eucharist. We must return to the Biblical
pattern of worship centered on Jesus Christ, which
means the weekly celebration of the Lord’s Supper, as
well as instruction about its true meaning and
efficacy.?! We must abandon the rank platonism which
informs our bare, intellectualized worship, and return
to a truly corporate, liturgical worship characterized by
artistic beauty and musical excellence.?2

For it should be obvious that in this verse He is
extending to the Church an offer of renewed
communion with Himself. The very heart and center of
our fellowship with Christ is at His table (i.e., our
earthly table which He has made His). The most basic,
and most profound, offer of salvation is Christ’s offer to
dine with us. In Holy Communion we are genuinely
having dinner with Jesus, lifted up into His heavenly
presence; and, moreover, we are feasting on Him:

Truly, truly, I say to you, unless you eat the flesh of the
Son of Man and drink His blood, you have no life in
yourselves. He who eats My flesh and drinks My blood
has eternal life, and I will raise him up on the last day. For
My flesh is true food, and My blood is true drink. He who
eats My flesh and drinks My blood abides in Me, and I in
Him. As the living Father sent Me, and I live because of
the Father, so he who eats Me, he also shall live because
of Me. (John 6:53-57)

21-22 The final promise to the overcomer is a promise
of dominion with Christ: 1 will grant to him to sit
down with Me on My Throne, as I also overcame and
sat down with My Father on His Throne. Is this only
a future hope? Assuredly not. The privilege of ruling
with Christ belongs to all Christians, in time and on
earth, although the dominion is progressive through
history until the final consummation. But Christ has
entered upon His Kingdom already (Col. 1:13); He has
disarmed Satan and the demons already (Col. 2:15);
and we are kings and priests with Him already (Rev.
1:6); and just as He conquered, so we are to go forth,
conquering in His name. He reigns now (Acts 2:29-
36), above all creation (Eph. 1:20-22), with all power
in heaven and in earth (Matt. 28:18-20), and is
engaged now in putting all enemies under His feet (1
Cor. 15:25), until His kingdom becomes a great
mountain, filling the whole earth (Dan. 2:35, 45).

We have thus been faced again and again in these
messages to the churches with the fundamental
command of Revelation, that which St. John
admonished us to keep (1:3): Overcome! Conquer! Even
aside from the fact that the prophecy is not about the
twentieth century, we will miss its point if we
concentrate on persecutions or emperor-worship in the
same way that the Hal Lindseys of this age concentrate
on oil embargoes, common markets and hydrogen
bombs: the basic message is about none of these, but
rather about the duty of the Church to conquer the
world. R. J. Rushdoony has well said: “The purpose of
this vision is to give comfort and assurance of victory to
the Church, not to confirm their fears or the threats of
the enemy. To read Revelation as other than the
triumph of the kingdom of God in time and eternity is
to deny the very essence of its meaning.”??

The great failure of what is commonly known as
“amillennialism” is its unwillingness to come to terms
with these dominical implications of the mediatorial
reign of Jesus Christ, The New Testament writers
constantly urge God’s people to “overcome” in the light
of Christ’s definitive victory. Having been recreated in
His image, according to His likeness (Eph. 4:24; Col.

19. Of course, the Lord offers Himself to people outside the Kingdom as well:
Even the dogs are given crumbs from the children’s table (Matt. 15:21-28);
and the king in Christ’s parable (Luke 14:23) sent his servants out to compel
the Gentiles to come in. But Christ’s offer of salvation is never made outside
the context of the Covenant, the Kingdom, and the Church.

20. See James B. Jordan’s essay “Holistic Evangelism” in his Sociology of the
Church (Tyler, TX: Geneva Ministries, 1986).

21. See Geddes MacGregor, Corpus Christi: The Nature of the Church According to
the Reformed Tradition (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1958); and
Ronald S. Wallace, Calvin’s Doctrine of the Word and Sacrament (Tyler, TX:
Geneva Ministries, [1953] 1982).

22. One of the most helpful books on worship from a Reformed perspective is

Richard Paquier, Dynamics of Worship: Foundations and Uses of Liturgy
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1967). For viewpoints from other traditions see
Louis Bouyer, Liturgical Piety (University of Notre Dame Press, 1955); Josef
A. Jungmann, S. J., The Early Liturgy to the Time of Gregory the Great
(University of Notre Dame Press, 1959); Alexander Schmemann,
Introduction to Liturgical Theology (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary
Press, 1966); Luther D. Reed, The Lutheran Liturgy (Philadelphia:
Muhlenberg Press, 1947); Massey H. Shepherd Jr., The Worship of the Church
(Greenwich, CT: The Seabury Press, 1952); and Cheslyn Jones et al., eds.,
The Study of Liturgy (New York: Oxford University Press, 1978).
23. Rousas John Rushdoony, Thy Kingdom Come: Studies in Daniel and

Revelation (Tyler, TX: Thoburn Press, [1970] 1978), p. 90.



3:10), and becoming more and more conformed to His
image (Rom. 8:29-30), we are kings with Him now, in
this age. He has given us legal title to all things (cf.
Rom. 8:32; 1 Cor. 3:21-22), and on this basis we are to
exercise dominion under His lordship in every area of
life. Amillennialists, however, while professing to
believe in the existence of Christ’s present Kingdom,
often characteristically deny its practical relevance to
this world. For example, Dr. Meredith G. Kline’s
brilliant study Images of the Spirit has an excellent
chapter on “A Prophetic Model of the Image of God,”
in which he shows how the restoration of God’s image
to the Church through Christ means that “all the
Lord’s people are prophets” (cf. Num. 11:29; Acts 2:17-

INTRODUCTION TO PART THREE

18).% Kline also has a superb chapter on “A Priestly
Model of the Image of God,” a fascinating exposition of
the priesthood of all believers in the image of Christ,
our definitive High Priest.” But Christ is Prophet,
Priest, and King — yet, significantly, Kline neglected to
write an essay on “A Kingly Model of the Image of
God.” But if Christians image Christ in His role of
Prophet and Priest, they are kings as well, in the image
of the King. That is precisely the burden of the verses
under discussion: The Lord Jesus Christ shares His
conquest and enthronement with His people. Because
He overcame and sat down with the Father on His
Throne, He now summons us to enjoy regal dominion
with Him, inheriting all things.

24. Kline, Images of the Spirit, pp. 57-96.

25. Ibid., pp. 35-56.

Part Three

ETHICAL STIPULATIONS:

THE SEVEN SEALS
(Revelation 4-7)

Introduction

The third section of the covenantal treaty (cf. Deut.
5:1-26:19)! declared the way of Covenant life required
of the vassals, the laws of citizenship in the Kingdom.
As St. Paul declared, all men “live and move and exist”
in God (Acts 17:28); He is the Foundation of our very
being. This means that our relationship to Him is at the
center of our existence, of our actions and thinking in
every area of life. And central to this relationship is His
Sanctuary, where His subjects come to worship Him
before His Throne. Thus the major concern of the
Stipulations section is the thorough consecration of the
people to God, with special importance placed on the
establishment of one central Sanctuary:

You shall seek the Lord at the place which the Lord your

God shall choose from all your tribes to establish His

name there for His dwelling, and there you shall come.
(Deut. 12:5; cf. all of ch. 12)

As Meredith Kline observes, “The centralization
requirement must . . . be understood in terms of
Deuteronomy’s nature as a suzerainty treaty. Such
treaties prohibited the vassal to engage in any
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independent diplomacy with a foreign power other
than the covenant suzerain. In particular, the vassal
must not pay tribute to any other lord.”? The centrality
of the Sanctuary helped to underscore the fact that it
was an image of the Sanctuary in heaven (Ex. 25:9, 40;

26:30; Num. 8:4; Acts 7:44; Heb. 8:5; 9:23).

This is also the emphasis of the Stipulations section of
Revelation. The passage opens with St. John’s
ascension to God’s Throneroom, and this provides the
central vantage point for the prophecy as a whole: All
things are seen in relation to the Throne. The
judgments that are bound on earth were first bound in

heaven.?

Obviously, an important aspect of the Stipulations
section in Deuteronomy is the Law itself, the sign of
God’s covenantal lordship. Moses takes great care
repeatedly to remind Israel of the Covenant at Sinai,
with the Ten Commandments engraved on the tablets
of stone (Deut. 5, 9-10). Similarly, this section of
Revelation (ch. 5) deals with a Covenant document
that, like the original stone tablets, is written on both
front and back.
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The laws of the Covenant decreed a program of
conquest over the ungodly nations of Canaan: Israel
defeated its enemies through the application of the
Covenant. The holy war simply carried out the death
sentence declared in the courtroom; it was funda-
mentally an ethical, judicial action, bringing the death
penalty against the wicked.* The program of conquest,
based on the law of God, thus issued from the central
Sanctuary. (It is interesting that as this program is spelled
out in Deuteronomy 7, Moses speaks symbolically of
“seven nations” to be destroyed.)?

Of course, the law provides not only for the judgment
of the Canaanites, but also for Israelites who apostatize
from the Covenant: Those who repudiate God’s
authority and follow after other gods are to be put to
death, a judgment that, like the others, proceeds
ultimately from the altar in the central Sanctuary
(Deut. 13:1-18; 17:1 -13).

As Deuteronomy 20 makes clear, this Sanctuary-
judicial aspect is central even to the warfare waged
against foreign nations, beyond the borders of the
theocracy: Battles were consecrated by the priest to the
glory of God and His covenantal Kingdom (v. 1-4). A
war of this kind was always preceded by an offer of
peace; if the offer were refused, all the men of the city
would be put to the sword. Kline explains the typology:
“In Israel’s offer of peace (v. 10) and in the submission
of the Gentile city as a covenant tributary to Yahweh
(v. 11) there was imaged the saving mission of God’s
people in the world (cf. Zech. 9:7b, 10b; Luke 10:5-16).
The judgment of those who refuse to make their peace
with God through Christ was exhibited in the siege,
conquest, and punishment of the unsubmissive city (v.
13).77

We find all this in Revelation as well — with the difference
that, as a Covenant Lawsuit against apostate Israel, the

judgments once decreed against the ungodly Gentiles
are now unleashed on the lawless Covenant people,
who had rejected Christ’s offer of peace. As the book of
the Covenant is opened, the cherubic creatures carry-
ing the altar cry out: “Come!” — and four horsemen ride
out to conquer the Land, bringing destruction and
death in fulfillment of the covenantal curses, applying
the just and holy judgment of the Sanctuary in heaven.

Another major subject of the Stipulations section in
Deuteronomy is the requirement to appear at the sacred
feasts, involving three annual pilgrimages to the central
Sanctuary: for the feasts of Passover/Unleavened Bread
(16:1-8), Pentecost [Weeks] (16:9-12), and Tabernacles
[Booths] (16:13-15).8 The same order is followed in this
section of Revelation. Chapter 5 contains imagery
from Passover, where we see worshipers in the
sanctuary giving thanks for “the Lamb that was slain.”
Chapter 6 takes up the theme of Pentecost (the
anniversary of the giving of the Law at Sinai): The
lawbook of the Covenant is unsealed, bringing a series
of judgments patterned after Habakkuk 3, a synagogue
reading for Pentecost.’

Then chapter 7 brings us into a vision of the eschato-
logical Feast of Tabernacles,!® in which the countless
multitudes redeemed from every nation stand before
the Throne with palm branches in their hands (cf. Lev.
23:39-43), praising God as their Redeemer-King (cf.
Deut. 26:1-19)!! and receiving the fullness of blessing
foreshadowed in this feast: “And He who sits on the
Throne shall spread His Tabernacle over them. They
shall hunger no more, neither thirst any more; neither
shall the sun beat down on them, nor any heat; for the
Lamb in the center of the Throne shall be their
Shepherd, and shall guide them to the springs of the
water of life; and God shall wipe away every tear from
their eyes” (Rev. 7:15-17).

L.

See Meredith G. Kline, Treaty of the Great King:
The Covenant Structure of Deuteronomy (Grand
Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co.,
1963), pp. 62-120.

Ibid., p. 80.

Cf. Matt. 18:18, which literally reads: “Truly I
say to you, whatever you shall bind on earth shall
have been bound in heaven; and whatever you
loose on earth shall have been loosed in heaven.”

In delivering righteous judgments, ministers on
earth are manifesting the Judgment of heaven.
See Ray R. Sutton, That You May Prosper:
Dominion by Covenant (Tyler, TX: Institute for
Christian Economics, 1987).

5. Cf. Kline, p. 68.

Ibid., pp. 84ff., 94ff.
Ibid., p. 106.
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10. See David Chilton, Paradise Restored: A Biblical

Theology of Dominion (Ft. Worth, TX: Dominion
Press, 1985), pp. 44ft., 60.

11. See Kline, pp. 118ff.
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4

THE THRONE ABOVE THE SEA

The Pattern for Worship (4:1-11)

After these things I looked, and behold, a door standing
open in heaven, and the first Voice which [ had heard,
like the sound of a trumpet speaking with me, said: Come
up here, and I will show you what must take place after
these things.

Immediately I was in the Spirit; and behold, a Throne
was standing in heaven, and One sitting

like a jasper stone and a sardius in appearance; and there
was a rainbow around the Throne, like an emerald in
appearance.

And around the Throne were twenty-four thrones; and
upon the thrones [ saw twenty-four elders sitting, clothed
in white garments, and golden crowns on their heads.
And from the ‘Throne proceed flashes of lightning and
voices and peals of thunder. And there were seven lamps
of fire burning before His Throne, which are the seven
Spirits of God;

and before the Throne there was, as it were, a sea of glass
like crystal; and in the middle of the Throne and around
it were four living creatures full of eyes in front and
behind.

And the first creature was like a Lion, and the second
creature was like a Bull, and the third creature had a face
like that of a Man, and the fourth creature was like a
flying Eagle.

And the four living creatures, each one of them having
six wings, are full of eyes around and within; and they
have no rest day and night, saying: Holy, holy, holy, is the
Lord God, the Almighty, who was and who is and who is
to come.

And when the living creatures give glory and honor and
thanks to Him who sits on the Throne, to Him who lives
forever and ever,

the twenty-four elders will fall down before Him who sits
on the Throne, and will worship Him who lives forever
and ever, and will cast their crowns before the Throne,
saying:

Worthy art Thou, our Lord and God, the Holy One, to
receive glory and honor and power; for Thou didst create
all things, and because of Thy will they existed, and were
created.

10

11

1 This verse is used by advocates of Dispensationalism
to support their “Rapture Theory,” the notion that the
Church will be snatched away from this world before a
coming Tribulation; indeed, this verse seems to be the
main proof-text for a pre-Tribulation rapture. St. John’s

“rapture” into heaven is regarded as a sign that the
whole Church will disappear before the plagues
recorded in the following chapters are poured out. Part
of the rationale for this understanding is that the Voice
John heard was like the sound of a trumpet, and St.
Paul says that a trumpet will sound at the “rapture” (1
Thess. 4:16). Some advocates of this position seem
oblivious to the fact that God uses a trumpet on
numerous occasions. In fact, as we have seen in the first
chapter, the connection between God’s Voice and the
sound of a trumpet occurs throughout Scripture,
beginning with the judgment in the Garden of Eden.
For that matter, St. John heard the voice like a trumpet
in the first vision (Rev. 1:10). (Does this indicate a
possible “double rapture”?)!

The Dispensationalist school of interpretation also
appeals to the fact that, after the Voice has said Come
up here, “The word ‘church’ does not again occur in
the Revelation till all is fulfilled.”> This singular
observation is set forth as abundant proof that the Book
of Revelation does not speak of the “Church” from
this point until the Second Coming (generally placed
in 19:11), which in turn proves that the Church has
been raptured and is absent, in heaven, away from all
the excitement — all because the word “Church” is
missing! On the basis of such a curious principle of
interpretation we could say with assurance that
Revelation doesn’t tell us anything about Jesus either
until chapter 12, because the name “Jesus” does not
occur until then (thus “the Lion of the tribe of Judah”
and “the Lamb that was slam” [5: 5-6] must be terms for
someone else).* Of course, this method of interpreta-
tion involves even more problems for the Dispensa-
tionalist: for the word “Church” never again appears in the
entire Book of Revelation at all! This interpretation of the
words Come up here does not, therefore, support the
pretribulation rapture of the Church; it possibly even
teaches the pretribulation annihilation of the Church.
After the last verse in Revelation 3, the Church simply
disappears, and is never heard from again.

Obviously, this is not true. The Church is known by

1. But wait! Chapters 8-11 record the soundings of no less than seven more
trumpets — could there be nine raptures?

The Scofield Reference Bible (New York: Oxford University Press, [1909]
1945), note on Rev. 4:1; cf. Hal Lindsey, There’s a New World Coming: A
Prophetic Odyssey (Eugene, OR: Harvest House Publishers, 1973), pp. 74ff.
The Dispensationalist use of the word Church is very different from its use in
historical, orthodox theology. See O. T. Allis, Prophecy and the Church
(Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1945, 1947), PP. 54-110; L. Berkhof,
Systematic Theology (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co.,
fourth revised cd., 1949), pp. 562-78; and Roderick Campbell, Israel and the
New Covenant (Tyler, TX: Geneva Ministries, [1954] 1983).
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4. This principle can be fruitfully applied elsewhere in Scripture as well. For
example, the word love does not appear anywhere in the Book of Ruth; thus
her story turns out not to be, after all, one of the greatest romances in the
Bible, for Boaz and Ruth did not love each other. Again, the word God does
not appear in the book of Esther; on these principles, He must not have been
involved with those events, and the book must not tell us anything about
Him. In addition, the first fifteen chapters of Paul’s letter to the Romans
doesn’t concern the Church, for the word Church doesn’t appear there either!
Paul Minear lists ninety-six of them in the New Testament alone: Images of
the Church in the New Testament (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press,
1960), pp. 222ff. , 268f.
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numerous names and descriptions throughout the
Bible,” and the mere fact that the single term “Church”
does not appear is no indication that the concept of the
Church is not present. Those who see in this verse
some “rapture” of the Church are importing it into the
text. The only one “raptured” is St. John himself. The
fact is that St. John only uses the word Church with
reference to particular congregations — not for the

whole body of Christ.

Nevertheless, we must also recognize that St. John does
ascend to a worship service on the Lord’s Day; and this
is a clear image of the weekly ascension of the Church
into heaven every Lord’s Day where she joins in the
communion of saints and angels “in festal array” (Heb.
12:22-23) for the heavenly liturgy. The Church acts out
St. John’s experience every Sunday at the Sursum
Corda, when the officiant (reflecting Christ’s Come up
here!) cries out, Lift up your hearts! and the
congregation sings in response, We lift them up to the
Lord! We noted in an earlier chapter the comment of
St. Germanus that “the Church is an earthly heaven”;
the Patriarch continued: “The souls of Christians are
called together to assemble with the prophets, apostles,
and hierarchs in order to recline with Abraham, Isaac,
and Jacob at the mystical banquet of the Kingdom of
Christ. Thereby having come into the unity of faith
and communion of the Spirit through the dispensation
of the One who died for us and is sitting at the right
hand of the Father, we are no longer on earth but
standing by the royal Throne of God in heaven, where
Christ is, just as He Himself says: ‘Righteous Father,
sanctify in Your name those whom You gave me, so that
where I am, they may be with Me’ (cf. John 17).”° John
Calvin agreed: “In order that pious souls may duly
apprehend Christ in the Supper, they must be raised up
to heaven. . . . And for the same reason it was
established of old that before consecration the people
should be told in a loud voice to lift up their hearts.”

We have already seen (on 1:10) that the expression in
the Spirit (v. 2) is technical prophetic language,
referring not to St. John’s subjective feelings but to his
objective experience as an inspired receiver of divine
revelation. Being “in the Spirit” was the special
privilege of the Biblical prophets. Summarizing his
extensive research on this point, Meredith Kline
writes: “Adam’s creation as image-reflector of the glory
of the Creator-Spirit was recapitulated in the history of
the prophets. The critical event in the formation of a
prophet was a transforming encounter with the Glory-
Spirit from which the prophet emerged as a man
reflecting the divine Glory. . . . To be caught up in the
Spirit was to be received into the divine assembly, the
heavenly reality within the theophanic Glory-Spirit.

The hallmark of the true prophet was that he had stood
before the Lord of Glory in the midst of this
deliberative council of angels.”®

But, with the coming of the New Covenant, what was
once the special prerogative of the prophetic class
within the Covenant community has become the
privilege of all. The desire of Moses — “Would that all
the LORD’S people were prophets, that the LORD would
put His Spirit on them!” (Num. 11:29) — has been
fulfilled in the Pentecostal outpouring of the Holy
Spirit (Acts 2:17-21). Just as Moses (the prophet par
excellence of the Old Covenant) was uniquely
privileged to speak with God face to face (Num. 12:6-
8), partaking of His glory (Ex. 34:33-35), so now “we
all, with unveiled face beholding as in a mirror the glory
of the Lord, are being transformed into the same image
from glory to glory, just as from the Lord, the Spirit” (2
Cor. 3:18). Every believer has received the prophetic
anointing (1 John 2:20, 27); and every week we ascend
in the Spirit into the heavenly assembly.’ In part,
therefore, the “Rapture Theory” is based on a mis-
understanding of the Christian doctrine of the
Ascension of the Church. The definitive Ascension
took place positionally with Jesus Christ, in whom we
are seated in the heavenlies (Eph. 1:20; 2:6); the
progressive (experiential) Ascension takes place
liturgically with Jesus Christ every week, in the
celebration of the Eucharist (Heb. 12:22-24); and the
final (culminative) Ascension takes place eschato-
logically with Christ a) spiritually, at death (Rev. 20:4),
and b) bodily, at the end of history (1 Cor. 15:50-55; 1
Thess. 4:17).10

2-3 In order to receive the revelation, St. John is
caught up to heaven, where he sees a Throne and One
sitting: John is going to view the coming events from
the true vantage point, the Chariot-Throne of God in
the Glory-Cloud. God is the Determiner of all things,
and a right understanding of the world must begin from
a right understanding of the centrality of His Throne.
“In the infinite wisdom of the Lord of all the earth,
each event falls with exact precision into its proper
place in the unfolding of His eternal plan; nothing,
however small, however strange, occurs without His
ordering, or without its peculiar fitness for its place in
the working out of His purpose; and the end of all shall
be the manifestation of His glory, and the accumulation
of His praise.”!!

And He who was sitting was like a jasper stone and a
sardius in appearance: God is seen as in a blaze of
unapproachable light (cf. 1 Tim. 6:16), for St. John has
been caught up into the heavenly holy of holies, the
inner Sanctuary of the cosmic Temple in the Cloud of
glory. Underscoring this is the fact that John sees a

6. St. Germanus of Constantinople, On the Divine Liturgy, trans. Paul

Meyendorff (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1984), p. 101.

7. John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, 4:17:36 (Philadelphia: The

Westminster Press, 1960), Ford Lewis Battles trans., p. 1412.

8. Meredith G. Kline, Images of the Spirit (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House,
1980), pp. 57f.

9. See George Vandervelde’s paper, “The Gift of Prophecy and the Prophetic

Church” (Toronto: Institute for Christian Studies, 1984).

10. On this definitive-progressive-final pattern, see David Chilton, Paradise

Restored: A Biblical Theology of Dominion (Ft. Worth, TX: Dominion Press,
1985), pp. 24, 42, 73, 136, 146-57, 206, 209, 223.

11. Benjamin B. Warfield, “Predestination,” in Biblical and Theological Studies

(Nutley, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Co., 1968), p. 285.



rainbow around the Throne, like an emerald in
appearance. It is worth noting that these three stones,
jasper (perhaps an opal or a diamond), 12 sardius (a
reddish stone), and emerald, represented three of the
twelve tribes of Israel on the breastplate of the high
priest (Ex. 28:17-19, LXX); they are also mentioned
among the jewelry that littered the ground in the
Garden of Eden (Ezek. 28:13, LXX). Compare John’s
vision with that of the prophet Ezekiel:

. there was something resembling a Throne, like lapis
lazuli in appearance; and on that which resembled a
Throne, high up, was a figure with the appearance of a
man. Then [ noticed from the appearance of His loins
and upward something like glowing metal that looked
like fire all around within it, and from the appearance of
His loins and downward I saw something like fire; and
there was a radiance around Him. As the appearance of
the rainbow in the clouds on a rainy day, so was the
appearance of the surrounding radiance. Such was the

appearance of the likeness of the glory of the LORD.
(Ezek. 1:26-28)

St. John is thus in the true Temple, the heavenly
archetype that formed the pattern for Moses’
construction of the Tabernacle (Ex. 25:40; Heb. 8:1-2,
5; 9:23-24). He sees the Throne, corresponding to the
Mercy-Seat; the Seven Lamps, corresponding to the
Seven-Branched Lamp; the Four Living Creatures,
corresponding to the Cherubim; the Sea of Glass,
corresponding to the Bronze “Sea”; and the Twenty-
Four Elders, corresponding to the Twenty-Four Courses
of Priests. (See Appendix A for a more full account of
the Levitical symbolism here and throughout
Revelation.)

4 Around the Throne St. John sees twenty-four
thrones, on which are seated twenty-four elders. Who
are these elders? In a well-known essay, the great New
Testament scholar Ned Storehouse, of Westminster
Seminary, defended the view that these elders are
“celestial beings of a rank superior to the angels in
general, like the cherubim and seraphim of the Old
Testament if they are not to be identified specifically
with them.”!? Despite Stonehouse’s masterful defense
of his position, it rests on an assumption about the text
that is certainly incorrect, and thus his interpretation is
seriously astray. (More on this textual issue, and
Stonehouse’s opinion, will be covered below, in the
discussion of 5:9).

On the other hand, there are cogent reasons for
understanding these elders as representatives of the
Church in heaven (or, as St. John progressively unfolds
throughout his prophecy, the earthly Church that
worships in heaven). First, the mere name elders would
indicate that these beings represent the Church, rather
than a class of angels. Nowhere else in the Bible is the
term elder given to anyone but men, and from earliest
times it has stood for those who have rule and
representation within the Church (see Ex. 12:21; 17:5-

4:4

6; 18:12; 24:9-11; Num. 11:16-17; 1 Tim. 3:1-7; Tit.
1:5-9; Heb. 13:17; James 5:14-15). Thus, the elders in
Revelation would appear, at face value, to be
representatives of God’s people, the senate sitting in
council around their bishop.

This consideration is reinforced by a second observ-
ation about these elders: They are seen sitting on
thrones. We have already been told in this prophecy
that Christians are reigning with Christ (1:6), that they
wear crowns (2:10; 3:11), that they have been granted
kingly authority with Him over the nations (2:26-27),
that apostates will be forced to bow before them (3:9),
and that they are seated with Christ on His Throne
(3:21). Now, in chapter 4, we see elders seated on
thrones; is this not a continuation of the teachings
already presented?

Third, we should consider the symbolism of the number
twenty-four. In general, since twenty-four is a multiple
of twelve, there is again a prima facie reason to assume
that this number has something to do with the Church.
Twelve is a number Biblically associated with the people
of God: Israel was divided into twelve tribes; and even
the administration of the New Covenant Church is
spoken of in terms of “twelve tribes,” because the
Church is the New Israel (see Matt. 19:28; Mark 3:14-
19; Acts 1:15-26; cf. James 1:1). St. John uses the word
elder twelve times in Revelation (4:4, 10; 5:5, 6, 7, 11,
14; 7:11, 13; 11:16; 14:3; 19:4). The number twenty-
four is thus a “double portion” of twelve. Multiples of
twelve are also built into the symbolic structure of the
New Jerusalem, as we read in the final vision of the
prophecy (21:12-14):
It had a great and high wall, with twelve gates, and at the

gates twelve angels; and names were written on them,
which are those of the twelve tribes of the sons of Israel....

And the wall of the city had twelve foundation stones,
and on them were the twelve names of the twelve
apostles of the Lamb.

But the picture of the twenty-four elders is based on
something much more specific than the mere notion of
multiplying twelve. In the worship of the OId
Covenant there were twenty-four divisions of priests (1
Chron. 24) and twenty-four divisions of singers in the
Temple (1 Chron. 25). Thus, the picture of twenty-four
leaders of worship was not a new idea to those who first
read the Revelation: It had been a feature of the
worship of God’s people for over a thousand years.!* In
fact, St. John has brought together two images that
support our general conclusion: (1) The elders sit on
thrones — they are kings; (2) The elders are twenty-four
in number — they are priests. What St. John sees is

simply the Presbytery of Heaven: the representative
assembly of the Royal Priesthood, the Church.?

That these elders are both priests and kings shows that
the Aaronic priesthood of the Old Covenant has been

12. “In antiquity the name was not limited to the variety of quartz now called p. 369.

13. Ned B. Stonehouse, “The Elders and the Living-Beings in the Apocalypse,”
in Paul Before the Areopagus, and Other New Testament Studies (Grand Rapids:
William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1957), p. 90.

jasper, but could designate any opaque precious stone.” William E Arndt and
E Wilbur Gingrich, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other
Early Christian Literature (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1957),
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superseded and transcended; the New Covenant
priesthood, with Jesus Christ as High Priest, is a
Melchizedekal priesthood. Thus St. John tells us that
these priest-elders are wearing crowns, for the crown of
the high priest has been given to all. The two
independent testimonies from the second century that
St. James in Jerusalem and St. John at Ephesus wore the
golden crown of the high priest have generally been
discounted by modern scholars;'® but these traditions
may reflect the actual practice of the early Church.

This brings us to another point that should be
mentioned before we move on. We have already noted
(see on 3:20) several problems caused by the
rationalistic tendencies of those groups that grew out of
the Reformation. Unfortunately, it became common in
those same groups to dispense with the elders’ robe of
office. Though the concern was for “spirituality,” the
actual effects were to platonize doctrine and worship,
and to democratize government and ministry — further
steps on the long, dusty road toward Reformed
barrenness. As Richard Paquier reminds us, “Color is a
teacher through sight, and it creates moods. We
misunderstand human nature and the place of
perception in our inner life when we downgrade this
psychological factor in the worship of the Church.”!”
God has created us this way, and the continuing
validity of official robes follows properly from the
patterns laid down in the Old Testament: The official
character of the elder is emphasized by the use of
official robes, in the same way that the judges in our
culture still wear robes — a practice, incidentally, that
grew out of the practice of the Church.

Paquier continues: “It is natural, therefore, that the
man who officiates in the worship of the Church be
clothed in a manner corresponding to the task assigned
to him and expressing visibly what he does. Moreover,
whoever leads in the act of worship does not perform as
a private party but as a minister of the Church; he is the
representative of the community and the spokesman of
the Lord. Hence, an especially prescribed vestment, a
sort of ecclesiastical ‘uniform,’ is useful for reminding
both the faithful and himself that in this act he is not
Mr. So-and-So, but a minister of the Church in the
midst of a multitude of others. What was not any less
indispensable in ancient times, when the sense of
community and of the objectivity of cultic action
prevailed, has become in our time a very useful aid, and
indeed truly necessary, since individualism and

subjectivity have become so deeply rooted in the piety
of the Reformed churches.”!8

5-8 St. John describes the heavenly court in terms of
the familiar acoustic and visual effects which
accompany the Glory-Cloud, as at Sinai (Ex. 19:16-
19): From the Throne proceed flashes of lightning
and voices and peals of thunder. Again, as in 1:4-5,
the imagery is shown to be the heavenly original of the
Tabernacle structure (Heb. 8:5; 9:23): Like the
Lampstand with its seven lamps burning within the
Holy Place, there are seven lamps of fire burning
before His Throne, the seven lamps imaging the seven
Spirits of God, the Holy Spirit in His sevenfold fulness
of activity. Here, again, is the combination of the three
aspects of the Glory-Cloud imagery: the Voice (v. 1),
the radiant Glory (v. 3), and the Spirit (v. 5).

Then before the Throne St. John sees, as it were, a sea
of glass like crystal. This is another point at which this
vision intersects with that recorded in Ezekiel 1. But
the Throne is seen from two different perspectives.
Whereas St. John is standing in the heavenly court
itself, looking down upon the “sea” of glass (which
corresponds, in regard to Tabernacle furniture, to the
Laver, also called the “sea”: Ex. 30:17-21; 1 Kings 7:23-
26), Ezekiel is standing at the bottom of the Glory-
Cloud, looking up through its cone, and the “sea” at its
top appears as a blue firmament!? above him:

And as [ looked, behold, a storm wind was coming
from the north, a great Cloud with fire flashing forth
continually and a bright light around it, and in its midst
something like glowing metal in the midst of the fire. And
within it there were figures resembling four living beings. . . .
Now over the heads of the living beings there was something
like a firmament, like the awesome gleam of crystal, extended
over their heads. . . . And above the expanse that was over
their heads there was something resembling a Throne. . . .

(Ezek. 1:4-5, 22, 26)

Another similarity to Ezekiel’s vision is that St. John
sees four living creatures standing in the middle of the
Throne and around it, supporting the Chariot-Throne
in its flight (cf. Ps. 18:10), as do the four cherubim in
Ezekiel (note that they are both “in the middle” and
“around” the Throne; cf. the close connection between
the Throne and the living creatures in 5:6).

These creatures (not “beasts,” as in the King James
rendering) are full of eyes in front and behind, and
appear in the forms of a Lion, a Bull, a Man, and an
Eagle. A detailed comparison of these verses with

14. See Alfred Edersheim, The Temple: Its Ministry and Services as They Were at
the Time of Jesus Christ (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co.,
1980), pp. 75, 86ff. Ezekiel saw twenty-five men serving in the Temple: the
representatives of the twenty-four courses of the priesthood, plus the High
Priest (Ezek. 8:16).

15. A further argument for this interpretation will be developed in the discussion
of 5:9. We will see that the song of the elders recorded there states clearly
that they are among the redeemed — a group that does not include angels
(Heb. 2:16). The elders, therefore, must be taken in the usual sense as
meaning the representatives of the Church.

. See Dom Gregory Dix, The Shape of the Liturgy (New York: The Seabury
Press, [1945] 1982), p. 313; W. H. C. Frend, The Rise of Christianity
(Philadelphia: Fortre@hess, 1984), p. 127.

. Richard Paquier, Dynamics of Worship: Foundations and Uses of Liturgy
(Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1967), p. 143.
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Ezekiel 1 and 10 will reveal many interesting parallels
as well as differences between the accounts (reference
should also be made to the vision of the six-winged
seraphim in Isaiah 6:1-4). That there are four of them
indicates some relationship to the altar-shaped earth
(compare the Biblical ideas of four corners of the earth,
four winds, four directions, the four rivers from Eden
that watered the whole earth, and so on).

Michael Wilcock explains: “The cherubs of the Bible
are very far from being chubby infants with wings and
dimples. They are awesome creatures, visible indic-
ations of the presence of God. So when we are told (Ps.
18:10) that the Lord travels both on a cherub and on
the wings of the wind, we may begin to see a link
between the four living creatures of 4:6 and the four
winds of 7:1. We might call these cherub-creatures
‘nature,’” so long as we remember what nature really is —
an immense construction throbbing with the ceaseless
activity of God. . . . Perhaps their faces (4:7; Ezek. 1:10)
represent his majesty, his strength, his wisdom, and his
loftiness, and their numberless eyes his ceaseless
watchfulness over every part of his creation. It is
appropriate then that there should be four of them,
corresponding to the points of the compass and the
corners of the earth, and standing for God’s world, as
the twenty-four elders stand for the Church.”?°

While John Calvin would have agreed with Wilcock,
his remarks on the significance of the four faces of the
cherubim are even more radical: “By these heads all
living creatures were represented to us. . . . These
animals comprehend within themselves all parts of the
universe by that figure of speech by which a part
represents the whole. Meanwhile since angels are living
creatures we must observe in what sense God attributes
to angels themselves the head of a lion, an eagle, and a
man: for this seems but little in accord with their
nature. But he could not better express the inseparable
connection which exists in the motion of angels and all
creatures. . . . We are to understand, therefore, that
while men move about and discharge their duties, they
apply themselves in different directions to the object of
their pursuit, and so also do wild beasts; yet there are
angelic motions underneath, so that neither men nor
animals move themselves, but their whole vigor
depends on a secret inspiration.”?!

As Calvin says a few pages later, with more force, “all
creatures are animated by angelic motion.”?? This goes
directly counter to humanistic notions of “nature” and
“natural law,” but it is the Biblical teaching. The reason
it sounds strange to us is that our worldview has been
permeated by a philosophy that has much in common
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with ancient Baalism. James B. Jordan has written:
“The details of the Baal cult are not of much
importance to us now. It is the underlying philosophy
of Baalism which is regnant in American education and
life today, and which is taught in the science
departments of almost all Christian colleges today, and
not just in science departments either. Scripture
teaches that God sustains life directly, not indirectly.

There is no such thing as Nature. God has not given
any inherent power of development to the universe as
such. God created the universe and all life by
immediate actions, not by mediate processes. When God
withdraws His Breath (which is the Holy Spirit, the
Lord and Giver of life), death follows immediately
(Gen. 7:22). The idea that God wound up the universe
and then let it run its course, so that there is such a
thing as Nature which has an intrinsic power, is Deism,
not Christianity. Theistic evolution is Deism, not
Christianity. To the extent to which the processes of
Nature replace the acts of God in any system, to that
extent the system has become Baalistic.”??

“Because of the influence of neo-Baalism (secular
humanism) in our modern culture, we tend to think
that God, when He made the world, installed certain
‘natural laws’ or processes that work automatically and
impersonally. This is a Deistic, not a Christian, view of
the world. What we call natural or physical law is
actually a rough approximate generalization about the
ordinary activity of God in governing His creation.
Matter, space, and time are created by God, and are
ruled directly and actively by Him. His rule is called
‘law.” God almost always causes things to be done the
same way, according to covenant regularities (the
Christian equivalent of natural laws), which covenant
regularities were established in Genesis 8:22. Science
and technology are possible because God does not
change the rules, so man can confidently explore the
world and learn to work it. Such confidence, though, is
always a form of faith, faith either in Nature (Baal) and
natural law, or faith in God and in the trustworthiness
of His commitment to maintain covenant regular-
ities.”24

There is another aspect of the symbolism connected
with the four living creatures that should be
mentioned: their correspondence to the signs of the
Zodiac. The Biblical writers were familiar with the
same system of constellations as that which we know
today, except that the name of the Eagle seems to have
been usually substituted for that of the Scorpion. The
reason for this may be that the ancient association
between the Scorpion and the Serpent (cf. Luke 10:17-

20. Michael Wilcock, I Saw Heaven Opened: The Message of Revelation (Downers
Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1975), P. 64.

21. John Calvin, Commentaries on the First Twenty Chapters of the Book of the
Prophet Ezekiel (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1979), Vol. 1, pp. 334f.

22. Ibid., p. 340; cf. pp. 65-74, 333-340. Calvin was attacked by his own
translator for making these and like statements (see Vol. 1, pp. xxvf.; Vol. 2,
pp. 421 f., 448-55, 466-68, 473 f.) Nevertheless, these thoughts are very
carefully worked out in the course of his exposition, and this commentary,
which Calvin did not live to finish, represents his mature thought on the
subject. It is one of the most fascinating volumes I have ever read, and is a

rich storehouse of valuable insights.

23. James B. Jordan, Judges: God’s War Against Humanism (Tyler, TX: Geneva
Ministries, 1985), pp. 37f.

24. Ibid., p. 102. See also John Calvin, Commentaries on the Last Four Books of
Moses (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, 1979), Vol. 1, pp. 385-87;
Commentary on a Harmony of the Evangelists (Grand Rapids: Baker Book
House, 1979), Vol. 1, pp. 213-15.

25. Richard Hinckley Allen, Star Names: Their Lore and Meaning (New York:
Dover Publications, [1899] 1963), p. 57; cf. p. 362.
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19) led Biblical writers to substitute the Eagle in its
place; some scholars, however, have argued that “in
Abraham’s day Scorpio was figured as an Eagle,”
according to the Chaldean system then in vogue.?®> The
faces of the cherubim, in both Ezekiel and Revelation,
are the middle signs in the four quarters of the Zodiac:
the Lion is Leo; the Bull is Taurus; the Man is
Aquarius, the Waterer; and the Eagle, as we have seen,
is “Scorpio.” St. John lists them here in counter-
clockwise order, backward around the Zodiac (probably
because he is viewing them from above, in heaven,
rather than from below, on earth); but when he uses
them in the structure of his prophecy itself, he lists
them in the direct order of the seasons.?® After the
Preamble (chapter 1), the Revelation is divided into
four quarters, each “ruled” by one of these creatures.
The first quarter (Chapters 2-3) was ruled by Taurus;
thus the emphasis on the Seven Stars, on the shoulder
of the Bull. The second quarter (Chapters 4-7) is ruled
by the figure of “the Lion of the Tribe of Judah,” who
has conquered to open the sealed Book. The Eagle flies
in midheaven with cries of woe throughout the third
quarter (Chapters 8-14). And the fourth quarter
(Chapters 15-22) is governed by the Man, Aquarius the
“Water-Pourer” (cf. the pouring out of the Chalices of
wrath, and the River of Life flowing out from the
Throne).

There is nothing occult about any of this. Indeed, the
Bible strongly condemns all forms of occultism (the
desire for esoteric or autonomous wisdom), including
astrological occultism (Deut. 18:9-13; 2 Kings 23:3-5;
[sa. 8:19-20; 44:24-25; 47:8-15).27 But this does not
mean that the constellations themselves are evil, any
more than pagan sun-worship prohibits us from seeing
the sun as a symbol of Christ (Ps. 19:4-6; Mal. 4:2; Luke
1:78; Eph. 5:14). On the contrary: The constellations
were created by God and manifest His glory (Ps. 19:1-
6). They are not simply random groups of stars
(nothing in God’s universe is random, in the ultimate
sense); rather, they have been specifically placed there
by God (Job 9:7-9; 26:13; 38:31-33; Amos 5:8).28 The
arrangement of the twelve tribes of Israel around the
Tabernacle (Num. 2) corresponded to the order of the
Zodiac;®® and, like the cherubim, four of the tribes
represented the middle signs of each quarter: Judah was
the Lion, Reuben the Man, Ephraim the Bull, and Dan
the Eagle.’® The reason for the correspondences
between Israel and the stars is explained by Gordon J.
Wenham: “Scripture frequently refers to the celestial

bodies as God’s heavenly host (e.g. Deut. 4:19), while
the armies of Israel are his earthly hosts (e.g. Josh. 5:14
and throughout Num. 1). The earthly tabernacle was a
replica of God’s heavenly dwelling (Ex. 25:9, 40). Both
were attended by the armies of the LORD. Finally,
Genesis 37:9 compares Jacob and his sons (the
ancestors of the twelve tribes) to the sun, moon, and
stars.”3! The most famous example of astronomical
symbolism in the Bible, of course, is that the birth of
the Messiah Himself was announced to the Magi by the
stars (Matt. 2:2), as had been foretold (Num. 24:17; Isa.
60:1-3).32

St. John next describes the worship carried on by the
four living creatures, using a choral section to interpret
for us the meaning of the symbols in his vision of the
Throne — a device he repeats throughout the book. He
draws our attention to the living creatures’ six wings,
in order to associate them with the seraphim of Isaiah’s
vision:

In the year of King Uzziah’s death, I saw the LORD sitting
on a Throne, lofty and exalted, with the train of His robe
filling the Temple. Seraphim stood above Him, each having
six wings; with two he covered his face, and with two he
covered his feet, and with two he flew. And one called to
another and said:

Holy, Holy, Holy, is the LORD of hosts, The whole earth
is full of His glory. (Isa. 6:1-3)

Similarly, the living creatures in the Revelation have it
as their chief end to glorify God and to enjoy Him
forever, praising Him — apparently antiphonally, as
[saiah’s seraphim did — for His holiness, His almighty
power, and His eternity: Holy, Holy, Holy, is the Lord
God, the Almighty, who was and who is and who is
to come. This too has its counterpart in the standard
Christian liturgy, in which the Sanctus follows the
Sursum Corda:
Officiant: Therefore with Angels and Archangels, and

with all the company of heaven, we laud and magnify Thy
glorious Name; evermore praising Thee and saying,

All: HOLY, HOLY, HOLY, Lord God of Sabaoth; Heaven
and earth are full of Thy glory; Hosanna in the highest!

9-11 But the heavenly praise does not end with the
song of the living creatures; for when they give glory
and honor and thanks to God, the twenty-four elders
join in with antiphonal (or responsive) praise
themselves. They will fall down before Him . . . and
will worship Him . . . and will cast their crowns
before the Throne, acknowledging that their authority
and dominion derive from Him. They go on to praise

26. Incidentally, the term Zodiac is not an occult word; it simply means circle,
and refers to the apparent path of the sun through the heavens. The twelve
major constellations are the groups of stars arranged along the sun’s path.

27. The best Christian refutation of the astrological delusion is in St. Augustine’s

City of God, Book V, chapters 1-11.

For a study of the relationship of the constellations to the Biblical message,

see Joseph A. Seiss, The Gospel in the Stars (Grand Rapids: Kregel Pub-

lications, [1882] 1972).

Or, as good Augustinians, we can say that the Zodiac corresponds to the

order of the twelve tribes!

See Ernest L. Martin, The Birth of Christ Recalculated (Pasadena, CA:

Foundation for Biblical Research, second cd., 1980), pp. 167ff.; cf. ]J. A.

Thompson, Numbers, in D. Guthrie and ]. A. Motyer, eds., The New Bible

Commentary (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., third ed.,

28.

29.

30.
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1970), p. 173.

Gordon J. Wenham, Numbers: An Introduction and Commentary (Downers
Grove, IL: Inter-Varsity Press, 1981), p. 65. Wenham is not referring to the
Zodiacal constellations, but to something even more astonishing: the fact
that the census figures of the tribes of Israel correspond to the synodic periods
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character of Israel. They remind us that God’s promises to Abraham have
been fulfilled, and that the holy people of God is called to struggle for him on
earth as the stars fight for him in the heavenly places” (ibid.). Wenham’s
information is based on M. Barnouin, “Les recensements du Livre des
Nombres et lastronomie babylonienne,” Vetus Testamentum 27, 1977, pp.
280-303. This paper is available in English translation from Geneva
Ministries, P. O. Box 131300, Tyler, TX 75713.

32. See Martin, The Birth of Christ Recalculated, pp. 4-25.
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Him for His works in creation and history: Worthy art
Thou, our Lord and God, to receive glory and honor
and power for Thou didst create all things, and
because of Thy will they existed, and were created.

To appreciate the full import of this forthright
affirmation of the doctrine of creation, let us contrast it
with a statement issued a few years ago by the officers of
one of the largest churches in the United States:

IN THE BEGINNING - CHOICE

In the beginning God created choice. Before God made
anything — earth, sky, or man — he had already made up his
mind that man was to have a choice. Not limited choice like
what color socks to wear today. God gave man complete
power of selection, so complete that man could choose — or
reject — God. God placed himself in a rather risky position
when he armed man with such a tool. He gave man a weapon
to use against God.

Can you imagine something you've made saying, “I don’t
want you, not even for a friend.” God gave man that very
option, even though he knew what man’s choice would be.
God knew that his creation would turn away from him, hate
him. But he also realized there is no better way to prove love
than by risking the alternative of rejection. Genuine love
requires decision, because genuine love cannot be demanded,
ordered, or even regulated. It must be voluntary.

This tells us something about God. God doesn’t do things
just for kicks. He must have felt, in some sense, a need of
being loved. Do you think it is fair to conclude that God
“needs” us? [ think so. But he never downgrades the caliber of
his love by trying to force us to love him. .. .3

Speaking charitably, this is blasphemous nonsense. The
only honest thing about it is its lack of Bible references.
There are many objectionable points we could
consider, but the main one for our purposes is the issue
of God’s sovereignty and independence.

Did God need to create? Is God lonely? Does He stand
in need of His creation? Let the Scriptures speak:

All the nations are as nothing before Him; they are
regarded by Him as less than nothing and meaningless. (Isa.

40:17)

[ am God, and there is no other; I am God, and there is
no one like Me, declaring the end from the beginning, and
from ancient times things which have not been done, saying,
My purpose will be established, and I will accomplish all My
good pleasure. (Isa. 46:9-10)

The God who made the world and all things in it, since
He is Lord of heaven and earth, does not dwell in temples
made with hands; neither is He served by human hands, as
though He needed anything, since He Himself gives to all life
and breath and all things. (Acts 17:24-25)34

In their divinely sanctioned worship, the elders have
proclaimed the truth: The creation exists, not because
God needed to create, or is dependent upon His
creation in any way, but simply because it was His will
to create; it pleased Him to do so.

God is sovereign, utterly independent from the
creation. The Scriptural distinction between the
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Creator and the creature is absolute.

The heavenly worship service here shows us what God
wants in earthly worship. First, worship must be
corporate. Biblical worship is not individualistic,
quietistic, or solely internal. This is not to say that
there is no place for private worship; but it does mean
that the Biblical emphasis on corporate worship is a far
cry from the bastardized “worship” of many evangelical,
who see individual worship as having a priority over
corporate worship, and who even conceive of corporate
worship as simply an aggregation of individual
worshipers.>> Another forgotten aspect of the need for
corporate worship is the fact that the so-called “worship
services” in modern churches are, in reality, either
lecture halls or three-ring circus entertainments. In
both cases there are star performers, and there are
spectators — but the Church, as the Church, is not
worshiping corporately. In contrast, the pattern of
Biblical worship is the corporate worship service, with
full participation among the united members of the
congregation, demonstrating a harmony of unity and
diversity.

Second, worship must be responsorial. We will see more
of this as we proceed through the Book of Revelation —
which is about worship as much as anything else — but
this has already been the case with the passage we have
just studied. The elders and the four living creatures are
shown singing musical responses back and forth,
carrying on a dialogue. And, in the worship of the
Church on earth, that is what we do (or should do)
also. We respond liturgically to the reading of
Scripture, to the prayers, to the singing of Psalms and
hymns, to the teaching, and to the Sacraments. For this
is what we see in heavenly worship, and our worship
should be structured as far as possible in imitation of
the heavenly pattern, according to the prayer Christ
taught us: “Thy will be done on earth as it is in heaven”

(Matt. 6:10).

Third, worship must be orderly. The elders and the living
creatures do not interrupt each other or attempt to
upstage one another. While worship should be
corporate, involving the entire Church, it must not be
chaotic. A basic standard for worship is laid down in 1
Cor. 14:40: “Let everything be done decently and in
order.” Charismatics tend to have certain correct
instincts — that worship should include the whole
congregation — but their actual practice tends toward
confusion and disorder, with everyone individually
“worshiping” all at once. The solution, recognized in
both Old and New Testaments, and by the Church
throughout history, is to provide a common liturgy,
with formal prayers and responses, so that the people
may intelligently worship together in a manner that is
both corporate and orderly.

Biblical public worship is very different from private or

33. Leaflet published c. 1978 by a church in Santa Ana, California, advertising
its Saturday Night Concerts.

34. One further point should receive at least a notice in a footnote: Is it true, as
the pamphlet alleges, that “genuine love cannot be demanded, ordered, or
even regulated”? See Deut. 6:5-6; Matt. 22:37-40; Eph. 5:25; 1 John 4:19.

35. One example of this from the Reformed camp, among many that could be
cited, is B. M. Palmer, The Theology of Prayer (Sprinkle Publications, [1894]
1980). This lengthy (352 pp.) work, which purports to provide “a full
articulation of prayer in the system of grace, “ is wholly concerned with
individual devotions alone; it does not mention corporate prayer even once.
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family worship; it is radically different from a mere
Bible study group, as important as that may be. The
Sunday worship of the Church is qualitatively unique:
It is God’s people coming into the palace for a formal
ceremony before the Throne, an official audience with
the King. We come to confess our faith and allegiance,
to take solemn oaths, to receive forgiveness, to offer up
prayers, to be instructed by God’s officers, to eat at His

table, and to render thanksgiving for all His benefits;
and we are to respond to all of this with music and
singing. All of this is corporate, and that necessarily
means liturgy. This may mean certain complex and
involved changes in our habits and patterns of worship.
But God should have nothing less than the best. He is
the King, and worship means serving Him.

5

CHRISTUS VICTOR

The Lamb and the Book (5:1-14)

1 And I saw in the right hand of Him who sat on the
Throne a Book written on the front and on the back,
sealed up with seven seals.

2 And I saw a strong angel proclaiming with a loud voice,
Who is worthy to open the Book and to break its seals?

3 And no one in heaven, or on the earth, or under the
earth, was able to open the Book, or to look into it.

4 And I began to weep greatly, because no one was found
worthy to open the Book, or to look into it;

5 and one of the elders says to me, Stop weeping; behold,
the Lion from the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, has
conquered so as to open the Book and its seven seals.

6 And I saw in the middle of the Throne and of the four
living creatures, and in the middle of the elders, a Lamb
standing, as if slain, having seven horns and seven eyes,
which are the seven Spirits of God, sent out into all the
earth.

7 And He came, and He took it out of the right hand of
Him who sat on the Throne.

8 And when He had taken the Book, the four living
creatures and the twenty-four elders fell down before the
Lamb, having each one a harp, and golden bowls full of
incense, which are the prayers of the saints.

9 And they sing a New Song, saying: Worthy art Thou to
take the Book, and to break its seals; for Thou wast slain,
and didst purchase us for God with Thy blood out of
every tribe and tongue and people and nation.

10 And Thou hast made them to be kings and priests to our

God; and they will reign upon the earth.

And I looked, and I heard as it were the voice of many

angels around the Throne and the living creatures and

the elders; and the number of them was myriads of
myriads, and thousands of thousands,

saying with a loud voice: Worthy is the Lamb that was

slain to receive power and riches and wisdom and might

and honor and glory and blessing.

11

12

13 And every created thing which is in heaven and on the
earth and under the earth and on the sea, and all things
in them, I heard saying: To Him who sits on the Throne,
and to the Lamb, be blessing and honor and glory and

dominion forever and ever. Amen.

14 And the four living creatures kept saying, Amen. And
the elders fell down and worshiped.

1-4 St. John sees the One sitting on the Throne
holding a Book . . . sealed with seven seals. As
Theodor Zahn observed, the seven seals indicate that
this document is a testament. While this is not the
entire explanation, it is important for a proper
understanding of the Book. Zahn wrote: “The word
biblion [book] itself permits of many interpretations, but
for the readers of that time it was designated by the
seven seals on its back beyond possibility of mistake.
Just as in Germany before the introduction of money-
orders everybody knew that a letter sealed with five
seals contained money, so the most simple member of
the Asiatic churches knew that a biblion made fast with
seven seals was a testament. When a testator dies the
testament is brought forward, and when possible
opened in the presence of the seven witnesses who
sealed it; i.e., it was unsealed, read aloud, and executed.
... The document with seven seals is the symbol of the
promise of a future kingdom. The disposition long ago
occurred and was documented and sealed, but it was
not yet carried out .”!

The Book was also written on the front and on the
back. Any Christian reader’ would immediately have
understood the significance of this description, for it is
based on the description of the Ten Commandments.
The two tablets of the Testimony, which were duplicate
copies,” were inscribed on both front and back (Ex.
32:15). An analogue of this is found in the suzerainty
treaties of the Ancient Near East: A victorious king
(the suzerain) would impose a treaty/covenant upon
the conquered king (the vassal) and all those under the
vassal’s authority. Two copies of the treaty were drawn
up (as in modern contracts), and each party would
place his copy of the contract in the house of his god,
as a legal document testifying to the transaction. In the

1. Theodor Zahn, Introduction to the New Testament, Vol. III, pp. 393 f.; quoted
in G. R. Beasley-Murray, The Book of Revelation (Grand Rapids William B.
Eerdmans Publishing Co., revised ed., 1978), p. 121.

2. In saying this, [ am assuming that the average Christian of the first century
had more sense than the average commentator of the twentieth. There is
hardly a single commentary that even gives the Ten Commandments a
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passing glance in this connection.

. See Meredith G. Kline, Treaty of the Great King: The Covenant Structure of

Deuteronomy (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1963),
pp. 13ff.; idem, The Structure of Biblical Authority (Grand Rapids: William B.
Eerdmans Publishing Co., second cd., 1975), pp. 113ff.



case of Israel, of course, the LORD was both Suzerain
and God; so both copies of the Covenant were placed
in the Tabernacle (Ex. 25:16, 21; 40:20; Deut. 10:2).

Meredith Kline explains: “The purpose of Israel’s copy
of the covenant was that of a documentary witness
(Deut. 31:26). It was witness to and against Israel,
reminding of obligations sworn to and rebuking for
obligations violated, declaring the hope of covenant
beatitude and pronouncing the doom of the covenant
curses. The public proclamation of it was designed to
teach the fear of the Lord to all Israel, especially to the
children (Deut. 31:13; cf. Ps. 78:5ff.). . . . Considered in
relation to the divine oath and promise, Yahweh’s
duplicate table of the covenant served a purpose
analogous to that of the rainbow in his covenant with
Noah (Gen. 9:13-16). Beholding this table, he
remembered his oath to his servants and faithfully
brought to pass the promised blessing.”

We have seen that St. John has organized this prophecy
in terms of the established covenant structure. More
than this, much of the specific information in
Revelation has indicated that the idea of covenant is
central to its message. The book presents itself from the
outset as part of the Canon, primarily written to be read
in the liturgy (1:3). Tabernacle imagery is used in the
opening Doxology (1:4-5), and the Church is declared
to be constituted as the new Kingdom of priests, as
Israel had been at Sinai (1:6). The theme of the book,
stated in 1:7, is Christ’s coming in the Glory-Cloud;
then, almost immediately, St. John uses three words
that almost always occur in connection with covenant-
making activity: Spirit, Day, and Voice (1:10). The
following vision of Christ as the glorious High Priest
(1:12-20) combines many images from the OId
Testament — the Cloud, the Day of the LORD, the
Angel of the LORD, the Creator and universal
Sovereign, the Son of Man/Second Adam, the
Conqueror of the nations, the Possessor of the Church
— all of which are concerned with the prophecies of the
coming of the New Covenant. The vision is followed
by Christ’s own message to the churches, styled as a
recounting of the history of the Covenant (Chapters 2-
3). Then, in Chapter 4, St. John sees the Throne,
supported by the Cherubim and surrounded by the
royal priesthood, all singing God’s praises to the
accompaniment of Sinai-1ike lightning and voices and
thunder. We should not be surprised to find this
magnificent array of covenant-making imagery
culminating in the vision of a testament/treaty
document, written on front and back, in the hand of
Him who sits on the Throne. The Book is nothing less
than the Testament of the resurrected and ascended
Christ: the New Covenant.

But the coming of the New Covenant implies the
passing away of the Old Covenant, and the judgment of
apostate Israel. As we saw in the Introduction, the
Biblical prophets spoke in terms of the covenantal
treaty structure, acting as prosecuting attorneys on
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behalf of the divine Suzerain, bringing covenant
lawsuit against Israel. The imagery of the document
inscribed on both sides is used in the prophecy of
Ezekiel, on which St. John has modeled his prophecy.
Ezekiel tells of receiving a scroll containing a list of
judgments against Israel:

Then He said to me, “Son of man, I am sending you to
the sons of Israel, to a rebellious people who have rebelled
against Me; they and their fathers have transgressed against
Me to this very day. . . . “ Then I looked, and behold, a hand
was extended to me; and lo, a Book was in it. When He had
spread it out before me, it was written on the front and back;
and written on it were lamentations, mourning and woe.

(Ezek. 2:3-10)

As St. John sees the opening of the New Covenant,
therefore, he will also see the curses of the Old
Covenant fulfilled on the apostate Covenant people.
This conclusion becomes clearer as we look at the
overall movement of the prophecy. The Seven Seals of
the Book are broken in order to reveal the Book’s
contents; but the breaking of the Seventh Seal initiates
the sounding of the Seven Trumpets (8:1-2). The final
vision of the Trumpets-section closes with a horrifying
scene of a great Vintage, in which human “grapes of
wrath” are trampled and the whole Land is flooded with
a torrent of blood (14:19-20). This leads directly into
the final section of Revelation, in which St. John sees
the blood from the Winepress being poured out from
the Seven Chalices of wrath (16:1-21). It would seem,
therefore, that we are meant to understand the Seven
Chalices as the content of the Seventh Trumpet, “the
last Woe” to fall upon the Land (cf. 8:13; 9:12; 11:14-
15; 12:12). All of these — Seals, Trumpets, and Chalices
— are the contents of the seven-sealed Book, the New
Covenant.

But there is a crisis: No one in all of creation — in
heaven, or on the earth, or under the earth — is able
(or, as St. John explains, worthy) to open the Book, or
to look into it. No one can fulfill the conditions
required of the Mediator of the New Covenant. All
previous mediators — Adam, Moses, David, and the rest
— had ultimately proved inadequate for the task. No
one could take away sin and death; for all have sinned,
and continually fall short of the Glory of God (Rom.
3:23). The sacrifice of animals could not really take
away sins, for such a thing is impossible (Heb. 10:4); and
the high priest who offered up the sacrifices was a
sinner himself, “beset with weakness” (Heb. 5:1-3;
7:27) and having to be replaced after his death (7:23).
No one could be found to guarantee a better covenant.
With the prophetic yearning and sadness of the Old
Covenant Church, St. John began to weep greatly.
The New Covenant had been offered by the One
sitting on the Throne, but no one was worthy to act on
behalf of both God and man to ratify the Covenant.
The seven-sealed Book would remain locked.

5.7 St. John is comforted by one of the elders, who says
(as it reads literally): Stop weeping; behold, He has
conquered! The Church thus preaches the Gospel to

4. Kline, Treaty of the Great King, pp. 21, 24; The Structure of Biblical Authority, pp. 123 f., 127.
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St. John; and it seems as if the elder is so excited about
his message that he blurts out the climax before he
even explains who has conquered. He goes on to
describe Christ the Conqueror: the Lion from the tribe
of Judah, the strong and powerful fulfillment of Jacob’s
ancient prophecy to his fourth son:

You are a lion’s cub, O Judah;

You return from the prey, my son.

Like a lion he crouches and lies down,

Like a lioness — who dares to rouse him?

The scepter will not depart from Judah,

Nor the ruler’s staff from between his feet,

Until He comes to whom it belongs,

And the obedience of the nations is His. (Gen. 49:9-10)

It was David, the conquering Lion of Judah of the Old
Covenant, to whom God revealed both the plan of the
Temple (1 Chron. 28:11-19) and the plan of the
everlasting covenant, the “Charter for Humanity” by
which the coming Priest-King would bring the blessing
of Abraham to all nations (2 Sam. 7:18-29; 23:2-5; 1
Chron. 17:16-27; Ps. 16; 110; Acts 2:25 -36).> At last
David’s greater Son came and conquered, establishing
everlasting dominion and opening the Covenant.
Embodying and fulfilling all its promises, He is the One
“to whom it belongs.”

Christ is also called the Root of David — a strange
expression, to our way of thinking. We can more easily
understand Isaiah’s term: “a shoot from the stem of
Jesse” (Isa. 11:1). As a descendant of Jesse and David,
Jesus could be called a “branch” (Jer. 23:5; Zech. 3:8);
but how could He be called the Root? Our perplexity
originates in our non-Biblical views of how history
works. We are accustomed to thinking of history as if it
were a cosmic Rube Goldberg machine: Trip a lever at
one end, and a series of domino-like thingamajigs and
whatsits bang into each other, at long last producing a
whatchamacallit at the far end of the machine. By pure
cause and effect, each event causes other events, in
direct chronological succession.

Now, this is true — but it is not the whole truth. In fact,
taken alone and autonomously, it is not true at all, for
such a thesis is evolutionary in its assumptions, rather
than Biblical. History is not simply a matter of the past
causing the future; it is also true that the future causes the
past, as R. J. Rushdoony explains: “The movement of
time, according to the Bible, is from eternity, since it is
created by God and moves out of and in terms of His
eternal decree. . . . Because time is predestined, and
because its beginning and end are already established,
time does not develop in evolutionary fashion from past
to present to future. Instead, it unfolds from future to
present to past.”®

A simple illustration might help us understand this. Let

us say someone finds you packing a sack lunch on a
warm Saturday morning, and asks the reason for it. You
answer, “Because I'm going to have a picnic at the park
today.” What has happened? In a sense, the future — the
planned picnic — has determined the past. Because you
wanted a picnic at the park, you then planned a lunch.
Logically, the picnic preceded, and caused, the making
of the lunch, even though it followed it chrono-
logically. In the same way, God desired to glorify
Himself in Jesus Christ; therefore He created Jesse and
David, and all the other ancestors of Christ’s human
nature, in order to bring His Son into the world. The
Root of David’s very existence was the Son of David,
Jesus Christ. The “effect” determined the “cause”!”

The Lord Jesus Christ is thus presented in the most
radical way possible as the Center of all history, the
divine Root as well as the Branch, the Beginning and
the End, Alpha and Omega. And it is as the conquering
Lion and the determining Root that He has prevailed
50 as to open the Book and its seven seals.

St. John turns to see the One who is described in this
way — and, instead of seeing a Lion or a Root, he sees a
Lamb standing before the Throne. This is the pattern
we first noticed at 1:11, in which John first hears, then
sees. Obviously, the One St. John heard about in verse
5 is identical with the One he now beholds in verse 6.

The Lion is the Lamb.

In what sense is Jesus Christ a Lamb? The passage is not
referring to Jesus in His Nature — He is not “lamblike”
in the sense of being gentle, sweet, or mild, as some
would falsely understand this text.® Christ is called a
Lamb, not in view of His Person (which pop-theology
degrades to the modern concept of “personality”
anyway), but in view of His work. He is the Lamb that
was slain, “who takes away the sin of the world” (John
1:29). Thus, the center of history is the finished,
sacrificial work of Christ. The foundation for His
mediatorial kingship (Christ as the Lion) is His
mediatorial atonement (Christ as the Lamb). It is
because of His sacrifice that He has been exalted to the
place of supreme rule and authority. Christ has attained
victory through His sacrificial suffering and death on

our behalf.

St. John emphasizes this by his specific language: a
Lamb standing, as if slain. Philip Carrington suggests
that the Greek word standing (hestekos ) is “a rough
Greek translation of the Hebrew Tamid, which means
‘standing’ or ‘continual,’ and refers to the daily burnt-
offering in the Temple. It is the regular technical term,
and forms the title of the section of the Mishnah which
deals with that sacrifice. The Lamb of the Tamid is an
intelligible expression, which might well have been
turned into the Arnion Hestekos of the Greek. The

5. See Walter C. Kaiser Jr., “The Blessing of David: The Charter for Humanity,”
in John H. Skilton ed., The Law and the Prophets: Old Testament Studies
Prepared in Honor of Oswald Thompson Allis (Presbyterian and Reformed
Publishing Co., 1974), pp. 298-318.

6. Rousas John Rushdoony, The Biblical Philosophy of History (Nutley, NJ:
Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Co., 1969), p. 11; cf. Rushdoony, The
One and the Many, p. 145; St. Augustine, The City of God, Bk. XII, Chap. 13-
15; Nathan R. Wood, The Secret of the Universe (Grand Rapids: William B.
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Eerdmans Publishing Co., [1936] 1955), pp. 43-45.

One of the clearest statements of this idea is in Gordon H. Clark, Bibiical
Predestination (Nutley, NJ: Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Co.,
1969), esp. pp. 18-30.

Hal Lindsey speaks in this connection of Christ’s “lamblike meekness and

gentleness” in There’s a New World Coming: A Prophetic Odyssey (Eugene,
OR: Harvest House Publishers, 1973), p. 94.



Greek word Hestekos does not mean ‘continual,” but
only ‘standing’ in the literal sense; but it might be a
rough equivalent like Christos (smeared), which stands
for Messiah. Arnion Hestekos might thus be ‘baboo’
Greek for Lamb of the Sacrifice.

“The word Arnion has also aroused discussion. Our Lord
is called Lamb of God in the fourth gospel (1:29), just
as he is here called Lamb of the Tamid; but the two
words are different, Arnion here and Amnos in the
gospel. It is possible that while Amnos is the more
common and natural word for Lamb, Arnion Hestekos
might be a technical term of the Jewish Temple. . . .”?

St. John continues the symbolic imagery: Christ the
Lamb has seven horns. The horn in Scripture is an
understandable symbol for strength and power (cf. Ps.
75:10); more than this, however, the thinking of the
Biblically literate reader would have been jogged into
recalling the seven rams’ horns that were used to herald
the judgment of God on His enemies and the victory
and salvation of the covenant people in the historic
battle of Jericho (Josh. 6:2-5). In the same way, the
great Sacrificial Lamb, to whom all other sacrifices
pointed, now provides power and strength and victory
for His people in their war for dominion over the earth.
It is the definitive victory of Christ that guarantees the
Church’s progressive victories and ultimate dominion
of all the territory assigned to her — which, in this age,
is not merely Palestine but the entire world (Matt.
28:18-20).

The Lamb also has seven eyes, which are the seven
Spirits of God sent out into all the earth (cf. Zech.
6:5). In order to understand this, we have to go back to
Genesis 1, where we find the first mention of the Spirit:
hovering over the earth, brooding over it, forming and
filling it, calling forth life. As the creation progresses,
the Spirit performs seven acts of seeing — the seven-fold
Spirit’s eyes, if you will. Seven times we are told that
“God saw that it was good” (Gen. 1:4, 10, 12, 18, 21,
25, 31). As God was creating His world, He was also
judging it, assessing and approving it, until the final,
climactic judgment was made as the prelude to the
beginning of the seventh day.!® Here in Revelation
Christ is presented as the Center of history, the
Overcomer who receives the New Covenant for men;
and, as such, He is seen to be both Creator and Judge,
with fullness of knowledge through His immeasurable
possession of the seeing and discerning Spirit (Jn.
3:34). Even in the beginning, when the Spirit went
forth to fashion the earth and to assess it, He
“proceeded from the Father and the Son.” Christ’s
understanding of creation and history originates not
from history itself but from the fact that He is both the
Creator and Redeemer of the world. Thus, on the basis
of His Person, His work, and His exalted position as
Savior and World-Ruler, Jesus Christ ascended to
heaven, stepped forward to the Throne of His Father,
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and took the Book out of the right hand of Him who
sat upon the Throne. This is how the prophet Daniel
described it:

I kept looking in the night visions,

And behold, with the clouds of heaven

One like a Son of Man was coming,

And He came up to the Ancient of Days

And was presented before Him.

And to Him was given dominion,

Glory and a Kingdom,

That all the peoples, nations, and men of every language

Might serve Him.

His dominion is an everlasting dominion

Which will not pass away;

And His Kingdom is one

Which will not be destroyed. (Dan. 7:13-14)

The central message of the Bible is salvation through
Jesus Christ, the Mediator of the New Covenant. Apart
from His work, through which He acquired and
eternally possesses the Covenant, there is no hope for
mankind. He has overwhelmingly conquered so as to
open the Treaty of the Great King; and through Him
we too are more than conquerors.

8-10 At this, the company of saints and angels in
heaven burst forth into praise: The four living
creatures and the twenty-four elders fell down before
the Lamb, prostrating themselves in adoration as they
prepare to worship Him in song, having each one a
harp. Another important aspect of the scene involves
the golden bowls full of incense, which are (i.e.,
which represent, or set forth symbolically) the prayers
of the saints (cf. Ps. 141:2; Luke 1:10). Geerhardus Vos
explained: “The symbolism lies partly in that the smoke
is, as it were, the refined quintessence of the offering,
partly in the ascending manner of the same. That the
altar of incense has its place nearest to the curtain
before the ‘holy of holies’ signifies the religious
specificness of prayer as coming nearest to the heart of
God. The offering was of a perpetual character. The
notion of the grateful smell of the burning incense in
the nostrils of Jehovah is somewhat removed from our
own taste of religious imagery, but should not on that
account be overlooked, since it is not in the slightest
degree felt to be inappropriate by the Hebrew sense of
religion.”!!

The living creatures and the elders then sing a New
Song, and again a choral section is used to explain the
symbols. Indeed, our interpretation is confirmed by the
expression St. John uses here. The New Song is
mentioned seven times in the Old Testament (Ps. 33:3;
40:3; 96:1; 98:1; 144:9; 149:1; Isa. 42:10), always in
reference to God’s redemptive/creative acts in history.
The New Song celebrates the making of the Covenant
and foretells the coming of Christ to bring salvation to
the nations and universal victory to the godly:

O sing to the LORD a New Song,

For He has done wonderful things,
His right hand and His holy arm

9. Philip Carrington, The Meaning of The Revelation (London: SPCK, 1931), pp. 1980), pp. 1071t.
119f. 11. Geerhardus Vos, Biblical Theology: Old and New Testaments (Grand Rapids:
10. See Meredith G. Kline, Images of the Spirit (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House, William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1948), p. 168.
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5:8-10

have gained the victory for Him.

The LORD has made known His salvation:
He has revealed his righteousness

in the sight of the nations.

He has remembered His lovingkindness
and His faithfulness to the house of Israel;
All the ends of the earth have seen

the salvation of our God. (Isa. 98:1-3)

Sing to the LORD a New Song,

Sing His praise from the end of the earth! . . .

Let them give glory to the LORD,

And declare His praise in the coastlands.

The LORD will go forth like a warrior,

He will arouse His zeal like a man of war.

He will utter a shout, yes, He will raise a war cry.
He will prevail against His enemies. (Isa. 42:10-13)

Each time a new stage in redemptive history is reached
in the Bible (such as the Exodus, the founding of the
theocratic kingdom, etc.), there is a corresponding
period of canonical revelation; as Geerhardus Vos said,
“Revelation follows events.”!2 More specifically, the
appearance of canonical Scripture attends God’s
victorious redemption of His people, as Meredith G.
Kline points out with regard to “the birth of the Bible”:
“In the midst of a fallen world and in the face of
Satanic hostility manifested in various historical guises,
an elect people of God could not attain to kingdom
status apart from redemptive judgments delivering
them from the power of the adversary. Only when the
Lord God had accomplished this soteric triumph would
the way be prepared for him to promulgate his
kingdom-treaty, setting his commandments among his
elect people and ordering their kingdom existence
under the dominion of his sovereign will. . . .

“Covenantal revelation was already addressed to
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, with their households,
offering them the kingdom in promise. But Scripture
required for its appearance more than merely the
promise of a kingdom. [t was necessary that the promise
and oath given to the patriarchs be fulfilled; the chosen
people must actually attain to nationhood. Not until
God had created the kingdom-community of Israel
brought forth from Pharaoh’s tyranny to the Sinai
assembly could he issue canonical covenant of the
biblical type. The appearance of canonical Scripture
thus had to await the exodus victory of Yahweh. That
victory signalized the fulness of time for the birth of

God’s treaty Word.

“The scheduling of the nativity of the written Word at
precisely that historical juncture points us to the
peculiar quality of canonical Scripture. Originating as
it does in consequence of an awesome display of
Yahweh’s power in salvation and judgment, in
accordance with prophetic promises given to the
patriarchs, Scripture from the outset bears the
character of a word of triumphal fulfillment. It is the
incontestable declaration that the name of Israel’s God

is Yahweh, mighty Lord of the covenant. Although the
Mosaic kingdom established at Sinai was itself still only
provisional and promissory in relation to the Messianic
realities of the New Testament age, yet unmistakably
the Old Testament Word of God which heralded the
Israelite kingdom was for the pre-Messianic stage of
redemptive history a word of promises manifestly
fulfilled and of Yahweh’s triumphant kingship
decisively and dramatically displayed. From its first
emergence in the sequel of victory, therefore, canonical

Scripture confronts men as a divine word of triumph.”3

What Sinai showed in provisional form, Calvary and
Olivet revealed definitively: the victorious redemption
of God’s elect people in the New Covenant, when the
Lion of the Tribe of Judah conquered so as to open the
Book. And because Jesus Christ obtained the New
Covenant for His people, He commissioned the writing
of the canonical Scriptures of the New Testament as
the decisive and dramatic display of His triumphant
kingship, His “divine word of triumph.”

Along with the new written revelation, this new and
final stage of redemptive history brought by the New
Covenant called for a New Song, a new liturgical
response by God’s worshiping assembly. Just as the
previous epochs in covenantal history evoked a New
Song,!* the definitive establishment of the new nation
with its new kingdom-treaty necessitated a new
worship, one that would be a true fulfillment of the old,
a transcending of all that it foreshadowed. The new
wine of the New Covenant could not be contained in
the wineskins of the Old; the new redemption required
for its full and proper expression the New Song of the
Christian liturgy. This is exactly what the New Song
proclaims as its basis:

Kingdom-Treaty: Worthy art Thou to take the Book,
and to break its seals.

Redemption: For Thou wast slain, and didst purchase

us for God with Thy blood.

Nationhood: Thou hast made them to be a Kingdom
and priests to our God.

Dominion: And they will reign on the earth.

One aspect of the Song has raised a serious interpretive
issue: As we noted at 4:4, Ned Stonehouse (with a host
of others) held that the twenty-four elders are a class
of angels. The basis for Stonehouse’s opinion boils
down to the fact that one Greek New Testament manu-
script contains a textual variation which, he claimed,
indicates this. Whereas most manuscripts read that
Christ purchased us, the variant reading preferred by
Stonehouse says that Christ purchased men. The
difference, obviously, would be that the singers in the
first case are definitely identified as among the
redeemed, while the singers in the second reading are
not necessarily including themselves among those

purchased by Christ’s blood.

12. Thid., p. 203.

13. Meredith G. Kline, The Structure of Biblical Authority (Grand Rapids:
William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., second ¢d., 1975), pp. 77ff.

14. Songs produced by the Exodus redemption include those recorded in Ex.
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under a human ruler, and the events leading to the establishment of the
Temple, resulted in the Psalter (the definitive collection of “new songs”
under the Old Covenant).



Unfortunately for Stonehouse’s interpretation, there
are two facts which, at the outset, argue against it. In
the first place, even if all the manuscripts contained
Stonehouse’s preferred reading, it would not prove his
case; Stonehouse was simply making an assumption
that may (but does not necessarily) follow from his
premise. (After all, any believer could still pray for “the
Church” or “God’s people” without excluding himself;
the mere fact that the elders thank God for redeeming
“men” would not necessarily mean that they are not
redeemed themselves.)

Secondly, however, of the hundreds of manuscripts
containing the Book of Revelation, only one carries
this extremely dubious reading. The variant is not
found in any “family” of manuscripts, and certainly not
in anything that could be called a manuscript
“tradition”; it occurs in only one solitary manuscript.
To base an interpretation on such a shaky foundation
is, to say the least, an exceedingly subjective and
precarious method of Bible study.

Without a doubt, the traditional reading (“us”) is the
true one. But saying this seems to raise two further
problems: (1) The four living creatures, who do not
seem to represent the Church, are said to be singing
this song; (2) the song shifts to the third person
between verses 9 and 10. In verse 9 we read: “Thou
didst purchase us”; and in verse 10 we read: “Thou hast
made them to be kings . . . and they will reign.”
Actually, these two problems solve each other. It is
apparently an example of what we have already seen in
this book, and what will become more familiar as we
progress through it: antiphonal praise. This pattern of
choral responses continues in this chapter (cf. v. 11-
14). A probable outline of this portion of the heavenly
liturgy would be as follows:

Elders and Living Creatures: Worthy art Thou to take the
Book and to break its seals.

Elders: For Thou wast slain, and didst purchase us for
God with Thy blood out of every tribe and tongue and
people and nation.

Living Creatures: And Thou hast made them to be kings
and priests to our God; and they will reign upon the
earth.l’

Christ has purchased His people out of the nations, not
only to redeem them from sin, but to enable them to
fulfill God’s original Dominion Mandate for man. As
the Second Adam, Christ sets His New Creation the
task Adam forfeited — this time, however, on the
unshakeable foundation of His death, resurrection, and
ascension. Salvation has a purpose, a saving to as well
as a saving from. Christ has made His people to be
kings and priests to our God, and has guaranteed their
destiny: They will reign upon the earth. This shows us
the direction of history: The redeemed of the Lord,
already a nation of kingly priests, are moving toward

5:11-14

the complete dominion God had planned as His
original program for man. In Adam it had been lost;
Jesus Christ, the Second Adam, has redeemed us and
restored us to our royal priesthood, so that we will reign
upon the earth. Through the work of Christ the
definitive victory over Satan has been won. We are
promised increasing victories, and increasing rule and
dominion, as we bring the Gospel and law of the great
King to fruition throughout the world.

11-14 In response to the praise of the four living
creatures and the twenty-four elders, the entire choir of
angels, composing myriads of myriads,'¢ and thousands
of thousands, joins in with a loud voice, proclaiming
that the Lamb that was slain is, on the basis of His
Person and work, worthy to inherit all things (the
seven enumerated items indicating fullness) in heaven
and earth: power and riches and wisdom and might
and honor and glory and blessing. And, as if in joyful
answer to this great declaration of Christ’s universal
inheritance, the whole (fourfold) creation responds
with praise, as a climax to this section of the liturgy.
Every created thing that is a) in heaven and b) on the
earth and c) under the earth and d) in the sea, and all
things in them — all of created reality becomes part of
the cosmic chorus, singing: To Him who sits on the
Throne, and to the Lamb, be a) blessing and b) honor
and c) glory and d) dominion forever and ever. One
day, all of creation will acknowledge Christ as Lord
(Phil. 2:10-11); in principle, however, this is already
established by the sacrifice and victory of the Lamb.
Again, St. John has revealed to us the goal of history as
the universal recognition of Christ’s Lordship and the
eternal glory of God through Jesus Christ.

The Church in St. John’s day was about to experience
a time of severe testing and persecution. Already they
were seeing what, in a sane age, could scarcely be
imagined: a union between Israel and the antichristian
Beast of Rome. These Christians needed to understand
history as something not ruled by chance or evil men or
even the devil, but ruled instead from God’s Throne by
Jesus Christ. They needed to see that Christ was
reigning now, that He had already wrested the world
from Satan’s grasp, and that even now all things in
heaven and earth were bound to acknowledge Him as
King. They needed to see themselves in the true light:
Not as forgotten troops in a lonely outpost fighting a
losing battle, but as kings and priests already, waging
war and overcoming, predestined to victory, with the
absolute assurance of conquest and dominion with the
High King over the earth. They needed the Biblical
philosophy of history: that all of history, created and
controlled by God’s personal and total government, is
moving inexorably toward the universal dominion of
the Lord Jesus Christ. The new and final age of history
has arrived; the New Covenant has come. Behold, He
has conquered!

15. This outline is also suggested by Moses Stuart, A Commentary on the
Apocalypse, 2 vols. (Andover: Allen, Merrill and Wardwell, 1845), Vol. 2,
p. 134.

81

16. Literally, a myriad is 10,000; but it is often, especially in the plural, used in
a more vague sense to mean “a very large number.” Myriads of myriads
obviously means simply “countless thousands.”



6:1-2

6

IN THE PATH OF THE WHITE HORSE

St. John brings us now to the breaking of the Seven
Seals of the Book (six of the Seals are broken in
Chapter 6; the Seventh Seal is broken in 8:1, and is
connected to the Seven Trumpets). We have seen that
the Book represents the treaty document of the New
Covenant, the opening of which will result in the
destruction of apostate Israel (see on 5:1-4). What then
does the breaking of the Seals represent? Some have
thought this to signify a chronological reading through
the Book, and that the events depicted are in a straight,
historical order. This is unlikely for two reasons. First,
the Seals seem to be on the outside edge of the Book
(which is in the form of a scroll): one cannot really
begin to read the Book until all the Seals are broken.
The Seventh Seal, consisting of a call to action by the
blowing of the Seven Trumpets, actually opens the
Book so that we may read its contents.

Second, a careful reading of the events shown by each
Seal reveals that they are not listed in chronological
order. For example, in the Fifth Seal — after all the
havoc wreaked by the Four Horsemen — the martyrs
calling for judgment are told to wait. But the judgment
is immediately poured out in the Sixth Seal, the entire
creation “unseam’d from the nave to the chaps.” Yet,
after all this, God commands the angels to withhold
judgment until the servants of God are protected (7:3).
Obviously, the Seals are not meant to represent a
progressive chronology. It is more likely that they
reveal the main ideas of the Book’s contents, the major
themes of the judgments that came upon Israel during

the Last Days, from A.D. 30-70.

R. H. Charles pointed out the close structural similarity
between the Six Seals of this chapter and the events of
the so-called Little Apocalypse recorded in the Synoptic
Gospels. As his outline (adapted below) demonstrates,
“they present practically the same material.”!

Revelation 6
1. War (v. 1-2)

2. International strife (v. 3-4)

3. Famine (v. 5-6)

4. Pestilence (v. 7-8)

5. Persecution (v. 9-11)

6. Earthquake; De-creation (v. 12-17)
Matthew 24

1. Wars (v. 6)

2. International strife (v. 7a)
3. Famines (v. 7b)
4. Earthquakes (v. 7c)

5. Persecutions (v. 9-13)
6. De-creation (v. 15-31)

Mark 13
1. Wars (v. 7)

2. International strife (v. 8a)
3. Earthquakes (v. 8b)

4. Famines (v. 8c)

5. Persecutions (v. 9-13)

6. De-creation (v. 14-27)

Luke 21
1. Wars (v. 9)
2. International strife (v. 10)
3. Earthquakes (v. ha)
4. Plagues and famines (v. 1Ib)
5. Persecution (v. 12-19)

6. De-creation (v. 20-27)

This is very perceptive of Charles, and of the many
commentators who have followed his lead. What is
astonishing is that they should fail to see St. John’s
purpose in presenting “the same material” as the
Synoptic writers: to prophesy the events leading up to
the destruction of Jerusalem. While all readily admit
that the Little Apocalypse is a prophecy against Israel
(see Matt. 23:29-39; 24:1-2, 15-16, 34; Mark 13:2, 14,
30; Luke 21:5-6, 20-24, 32), few seem able to make the
obvious connection: The Big Apocalypse is a prophecy
against Israel as well!

The Four Horsemen (6:1-8)

1 And I saw that the Lamb broke one of the Seven Seals,
and I heard one of the four living creatures saying as with
a voice of thunder: Come!

2 And ]I looked, and behold, a white horse, and He who sat
on it had a Bow; and a crown was given to Him; and He
went out conquering, and to conquer.

3 And when He broke the Second Seal, I heard the second
living creature saying: Come!

4 And another, a blood-red horse, went out; and to him
who sat on it, it was granted to take peace from the Land,
and that men should slay one another; and a great sword
was given to him.

5 And when He broke the Third Seal, I heard the third
living creature saying: Come! And I looked, and behold,
a black horse; and he who sat on it had a pair of scales in
his hand.

6 And I heard a Voice in the center of the four living
creatures saying: A quart of wheat for a denarius, and
three quarts of barley for a denarius; and do not harm the
oil and the wine.

7 And when He broke the Fourth Seal, I heard the voice of
the fourth living creature saying: Come!

8 And I looked, and behold, a green horse; and he who sat

1. R.H. Charles, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Revelation of St. John, 2 vols. (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1920), Vol. 1, p. 158.
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on it had the name Death; and Hades was following with
him. And authority was given to him over a fourth of the
Land, to kill with sword and with famine and with death
and by the wild beasts of the Land.

The central Old Testament passage behind the imagery
of the “Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse” is Zechariah
6:1-7, which pictures the Four Winds as God’s chariots
driven by His agents, who go back and forth patrolling
the earth. Following and imitating the action of the
Spirit (see 5:6), they are God’s means of controlling
history (see below at 7:1, where the Four Winds are
identified with, and controlled by, angels; cf. also Ps.
18:10, where the “wings of the wind” are connected
with “cherubs”). Biblical symbolism views the earth
(and especially the Land of Israel) as God’s four-
cornered altar, and thus often represents wide-
sweeping, national judgments in a fourfold manner.
The Horsemen, therefore, show us God’s means of

controlling and bringing judgment upon the
disobedient nation of Israel.
Milton Terry’s comments are helpful: “The true

interpretation of these first four seals is that which
recognizes them as a symbolic representation of the
‘wars, famines, pestilences, and earthquakes’ which
Jesus declared would be ‘the beginning of sorrows’ in
the desolation of Jerusalem (Matt. 24:6-7; Luke 21:10-
11, 20). The attempt to identify each separate figure
with one specific event misses both the spirit and
method of apocalyptic symbolism. The aim is to give a
fourfold and most impressive picture of that terrible war
on Jerusalem which was destined to avenge the
righteous blood of prophets and apostles (Matt. 23:35-
37), and to involve a ‘great tribulation,” the like of
which had never been before (Matt. 24:21). Like the
four successive but closely connected swarms of locusts
in Joel 1:4; like the four riders on different colored
horses in Zechariah 1:8, 18, and the four chariots drawn
by as many different colored horses in Zechariah 6:1-8,
these four sore judgments of Jehovah move forth at the
command of the four living creatures by the Throne to
execute the will of Him who declared the ‘scribes,
Pharisees, and hypocrites’ of His time to be ‘serpents
and offspring of vipers,” and assured them that ‘all these
things should come upon this generation’ (Matt. 23:33,
36). The writings of Josephus abundantly show how
fearfully all these things were fulfilled in the bloody war
of Rome against Jerusalem.”?

Just as important as Zechariah in the background of this
passage is the Prayer of Habakkuk (Hab. 3), the
traditional synagogue reading for the second day of
Pentecost,’ in which the prophet relates a vision of

6:1-2

God coming in judgment, shining like the sun, flashing
with lightning (Hab. 3:3-4; cf. Rev. 1:16; 4:5), bringing
pestilence and plague (Hab. 3:5; Rev. 6:8), shattering
the mountains and collapsing the hills (Hab. 3:6, 10;
Rev. 6:14), riding on horses against His enemies (Hab.
3:8, 15; Rev. 6:2, 4-5, 8), armed with a Bow (Hab. 3:9,
11; Rev. 6:2), extinguishing sun and moon (Hab. 3:11;
Rev. 6:12-13) and trampling the nations in His fury
(Hab. 3:12; Rev. 6:15). Habakkuk clearly interprets his
imagery as a prophecy of the military invasion of Judah
by the Chaldeans, God’s heathen instruments of divine
wrath (Hab. 3:16; cf. 1:5-17). Under similar imagery,
St. John portrays Israel’s destruction at the hands of the
invading Edomite and Roman armies.

1-2 The Book-visions begin, as the Messages did, with
Christ holding a cluster of seven in His hand. As the
Lamb breaks each of the first four Seals, St. John hears
one of the four living creatures saying as with a voice
of thunder: Come! This is not spoken as a direction to
St. John to “come and see.”* It is, rather, that each of
the living creatures calls forth one of the Four
Horsemen. The four corners of the earth, as it were,
standing around the altar, are calling for God’s
righteous judgments to come and destroy the wicked —
just as the apostolic Church’s characteristic cry for
judgment and salvation was Maranatha! O Lord, Come!
— and bring Anathema!

As the first living creature calls, St. John sees a white
horse, its rider armed for battle, carrying a Bow. The
Rider is already victorious, for a crown was given to
Him (St. John generally uses the impersonal passive
throughout the prophecy to indicate that something is
done by God; cf. 6:2, 4, 8, 11; 7:2, 4; 8:2, 3, etc.).
Having achieved victory, He rides on to further
victories: He went out conquering, and to conquer.
Amazingly, the run-of-the-mill Dispensational
interpretation claims that this rider on the white horse
is the Antichrist.® Showing where his faith lies, Hal
Lindsey goes all the way and declares that the Anti-
christ is “the only person who could accomplish all of
these feats.”?

But there are several points about this Rider that
demonstrate conclusively that He can be none other
than the Lord Jesus Christ. First, He is riding a white
horse, as Jesus does in 19:11-16. Second, He carries a
Bow. As we have seen, the passage from Habakkuk that
forms the basis for Revelation 6 shows the Lord as the
Warrior-King carrying a Bow (Hab. 3:9, 11). St. John is
also appealing here to Psalm 45, one of the great
prophecies of Christ’s victory over His enemies, in
which the psalmist joyously calls to Him as He rides

2. Milton Terry, Biblical Apocalyptics: A Study of the Most Notabie Revelations of
God and of Christ in the Canonical Scriptures (New York: Eaton and Mains,
1898), pp. 329f.

3. M.D. Goulder, The Evangelists’ Calendar: A Lectionary Explanation for the
Development of Scripture (London: SPCK, 1978), p. 177.

4. Contrary to the reading in the King James Version, which is not supported
by most manuscripts.

5. 1 Cor. 16:22 (cf. Rev. 6:10); according to the Didache (Ch. 10), Maranatha
was repeated at the end of the Eucharistic liturgy. If John A. T. Robinson’s
hypothesis is correct (that the Didache was written in A.D. 40-60), this
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represents the closing prayer of every worship service for decades prior to the
Fall of Jerusalem. See his Redating the New Testament (Philadelphia: The
Westminster Press, 1976), pp. 324-27, 352.

. This is not true of all Dispensationalists. Among the dissenters on this point

I am happy to note Henry Morris, The Rewvelation Record (Wheaton, IL:
Tyndale House, 1983), p. 112, and Zane C. Hodges, “The First Horseman of
the Apocalypse: Bibliotheca Sacra 119 (1962), pp. 324ff.

. There’s a New World Coming: A Prophetic Odyssey (Eugene, OR: Harvest

House Publishers, 1973), p. 103.



6:3-4

forth conquering, and to conquer:

Gird Thy sword on Thy thigh, O Mighty One,

In Thy splendor and Thy majesty!

And in Thy majesty ride on victoriously,

For the cause of truth and meekness and righteousness;
Let Thy right hand teach Thee awesome things.
Thine arrows are sharp;

The peoples fall under Thee;

Thine arrows are in the heart of the King’s enemies.

(Ds. 45:3-5)

We should ask a rather obvious question at this point —
so obvious that we are apt to miss it altogether: Where
did Christ get the Bow? The answer (as is usually the
case) begins in Genesis. When God made the covenant
with Noah, He declared that He was no longer at war
with the earth, because of the “soothing aroma” of the
sacrifice (Gen. 8:20-21); and as evidence of this He
unstrung His Bow and hung it up “in the Cloud” for all
to see (Gen. 9:13-17). Later, when Ezekiel was
“raptured” up to the Throneroom at the top of the
Glory-Cloud, he saw the Bow hanging above the
Throne (Ezek. 1:26-28); and it was still there when St.
John ascended to heaven (Rev. 4:3). But when the
Lamb stepped forward to receive the Book from His
Father’s hand, He also reached up and took down the
Bow, to use it in judgment against the apostates of
Israel. For those who “go on sinning willfully after
receiving the knowledge of the truth, there no longer
remains a sacrifice for sins, but a certain terrifying
expectation of judgment, and the fury of a fire that will
consume the adversaries. Anyone who has set aside the
Law of Moses dies without mercy on the testimony of
two or three witnesses. How much severer punishment
do you think he will deserve who has trampled under
foot the Son of God, and has regarded as unclean the
blood of the covenant by which he was sanctified, and
has insulted the Spirit of Grace? For we know Him who
said: ‘Vengeance is Mine, I will repay.” And again: ‘“The
Lord will judge His people.” It is a terrifying thing to fall
into the hands of the living God” (Heb. 10:26-31). It
was thus necessary that the first Rider should be seen
carrying the Bow of God’s vengeance, to signify the
unleashing of the Curse upon Israel’s ground; for these
apostates, the Noachic covenant is undone.

St. John’s first readers would immediately have
understood his reference to this Rider with the Bow as
speaking of Jesus Christ, on the basis of what we have
already seen. But, third, there is the fact that the Rider
is given a crown, and this too agrees with what we
know about Christ from Revelation (14:14; 19:11-13).8
The fourth and final point, however, should render this
interpretation completely secure: the Rider goes out
conquering.” This is the very same word in the Greek
as was used in the letters to the seven churches for
overcoming or conquering (see Rev. 2:7,11,17, 26; 3:5,12,
21). Consider how the Revelation has used this word
up to this point:

He who conquers, I will grant to him to sit down with Me
on My Throne, as I also conquered and sat down with My
Father on His Throne. (3:21)

The Lion that is from the tribe of Judah, the Root of
David, has conquered so as to open the Book. (5:5)

And I looked, and behold, a white horse; and He who sat
upon it had a Bow; and a crown was given to Him; and He
went out conquering, and to conquer. (6:2)

It is Christ who is the Conqueror par excellence. All
events in history are at His command, and it is entirely
appropriate that He should be the One represented
here as the leader of the judgments of God. He is the
Center of history, and it is He who brings judgments
upon the Land. His opening of the New Covenant
guaranteed the fall of Israel; as He conquered to open
the Book, so He rode out in victory to implement the
meaning of the Book in history. He rode forth at His
Resurrection and Ascension as the already victorious
King, conquering and to conquer, extending the
applications of His once-for-all, definitive victory
throughout the earth. And we should take special
notice of the awful judgments following in His train.
The Horsemen represent the forces God always uses in
breaking disobedient nations, and now they are turned
against His covenant people. The same holds true, of
course, for all men and nations. All attempts to find
peace and safety apart from Jesus Christ are doomed to
failure. The nation that will not submit will be crushed
by His armies, by the historical forces that are
constantly at His absolute disposal.

There are differences between this vision of Christ and
that in Revelation 19. The primary reason for this is
that in Chapter 19, Christ is seen with a sword
proceeding out of His mouth, and the vision symbolizes
His conquest of the nations after A.D. 70 with the
Gospel. But that is not in view during the breaking of
the seals. Here, Christ is coming against His enemies in
judgment. He is coming, not to save, not to heal, but to
destroy. The awful and terrifying riders who follow Him
are not messengers of hope but of wrath. Israel is
doomed.

3-4 The Lamb breaks the Second Seal, and St. John
hears the second living creature saying: Come! In
answer to the call, a rider on a blood-red horse comes
forth, who is granted by God the power to take peace
from the Land, and that men should slay one another;
and a great sword is given to him. This second rider,
standing for war, shows how utterly depraved man is.
God does not have to incite men to fight against each
other; He simply orders His angels to take away the
conditions of peace. In a sinful world, why are there not
more wars than there are? Why is there not more
bloodshed? It is because there are restraints on man’s
wickedness, on man’s freedom to work out the
consistent implications of his hatred and rebellion. But
if God removes the restraints, man’s ethical degeneracy

8. This word for crown (stephanos) is used seven times in Revelation with reference to Christ and His people (2:10; 3:11; 4:4, 10; 6:2; 12:1; 14:14).

9. Cf. St. Irenaeus, Against Heresies, iv.xxi.3.
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is revealed in all its ugliness. John Calvin wrote: “The
mind of man has been so completely estranged from
God’s righteousness that it conceives, desires, and
undertakes, only that which is impious, perverted, foul,
impure, and infamous. The heart is so steeped in the
poison of sin, that it can breathe out nothing but a
loathsome stench. But if some men occasionally make
a show of good, their minds nevertheless ever remain
enveloped in hypocrisy and deceitful craft, and their

hearts bound by inner depravity.

»10

All this was abundantly fulfilled in Israel and the
surrounding nations during the Last Days, when the
Land was filled with murderers, revolutionaries, and
terrorists of every description; when “every city was
divided into two armies encamped against one another,
and the preservation of the one party was in the
destruction of the other; so the day-time was spent in
the shedding of blood, and the night in fear. . . . It was
then common to see cities filled with dead bodies, still
lying unburied, and those of old men, mixed with
infants, all dead, and scattered about together; women
also lay amongst them, without any covering for their
nakedness; you might then see the whole province full
of inexpressible calamities, while dread of still more
barbarous practices which were threatened, was
everywhere greater than what had been already

perpetrated.

»ll

5-6 Following on the heels of war is the third angelic
rider, on a black horse, holding a pair of scales in his
hand, a symbol of famine from the prophecy of Ezekiel,
in which the starving inhabitants of Jerusalem were
forced to weigh their food carefully (Ezek. 4:10). This
Horseman brings economic hardship, a situation
described as completely chaotic. A voice from the
center of the living creatures — i.e., from God’s Throne
— says: A quart of wheat for a denarius, and three
quarts of barley for a denarius; and do not harm the
oil and the wine. This curse thus means a shortage of
the necessary staples — a measure of wheat rising to
more than 1000% of its former price, consuming an
entire day’s wages,'? so that a man’s entire labor is spent
in obtaining food. This is God’s curse on men whenever
they rebel: The land itself spews them out (Lev. 18:24-
28; Isa. 24). The Curse devours productivity in every
area, and the ungodly culture perishes through
starvation, disease, and oppression (Deut. 28:15-34).
This is how God controls the wicked: They must spend
so much time just surviving that they are unable to
exercise ungodly dominion over the earth. In the long
run, this is the history of every culture that departs from

God’s Word.13

6:5-8

Josephus describes the frantic search for food during the
final siege: “As the famine grew worse, the frenzy of the
insurgents kept pace with it, and every day both these
horrors burned more fiercely. For, since nowhere was
grain to be seen, men would break into houses, and if
they found some they mistreated the occupants for
having denied their possession of it; if they found none,
they tortured them as if they had concealed it more
carefully. Proof whether they had food or not was
provided by the physical appearance of the wretches;
those still in good condition were deemed to be well
provided with food, while those who were already
wasting away were passed over, for it seemed pointless
to kill persons who would soon die of starvation. Many
secretly bartered their possessions for a single measure
of wheat if they happened to be rich, barley if they were
poor. Then they shut themselves up in the darkest
corners of their houses; in the extremity of hunger some
even ate their grain underground, while others baked it,
guided by necessity and fear. Nowhere was a table laid
— the food was snatched half-cooked from the fire and
torn into pieces.”!4

On the other hand, however, in this specific curse on
Jerusalem the luxuries of oil and wine are unaffected by
the general price rise; the black Horseman is forbidden
to touch them. The scales are the sign of Libra,
spanning September and October; Farrer surmises that
if the grain harvest failed in April and May, “men might
begin to tighten their belts in October. They would
then be just finishing the fruit-gathering, and might
observe the irony of nature, that grapes and olives had
gone unscathed; of the traditional triad corn, wine, and
oil, corn, at a pinch, will keep you alive without the
other two, but not they without the corn.”!® In all
likelihood, another dimension of this expression’s
import is that God’s messengers of destruction are kept
from harming the righteous: Scripture often speaks of
God’s blessings upon the righteous in terms of oil and
wine (cf. Ps. 104:15); and, of course, oil and wine are
used in the rites of the Church (James 5:14-15; 1 Cor.
11:25). This would then parallel those other passages in
which the godly are protected from destruction (cf.
7:3).

7-8 Finally, the Fourth Seal is broken, and the fourth
living creature calls up the last Horseman of judgment,
who rides a green horse — the green color!® connoting
a sickly pallor, a presage of death. Thus the fourth rider,
with a much broader and more comprehensive
commission, is named Death; and he is followed by
Hades (the grave) — both having been set loose by the
Son of Man, who unlocked them with His key (1:18).

10.

1

—

1

o

13.

John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, ii.v.19, Ford Lewis Battles,
trans. (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1960), p. 340.

. Flavius Josephus, The Jewish War, ii.xviii.2; to gain an accurate (and thus

horrifying) picture of how closely the prophecies in Revelation and the
Synoptic Gospels parallel the events of Israel’s Last Days, leading up to
Titus’s siege of Jerusalem, it is necessary to read Books ii-iv of Josephus’
history.

. Robert H. Mounce, The Book of Revelation (Grand Rapids: William B.

Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1977), p. 155.
See David Chilton, Productive Christians in an Age of Guilt-Manipulators: A
Biblical Response to Ronald ]. Sider (Tyler, TX: Institute for Christian
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Economics, third cd., 1985), pp. 92ff.

14. Josephus, The Jewish War, v.x.2.

15. Austin Farrer, The Revelation of St. John the Divine (Oxford: At the Clarendon
Press, 1964), p. 100. J. Massyngberde Ford mentions an order by Titus during
the siege of Jerusalem that olive groves and vineyards were not to be
disturbed (Revelation: Introduction, Translation, and Commentary [Garden
City, NY: Doubleday and Co., 1975], p. 107).

16. The Greek word is chloros, and simply means green; it is used two more times
in Revelation (8:7; 9:4), and once in Mark (6:39). Translators have usually
rendered it as pale, apparently under the firm conviction that, since there is
no such thing as a green horse, St. John could not possibly have seen one.



6:9-10

And authority was given to him to bring four plagues
upon the four-cornered Land: to kill with sword and
with famine and with death and by the wild beasts
of the Land. This is simply a summary of all the
covenantal curses in Leviticus 26 and Deuteronomy 28.
Moreover, it parallels God’s listing of His four basic
categories of curses with which He punishes ungodly
and disobedient nations — “My four severe judgments
against Jerusalem: sword, famine, wild beasts, and
plague to cut off man and beast from it!” (Ezek. 14:21;
cf. Ezek. 5:17). At this preliminary stage, however —
and in keeping with the “fourness” of the passage as a
whole — Death and the grave are given authority to
swallow up only a fourth of the Land. The Trumpet-
judgments will take a third of the Land (cf. 8:7-12), and
the Chalice-judgments will devastate it all.

Perhaps the most significant obstacle to a correct
interpretation of this passage has been that
commentators and preachers have been afraid and
unable to see that it is God who is bringing forth these
judgments upon the Land — that they are called forth
from the Throne, and that the messengers of judgment
are the very angels of God. Especially vicious and
harmful is any interpretation which seems to pit the
Son of God against the court of heaven, so that the
curses recorded here are seen as somehow beneath His
character. But it is Jesus, the Lamb, who breaks the seals
of judgment, and it is Jesus, the King of kings, who rides
out in conquest, leading the angelic armies against the
nations, to destroy those who rebel against His
universal rule.

It was crucial for the early Christians to understand
this, for these judgments were even then breaking loose
upon their world. In every age, Christians must face the
world with confidence, with the unshakable conviction
that all events in history are predestined, originating
from the Throne of God. When we see the world
convulsed with wars, famines, plagues and natural
disasters, we must say, with the Psalmist, “Come,
behold the works of the LORD, who has wrought
desolations in the earth” (Ps. 46:8). Ultimately, the
Christian’s attitude toward God’s judgments upon a
wicked world is the same as that of the four living
creatures around the Throne, who joyfully call out to
God’s messengers of judgment: “Come!” We too, in our
prayers, are to plead with God to bring down His wrath
on the ungodly, to manifest His righteousness in the
earth. Faced with these awesome revelations of
judgment, what is our proper response! We are told, in

22:17: The Spirit and the Bride say, “Come!”

The Martyrs Avenged (6:9-17)

9  And when He broke the Fifth Seal, I saw underneath the
altar the souls of those who had been slain because of the
Word of God, and because of the Testimony which they
had maintained;

and they cried out with a loud voice, saying: How long,
O Lord, holy and true, dost Thou not judge and avenge
our blood on those who dwell on the Land?

10

11 And there was given to each of them a white robe; and
they were told that they should rest for a little while
longer, until the number of their fellow servants and their
brethren who were to be killed even as they had been,
should be completed also.

And [ looked when He broke the Sixth Seal, and there
was a great earthquake; and the sun became black as
sackcloth made of hair, and the whole moon became like
blood;

and the stars of the heaven fell to the earth, as a fig tree
casts its unripe figs when shaken by a great wind.

12

13

And the heaven vanished like a scroll when it is rolled
up; and every mountain and island were moved out of
their places.

And the kings of the earth and the great men and the
commanders and the rich and the strong and every slave
and free man, hid themselves in the caves and among the
rocks of the mountains;

14

15

16 and they said to the mountains and to the rocks: Fall on
us and hide us from the presence of Him who sits on the
Throne, and from the wrath of the Lamb;

for the great Day of His wrath has come; and who is able

to stand?

17

9-10 For the first-century readers of this book, the
tribulations depicted in it were becoming all too real:
Each church would soon know the anguish of having
some of its most forthright and able leaders imprisoned
and executed because of the Word of God, and
because of the Testimony which they had maintained.
For many Christians, all across the empire, the coming
months and years would involve great distress, as
families would be separated and loved ones killed.
When tragedy strikes, we are tempted to ask: Does God
care? This question is especially intense when the pain
is caused by vicious enemies of the faith bent on
destroying God’s people, and the injustice of the
suffering becomes apparent. If Christians were truly the
servants of the King, when would He act? When would
He come to punish the apostates who had first used the
power of the Roman State to crucify the Lord, and now
were using that same power to kill and crucify the
“prophets and wise men and scribes” (Matt. 23:34)
whom Christ had sent?

Thus the breaking of the Fifth Seal reveals a scene in
heaven, where the souls of those who had been slain
are underneath, or around the base of, the altar. The
image is taken from the Old Testament sacrifices, in
which the blood of the slain victim would stream down
the sides of the altar and form into a pool around its
base (“the soul [Heb. nephesh] of the flesh is in the
blood,” Lev. 17:11).17 The blood of the martyrs has been
poured out (cf. 2 Tim. 4:6), and as it fills the trench
below the altar it cries out from the ground with a loud
voice, saying, How long, O Lord, holy and true, dost
Thou not judge and avenge our blood upon those who
dwell on the Land? The Church in heaven agrees with
the cherubim in calling forth God’s judgments: How
long? is a standard phrase throughout Scripture for
invoking divine justice for the oppressed (cf. Ps. 6:3;
13:1-2; 35:17; 74:10; 79:5; 80:4; 89:46; 90:13; 94:3-4;
Hab. 1:2; 2:6). The particular background for its use

17. See Rousas John Rushdoony, Thy Kingdom Come: Studies in Daniel and Revelation (Tyler, TX: Thoburn Press, [1970] 1978), p. 145.
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here, however, is again in the prophecy of Zechariah
(1:12): After the Four Horsemen have patrolled
through the earth, the angel asks, “O LORD of Hosts,
how long wilt Thou have no compassion for
Jerusalem?” St. John reverses this. After his Four
Horsemen have been sent on their mission, he shows
the martyrs asking how long God will continue to put
up with Jerusalem. St. John’s readers would not have
failed to notice another subtle point: If the martyrs’
blood is flowing around the base of the altar, it must be
the priests of Jerusalem who have spilled it. The officers
of the Covenant have slain the righteous. As Jesus and
the apostles testified, Jerusalem was the murderer of the
prophets (Matt. 23:34-37; Luke 13:33; Acts 7:51-52).
The connection with “the blood of Abel” crying out
from the ground near the altar (Gen. 4:10) is another
indication that this passage as a whole refers to
judgment upon Jerusalem (cf. Matt. 23:35-37). Like
Cain, the “older brothers” of the Old Covenant envied
and murdered their righteous “younger brothers” of the
New Covenant (cf. 1 John 3:11-12). And so the blood
of the righteous cries out: The saints pray that Christ’s
prophecy of “the days of vengeance” (Luke 21:22) will
be fulfilled.

That this blunt cry for vengeance strikes us as strange
just shows how far our pietistic age has degenerated
from the Biblical worldview. If our churches were more
acquainted with the foundational hymnbook of the
Church, the Psalms, instead of the sugary, syrupy,
sweetness-and-light choruses that characterize modern
evangelical hymnals, we would understand this much
easier. But we have fallen under a pagan delusion that
it is somehow “unchristian” to pray for God’s wrath to
be poured out upon the enemies and persecutors of the
Church. Yet that is what we see God’s people doing,
with God’s approval, in both Testaments of the Holy
Scriptures.!® It is, in fact, a characteristic of the godly
man that he despises the reprobate (Ps. 15:4). The
spirit expressed in the imprecatory prayers of Scripture
is a necessary aspect of the Christian’s attitude (cf. 2
Tim. 4:14). Much of the impotence of the churches
today is directly attributable to the fact that they have
become emasculated and effeminate. Such churches,
unable even to confront evil — much less “overcome” it
— will eventually be captured and dominated by their
enemies.

11 The righteous and faithful saints in heaven are
recognized as kings and priests of God, and thus there
is given to each of them a white robe, symbolizing
God’s acknowledgment of their purity before Him, a
symbol of the victory of the overcomers (cf. 3:4-5). The
whiteness of the robe is part of a pattern already set up
in Revelation (the Seven Letters) in which the last
three items in a sevenfold structure match the first four
items. Thus:

6:11-14

First Seal: ~ White horse  Fifth Seal: =~ White robes
Second Seal: Red horse Sixth Seal: ~ Moon like blood
Third Seal: Black horse Sun black

Fourth Seal: Green horse ~ Seventh Seal: Green grass burned

In answer to the saints’ plea for vengeance, God
answers that they should rest for a little while longer,
until the number of their fellow servants and their
brethren who were to be killed even as they had been,
should be completed also. The full number of martyrs
has not yet been completed; the full iniquity of their
persecutors has not yet been reached (cf. Gen. 15:16),
although it is fast approaching the doom of God’s
“wrath to the uttermost” being poured out upon them
(1 Thess. 2:14-16). We must remember that the
primary application of this has to do with apostate
Israel — those who dwell on the Land — which (in
cooperation with the Roman authorities) was
murdering the saints. The martyrs are instructed to wait
a little while, and God’s judgment will assuredly strike,
bringing the promised “Great Tribulation” upon
covenant-breaking Israel.

12-14 As the Sixth Seal is broken, we are more clearly
brought into the closing events of the Last Days. The
Lamb reveals the next great aspect of His covenanted
judgments, in a symbol often used in Biblical prophecy:
de-creation. Just as the salvation of God’s people is
spoken of in terms of creation (cf. 2 Cor. 4:6; 5:17; Eph.
2:10; 4:24; Col. 3:10),2 so God’s judgments (and the
revelation of His presence as Judge over a sinful world)
are spoken of in terms of de-creation, the collapse of
the universe — God ripping apart and dissolving the
fabric of creation,?® Thus St. John uses the fundamental
structures of creation in describing the fall of Israel:

Earth

Sun

Moon
Stars
Firmament
Land

7. Man

These seven judgments are detailed in terms of the
familiar prophetic imagery of the Old Testament. First,
destabilization: a giant earthquake (cf. Ex. 19:18; Ps.
18:7, 15; 60:2; Isa. 13:13-14; 24:19-20; Nab. 1:5).
Second, the eclipse and mourning of Israel: The sun
became black as sackcloth made of hair (Ex. 10:21-23;
Job 9:7; Isa. 5:30; 24:23; Ezek. 32:7; Joel 2:10, 31; 3:15;
Amos 8:9; Mic. 3:6). Third, the continued image of an
eclipse, with the idea of defilement added: The whole
moon became like blood (Job 25:5; Isa. 13:10; 24:23;
Ezek. 32:7; Joel 2:10, 31). The fourth judgment affects
the stars, which are images of government (Gen. 1:16);
they are also clocks (Gen. 1:14), and their fall shows

SN Al e

18. See, e.g., Ps. 5,7,35, 58, 59,68,69,73,79, 83, 109, 137, 140. The common term
for these and other passages is Imprecatory Psalms; such an expression can be
misleading, however, since most of the Psalms have imprecatory sections
(curses) in them (cf. Ps. 1:4-6; 3:7; 6:8-10; 34:16; 37:12-15; 54:7; 104:35;
139:19-22), and dall the Psalms are implicitly imprecatory, in that the
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blessings of the righteous are mentioned with the corollary assumed: The
wicked are cursed.

19. See David Chilton, Paradise Restored: A Biblical Theology of Dominion (Ft.
Worth, TX: Dominion Press, 1985), pp. 22ff.

20. See ibid., pp. 98ff., 133ff.



6:15-17

that Israel’s time has run out: The stars fell to the earth,
as a fig tree casts its unripe figs when shaken by a
great wind (Job 9:7; 13ccl. 12:2; Isa. 13:10; 34:4; Ezek.
32:8; Dan. 8:10; Joel 2:10; 3:15); the great wind, of
course, was brought by the Four Horsemen, who in
Zechariah’s original imagery were the Four Winds
(Zech. 6:5), and who will be reintroduced to St. John
in that form in 7:1; and the fig tree is Israel herself
(Matt. 21:19; 24:32-34; Luke 21:29-32). Fifth, Israel
now simply disappears: The heaven vanished like a
scroll when it is rolled up?! (Isa. 34:4; 51:6; Ps. 102:25-
26; on the symbolism of Israel as “heaven,” see Isa.
51:15-16; Jer. 4:23-31; cf. Heb 12:26-27). Sixth, the
Gentile powers are shaken as well: Every mountain
and island were moved out of their places (Job 9:5-6;
14:18-19; 28:9-11; Isa. 41:5, 15-16; Ezek. 38:20; Nab.
1:4-8; Zeph. 2:11).22 God’s “old creation,” Israel, is thus
to be de-created, as the Kingdom is transferred to the
Church, the New Creation (cf. 2 Pet. 3:7-14). Because
the rulers in God’s Vineyard have killed His Son, they
too will be killed (Matt. 21:33-45). The Vineyard itself
will be broken down, destroyed, and laid waste (Isa.
5:1-7). In God’s righteous destruction of Israel, He will
shake even heaven and earth (Matt. 24:29-30; Heb.
12:26-28) in order to deliver His Kingdom over to His
new nation, the Church.

15-17 Old Testament prophetic imagery is still in view
as St. John here describes the apostates under
judgment. This is the seventh phase of de-creation: the
destruction of men. But this seventh item in the list
opens up to reveal another “seven” within it (just as the
Seventh Seal and Seventh Trumpet each contains the
next set of seven judgments), for seven classes of men
are named here, showing that the destruction is total,
affecting small and great alike: the kings of the earth
and the great men and the commanders and the rich
and the strong and every slave and free man. None
will be able to escape, regardless of either privileged
status or insignificance. The whole Land has rejected
Christ, and the whole Land is being excommunicated.
Again, the parallels show that the judgment upon Israel
is intended by this prophecy (cf. Isa. 2 and 24-27),
although other nations (“the kings of the earth”) will
be affected as well.

As the earth is de-created, and the mediating natural

revelation is removed — placing sinners face-to-face
with the bare revelation of the holy and righteous God
— the men of Israel attempt to flee and to seek
protection in anything that might seem to offer refuge.
Flight underground and into caves is a sign of being
under a curse (cf. Gen. 19:30-38). Thus they hid
themselves (cf. Gen. 3:8) in the caves and among the
rocks of the mountains (the lex talionis for their
mistreatment of the righteous: Heb. 11:38; cf. Jud.
7:25),5 and they said to the mountains and to the
rocks: Fall on us and hide us from the presence of
Him who sits on the Throne, and from the wrath of
the Lamb; for the great day of His wrath has come;?*
and (Nab. 1:6; Mal. 3:2) who is able to stand? The
interpretation given here is again confirmed: This
passage is not speaking of the End of the World, but of
the End of Israel in A.D. 70. The origin of the symbolism
used here is in the prophecy of Hosea against Israel:

Ephraim will be seized with shame,

And Israel will be ashamed of its own counsel.

Samaria will be cut off with her king,

Like a stick on the surface of the water.

Also, the high places of Aven, the sin of Israel,

will be destroyed;

Thorn and thistle will grow on their altars.

Then they will say to the mountains: Cover us!
And to the hills: Fall on us! (Hos. 10:6-8)

Jesus cited this text on His way to the crucifixion,
stating that it would be fulfilled upon idolatrous Israel
within the lifetimes of those who were then present:
And there were following Him a great multitude of the
people, and of women who were mourning and lamenting
Him. But Jesus turning to them said, Daughters of Jerusalem,
stop weeping for Me, but weep for yourselves and for your
children. For behold, the days are coming when they will say:
Blessed are the barren, and the wombs that never bore, and
the breasts that never nursed. Then they will begin to say to
the mountains: Fall on us! and to the hills: Cover us! (Luke
23:21-30)
As the churches in Asia Minor were first reading this
vision, the prophesied judgments were already taking
place; the final End was fast approaching. The
generation that had rejected the Landlord’s Son (cf.
Matt. 21:33-45) would soon be screaming these very
words. The crucified and resurrected Lord was coming
to destroy the apostates. This was to be the great Day of
the outpoured wrath of the Lamb, whom they had slain.

21. Referring to the Biblical imagery (cf. Gen. 1:7) of a “solid” sky, Ford ex-
plains: “Heaven’s having been ‘wrenched apart like a scroll that is rolled up’
leads to an image not of a papyrus or leather roll but rather a scroll like the
two copper ones found in Qumran. The idea of noise is conveyed more
dramatically if the reader is meant to picture a metal scroll suddenly snapping
shut.” J. Massyngberde Ford, Rewvelation: Introduction, Translation, and
Commentary (Garden City, NY: Doubleday and Co., 1975), p. 100.

In contrast to popular interpretations of the texts which speak of faith
moving mountains (Matt. 17:20; 21:21; Mark 11:23), it should be noted that
this expression occurs in passages which speak of the coming judgment upon,
and fall of, apostate Jerusalem. Jerusalem is often called “the mountain” in
Scripture (e.g. Dan. 9:16); thus the saints at the altar (6:9-11) are pictured as

22.
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crying out, in faith, for this great mountain to fall down. Jerusalem’s
destruction is accordingly portrayed, in part, as a burning mountain being
cast into the sea (8:8; cf. Zech. 14:4).

See James B. Jordan, Judges: God’s War Against Humanism (Tyler, TX:
Geneva Ministries, 1985), pp. 114, 140.

G. B. Caird attains the breathtaking ne plus ultra of absurd commentary with
his astounding assertion that “the wrath of God in the Revelation, as
elsewhere in the Old and New Testaments, represents not the personal
attitude of God towards sinners, but an impersonal process of retribution
working itself out in the course of history.” A Commentary on the Revelation of
St. John the Divine (New York: Harper and Row, 1966), p. 91.

23.

24.



7

THE TRUE ISRAEL

The two visions of this chapter (v. 1-8 and v. 9-17) are
still part of the Sixth Seal, providing a resolution of the
problem of Israel’s fall. Yet they also form an interlude
or intermission, a period of delay between the sixth and
seventh seals that serves to heighten the sense of
waiting complained of by the saints in 6:10, since this
section is in part the divine answer to their prayer (cf.
the delay between the sixth and seventh trumpets,
10:1-11:14). Before the Fall of Jerusalem, Christianity
was still largely identified with Israel, and the futures of
the two were interconnected.

The Christians were not separatists; they regarded
themselves as the true heirs of Abraham and Moses,
their religion as the fulfillment of all the promises to
the fathers. For the Church to exist completely separate
from the Israelite nationality and from the Holy Land
was virtually unimaginable. Thus, if God’s wrath were
to be unleashed upon Israel with all the undiluted fury
portrayed in the Sixth Seal, bringing the recreation of
heaven and earth and the annihilation of mankind,
what would become of the Church? What about the
faithful who find themselves in the midst of a collapsing
civilization? Would the believing remnant be destroyed
in the coming conflagration along with the enemies of

the faith?

The answer given in these visions is that “God has not
destined us for wrath, but for obtaining salvation
through our Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Thess. 5:9): The
Church will be preserved. In terms of the coming
judgment on Israel, in fact, the Lord had given explicit
instructions about how to escape from the Tribulation
(see Matt. 24:15-25; Mark 13:14-23; Luke 21:20-24).
The Christians living in Jerusalem obeyed the
prophetic warning, and were preserved, as Marcellus
Kik pointed out in his study of Matthew 24: “One of
the most remarkable things about the siege of Jerusalem
was the miraculous escape of the Christians. It has been
estimated that over a million Jews lost their lives in
that terrible siege, but not one of them was a Christian.
This our Lord indicated in verse 13: ‘But he that shall
endure to the end, the same shall be saved.” That the
‘end’ spoken of was not the termination of a Christian’s
life but rather the end of Jerusalem is evident from the
context. Immediately after this verse Christ goes on to
relate the exact time of the end. Christians who would
live to the end would be saved from the terrible
tribulation. Christ indicates also the time for the
Christian to flee from the city so that he could be saved
during its destruction. This is verified in a parallel

passage (Luke 21:18): ‘But there shall not an hair of
your head perish.” In other words, during the desolation
of Jerusalem, Christians would be unharmed, although
in the period previous to this some would lose their
lives through persecution.”!

The 144,000 Sealed (7:1-8)

1 And after this [ saw four angels standing at the four
corners of the Land, holding back the Four Winds of the
earth, so that no wind should blow on the Land or on the
sea or on any tree.

2 And I saw another angel ascending from the rising of the
sun, having the Seal of the living God; and he cried out
with a loud Voice to the four angels to whom it was
granted to harm the Land and the sea,

3 saying: Do not harm the Land or the sea or the trees, until
we have sealed the bond-servants of our God on their
foreheads.

4 And | heard the number of those who were sealed, one
hundred and forty-four thousand sealed from every tribe
of the sons of Israel:

5 From the tribe of Judah, twelve thousand were sealed,
from the tribe of Reuben twelve thousand, from the tribe
of Gad twelve thousand,

6 from the tribe of Asher twelve thousand, from the tribe
of Naphtali twelve thousand, from the tribe of Manasseh
twelve thousand,

7  from the tribe of Simeon twelve thousand, from the tribe
of Levi twelve thousand, from the tribe of Issachar twelve
thousand,

8 from the tribe of Zebulun twelve thousand, from the tribe
of Joseph twelve thousand, from the tribe of Benjamin,
twelve thousand were sealed.

1-3 St. John sees four angels standing at the four
corners of the Land, divine messengers to whom it was
granted to harm the Land and the sea; yet here they
are holding back the Four Winds of the earth, so that
no wind should blow on the Land or on the sea or on
any tree. While Land and sea are in the genitive case,
tree is in the accusative, indicating that St. John wishes
to draw special attention to it. Throughout the Bible,
trees are images of men (Jud. 9:8-15). In particular, they
are symbols for the righteous (Ex. 15:17; Ps. 1:3; 92:12-
14; Isa. 61:3; Jer. 17:5 -8).2

The wind in Scripture is used in connection with the
coming of God and the action of His angels in either
blessing or curse (cf. Gen. 8:1; 41:27; Ex. 10:13, 19;
14:21; 15:10; Num. 11:31; Ps. 18:10; 104:3-4; 107:25;
135:7; 147:18; 148:8; John 3:8; Acts 2:2). In this case,
the angel is speaking of the sirocco, the hot desert blast
that scorches vegetation as a figure of God’s burning
judgment of the ungodly (cf. 16:9, and contrast 7:16):

1. J. Marcellus Kik, An Eschatology of Victory (Nutley, NJ: The Presbyterian and Reformed Publishing Company, 1971), pp. 96f.
2. See James B. Jordan’s forthcoming studies, Food and Faith and Trees and Thorns.
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Though he flourishes among the reeds,

An east wind shall come,

The wind of the LORD coming up from the wilderness;

And his fountain will become dry,

And his spring will be dried up;

It will plunder his treasury of every precious article.

Samaria will be held guilty,

For she has rebelled against her God.

They will fall by the sword,

Their little ones will be dashed in pieces,

And their pregnant women will be ripped open.

(Hos. 13:15-16)
As we have seen,’ the association of angels with
“nature” is not “mere” imagery. God through His angels
really does control weather patterns, and He uses
weather as an agency of blessing and judgment. From
the very first verse, the Bible is written in terms of what
Gary North calls cosmic personalism: “God did not
create a self-sustaining universe which is now left to
operate in terms of autonomous laws of nature. The
universe is not a giant mechanism, like a clock, which
God wound up at the beginning of time. Ours is not a
mechanistic world, nor is it an autonomous biological
entity, growing according to some genetic code of the
cosmos. Ours is a world which is actively sustained by
God on a full-time basis (Job 38-41). All creation is
inescapably personal and theocentric. ‘For the invisible
things of him from the creation of the world are clearly
seen, being understood by the things that are made,
even his eternal power and Godhead . . " (Rom. 1:20).

“If the universe is inescapably personal, then there can
be no phenomenon or event in the creation which is
independent from God. No phenomenon can be said to
exist apart from God’s all-inclusive plan for the ages.
There is no uninterpreted ‘brute factuality.’ Nothing in
the universe is autonomous. . . . Nothing in the creation
generates its own conditions of existence, including the
law structure under which something operates or is
operated upon. Every fact in the universe, from
beginning to end, is exhaustively interpreted by God in
terms of His being, plan, and power.”

The four angels are restraining the judgment in
obedience to the command of another angel, whom St.
John sees ascending from the rising of the sun,
whence God’s actions in history traditionally came (cf.
Isa. 41:1-4, 25; 46:11; Ezek. 43:1-3). This angel comes
as the representative of Christ, the Sunrise from on
high who has visited us (Luke 1:78), the Sun of
righteousness who has risen with healing in His wings
(Mal. 4:2; cf. Eph. 5:14; 2 Pet. 1:19). He possesses the
Spirit without measure (John 3:34), the Seal of the
living God with which He marks out the people of His
own possession, and by His order the judgments on the
Land are not fully poured out until we — Christ and His

messengers — have sealed the servants of our God on
their foreheads: The Seal of the Spirit (Eph. 1:13;
4:30) is applied to the righteous before the Seals of
wrath are applied to the wicked; Pentecost precedes
Holocaust.

The seal in the Biblical world signified a grant of
authority and power, a guarantee of protection, and a
mark of ownership (cf. 2 Cor. 1:21-22; 2 Tim. 2:19).
The primary Old Testament background for St.
John’s imagery is Ezekiel 9:1-7, which shows God
commissioning executioners to destroy everyone in the
city of Jerusalem; the first to be slain are the elders at
the Temple.First, however, He commands another
angel to “go through the midst of the city, even through
the midst of Jerusalem, and put a mark on the foreheads
of the men who sigh and groan over all the
abominations that are being committed in its midst” (v.
4). The godly are marked for protection, in order that
the apostates in Jerusalem may be destroyed.

The mark on the forehead is thus a symbol of man
restored to fellowship with God. One striking example
of this was the High Priest, whose forehead was marked
with gold letters proclaiming that he was HOLY TO
THE LORD (Ex. 28:36). Further, in Deuteronomy 6:6-
8, all God’s people are sealed in the forehead and the
hand with the law of God, just as they are characterized
in life by faithful obedience in thought and action to
every word of God.

The protective “mark” in Ezekiel 9 is literally tav, the
last letter of the Hebrew alphabet. The ancient Hebrew
form of the tav was +, a cross — a fact that was not lost
on the early Church, which saw it as “a quasi-prophetic
reference to the sign of the cross as used by Christians,
and it is possible that the use of that sign in baptism
may have originated in this passage.” Tertullian
believed that God had given Ezekiel “the very form of
the cross, which He predicted would be the sign on our
foreheads in the true Catholic Jerusalem.”® Holy
Baptism, the Seal of the Spirit (2 Cor. 1:21-22; Gal.
3:27; Eph. 1:13-14; 4:30; cf. Rom. 4:11), marks these
believers as the covenant-keeping bond-servants of
our God, who will be preserved from God’s wrath as the
ungodly are destroyed. “The purpose of the sealing was
to preserve the true Israel of God as a holy seed. It was
not designed to save them from tribulation, but to
preserve them in the midst of the great tribulation
about to come and to glorify them thereby. Though the
old Israel be cast off, a new and holy Israel is to be
chosen and sealed with the Spirit of the living God.”?

4-8 The number of those who were sealed is read to
St. John: one hundred and forty-four thousand sealed
from every tribe of the sons of Israel, with twelve

3. See comments on 4:5-8, above.

4. The Dominion Covenant: Genesis (Tyler, TX: Institute for Christian
Economics, 1982), pp. 1-2; cf. pp. 2-11, 425-54; see also Rousas John
Rushdoony, The Mythology of Science (Nutley, NJ: The Craig Press, 1967).

5. E.H. Plumptre, The Pulpit Commentary: Ezekiel (London: Funk and Wagnalls
Co., n.d.), Vol. 1, pp. 162f.

6. Tertullian, Against Marcion, iii.22, in Alexander Roberts and James
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thousand from each of the twelve tribes. The number
144,000 is obviously symbolic: twelve (the number of
Israel) squared, then multiplied by 1000 (ten and its
multiples symbolizing many; cf. Deut. 1:11; 7:9; Ps.
50:10; 68:17; 84:10; 90:4). St. John pictures for us the
ideal Israel, Israel as it was meant to be, in all its
perfection, symmetry, and completeness; the holy
Army of God, mustered for battle according to her
thousands (cf. 1 Chron. 4-7). The “thousand” was the
basic military division in the camp of Israel (Num.
10:2-4, 35-36; 31:1-5, 48-54; 2 Sam. 18:1; 1 Chron.
12:20; 13:1; 15:25; 26:26; 27:1; 28:1; 29:6; 2 Chron.
1:2; 17:14-19; Ps. 68:17). This is the significance of
Micah’s famous prophecy of the Nativity: Even though
Bethlehem is too small to be counted “among the
thousands of Judah,” too insignificant to be considered
seriously in the nation’s military strategy, yet “from you
One will go forth for Me to be Ruler in Israel,” the King
who will establish God’s justice and peace to the ends
of the earth (Mic. 5:1-15). It is in terms of this Biblical
imagery that St. John hears the names of the tribes
shouted out: He is listening to the military roll-call of
the Lord’s Hosts. In this case, each of the twelve tribes
is able to field twelve full divisions, a numerically
perfect army of 144,000 soldiers of the Lord.

St. John’s vision of an Israelite army is thus, in Milton
Terry’s words, “an apocalyptic picture of that ‘holy seed’
of which Isaiah speaks in Isaiah 6:13 — that surviving
remnant which was destined to remain like the stump
of a fallen oak after cities had been laid waste and the
whole land had become a desolation — that ‘remnant of
Jacob,” which was to be preserved from the ‘consump-
tion determined in the midst of all the land’ (Isa. 10:21-
23). It is the same ‘remnant according to the election
of grace’ of which Paul speaks in Romans 9:27-28; 11:5.
God will not destroy Jerusalem and make the once holy
places desolate until He first chooses and seals a select
number as the beginning of a new Israel. The first
Christian Church was formed out of chosen servants of
God from ‘the twelve tribes of the dispersion’ (James
1:1), and the end of the Jewish age was not to come
until by the ministry of Jewish Christian apostles and
prophets the gospel of the kingdom had been preached
in the whole world for a testimony unto all the nations
(Matt. 24:14).”8

St. John comforts his readers: Judgment will assuredly
be poured out upon the apostates of the Old Covenant,
but the Church herself is not in danger. Indeed, the
true Covenant people are safe, whole, and entire. Even
though God is about to destroy Jerusalem, annihilating
every last vestige of the Old Covenant world-order and
system of worship, Israel endures. The Covenant
promises to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob are not
jeopardized in the slightest. In fact, the outpouring of
God’s wrath in the destruction of Jerusalem will only
serve to reveal the true Israel in greater glory than ever
before. Jerusalem is sacked and burned, its inhabitants
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killed and scattered; but Israel — all of her people, in all
of her tribes — is sealed and saved. “Judgment thus is not
only the other side of the coin to salvation, but it is also
an act of grace and mercy to the people of God.
However devastating the fall of Jerusalem was to the
faithful remnant, without that fall no remnant would
have remained.”

The Order of the Twelve Tribes in Revelation

[I have set this out as a separate section because it
will undoubtedly be the most wearying part of the
book to read. The reader who tires easily should
give it a brief glance and move on. While I have
tried to simplify the discussion as much as possible,
[ fear it still looks exceedingly complex. All this
would be much easier if we knew our Bibles as well
as the children in the first-century synagogues: If
we knew by heart the names of Jacob’s sons and
their mothers, and the twenty or so different orders
in which they are listed in the Old Testament (and
the reasons for each variation), we would almost
immediately understand what St. John has done
with his list, and why.

Some remarks by Austin Farrer are especially
pertinent here: “The purpose of symbols is that
they should be immediately understood, the
purpose of expounding them is to restore and build
up such an understanding. This is a task of some
delicacy. The author had not with his conscious
mind thought out every sense, every inter-
connection of his imagery. They had worked in his
thinking, they had not themselves been thought. If
we endeavor to expose them, we shall appear to
over-intellectualize the process of his mind, to
represent an imaginative birth as a speculative
construction. Such a representation not merely
misrepresents, it also destroys belief, for no one can
believe in the process when it is thus represented.
No mind, we realize, could think with such
complexity, without destroying the life of the
product of thought. Yet, if we do not thus intellect-
ualize, we cannot expound at all; it is a necessary
distortion of method, and must be patiently
endured by the reader. Let it be said once for all
that the convention of intellectualization is not to
be taken literally. We make no pretence of
distinguishing between what was discursively
thought and what intuitively conceived in a mind
which penetrated its images with intelligence and
rooted its intellective acts in imagination. . . .

“The reader who perseveres through the analyses
which follow may naturally ask, ‘How much of all
this did the congregations of the Seven Churches
comprehend, when the apocalyptic pastoral of
their archbishop was read out to them? The answer
is, no doubt, that of the schematic analysis to
which we resort they understood nothing, because

8. [Ibid., pp. 341f.

9. Rousas John Rushdoony, Salvation and Godly Rule (Vallecito, CA: Ross House Books, 1983), p. 141.
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they were listening to the Apocalypse of St. John,
and not to the lucubrations of the present writer.
They were men of his own generation, they
constantly heard the Old Testament in their
assemblies, and were trained by the preacher (who
might be St. John himself) to interpret it by certain
conventions. And so, without intellectual analysis,
they would receive the symbols simply for what
they were. They would understand what they
would understand, and that would be as much as
they had time to digest.”] 10

Scholars have long puzzled over the order of the tribes
in St. John’s list. Obviously, Judah is named first
because that is the tribe of Jesus Christ; other than that,
many have supposed that the list is either haphazard
(given the Biblical writers’ — especially St. John’s —
extreme attention to detail, this is highly unlikely), or
else permanently locked in mystery (this is just sheer
arrogance; we should always remember that, if we can’t

answer a question, someone probably will come along
in the next hundred years or so who will). As usual,
however, Austin Farrer’s explanation has the most to
offer. Pointing out that the names of the twelve tribes
are written on the gates of the four-cornered New
Jerusalem (21:12), he proposes that the order of the
tribes corresponds to the order in which the gates are
listed: east, north, south, west. As we can see in the first
diagram (which, like the maps of the ancient world, is
oriented toward the east),!! St. John begins at the
eastern corner with Judah (because the sealing angel
comes from the east, v. 2), goes through Reuben and
Gad to Asher at the north corner, then down the
northwest side with Naphtali and Manasseh; starting
over again (we’ll see why in a moment), he lists Simeon
and Levi on the southeast side to Issachar at the south,
then turns round the corner and goes through Zebulun
and Joseph, ending with Benjamin at the western
corner.

-~

Handmaids

-

12

ea Jorun

~

Benjamin

Why did St. John arrange the list of tribes in this
manner?! The most likely answer (Farrer’s) is found in
Genesis and Ezekiel. The twelve tribes descended from
the twelve sons of Jacob, whom he sired through his

wives Leah and Rachel, and their respective

handmaids, Zilpah and Bilhah (legally, the handmaids’
children belonged to Leah and Rachel; see Gen. 29:31-
30:24 and 35:16-18). The list of Jacob’s sons is as

follows:

10. Austin Farrer, A Rebirth of Images: The Making of St. John’s Apocalypse
(Gloucester, MA: Peter Smith, [1949] 1970), pp. 20f.

11. Orient means east; thus, if you are truly “oriented ,“ you are “easted”
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LEAH: Reuben Gad (from Zilpah)
Simeon Asher (from Zilpah)
Levi [ssachar
Judah Zebulun

RACHEL: Dan (from Bilhah) Joseph
Naphtali (from Bilhah) Benjamin

When the prophet Ezekiel set forth his vision of the ideal Jerusalem, he too showed twelve gates, one for each tribe

(Ezek. 48:30-35).

Senior Leah
II \\
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! I
\ ]
\ ’
Junior Leah

At first glance, it does not seem to have much in
common with St. John’s; yet once we view them
together, they appear very close indeed. Ezekiel’s list is
arranged very symmetrically.

Ezekiel has divided Leah’s sons into two major groups of
three (“senior” and “junior”), balancing each other on
north and south. Rachel’s two sons on the east are set
across from Zilpah’s two sons on the west; and below
each pair is one of Bilhah’s sons. Ezekiel has also
brought Judah (the royal tribe) into the top row of
three by having him change places with Simeon.

Farrer explains St. John’s revision of Ezekiel: “He makes
a genuine three for Rachel, by substituting Manasseh’s
name for Dan’s. In fact, the tribe of Joseph had become
two tribes, Ephraim and Manasseh. Since Ephraim was
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Joseph’s principal heir, Joseph covers Ephraim;
Manasseh is added. A by-product of this improvement
is the disappearance from the list of Dan, one of the
Twelve. Perhaps it will not have displeased St. John; let
Dan be the Judas of the patriarchs. Dan had, in fact, a
dubious reputation (Gen. 49:17; Lev. 24:10-11; 1 Kings
12:28-30; Jer. 4:15 and 8:16). In the end (Rev. 21:12-
14), St. John puts the names of the apostles round the
city, pairing them with the tribes. We cannot suppose
that Iscariot’s name would stand there, any more than
Dan’s.

“Then, as to the artificial promotion of Judah: instead
of exchanging Judah and Simeon, St. John simply puts
Judah up two places. The result is that Levi, not
Simeon, is pushed out of the first three. The alteration



7:9

is presumably deliberate, for in the new dispensation
Levi is degraded. The priesthood is united with the
kingship in the tribe of Judah, as the writer to the
Hebrews so copiously explains; Levi has no special
standing (see especially Heb. 7:11 -14).”12

The Great Multitude (7:9-17)
9 After these things I looked, and behold, a great

multitude, that no one could count, from every nation
and all tribes and peoples and tongues, standing before
the Throne and before the Lamb, clothed in white robes,
and palm branches were in their hands;

and they cry out with a loud voice, saying: Salvation to
our God who sits on the Throne, and to the Lamb!

And all the angels were standing around the Throne and
around the elders and the four living creatures; and they
fell on their faces before the Throne and worshiped God,
saying: Amen! Blessing and glory and wisdom and
thanksgiving and honor and power and might, be to our
God forever and ever! Amen!

10

11

12

13 And one of the elders answered, saying to me, These who
are clothed in the white robes, who are they, and from
where have they come?

And I said to him, My lord, you know. And he said to me,
These are the ones who come out of the Great
Tribulation, and they have washed their robes and made
them white in the blood of the Lamb.

For this reason, they are before the Throne of God; and
they serve Him day and night in His Temple; and He who
sits on the Throne shall spread His Tabernacle over them.

14

15

16 They shall hunger no more, neither thirst anymore;
neither shall the sun beat down on them, nor any heat;

for the Lamb in the center of the Throne shall be their
Shepherd, and shall guide them to the springs of the
Water of Life; and God shall wipe every tear from their

eyes.

17

9 We have already noticed a literary device that St.
John uses to display his images from various angles:
hearing, then seeing. For example, in 1:10-13, St. John
hears a Voice, then turns to see the Lord; in 5:5-6, he
hears of the Lion of Judah, then sees the Lamb; in 6:1-
8, he hears a living creature say “come!” — and then sees
the object of the creature’s command.

The same pattern occurs here in this chapter: St. John
tells us, I heard the number of those who were sealed
(v. 4); then, after these things — after hearing the
number of the redeemed — I looked, and behold, a
great multitude (v. 9). This pattern, and the fact that
the blessings ascribed to both groups are blessings that
belong to the Church, indicate that these two groups
are, to some extent, two different aspects of the one,
universal Church. So, from one standpoint, God’s
people are definitely numbered; none of the elect are
missing, and the Church is perfectly symmetrical and
whole. From another standpoint, the Church is
innumerable, a great host that no one could count.
Seen from one perspective, the Church is the new, the
true, Israel of God: the sons of Jacob gathered into all
their tribes, full and complete. From another, equally
true perspective, the Church is the whole world: a great
multitude redeemed from every nation and all tribes
and peoples and tongues.

In other words, the 144,000 are the Remnant of Israel;
yet the fulfillment of the promises to Israel takes place
through the salvation of the world, by bringing the
Gentiles in to share the blessings of Abraham (Gal.
3:8). The number of the Remnant is filled by the
multitudes of the saved from all nations, just as the
New Jerusalem — whose dimensions are measured in
twelves and whose gates are inscribed with the names
of the twelve tribes — is filled with the glory and honor
of the nations of the world (21:12-27). Farrer says: “By
the contrast between the numbered tribes and the
innumerable host, St. John gives expression to two
antithetical themes, both equally traditional. God
knows the number of His elect; those who inherit the
blessing of Abraham are as numberless as the stars
(Gen. 15:5). Yet St. John cannot mean either that the
number of Gentile saints is unknown to God, or that
the number of righteous Israelites can be counted by
men. What he tells us is, that his ear receives a number
resulting from an angelic census; and that his eye is
presented with a multitude he cannot count, as was
Abraham’s when called upon to look at the stars. The
vision of the white-robed host, purified by martyrdom,
must in any case reflect Daniel 11:35. The theme is
continued in Daniel 12:1-3, where the same persons are
described as ‘registered in the book’ and as ‘like the
stars’; it is easy to conclude ‘numbered, therefore, yet
uncountable.”!3

In St. John’s vision, therefore, the sealed Remnant of
Israel is the holy seed, the “first fruits” (14:4) of the new
Church, destined to expand into an innumerable
multitude gathered in worship before the Throne in
heaven. The nucleus of Israel becomes the Church,
redeemed from every nation in fulfillment of the
Abrahamic promise (Gen. 15:5; 22:17-18); and thus
the Church becomes the whole world. The salvation of
Israel alone had never been God’s intention; He sent
his Son “that the world should be saved through Him”
(John 3:16-17). As the Father said to the Son, in
planning the Covenant of Redemption:

It is too small a thing that You should be My Servant

To raise up the tribes of Jacob,

And to restore the preserved ones of Israel;

[ will also make of You a Light to the nations

So that My salvation may reach to the end of the earth.

(Isa. 49:6)
The actual number of the saved, far from being limited
to mere tens of thousands, is in reality a multitude that
no one could count, so vast that it cannot be
comprehended. For the fact is that Christ came to save
the world. Traditionally — although Calvinists have
been technically correct in declaring that the full
benefits of the atonement were intended only for the
elect — both Calvinists and Arminians have tended to
miss the point of John 3:16. That point has been
beautifully summarized by Benjamin Warfield: “You
must not fancy, then, that God sits helplessly by while
the world, which He has created for Himself, hurtles

12. Austin Farrer, The Revelation of St. John the Divine, p. 108,
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hopelessly to destruction, and He is able only to snatch
with difficulty here and there a brand from the
universal burning. The world does not govern Him in a
single one of its acts: He governs it and leads it steadily
onward to the end which, from the beginning, or ever
a beam of it had been laid, He had determined for it
.... Through all the years one increasing purpose runs,
one increasing purpose: the kingdoms of the earth
become ever more and more the Kingdom of our God
and His Christ. The process may be slow; the progress
may appear to our impatient eyes to lag. But it is God
who is building: and under His hands the structure rises
as steadily as it does slowly, and in due time the
capstone shall be set into its place, and to our
astonished eyes shall be revealed nothing less than a
saved world.” 14

Unfortunately, many have failed to appreciate fully the
implications of this passage. For more than a century,
Christianity has been plagued by an altogether
unwarranted defeatism: We have believed in the
depravity of man more than in the sovereignty of God.
We have more faith in an unregenerate creature’s
power to resist God’s Word, than in the power of the
almighty Creator to turn a man’s heart according to His
will. Such an impotent attitude has not always
characterized God’s people. Charles Spurgeon
encouraged a gathering of missionaries with these
words: “I myself believe that King Jesus will reign, and
the idols be utterly abolished; but I expect the same
power which turned the world upside down once will
still continue to do it. The Holy Ghost would never
suffer the imputation to rest upon His holy name that
He was not able to convert the world.”!

Because of the Resurrection and Ascension of Christ,
this is the age of the triumph of the Gospel. The plain
indications of Scripture are that the tendency of the
nations, over time, will be toward conversion. The
saved will vastly outnumber the lost. Throughout the
Book of Revelation, as in the rest of the Bible, we find
Satan continually defeated before the great army of the
elect. Even when Satan appears to be dominant, he
knows that “he has only a short time” (12:12). The
period of Satan’s seeming triumph is counted in days
and months (12:6; 13:5), and even then it is nothing
more than a mad, futile scramble for fleeting power; in
marked contrast, the period of the saints’ dominion is
measured in years — a thousand of them — and from first
(1:6) to last (20:4-6) they are designated as kings. Jesus
is Victor! He has come to save the world, to redeem the
nations, and He will not be disappointed: “He will see
His offspring, He will prolong His days, and the good
pleasure of the LORD will prosper in His hand” (Isa.
53:10).

St. John sees the redeemed world of victorious saints
standing before the Throne and before the Lamb in
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worship. They are clothed in white robes, symbolizing
righteousness, with palm branches in their hands, as
the well-known symbol of the restoration of God’s
people to Paradise. This is also reminiscent of the Feast
of Tabernacles, initiated during the Exodus: It is no
accident that the word tabernacle occurs in this passage
(see on v. 15 below).!® R. J. Rushdoony shows how
extensive the Exodus imagery is in the symbolism of
Revelation: “Jesus is both the true Moses (the Song of
Moses is cited in Rev. 15:2ff.), and the greater Joshua.
He is the deliverer of God’s people. Simeon at the
temple declared that his eyes had seen God’s salvation,
having seen the infant saviour (Luke 2:30; cf. Isa.
52:10), for he was one of those ‘who were looking for
the redemption of Jerusalem’ (Luke 2:38), i.e., its
deliverance from captivity, from spiritual Egypt.
Pharaoah’s killing of the infants is paralleled by Herod’s
murderous order (Ex. 1:16; 2:15; 4:19; Matt. 2:16). The
infant Christ is called the true Israel called out of Egypt
(Matt. 2:14f.; cf. Ex. 4:22; Hos. 11:1). Israel’s 40 years
of temptation in the wilderness, and its failure, is
matched by Christ's 40 days of temptation in the
wilderness, ending in victory; Jesus resisted by quoting
Moses. Jesus sent out 12 disciples, to be the new Israel
of God, the new heads of a new nation or people. Jesus
also sent out 70 (Luke 10:1ff.), even as Moses gathered
70, to whom God gave the Spirit (Num. 11:16ff.). We
are given parallels to the conquest of Canaan, and the
destruction of its cities by the fire of judgment (Matt.
10:15; 11:20ff.; Luke 10:12ff.; Deut. 9:1ff.; Matt. 24).
The old Jerusalem now has the role of Canaan and is to
be destroyed (Matt. 24). The whole world is the new
Canaan, to be judged and conquered: ‘Go ye into all
the world. . . .> Both Exodus and Revelation conclude
with the Tabernacle, the first with the type, the second
with the reality.”!?

There are other parallels here as well. The Feast of
Dedication (Hanukkah) commemorated the cleansing
of the Temple by Judas Maccabaeus in 164/165 B. C.,
after its defilement by Antiochus IV Epiphanes, when
the Jews rejoiced “with thanksgiving, and branches of
palm trees, and with harps, and cymbals, and with viols,
and hymns, and songs: because there was destroyed a
great enemy out of Israel” (1 Mac. 13:51). Jesus
attended this feast (John 10:22), and on Palm Sunday
He imitated Judas Maccabaeus’s action by cleansing the
Temple of its defilement by the moneychangers (Matt.
21:12-13; Mark 11:15-17; Luke 19:45-46; cf. John 2:13-
16).

In paralleling the cleansing of the Temple, the scene of
the redeemed multitude in Revelation also reverses the
image; for, unlike the great multitude that greeted Jesus
with palm branches (Matt. 21:8), but possessed only
leaves and no fruit (Matt. 21:19), the multitude of
Revelation 7 is Christ’s new nation, bearing fruit and

16. See David Chilton, Paradise Restored: A Biblical Theology of Dominion (Ft.
Worth, TX: Dominion Press, 1985), pp. 44-46, 60.

17. Rousas John Rushdoony, Thy Kingdom Come: Studies in Daniel and Revelation
(Tyler, TX: Thoburn Press, [1970] 1978), PP. 149f.

14. Benjamin B. Warfield, from a sermon on John 3:16 entitled “God’s Immeas-
urable Love,” in Biblical and Theological Studies (Philadelphia: Presbyterian
and Reformed Publishing CO., 1968), PP. 518f.

15. Quoted in lain Murray, The Puritan Hope: Revival and the Interpretation of
Prophecy (London: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1971), p. 258.
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7:10-14

inheriting the Kingdom (Matt. 21:43). That St. John
intends us to see such a parallel is clear from the fact
that the word translated palm (phoinix) occurs only two

times in the New Testament — here, and in the story of
Palm Sunday in the Gospel of John (12:13).

10 Joining in the heavenly liturgy, the innumerable
multitude shouts: Salvation (i.e., Hosanna! cf. John
12:13) unto our God who sits on the Throne, and to
the Lamb! — ascribing to God and to the Lamb what
Rome claimed for the Caesars. Mark Antony said of
Julius Caesar that his “only work was to save where
anyone needed to be saved”;!® and now Nero was on
the throne, whom Seneca (speaking as “Apollo”) had
praised as the divine Savior of the world:

He is like me in much, in form and appearance, in his
poetry and singing and playing. And as the red of morning
drives away dark night, as neither haze nor mist endure before
the sun’s rays, as everything becomes bright when my chariot
appears, so it is when Nero ascends the throne. His golden
locks, his fair countenance, shine like the sun as it breaks
through the clouds. Strife, injustice and envy collapse before
him. He restores to the world the golden age.!”

In direct contradiction to the State-worshiping
blasphemies of Rome and Israel, the Church declares
that salvation is the province of God and His Son
alone. In every age, this has been a basic issue. Who is
the Owner and Determiner of reality? Whose word is
law? Is the State the provider of salvation? For us, as for
the early Church, there is no safe middle ground
between faith and apostasy.

11-12 The angels too are seen here in this heavenly
worship service, encircling the congregation around
the Throne and giving a sevenfold blessing to God in
praise — a blessing both preceded and ended with an
oath: Amen! Blessing and glory and wisdom and
thanksgiving and honor and power and might, be to
our God forever and ever! Amen! As in many other
Biblical descriptions of worship, the position of the
worshipers is noted here: They fell on their faces
before the Throne. Official, public worship in
Scripture never shows the participants sitting at prayer;
public prayer is always performed in the reverential
positions of standing or bowing down. The modern,
nominalistic platonist, thinking himself to be more
spiritually-minded than Biblical characters (even
angels!), would respond that the bodily position is
irrelevant, so long as the proper attitude is filling the
heart. But this overlooks the fact that Scripture
connects the attitude of the heart with the attitude of
the body. In public worship, at the very least, our
churches should follow the Biblical pattern of physical
reverence in prayer.

When rationalistic Protestants abandoned the use of
the kneeling rail in worship, they contributed to the
outbreaks of individualistic pietism that have brought
so much ruin to the Church. Man needs liturgy and

symbolism. God created us that way. When the Church
denies man this aspect of his God-given nature, he will
seek to fulfill it by inadequate or sinful substitutes. A
return to Biblically based liturgy is not a cure-all; but it
will prove to be a corrective to the shallow, frenetic,
and misplaced “spirituality” that has been the legacy of
centuries of liturgical poverty.

13-14 One of the elders now challenges St. John to
tell him the identity of this great multitude from every
nation. St. John confesses his inability, and the elder
explains: These are the ones who come out of the
Great Tribulation. While this text may and should be
used to comfort Christians going through any period of
suffering and persecution, its primary reference is to
“the hour of testing, that hour which is about to come
upon the whole world, to test those who dwell upon the
Land” (3:10), the “Great Tribulation” of which Jesus
warned as He spoke to His disciples on the Mount of
Olives (Matt. 24:21; Mark 13:19) — a tribulation that
He stated would take place during the then-existing
generation (Matt. 24:34; Mark 13:30; Luke 21:32); the
greatest tribulation that ever was, or ever will be (Matt.

24:21; Mark 13:19).

The point, for the first-century Christians reading it,
was that the Tribulation they were about to suffer
would not destroy them. In facing persecution they
were to see themselves, first, as “the Israel of God”
(Gal. 6:16), sealed and protected; and second, as an
innumerable, victorious multitude. As God saw them,
they were not scattered, isolated groups of poor and
persecuted individuals accused as criminals by a
merciless, demonic power-State; they were, rather, a
vast throng of conquerors, who had washed their robes
and made them white in the blood of the Lamb,
standing before God’s Throne and robed in the
righteousness of Jesus Christ. St. John is probably
drawing on the ordination-investiture ritual after the
rigorous examination for the priesthood. First, the
prospective priest was examined as to his geneology. “If
he failed to satisfy the court about his perfect
legitimacy, the candidate was dressed and veiled in
black, and permanently removed. If he passed that
ordeal, inquiry was next made as to any physical
defects, of which Maimonides enumerates a hundred
and forty that permanently, and twenty-two which
temporarily disqualified for the exercise of priestly
office. . . . Those who had stood the twofold test were
dressed in white raiment, and their names permanently
inscribed.”?® The white robes of these priests thus
correspond to the white robe of their High Priest; and
just as His robe is said to be “dipped in blood,” so theirs
are washed and made white in the blood of the Lamb.

In striking contrast to what some Christian groups in
recent years have been taught, the early Church did
not expect to be miraculously preserved from all
hardship in this life. They knew that they would be

18. Ethelbert Stauffer, Christ and the Caesars (Philadelphia: The Westminster
Press, 1955), p. 52.

19. Ibid., p. 139. Nero eventually repaid Seneca for a lifetime of servile idolatry
by ordering him to commit suicide.

20. Alfred Edersheim, The Temple: Its Ministry and Services as They Were at the

Time of Jesus Christ (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co.,
1980), p. 95; cf. Rev. 3:5.



called upon to suffer persecution (2 Tim. 3:12) and
tribulation (John 16:33; Acts 14:22; Rom. 5:3; 8:35;
Rev. 1:9). The Apostle Peter had already written to
prepare the Church for the Great Tribulation:
“Beloved, do not be surprised at the fiery ordeal among
you, which comes upon you for your testing, as though
some strange thing were happening to you; . . . but to
the degree that you share the sufferings of Christ, keep
on rejoicing; so that also at the revelation of His glory,
you may rejoice with exultation” (1 Pet. 4:12-13). In a
secondary sense, this is certainly applicable to
Christians everywhere who suffer in tribulation. We are
not to see salvation as a magic formula for trouble-
avoidance. As the white-robed army of Christ, we are
more than conquerors. Our calling is to endure and to
overcome.

In his influential study of the expansion of the early
Church, Adolf Harnack wrote: “The remarkable thing
is that although Christians were by no means numerous
till after the middle of the second century, they
recognized that Christianity formed the central point
of humanity as the field of political history as well as its
determining factor. Such a self-consciousness is
perfectly intelligible in the case of Judaism, for the Jews
were really a large nation and had a great history
behind them. But it is truly amazing that a tiny set of
people should confront the entire strength of the
Roman empire, that it should see in the persecution of
the Christians the chief role of that empire, and that it
should make the world’s history culminate in such a
conflict. The only explanation of this lies in the fact
that the Church simply took the place of Israel, and
consequently felt herself to be a people; this implied
that she was also a political factor, and indeed the
factor which ranked as decisive alongside of the state
and by which in the end the state was to be

overcome.”?!

15-17 The elder continues his explanation: For this
reason — because of their redemption and union with
the Lamb through’ His blood, they are before the
Throne of God in worship. Imitating the cherubim
(4:8), these white-robed priests serve Him day and
night in His Temple (cf. 1 Chron. 9:33; 23:30; Ps.
134:1). They thus receive the most characteristic
blessing of the Covenant, the Shadow of the
Almighty: He who sits on the Throne shall spread
His Tabernacle over them. This is referring to shade
provided by the Glory-Cloud, which hovered over both
the earth at its creation (Gen. 1:2) and Israel in the
wilderness (Deut. 32:10-11).22 Filled with “many
thousands of angels” (Ps. 68:17; cf. 2 Kings 6:17), the
Cloud provided a winged shelter, “a refuge from the
storm, a shade from the heat” (Isa. 25:4; cf. Ps. 17:8;
36:7; 57:1; 61:4; 63:7; 91:1-13; 121:5-6). All this was
summarized in a prophecy of the coming New
Covenant Church: “When the LORD has washed away

7:15-17

the filth of the daughters of Zion, and purged the blood
of Jerusalem from her midst by the Spirit of judgment
and the Spirit of burning, then the LORD will create
over the whole area of Mount Zion and over her
assemblies a Cloud by day, even smoke, and the
brightness of a flaming fire by night; for over all the

glory will be a canopy” (Isa. 4:4-5; cf. 51:16).

This Cloud/canopy of God’s presence is also called a
covering (2 Sam. 22:12; Ps. 18:11; Lam. 3:44; Ps. 91:4),
the same word used to describe the position of the
carved cherubim that hovered over the Ark of the
Covenant (Ex. 25:20). This term is also the word
translated booths or tabernacles in Leviticus 23:33-43,
where God commands His people to erect booths of
leafy branches to dwell in during the Feast of Taber-
nacles. As the Restoration prophets saw, this feast was
an acted-out prophecy of the conversion of all nations,
the filling out of the Covenant people with the entire
world. On the last day of the Feast of Tabernacles, God
spoke through Haggai: “I will shake all the nations; and
they will come with the wealth of all nations; and I will
fill this House [the Temple] with glory” (Hag. 2:7).
Zechariah too prophesied of the meaning of this feast in
terms of the conversion of the nations and the
sanctification of every area of life (Zech. 14:16-21).

In the Last Days, during the celebration of the same
feast, Jesus Christ again set forth its meaning: the
outpouring of the Spirit upon the restored believer, so
that the Church becomes a means of restoration to the
entire world. The promise of the Feast of Tabernacles
was about to be fulfilled, after the glorious Ascension of
the Son to the Throne: “Now on the last day, the great
day of the feast, Jesus stood and cried out, saying, ‘If any
man is thirsty, let him come to Me and drink. He who
believes in Me, as the Scripture has said, out of his belly
shall flow rivers of living water.” But this He spoke of
the Spirit, whom those who believed in Him were to
receive; for the Spirit was not yet given, because Jesus

was not yet glorified” (John 7:37-39).

St. John’s vision of the redeemed world reveals the
inescapable outcome of Christ’s Ascension, the
consummation of Paradise: They shall hunger no
more, neither thirst anymore; neither shall the sun
beat down on them, nor any heat; for the Lamb in the
center of the Throne shall be their Shepherd, and
shall guide them to the springs of the Water of Life;
and God shall wipe away every tear from their eyes.
We noted earlier the Father’s words to the Son from
Isaiah 49, giving the promise of the salvation of the
world as well as Israel. The passage continues:

I will keep You and give You for a covenant of the people,

To restore the land, to make them

inherit the desolate heritages;

Saying to those who are bound: Go forth!

To those who are in darkness: Show yourselves!

Along the roads they will feed,
And their pasture will be on all bare heights.

21. Adolf Harnack, The Mission and Expansion of Christianity in the First Three
Centuries, James Moffatt, trans. (Gloucester, MA: Peter Smith, [1908]
1972), pp. 257f.

22. See Meredith G. Kline, Images of the Spirit (Grand Rapids: Baker Book
House, 1980), pp. 13ff.; cf. Chilton, Paradise Restored, pp. 58ff.
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They will not hunger or thirst,

Neither will the scorching heat or sun strike them down;
For He who has compassion on them will lead them,
And will guide them to springs of water.

And [ will make all My mountains a road,

And My highways will be raised up.

Behold, these shall come from afar,

And lo, these will come from the north and from the west,
And these from the land of Sinim [Chinal].

Shout for joy, O heavens! And rejoice, O earth!

For the LORD has comforted His people,

And will have compassion on His afflicted. (Isa. 49:8-13)

The churches of the first century were on the brink of
the greatest Tribulation of all time. Many would lose
their lives, their families, their possessions. But St. John
writes to tell the churches that the Tribulation is not a
death, but a Birth (cf. Matt. 24:8), the prelude to the
establishment of the worldwide Kingdom of Christ. He
shows them the scene on the other side: the inevitable
victory celebration.

Part

In Nero’s Circus Maximus, the scene of his bloody and
revolting slaughters of Christians — by wild beasts, by
crucifixion, by fire and sword — there stood a great stone
obelisk, silent witness to the valiant conduct of those
brave saints who endured tribulation and counted all
things as loss for the sake of Christ.

The bestial Nero and his henchmen have long since
passed from the scene to their eternal reward, but the
Obelisk still stands, now in the center of the great
square in front of St. Peter’s Basilica. Chiseled on its
base are these words, taken from the overcoming
martyrs’ hymn of triumph:

CHRISTUS VINCIT
CHRISTUS REGNAT
CHRISTUS IMPERAT

— which is, being interpreted: Christ is conquering;
Christ is reigning; Christ rules over all.

Four

COVENANT SANCTIONS:

THE SEVEN TRUMPETS
(Revelation 8-14)

Introduction

The fourth section of the standard treaty document
dealt with the sanctions (curses and blessings) of the
covenant (cf. Deut. 27:1 -30:20).! In Deuteronomy,
these sanctions are set forth in the context of a
ratification ceremony, in which the Covenant between
God and the people is renewed. Moses instructed the
people to divide into two groups, six tribes on Mount
Gerizim (the symbol of blessing) and six at an altar
built on Mount Ebal (the symbol of cursing). The
congregation was to take a solemn oath, repeating
Amen as the Levites repeated the curses of the
Covenant, calling down those curses upon themselves
if they should ever forsake the law (Deut. 27:1-26).
Moses made it clear that this Covenant oath involved
not only the people who swore to it, with their wives,
children, and servants, but also with the generations to
come (Deut. 29:10-15).

Deuteronomy 28 is practically the paradigmatic bless-
ing/curse section of the entire Bible. The blessings for
obedience are listed in verses 1-14, and the curses for

disobedience are enumerated (in more detail) in verses
15-68. The Jewish War by Josephus reads almost like a
commentary on this passage, for the Great Tribulation
culminating in the Fall of Jerusalem in A.D. 70 and the
subsequent scattering of the Jews throughout the earth
was the definitive fulfillment of its curses. When the
Jewish mob was screaming for Jesus to be crucified, they
invoked the woes of this chapter: “All the people
answered and said, ‘His blood be on us and on our

children!” (Matt. 27:25).

When the days of vengeance finally came to that
generation, they were cursed in every aspect of life
(Deut. 28:15-19); smitten with pestilence of every sort
(Deut. 28:20-26); visited with plague, violence, and
oppression (Deut. 28:27-37); struck by poor harvests,
economic reversals, and the loss of their children
(Deut. 28:38-48); beseiged by enemies and starved into
cannibalistic practices (Deut. 28:49-57); enslaved and
scattered throughout the nations of the world, living in

fear and despair night and day (Deut. 28:58-68).

1. See Meredith G. Kline, Treaty of the Great King: The Covenant Structure of Deuteronomy (Grand Rapids: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1963), pp. 121-
34; cf. Ray R. Sutton, That You May Prosper: Dominion By Covenant (Tyler, TX: Institute for Christian Economics, 1987).
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Moses warned that the Land of Israel would become a
desolation if the people forsook the Covenant; like
Sodom and Gomorrah, a monument to the judgment of
God. “Now the generation to come, your sons who rise
up after you and the foreigner who comes from a distant
land, when they see the plagues of the Land and the
diseases with which the LORD has afflicted it, will say,
‘All its land is brimstone and salt, a burning waste,
unsown and unproductive, and no grass grows in it, like
the overthrow of Sodom and Gomorrah, Admah and
Zeboiim, which the LORD overthrew in His anger and
in His wrath.’

“And all the nations shall say, “Why has the LORD done
thus to this Land? Why this great outburst of anger?
Then men shall say, ‘Because they forsook the
Covenant of the LORD, the God of their fathers, which
He made with them when He brought them out of the
land of Egypt. And they went and served other gods
and worshiped them, gods whom they have not known
and whom He had not alloted to them. Therefore, the
anger of the LORD burned against that Land, to bring
upon it every curse that is written in this book; and the
LORD uprooted them from their Land in anger and in
fury and in great wrath, and cast them into another

land, as it is this day”” (Deut. 29:22-28).

The Seven Trumpets of Revelation announce that this
judgment is about to be poured out upon Israel for her
rejection of Christ. Throughout this section flies the
Eagle-cherub with his cry of Woe, a reminder of the
conquering nation warned of in Deuteronomy 28:49.
The Eagle is a Biblical symbol of both Covenant
blessing (cf. Ex. 19:4; Deut. 32:11) and Covenant curse
(cf. Jer. 4:13; Hab. 1:8). Like the opening of Hosea’s
Sanctions/Covenant Ratification section (Hos. 8:1),
the Eagle in Revelation is connected with the blowing

8:1-2

of Trumpets signaling disaster; yet the Eagle brings
salvation as well to the faithful of the covenant (cf.
Rev. 12: 14).

As in Deuteronomy, this section of Revelation shows us
two mountains: the Mount of Cursing in Chapter 8,
which is ignited with coals from the altar and thrown
into the Abyss; and the Mount of Blessing in Chapter
14, Mount Zion, where the Lamb meets with His army
of 144,000, the Remnant from the Land of Israel.
Deuteronomy 30:1-10 promises an ultimate restoration
of the people, when God would truly circumcise their
hearts, and when He would again abundantly bless
them in every area of life. Kline comments: “As the
development of this theme in the prophets shows, the
renewal and restoration which Moses foretells is that
accomplished by Christ in the New Covenant. The
prophecy is not narrowly concerned with ethnic Jews
but with the covenant community, here concretely
denoted in its Old Testament identity as Israel. Within
the sphere of the New Covenant, however, the wall of
ethnic distinctions disappears. Accordingly, the Old
Testament figure used here of exiled Israelites being
regathered to Yahweh in Jerusalem (v. 3b, 4; cf. 28:64)
finds its chief fulfillment in the universal New
Testament gathering of sinners out of the human race,
exiled from Paradise, back to the Lord Christ
enthroned in the heavenly Jerusalem.”?

Thus, the central image of this section of Revelation is
a Covenant ratification ceremony (Chapter 10), in
which the Angel of the Covenant stands on the Sea
and on the Land, lifting His right hand to heaven,
swearing an oath and proclaiming the coming of the
New Covenant, the inauguration of a new adminis-
tration of the world under “the Lord and His Christ;
and He will reign forever and ever” (Rev. 11:15).

8

LITURGY AND HISTORY

The Book is Opened (8:1-5)

1 And when He broke the Seventh Seal, there was silence
in heaven for about half an hour.

2 And I saw the seven angels who stand before God; and
Seven Trumpets were given to them.

3 And another angel came and stood at the altar, holding a
golden censer; and much incense was given to him, that
he might add it to the prayers of all the saints upon the
golden altar which was before the throne.

4 And the smoke of the incense, with the prayers of the
saints, went up before God out of the angel’s hand.

5 And the angel took the censer; and he filled it with the
fire of the altar and threw it onto the Land; and there
followed peals of thunder and voices and flashes of
lightning and an earthquake.

1-2 Finally, the Seventh Seal is broken, opening up to
reveal the seven trumpets that herald the doom of
Jerusalem, the once-holy City which has become
paganized and which, like its precursor Jericho, will fall
by the blast of seven trumpets (cf. Josh. 6:4-5). But first,
in this grand heavenly liturgy which makes up the Book
of Revelation, there is silence in heaven for about half
an hour. Milton Terry comments: “Perhaps the idea of
this silence was suggested by the cessation of singers and
trumpets when King Hezekiah and those with him
bowed themselves in reverent worship (2 Chron.
29:28-29), and the half hour may have some reference
to the offering of incense described in verses 3 and 4,

2. Kline, pp. 132f.
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for that would be about the length of time necessary for
a priest to enter the temple and offer incense and return
(comp. Lev. 16:13-14; Luke 1:10, 21).”!

Alfred Edersheim’s description of this Temple
ceremony helps us understand the setting reflected
here: “Slowly the incensing priest and his assistants
ascended the steps to the Holy Place, preceded by the
two priests who had formerly dressed the altar and the
candlestick, and who now removed the vessels they had
left behind, and, worshipping, withdrew. Next, one of
the assistants reverently spread the coals on the golden
altar; the other arranged the incense; and then the
chief officiating priest was left alone within the Holy
Place, to await the signal of the president before
burning the incense. It was probably while thus
expectant that the angel Gabriel appeared to Zacharias
[Luke 1:8-11]. As the president gave the word of
command, which marked that ‘the time of incense had
come,” ‘the whole multitude of the people without’
withdrew from the inner court, and fell down before
the Lord, spreading their hands? in silent prayer.

“It is this most solemn period, when throughout the
vast Temple buildings deep silence rested on the
worshiping multitude, while within the sanctuary itself
the priest laid the incense on the golden altar, and the
cloud of ‘odours’ [5:8] rose up before the Lord, which
serves as the image of heavenly things in this
description.”

Following this awe-filled silence, the seven angels who
stand before God* are given Seven Trumpets (the
Temple liturgy used seven trumpets: 1 Chron. 15:24;
Neh. 12:41). St. John seems to assume that we will
recognize these seven angels; and well we should, for we
have met them already. The letters of Revelation 2-3
were written to “the seven angels” of the churches, and
it is they who are represented here (granting, of course,
that these figures are not necessarily “identical” to the
angels of the churches). They are clearly meant to be
related to each other, as we can see when we step back
from the text (and our preconceived ideas) and allow
the whole picture to present itself to us. When we do
this, we see the Revelation structured in sevens, and in
recurring patterns of sevens. One of those recurring
patterns is that of seven angels (chapters 1-3, 8-11, 14,
15-16). Just as earthly worship is patterned after
heavenly worship (Heb. 8:5; 9:23-24), so is the
government of the Church (Matt. 16:19; 18:18; John
20:23); moreover, according to Scripture, there are
numerous correspondences between human and
angelic activities (cf. 21:17). Angels are present in the
worship services of the Church (1 Cor. 11:10; Eph.
3:10) — or, more precisely, on the Lord’s Day we are
gathered in worship around the Throne of God, in the
heavenly court.

Thus we are shown in the Book of Revelation that the
government of the earthly Church corresponds to
heavenly, angelic government, just as our official
worship corresponds to that which is conducted around
the heavenly Throne by the angels. Moreover, the
judgments that fall down upon the Land are brought
through the actions of the seven angels (again, we
cannot divorce the human angels from their heavenly
counterparts). The officers of the Church are
commissioned and empowered to bring God’s blessings
and curses into fruition in the earth. Church officers are
the divinely appointed managers of world history. The
implications of this fact, as we shall see, are quite
literally earth-shaking.

3.5 St. John sees another angel standing at the
heavenly altar of incense, holding a golden censer. A
large amount of incense, symbolic of the prayers of all
the saints (cf. comments on 5:8), is given to the angel
that he might add it to the prayers of God’s people,
assuring that the prayers will be received as a sweet-
smelling offering to the Lord. Then the smoke of the
incense, with the prayers of the saints, ascends before
God out of the angel’s hand, as the minister offers up
the petitions of his congregation.

What happens next is amazing: The angel fills the
censer with coals of fire from the incense altar and casts
the fire onto the earth in judgment; and this is followed
by peals of thunder and voices and flashes of lightning
and an earthquake. These phenomena, of course,
should be familiar to us as the normal accompaniments
of the Glory-Cloud: “So it came about on the third day,
when it was morning, that there were thunder and
lightning flashes and a thick cloud upon the mountain
and a very loud trumpet sound. . . . Now Mount Sinai
was all in smoke because the LORD descended upon it
in fire; and its smoke ascended like the smoke of a

furnace, and the whole mountain quaked violently”
(Ex. 19:16, 18).

The irony of this passage becomes obvious when we
keep in mind that it is a prophecy against apostate
Israel. In the worship of the Old Testament, the fire on
the altar of burnt offering originated in heaven, coming
down upon the altar when the Tabernacle and the
Temple were made ready (Lev. 9:24; 2 Chron. 7:1).
This fire, started by God, was kept burning by the
priests, and was carried from place to place so that it
could be used to start other holy fires (Lev. 16:12-13; cf.
Num. 16:46-50; Gen. 22:6). Now, when God’s people
were commanded to destroy an apostate city, Moses
further ordered : “You shall gather all its booty into the
middle of its open square and burn all its booty with fire
as a whole burnt offering to the LORD your God” (Deut.
13:16; Jud. 20:40; cf. Gen. 19:28). The only acceptable
way to burn a city as a whole burnt sacrifice was with

1. Milton S. Terry, Biblical Apocalyptics: A Study of the Most Notable Revelations
of God and of Christ in the Canonical Scriptures (New York: Eaton and Mains,
1898), pp. 343f. See also Alfred Edersheim, The Temple: Its Ministry and
Services as They Were at the Time of Jesus Christ (Grand Rapids: William B.
Eerdmans, 1980), pp. 167f.

2.

3.
4.

100

Edersheim notes here that “the practice of folding the hands together in
prayer dates from the fifth century of our era, and is of purely Saxon origin.”
Alfred Edersheim, The Temple, p. 167.

Tobit 12:15 speaks of “the seven holy angels, which present the prayers of the
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God’s fire — fire from the altar.” Thus, when a city was
to be destroyed, the priest would take fire from God’s
altar and use it to ignite the heap of booty which served
as kindling, so offering up the entire city as a sacrifice.
It is this practice of putting a city “under the ban,” so
that nothing survives the conflagration (Deut. 13:12-
18), that the Book of Revelation uses to describe God’s
judgment against Jerusalem.®

God rains down His judgments upon the earth in
specific response to the liturgical worship of His people.
As part of the formal, official worship service in
heaven, the angel of the altar offers up the prayers of
the corporate people of God; and God responds to the
petitions, acting into history on behalf of the saints.
The intimate connection between liturgy and history is
an inescapable fact, one which we cannot afford to
ignore. This is not to suggest that the world is in danger
of lapsing into “non-being” when the Church’s worship
is defective. In fact, God will use historical forces (even
the heathen) to chastise the Church when she fails to
live up to her high calling as the Kingdom of priests.
The point here is that the official worship of the
covenantal community is cosmically significant.
Church history is the key to world history: When the
worshiping assembly calls upon the Lord of the
Covenant, the world experiences His judgments.
History is managed and directed from the altar of
incense, which has received the prayers of the Church.”

In my distress I called upon the LORD,

And cried to my God for help;

He heard my voice out of His Temple,

And my cry for help before Him came into His ears.

Then the earth shook and quaked;

And the foundations of the mountains were trembling

And were shaken, because He was angry.

Smoke went up out of His nostrils,

And fire from His mouth devoured;

Coals were kindled by it.

He bowed the heavens also, and came down

With thick darkness under His feet.

And He rode upon a cherub and flew;

And He sped upon the wings of the wind.

He made darkness His hiding place, His canopy around Him,
Darkness of waters, thick clouds of the skies.

From the brightness before Him passed His thick clouds,
Hailstones and coals of fire.

The LORD also thundered in the heavens,

And the Most High uttered His voice,

Hailstones and coals of fire.

And He sent out His arrows, and scattered them,

And lightning flashes in abundance, and routed them.
Then the channels of waters appeared,

And the foundations of the world were laid bare

At Thy rebuke, O LORD,

At the blast of the breath of Thy nostrils. (Psalm 18:6-15)

Several areas of the symbolic significance of trumpets
are in view in this passage. First, trumpets were used in

8:3-5

the Old Testament liturgy for ceremonial processions,
particularly as an escort for the Atk of the Covenant;
the obvious, prime example of this is the march around
Jericho before it fell (Josh. 6; cf. 1 Chron. 15:24; Neh.
12:41). As G. B. Caird says, “John must have had this
story in mind when he wrote; for he tells us that with
the blowing of the seventh trumpet the ark appeared
(11:19), and also that one of the consequences of the
trumpet blasts was that a tenth of the great city fell
(11:13).”8

Second, trumpets were blown to proclaim the rule of a
new king (1 Kings 1:34, 39; cf. Ps. 47:5): “John’s
seventh trumpet is the signal for the heavenly choir to
sing their coronation anthem, praising God because He
has assumed the sovereignty and begun to reign
(11:15).7

Third, the trumpet sounded an alarm, warning Israel of
approaching judgment and urging national repentance
(Isa. 58:1; Jer. 4:5-8; 6:1, 17; Ezek. 33:1-6; Joel 2:1, 15).
“John too believed that the purpose of the trumpet
blasts and the disasters they heralded was to call men to
repentance, even if that purpose was not achieved.
‘The rest of mankind who survived these plagues still
did not renounce the gods of their own making’ (9:20;
cf. Amos 4:6-11).”10

Fourth, Moses was instructed to use two silver trumpets
both “for summoning the congregation” to worship and
“for having the camps set out” in battle against the
enemy (Num. 10:1-9). It is significant that these two
purposes, warfare and worship, are mentioned in the
same breath. Gordon Wenham observes that “like the
arrangement of the camp with the tabernacle at the
middle, and the ordering of the tribes in battle
formation, the silver trumpets declare that Israel is the
army of the King of kings preparing for a holy war of
conquest.”!! The irony in Revelation, of course, is that
God is now ordering the trumpets of holy war blown
against Israel herself.

Fifth, trumpets were also blown at the feasts and on the
first day of every month (Num. 10:10), with special
emphasis on Tishri 1, the civil New Year’s Day (in the
ecclesiastical year, the first day of the seventh month);
this Day of Trumpets was the special liturgical
acknowledgement of the Day of the Lord (Lev. 23:24-
25; Num. 29:1-6). Of course, the most basic
background to all this is the Glory-Cloud, which is
accompanied by angelic trumpet blasts announcing the
sovereignty and judgment of the Lord (Ex. 19:16); the
earthly liturgy of God’s people was a recapitulation of
the heavenly liturgy, another indication that God’s
redeemed people had been restored to His image. (This
was the reason for the method Gideon’s army used to

5. To offer a sacrifice with “strange fire” (i.e., man-made fire, not from the
altar) was punished with death: Lev. 10:1-4.

For an in-depth study of this whole subject, see James B. Jordan, Sabbath-
Breaking and the Death Penalty: A Theological Investigation (Tyler, TX:
Geneva Ministries, 1986), esp. chaps. 3-5.

The symbolic use of incense is therefore appropriate (but of course not
binding) in the liturgy of the New Covenant.

6.

8. G. B. Caird, The Revelation of St. John the Divine (New York: Harper &

9.

101

Row, Publishers, 1966), p. 108.
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11. Gordon J. Wenham, Numbers: An Introduction and Commentary (Downers
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8:6-7

rout the Midianites, in Judges 7:15-22: By surrounding
the enemy with lights, shouting, and the blowing of
trumpets, the Israelites were an earthly reflection of
God’s heavenly army in the Cloud, coming in
vengeance upon God’s enemies.) The Biblical
symbolism would have been very familiar to St. John’s
first-century readers, and “in any case John himself has
told them clearly enough that the trumpets were an
escort for the ark, a proclamation of the divine
sovereignty, and a summons to general repentance; and
by placing them in the hands of the Angels of the
Presence he has indicated their close association with
worship.’12

As J. Massyngberde Ford notes,!? there are four striking
“reversals” in the text:

1. From the Throne and altar, the “mercy seat,”
comes wrath;

2. Incense, the “soothing aroma to the LORD”
(Lev. 1:13), becomes an agent of death (cf. 2
Cor. 2:14-16);

3. The trumpets, which called Israel to worship,
now become heralds of her destruction;

The heavenly liturgy itself, appointed for Israel’s
sanctification, becomes the means of her
overthrow and dissolution.

The First Trumpet (8:6-7)

6 And the seven angels who had the Seven Trumpets
prepared themselves to sound them.

7 And the first sounded, and there came hail and fire,
mixed with blood, and they were thrown onto the
Land; and a third of the Land was burned up, and a
third of the trees were burned up, and all the green grass
was burned up.

6-7 Not only reminding us of the fall of Jericho, the
judgments brought about by the sounding of these
trumpets also are reminiscent of the plagues that came
upon Egypt prior to the Exodus. Together, they are
represented as destroying one third of the Land.
Obviously, since the judgment is neither total nor final,
it cannot be the end of the physical world. Never-
theless, the devastation is tremendous, and does work
to bring about the end of the Jewish nation, the subject
of these terrible prophecies. Israel has become a nation
of Egyptians and Canaanites, and worse: a land of
covenant apostates. All the curses of the Law are about
to be poured out upon those who had once been the
people of God (Matt. 23:35-36). The first four trumpets
apparently refer to the series of disasters that devastated
Israel in the Last Days, and primarily the events leading
up to the outbreak of war.

As the Seal-judgments were counted in fourths, the
Trumpet-judgments are counted in thirds. The First
Trumpet sounds, and a triple curse (hail, fire, blood) is
thrown down, affecting a third of the Land; three objects
in particular are singled out. St. John sees hail and fire,
mixed with blood, and they were thrown onto the

Land. The blood of the slain witnesses is mixed with
the fire from the altar, bringing wrath down upon the
persecutors. The result of this curse, which has some
similarities to the seventh Egyptian plague (Ex. 9:22-
26), is the burning of a third of the Land and a third
of the trees, and all the green grass (i.e., all the grass
on a third of the Land; cf. 9:4). If the trees and grass
represent the elect remnant (as they seem to in 7:3 and
9:4), this indicates that they are not exempt from
physical suffering and death as God’s wrath is visited
upon the wicked. Nevertheless, (1) the Church cannot
be completely destroyed in any judgment (Matt.
16:18), and (2) unlike the wicked, the Christian’s
ultimate destiny is not wrath but life and salvation

(Rom. 2:7-9; 1 Thess. 5:9).

To those pagans who scoffed that God had failed to
rescue Christians from their enemies, St. Augustine
replied: “The whole family of God, most high and most
true, has therefore a consolation of its own — a
consolation which cannot deceive, and which has in it
a surer hope than the tottering and falling affairs of life
can afford. They will not refuse the discipline of this
temporal life, in which they are schooled for life
eternal; nor will they lament their experience of it, for
the good things of life they use as pilgrims who are not
detained by them, and its ills either prove or improve
them.

“As for those who insult over them in their trials, and
when ills befall them say, “Where is thy God? [Ps.
42:10] we may ask them where their gods are when they
suffer the very calamities for the sake of avoiding which
they worship their gods, or maintain they ought to be
worshiped; for the family of Christ is furnished with its
reply: Our God is everywhere present, wholly every-
where; not confined to any place. He can be present
unperceived, and be absent without moving; when He
exposes us to adversities, it is either to prove our
perfections or correct our imperfections; and in return
for our patient endurance of the sufferings of time, He
reserves for us an everlasting reward. But who are you,
that we should deign to speak with you even about your
own gods, much less about our God, who is ‘to be feared
above all gods? For all the gods of the nations are idols;
but the LORD made the heavens’ [Ps. 96:4-5] .”14

The wicked, on the other hand, have only wrath and
anguish, tribulation and distress ahead of them (Rom.
2:8-9). Literally, the vegetation of Judea, and especially
of Jerusalem, would be destroyed in the Roman
scorched-earth methods of warfare: “The countryside,
like the city, was a pitiful sight, for where once there
had been a multitude of trees and parks, there was now
an utter wilderness stripped bare of timber; and no
stranger who had seen the old Judea and the glorious
suburbs of her capital, and now beheld utter desolation,
could refrain from tears or suppress a groan at so terrible
a change. The war had blotted out every trace of
beauty, and no one who had known it in the past and

12. Caird, p. 111.
13. J. Massyngberde Ford, Revelation: Introduction, Translation,
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came upon it suddenly would have recognized the
place, for though he was already there, he would still
have been looking for the city.”!® Yet this was only the
beginning; many more sorrows — and much worse — lay

ahead (cf. 16:21).
The Second Trumpet (8:8-9)

8 And the second angel sounded, and something like a
great mountain burning with fire was thrown into the
sea; and a third of the sea became blood;

9 and a third of the creatures that were in the sea and had
life, died; and a third of the ships were destroyed.

8-9 With the trumpet blast of the second angel, we see
a parallel to the first plague on Egypt, in which the Nile
was turned to blood and the fish died (Ex. 7:17-21).
The cause of this calamity was that a great mountain
burning with fire was cast into the sea. The meaning of
this becomes clear when we remember that the nation
of Israel was God’s “Holy Mountain,” the “mountain of
God’s inheritance” (Ex. 15:17). As the redeemed
people of God, they had been brought back to Eden,
and the repeated use of mountain-imagery throughout
their history (including the fact that Mount Zion was
the accepted symbol of the nation) demonstrates this
vividly. But now, as apostates, Israel had become a
“destroying mountain,” against whom God’s wrath had
turned. God is now speaking of Jerusalem in the same
language He once used to speak of Babylon, a fact that
will become central to the imagery of this book:

Behold, I am against you, O destroying mountain,

Destroyer of the whole earth, declares the LORD,

And I will stretch out My hand against you,

And roll you down from the crags

And I will make you a burnt out mountain. . . .

The sea has come up over Babylon;

She has been engulfed with its tumultuous waves.

(Jer. 51:25, 42)

Connect this with the fact that Jesus, in the middle of
a lengthy series of discourses and parables about the
destruction of Jerusalem (Matt. 20-25), cursed an
unfruitful fig tree, as a symbol of judgment upon Israel.
He then told his disciples, “Truly I say to you, if you
have faith, and do not doubt, you shall not only do
what was done to the fig tree, but even if you say to this
mountain, ‘Be taken up and cast into the sea,’ it shall
happen. And all things you ask in prayer, believing, you
shall receive” (Matt. 21:21-22). Was Jesus being
flippant? Did He really expect His disciples to go
around praying about moving literal mountains? Of
course not. More importantly, Jesus was not changing
the subject. He was still giving them a lesson about the
fall of Israel. What was the lesson? Jesus was instructing
His disciples to pray imprecatory prayers, beseeching
God to destroy Israel, to wither the fig tree, to cast the
apostate mountain into the sea.!¢

And that is exactly what happened. The persecuted
Church, under oppression from the apostate Jews,

8:8-11

began praying for God’s vengeance upon Israel (6:9-
11), calling for the mountain of Israel to “be taken up
and cast into the sea.” Their offerings were received at
God'’s heavenly altar, and in response God directed His
angels to throw down His judgments to the Land was
destroyed. We should note that St. John is writing this
before the destruction, for the instruction and encour-
agement of the saints, so that they will continue to pray
in faith. As he had told them in the beginning, “Blessed
is he who reads and those who hear the words of the
prophecy, and keep the things that are written in it; for
the time is near” (1:3).

The Third Trumpet (8:10-11)

10 And the third angel sounded, and a great star fell from
heaven, burning like a torch, and it fell on a third of the
rivers and on the springs of waters;

11 and the name of the star is called Wormwood; and a
third of the waters became wormwood; and many men
died from the waters, because they were made bitter.

10-11 Like the preceding symbol, the vision of the
Third Trumpet combines Biblical imagery from the fall
of both Egypt and Babylon. The effect of this plague —
the waters being made bitter — is similar to the first
plague on Egypt, in which the water became bitter
because of the multitude of dead and decaying fish (Ex.
7:21). The bitterness of the waters is caused by a great
star that fell from heaven, burning like a torch. This
parallels Isaiah’s prophecy of the fall of Babylon, spoken
in terms of the original Fall from Paradise:

How you have fallen from heaven,

O star of the morning, son of the dawn!

You have been cut down to the earth,

You who have weakened the nations!

But you said in your heart,

[ will ascend to heaven,

[ will raise my throne above the stars of God,

And I will sit on the mount of assembly,

In the recesses of the north.

[ will ascend above the heights of the clouds;

[ will make myself like the Most High.

Nevertheless you will be thrust down to Sheol,
To the recesses of the pit. (Isa. 14:12-15)

The name of this fallen star is Wormwood, a term used
in the Law and the Prophets to warn Israel of its
destruction as a punishment for apostasy (Deut. 29:18;
Jer. 9:15; 23:15; Lam. 3:15, 19; Amos 5:7). Again, by
combining these Old Testament allusions, St. John
makes his point: Israel is apostate, and has become an
Egypt; Jerusalem has become a Babylon; and the
covenant-breakers will be destroyed, as surely as Egypt
and Babylon were destroyed.

The Fourth Trumpet (8:12-13)

12 And the fourth angel sounded, and a third of the sun
and a third of the moon and a third of the stars were
smitten, so that a third of them might be darkened and
the day might not shine for a third of it, and the night
in the same way.

14. St. Augustine, The City of God, i.29 (Marcus Dods, trans.; New York: The
Modern Library, 1950, pp. 34f.).

15. Josephus, The Jewish War, vi.i.l.
16. According to William Telford, this mountain was a standard expression among
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8:12

13 And I looked, and I heard an Eagle flying in midheaven,
saying with a loud voice, Woe; Woe; Woe to those who
dwell on the Land, because of the remaining blasts of
the Trumpet of the three angels who are about to sound!

12 Like the ninth Egyptian plague of “thick darkness”
(Ex. 10:21-23), the curse brought by the fourth angel
strikes the light-bearers, the sun, moon, and stars, so
that a third of them might be darkened. The imagery
here was long used in the prophets to depict the fall of
nations and national rulers (cf. Isa. 13:9-11, 19; 24:19-
23; 34:4-5; Ezek. 32:7-8, 11-12; Joel 2:10, 28-32; Acts
2:16-21). In fulfillment of this, Farrar observes, “ruler
after ruler, chieftain after chieftain of the Roman
Empire and the Jewish nation was assassinated and
ruined. Gaius, Claudius, Nero, Galba, Otho, Vitellius,
all died by murder or suicide; Herod the Great, Herod
Antipas, Herod Agrippa, and most of the Herodian
Princes, together with not a few of the leading High
Priests of Jerusalem, perished in disgrace, or in exile, or
by violent hands. All these were quenched suns and

darkened stars.”!7

13 The flying Eagle-cherub (4:7) rules the Trumpets
section of the Revelation (cf. Hos. 8:1), and it is
appropriate that St. John now sees an Eagle flying in
midheaven, warning of wrath to come. The Eagle, like
many other covenantal symbols, has a dual nature. On
one side, he signifies the salvation God provided for
[srael:

For the LORD’s portion is His people;
Jacob is the allotment of His inheritance.
He found him in a desert land,

And in the howling waste of a wilderness;
He encircled him, He cared for him,

He guarded him as the pupil of His eye.
Like an Eagle that stirs up its nest,

That hovers over its young,

He spread His wings and caught them,

He carried them on His pinions.
(Deut. 32:9-11; cf. Ex. 19:4)

But the Eagle is also a fearsome bird of prey, associated
with blood and death and rotting flesh:

His young ones also suck up blood; And where the slain
are, there is he. (Job 39:30)

The prophetic warnings of Israel’s destruction are often
couched in terms of eagles descending upon carrion
(Deut. 28:49; Jer. 4:13; Lam. 4:19; Hos. 8:1; Hab. 1:8;
Matt. 24:28). Indeed, a basic aspect of the covenantal
curse is that of being devoured by the birds of the air
(Gen. 15:9-12; Deut. 28:26, 49; Prov. 30:17; Jer. 7:33-
34; 16:3-4; 19:7; 34:18-20; Ezek. 39:17-20; Rev. 19:17-
18). The Eagle-cherub will reappear in this section of
Revelation as an image of salvation (12:14), and at the
end will be replaced by (or seen again as) an angel
flying in midheaven proclaiming the Gospel to those
who dwell on the Land (14:6), for his mission is
ultimately redemptive in its scope. But the salvation of
the world will come about through Israel’s fall (Rom.
11:11-15, 25). So the Eagle begins his message with
wrath, proclaiming three Woes that are to come upon
those who dwell on the Land.

Like the original plagues on Egypt, the curses are
becoming intensified, and more precise in their
application. St. John is building up to a crescendo,
using the three woes of the Eagle (corresponding to the
fifth, sixth, and seventh blasts of the Trumpet; cf. 9:12;
11:14-15) to dramatize the increasing disasters being
visited upon the Land of Israel. After many delays and
much longsuffering by the jealous and holy Lord of
Hosts, the awful sanctions of the Law are finally
unleashed against the Covenant-breakers, so that Jesus
Christ may inherit the kingdoms of the world and bring
them into His Temple (11:15-19; 21:22-27).

9

ALL HELL BREAKS LOOSE

The Fifth Trumpet (9:1-12)

1 And the fifth angel sounded, and I saw a star from heaven
which had fallen to the earth; and the key of the well of
the Abyss was given to him.

2 And he opened the well of the Abyss; and smoke went up
out of the well, like the smoke of a burning furnace; and
the sun and the air were darkened by the smoke of the
well.

3 And out of the smoke came forth locusts upon the earth;
and power was given them, as the scorpions of the earth
have power.

4 And they were told that they should not hurt the grass of
the earth, nor any green thing, nor any tree, but only the

men who do not have the seal of God on their foreheads.

5 And they were not permitted to kill anyone, but that
they should be tormented for five months; and their
torment was like the torment of a scorpion when it stings
a man.

6 And in those days men will seek death and will not find
it; and they will long to die and death shall flee from
them.

7 And the appearance of the locusts was like horses
prepared for battle; and on their heads, as it were, crowns
like gold, and their faces were like the faces of men.

8 And they had hair like the hair of women, and their teeth

were like the teeth of lions.

17. E W. Farrar, The Early Days of Christianity (Chicago: Belford, Clarke and Co., Publishers, 1882), p. 519.
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9 And they had breastplates like breastplates of iron; and
the sound of their wings was like the sound of chariots, of
many horses rushing to battle.

10 And they have tails like scorpions, and stings; and in
their tails is their power to hurt men for five months.

11 They have as king over them, the angel of the Abyss; his
name in Hebrew is Abaddon, and in the Greek he has the

name Apollyon.

12 The first Woe is past; behold, two Woes are still coming
after these things.

1-6 With the first Woe, the plagues become more
intense. While this curse is similar to the great swarms
of locusts which came upon Egypt in the eighth plague
(Ex. 10:12-15), these “locusts” are different: they are
demons from the Abyss, the bottomless pit, spoken of
seven times in Revelation (9:1, 2, 11; 11:7; 17:8; 20:1,
3). The Septuagint first uses the term in Genesis 1:2,
speaking of the original deep-and-darkness which the
Spirit creatively overshadowed (and metaphorically
“overcame”; cf. John 1:5). The Abyss is the farthest
extreme from heaven (Gen. 49:25; Deut. 33:13) and
from the high mountains (Ps. 36:6). It is used in
Scripture as a reference to the deepest parts of the sea
(Job 28:14; 38:16; Ps. 33:7) and to subterranean rivers
and vaults of water (Deut. 8:7; Job 38:16), whence the
waters of the Flood came (Gen. 7:11; 8:2; Prov. 3:20;
8:24), and which nourished the kingdom of Assyria
(Ezek. 31:4, 15). The Red Sea crossing of the covenant
people is repeatedly likened to a passage through the
Abyss (Ps. 77:16; 106:9; Isa. 44:27; 51:10; 63:13). The
prophet Ezekiel threatened Tyre with a great desolation
of the land, in which God would bring up the Abyss to
cover the city with a new Flood, bringing its people
down to the pit in the lower parts of the earth (Ezek.
26:19-21), and Jonah spoke of the Abyss in terms of
excommunication from God’s presence, a banishment
from the Temple (Jon. 2:2-6). The domain of the
Dragon (Job 41:31; Ps. 148:7; Rev. 11:7; 17:8), the
prison of the demons (Luke 8:31; Rev. 20:1-3; cf. 2 Pet.
2:4; Jude 6), and the realm of the dead (Rom. 10:7) are
all called by the name Abyss. St. John is thus warning
his readers that hell is about to break loose upon the
Land of Israel; as with Tyre of old, the Abyss is being
dredged up to cover the Land with its unclean spirits.
Apostate Israel is to be cast out of God’s presence,
excommunicated from the Temple, and filled with
demons. One of the central messages of Revelation is
that the Church tabernacles in heaven; the corollary of
this is that the false church tabernacles in hell.

Why does the locust plague last for five months? This
figure is, first of all, a reference to the period of five
months, from May through September, when locusts
normally appeared. (The unusual feature is that these
locusts remain for the entire period, engaging in
constant torment of the population.) Second, this may
refer in part to the actions of Gessius Florus, the
procurator of Judea, who for a five-month period

9:1-6

(beginning in May of 66 with the slaughter of 3,600
peaceful citizens) terrorized the Jews, deliberately
seeking to incite them to rebellion. He was successful:
Josephus dates the beginning of the Jewish War from
this occasion.! Third, the use of the term five is
associated in Scripture with power, and specifically
with military organization — the arrangement of the
[sraelite militia in a five-squad platoon formation (Ex.
13:18; Num. 32:17; Josh. 1:14; 4:12; Jud. 7:11; cf. 2
Kings 1 :9ff.).> By God’s direction, Israel was to be
attacked by a demonic army from the Abyss.

During the ministry of Christ, Satan had fallen to the
earth like a star from heaven (cf. 12:4, 9, 12); and the
key of the well of the Abyss was given to him. And
he opened the well of the Abyss. What all this means
is exactly what Jesus prophesied during His earthly
ministry: the Land which had received the benefits of
His work and then rejected Him, would become glutted
with demons from the Abyss. We should note here that
the key is given to Satan, for it is God who sends the
demons as a scourge upon His rebellious people.

The men of Nineveh shall stand up with this generation
at the judgment, and shall condemn it because they repented
at the preaching of Jonah; and behold, something greater
than Jonah is here. The Queen of the South shall rise up with
this generation at the judgment and shall condemn it,
because she came from the ends of the earth to hear the

wisdom of Solomon; and behold, something greater than
Solomon is here.

Now when the unclean spirit goes out of a man, it passes
through waterless places, seeking rest, and does not find it.
Then it says, “I will return to my house from which I came”;
and when it comes, it finds it unoccupied, swept, and put in
order. Then it goes, and takes along with it seven other spirits
more wicked than itself, and they go in and live there; and
the last state of that man becomes worse than the first. That
is the way it will also be with this evil generation. (Matt.

12:41-45)

Because of Israel’s rejection of the King of kings, the
blessings they had received would turn into curses.
Jerusalem had been “swept clean” by Christ’s ministry;
now it would become “a dwelling place of demons and
a prison of every unclean spirit, and a prison of every
unclean and hateful bird” (18:2). The entire generation
became increasingly demon-possessed; their progressive
national insanity is apparent as one reads through the
New Testament, and its horrifying final stages are
depicted in the pages of Josephus’ The Jewish War: the
loss of all ability to reason, the frenzied mobs attacking
one another, the deluded multitudes following after the
most transparently false prophets, the crazed and
desperate chase after food, the mass murders,
executions, and suicides, the fathers slaughtering their
own families and the mothers eating their own
children. Satan and the host of hell simply swarmed
throughout the land of Israel and consumed the
apostates.

1. Flavius Josephus, The Jewish War, ii.xiv.9-xix.9.

2. The Hebrew word in these texts is usually translated harnessed, armed, or in martial array, but the literal rendering is simply five in a rank (that is, five squads of
ten men in each squad). See James B. Jordan, The Law of the Covenant: An Exposition of Exodus 21-23 (Tyler, TX: Institute for Christian Economics, 1984), pp.
264f.; idem, Judges: God’s War Against Humanism (Tyler, TX: Geneva Ministries, 1985), p. 17.
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The vegetation of the earth is specifically exempted
from the destruction caused by the “locusts.” This is a
curse on disobedient men. Only the Christians are
immune to the scorpion-like sting of the demons (cf.
Mk. 6:7; Lk. 10:17-19; Acts 26:18); the unbaptized
[sraelites, who do not have the seal of God on their
foreheads (see on 7:3-8), are attacked and tormented
by the demonic powers. And the immediate purpose
God has in unleashing this curse is not death, but
merely torment, misery and suffering, as the nation of
Israel was put through a series of demoniac convulsions.
St. John repeats what he has told us in 6:16, that in
those days men will seek death and will not find it;
and they will long to die and death shall flee from
them. Jesus had specifically prophesied this longing for
death among the final generation, the generation of
Jews which crucified Him (Lk. 23:27-30). As the
wisdom of God had said long before: “He who sins
against Me wrongs his own soul; all those who hate Me

love death” (Prov. 8:36).

7-12 The description of the demon-locusts bears many
similarities to the invading heathen armies mentioned
in the prophets (Jer. 51:27; Joel 1:6; 2:4-10; cf. Lev.
17:7 and 2 Chron. 11:15, where the Hebrew word for
demon is hairy one). This passage may also refer, in part,
to the Satanic gangs of murderous Zealots that preyed
on the citizens of Jerusalem. As Josephus tells us, the
people had more to fear from the Zealots than from the
Romans: “With their insatiable hunger for loot, they
ransacked the houses of the wealthy, murdered men
and violated women for sport; they drank their spoils
with blood, and from mere satiety they shamelessly
gave themselves up to effeminate practices, plaiting
their hair and putting on women’s clothes, drenching
themselves with perfumes and painting their eyelids to
make themselves attractive. They copied not merely
the dress, but also the passions of women, devising in
their excess of licentiousness unlawful pleasures in
which they wallowed as in a brothel. Thus they entirely
polluted the city with their foul practices. Yet though
they wore women'’s faces, their hands were murderous.
They would approach with mincing steps, then
suddenly become fighting men, and, whipping out their
swords from under their dyed cloaks, they would run
through every passerby.”

One particularly interesting point about the
description of the demon army is St. John’s statement
that the sound of their wings was like the sound of
chariots, of many horses rushing to battle. That is the
same sound made by the wings of the angels in the
Glory-Cloud (Ezek. 1:24; 3:13; 2 Kings 7:5-7); the
difference here is that the noise is made by fallen angels.
St. John goes on to identify the king of the demons, the

angel of the Abyss, giving his name in both Hebrew
(Abaddon) and Greek (Apollyon) — one of many

indications of the essentially Hebraic character of the
Revelation.* The words mean Destruction and
Destroyer; Abaddon is used in the Old Testament for
the realm of the dead, the “place of destruction” (Job
26:6; 28:22; 31:12; Ps. 88:11; Prov. 15:11; 27:20). St.
John thus presents Satan as the very personification of
death itself (cf. 1 Cor. 10:10; Heb. 2:14). Clearly, for
Satan’s entire host of destroyers to be let loose upon the
Jewish nation was a hell on earth indeed. And yet St.
John tells us that this outbreak of demons in the land is
only the first Woe. Even this is not the worst, for two
Woes (i.e., the sixth and seventh trumpets) are still
coming after these things.

The Sixth Trumpet (9:-13-21)

And the sixth angel sounded, and I heard a voice from
the four horns of the golden altar which is before God,
one saying to the sixth angel who had the trumpet:
Release the four angels who are bound at the great river
Euphrates.

13

14

15 And the four angels, who had been prepared for the hour

and day and month and year, were released, so that they
might kill a third of mankind.

And the number of the armies of the horsemen was
myriads of myriads; | heard the number of them.

And this is how [ saw in the vision the horses and those
who sat on them: They had breastplates of fire and of
hyacinth and of brimstone; and the heads of the horses
are like the heads of lions; and out of their mouths
proceed fire and smoke and brimstone.

A third of mankind was killed by these three plagues, by
the fire and the smoke and the brimstone, which
proceeded out of their mouths.

16

17

18

19 For the power of the horses is in their mouths and in their
tails; for their tails are like serpents and have heads; and
with them they do harm.

And the rest of the men, who were not killed by these
plagues, did not repent of the works of their hands, so as
not to worship demons, and the idols of gold and of silver
and of brass and of stone and of wood, which can neither
see nor hear nor walk;

and they did not repent of their murders nor of their
sorceries nor of their fornication nor of their thefts.

20

21

13 Again we are reminded that the desolations
wrought by God in the earth are on behalf of His
people (Ps. 46), in response to their official, covenantal
worship: the command to the sixth angel is issued by a
voice from the four horns of the golden altar (i.e., the
incense altar) which is before God. The mention of
this point is obviously intended to encourage God’s
people in worship and prayer, assuring them that God’s
actions in history proceed from his altar, where He has
received their prayers. St. John states that the voice
came from the four horns (hornlike projections at each
corner of the altar), referring to an important aspect of
the Old Testament liturgy: the purification offering.
This offering referred to the pollution and defilement of
a place through sin. If the place defiled by sin is not
purified, death will result. In his excellent study of the

3. Flavius Josephus, The Jewish War, iv.ix.10.

4. For a lengthy discussion of St. John’s grammar, with particular attention to the Hebraic style, see R. H. Charles, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the
Revelation of St. John, 2 vols. (Edinburgh: T. &T. Clark, 1920), Vol. 1, pp. cxvii-clix. Charles’s summary of the reason for St. John’s unique style is that “while he

writes in Greek, he thinks in Hebrew” (p. cxliii).
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Levitical system, Gordon Wenham tells us that “the
purification offering dealt with the pollution caused by
sin. If sin polluted the land, it defiled particularly the
house where God dwelt. The seriousness of pollution
depended on the seriousness of the sin, which in turn
related to the status of the sinner. If a private citizen
sinned, his action polluted the sanctuary only to a
limited extent. Therefore the blood of the purification
offering was only smeared on the horns of the altar of
burnt sacrifice. If, however, the whole nation sinned or
the holiest member of the nation, the high priest,
sinned, this was more serious. The blood had to be
taken inside the tabernacle and sprinkled on the veil
and the altar of incense.”

The sins of the nation were atoned for by offering a
sacrifice on the brazen altar, then taking the blood and
smearing it on the horns of the golden altar of incense
(Lev. 4:13-21). In this way the altar was purified, so
that the incense could be offered with the assurance
that God would hear their prayers. The first-century
readers of Revelation would have recognized the
significance of this: God’s command to His angels, in
response to the prayers of His people, is spoken from
the horns of the golden altar. Their sins have been
covered, and do not stand in the way of free access to

God.

One further point should be observed. The prayers of
the Church at the altar of incense are imprecatory
prayers against the nation of Israel. The “Israel” that
has rejected Christ is polluted and defiled (cf. Lev.
18:24-30), and its prayers will not be heard by God, for
it has rejected the one atonement for sin. The unclean
land of Israel will therefore be judged in terms of the
curses of Leviticus 26, a chapter which repeatedly
threatens a sevenfold judgment upon the nation if it
becomes polluted by sin (Lev. 26:18, 21, 24, 28; we
have seen that this is the source for the repeated
sevenfold judgments in the Book of Revelation). But
the Church of Jesus Christ is the new Israel, the holy
nation, the true people of God, who possess
“confidence to enter the holy place by the blood of
Jesus” (Heb. 10:19). Again, the first-century Church is
assured by St. John that her prayers will be heard and
answered by God. He will take vengeance upon her
persecutors, for the earth is both blessed and judged by
the liturgical actions and judicial decrees of the

Church.

God’s readiness to hear and willingness to grant His
people’s prayers are continually proclaimed throughout
Scripture (Ps. 9:10; 10:17-18; 18:3; 34:15-17; 37:4-5;
50:14-15; 145:18-19). God has given us numerous
examples of imprecatory prayers, showing repeatedly
that one aspect of a godly man’s attitude is hatred for

God’s enemies and fervent prayer for their downfall and
destruction (Ps. 5:10; 10:15; 35:1-8, 22-26; 59:12-13;
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68:1-4; 69:22-28; 83; 94; 109; 137:8-9; 139:19-24;
140:6-11). Why then do we not see the overthrow of
the wicked in our own time? An important part of the
answer is the unwillingness of the modern Church to
pray Biblically; and God has assured us: You do not have
because you do not ask (James 4:2). But the first-century
Church, praying faithfully and fervently for the
destruction of apostate Israel, had been heard at God’s
heavenly altar. His angels were commissioned to strike.

14-16 The sixth angel is commissioned to release the
four angels who had been bound at the great river
Euphrates; they then bring against Israel an army
consisting of myriads of myriads. The Euphrates River
formed the boundary between Israel and the fearsome,
pagan forces which God used as a scourge against His
rebellious people. “It was the northern frontier of
Palestine [cf. Gen. 15:18; Deut. 11:24; Josh. 1:4], across
which Assyrian, Babylonian, and Persian invaders had
come to impose their pagan sovereignty on the people
of God. All the scriptural warnings about a foe from the
north, therefore, find their echo in John’s
bloodcurdling vision” (cf. Jer. 6:1, 22; 10:22; 13:20;
25:9, 26; 46:20, 24; 47:2; Ezek. 26:7; 38:6, 15; 39:2).6 It
should be remembered too that the north (the original
location of Eden)” was the area of God’s throne (Isa.
14:13); and both the Glory-Cloud and God’s agents of
vengeance are seen coming from the north, i.e., from
the Euphrates (cf. Ezek. 1:4; Isa. 14:31; Jer. 1:14-15).
Thus, this great army from the north is God’s army, and
under His control and direction, although it is plainly
demonic and pagan in character (on the binding of
fallen angels, cf. 2 Pet. 2:4; Jude 6). God is completely
sovereign, and uses both demons and the heathen to
accomplish His holy purposes (1 Kings 22:20-22; Job
1:12-21; of course, He then punishes the heathen for
their wicked motives and goals which led them to fulfill
His decree: cf. Isa. 10:5-14). The angels bound at the
Euphrates had been prepared for the hour and day and
month and vyear, their role in history utterly
predestined and certain.

St. John hears the number of the horsemen: myriads of
myriads. We noted in the Introduction to this volume
some of the more fanciful interpretations of this
expression (see pp. 11-13). If we keep our imaginations
harnessed to Scripture, however, we will observe that it
is taken from Psalm 68:17, which reads: “The chariots
of God are double myriads, thousands of thousands.”
Mounce correctly observes that “attempts to reduce
this expression to arithmetic miss the point. A ‘double
myriad of myriads’ is an indefinite number of
incalculable immensity.”® The term simply means many
thousands, and indicates a vast host that is to be thought
of in connection with the Lord’s angelic army of
thousands upon thousands of chariots.

17-19 Avoiding the dazzling technological specu-

5. Gordon J. Wenham, The Book of Leviticus (Grand Rapids: William B.
Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1979), p. 96.

6. G.B. Caird, p. 122.

7. See David Chilton, Paradise Restored: A Biblical Theology of Dominion (Ft.

Worth, TX: Dominion Press, 1985), pp. 29f.

8. Robert H. Mounce, The Book of Revelation (Grand Rapids: William B.

Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1977), p. 201.
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lations advanced by some commentators, we will note
simply that while the number of the army is meant to
remind us of God’s army, the characteristics of the horses
— the fire and the smoke and the brimstone which
proceeded out of their mouths — remind us of the
Dragon, the fire-breathing Leviathan (Job 41:18-21).
“The picture is meant to be inconceivable, horrifying,
and even revolting. For these creatures are not of the
earth. Fire and sulphur belong to hell (19:20; 21:8), just
as the smoke is characteristic of the pit (9:2). Only
monsters from beneath belch out such things.”® Thus,
to sum up the idea: An innumerable army is advancing
upon Jerusalem from the Euphrates, the origin of
Israel’s traditional enemies; it is a fierce, hostile,
demonic force sent by God in answer to His people’s
prayers for vengeance. In short, this army is the
fulfillment of all the warnings in the law and the
prophets of an avenging horde sent to punish the
Covenant-breakers. The horrors described in Deuter-
onomy 28 were to be visited upon this evil generation
(see especially verses 49-68). Moses had declared: You
shall be driven mad by the sight of what you see (Deut.
28:34).

As it actually worked out in history, the Jewish
rebellion in reaction to the “locust plague” of Gessius
Florus during the summer of 66 provoked Cestius’
invasion of Palestine in the fall; with large numbers of
mounted troops from the regions near the Euphrates!©
(although the main point of St. John’s reference is the
symbolic significance of the river in Biblical history and
prophecy). After ravaging the countryside, his forces
arrived at the gates of Jerusalem in the month of Tishri
— the month that begins with the Day of Trumpets. The
army surrounded the city: “For five days the Romans
pressed their attacks on all sides but made no progress;
on the sixth, Cestius led a large force of picked men
with the archers to an assault on the north side of the
Temple. The Jews from the roof of the portico resisted
the attack and repeatedly drove back those who
reached the wall, but at length, overwhelmed by the
hail of missiles, gave way. The front rank of the Romans
then planted their bucklers against the wall and on
those the second row rested theirs and so on, till they
formed a protective covering known as ‘the tortoise,’
from which the missiles glanced off harmlessly, while
the soldiers undermined the wall and prepared to set
fire to the gate of the Temple Mount.

“Utter panic now seized the insurgents, and many now
began to run from the city, believing that it would fall
any minute. The people thereupon took heart again,
and the more the wretches'! gave ground, the nearer
did the former advance to open the gates and welcome
Cestius as a benefactor.”!? Then, at the very moment
when complete victory was within his grasp, Cestius

suddenly and inexplicably withdrew his forces.
Encouraged, the Jews pursued the retreating soldiers
and attacked them, inflicting heavy casualties. Gaalya
Cornfeld comments that “Cestius’ failure transformed
the revolt against Rome into a real war. A success so
unexpected and sensational had naturally strengthened
the hands of the war-party. The majority of the
opponents to the revolt found themselves in a minority
and tended to ally themselves with the winning
Zealots, even though they did not believe that victory
was possible. Nevertheless, although they did not
proclaim themselves openly, they thought it more
advisable to give the appearance of approval for fear of
losing control over the people as a whole. Thus, the
high-priestly circles and moderates, although notorious
in their allegiance to the side of peace, decided to
assume the direction of the war which was now
.. The respite gained by the
Jews after Cestius’ retreat to Syria was exploited to
organize a national defense force.”"

20-21 Yet the rest of the men, who were not killed by
these plagues, did not repent . . . so as not to worship
demons and the idols. The Jews had so completely
given themselves over to apostasy that neither God’s
goodness nor His wrath could turn them from their
error. Instead, as Josephus reports, even up to the very
end — after the famine, the mass murders, the
cannibalism, the crucifixion of their fellow Jews at the
rate of 500 per day — the Jews went on heeding the
insane ravings of false prophets who assured them of
deliverance and victory: “Thus were the miserable
people beguiled by these charlatans and false
messengers of God, while they disregarded and dis-
believed the unmistakable portents that foreshadowed
the coming desolation; but, as though thunderstruck,

blind, senseless, paid no heed to the clear warnings of
God.”14

What “clear warnings” had God given them? Apart
from the apostolic preaching, which was all they really
needed (cf. Luke 16:27-31), God had sent miraculous
signs and wonders to testify of the coming judgment;
Jesus had warned that, preceding the Fall of Jerusalem,
“there will be terrors and great signs from heaven”
(Luke 21:11). This was especially true during the
festival seasons of the year 66, as Josephus reports:
“While the people were assembling for the Feast of
Unleavened Bread, on the eighth of the month
Xanthicus [Nisan], at the ninth hour of the night [3:00
A.M.] so bright a light shone round the altar and Temple
that it looked like broad daylight; and this lasted for
half an hour. The inexperienced regarded it as a good
omen, but it was immediately interpreted by the sacred
scribes in conformity with subsequent events.”!?

considered inevitable. .

9. G. R. Beasley-Murray, The Book of Revelation (Grand Rapids: William B.
Eerdmans Publishing Co., [1974] 1981), pp. 165f.

10. See Josephus, The Jewish War, ii.xviii.9-xix.7; cf. ]J. Massyngberde Ford,
Revelation: Introduction, Translation, and Commentary (Garden City, NY:
Doubleday and Co., 1975), p. 154.

11. The Zealots, who were holding the city in defiance against Rome and against

the wishes of the more prosperous and pacifistic among the Jews.

12. Josephus, The Jewish War, ii.xix.5-6.

13. Gaalya Cornfeld, ed., Josephus: The Jewish War (Grand Rapids: Zondervan
Publishing House, 1982), p. 201.

14. Josephus, The Jewish War, vi.v.3.
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During the same feast another shocking event took
place: “The east gate of the inner sanctuary was a very
massive gate made of brass and so heavy that it could
scarcely be moved every evening by twenty men; it was
fastened by iron-bound bars and secured by bolts that
were sunk very deep into a threshold that was fashioned
from a single stone block; yet this gate was seen to open
of its own accord at the sixth hour of the night
[midnight]. The Temple guards ran and reported the
news to the captain and he came up and by strenuous
efforts managed to close it.!® To the uninitiated this
also appeared to be the best of omens as they had
assumed that God had opened to them the gate of
happiness. But wiser people realized that the security of
the Temple was breaking down of its own accord and
that the opening of the gates was a present to the
enemy; and they interpreted this in their own minds as
a portent of the coming desolation.”!” (A similar event,
incidentally, happened in A.D. 30, when Christ was
crucified and the Temple’s outer veil — 24 feet wide and
over 80 feet high! — ripped from top to bottom [Matt.
27:50-54; Mark 15:37-39; Luke 23:44-47]: The Talmud
records that in A.D. 30 the gates of the Temple opened
by themselves, apparently due to the collapse of the
overhead lintel, a stone weighing about 30 tons.)!8

Those who were unable to attend the regular Feast of
Passover were required to celebrate it a month later
(Num. 9:9-113). Josephus reports a third great wonder
that happened at the end of this Second Passover in 66:
“A supernatural apparition was seen, too amazing to be
believed. What I am now to relate would, I imagine, be
dismissed as imaginary, had this not been vouched for
by eyewitnesses, then followed by subsequent disasters
that deserved to be thus signalized. For before sunset
chariots were seen in the air over the whole country,
and armed battalions speeding through the clouds and
encircling the cities.”!?

A fourth sign occurred inside the Temple on the next
great feast day, and was witnessed by the twenty-four
priests who were on duty: “At the feast called
Pentecost, when the priests had entered the inner
courts of the Temple by night to perform their usual
ministrations, they declared that they were aware, first,
of a violent commotion and din, then of a voice as of a
host crying, ‘We are departing hence!”2

There was a fifth sign in the heavens that year: “A star
that looked like a sword stood over the city and a comet
that continued for a whole year.”?! It was obvious, as
Josephus says, that Jerusalem was “no longer the
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dwelling place of God .”*2 Appealing four years later to
the Jewish revolutionaries to surrender, he declared: “I
believe that the Deity has fled from the holy places and
stands now on the side of those with whom you are at
war. Why, when an honorable man will fly from a
wanton home and abhor its inmates, do you think that
God still remains with this household in its iniquity —
God who sees each hidden thing and hears what is
wrapped in silence?”? Yet Israel did not repent of her
wickedness. Blind to her own evils and to the
increasing judgments coming upon her, she remained
steadfast in her apostasy, continuing to reject the Lord
and cleaving instead to her false gods.

Did the Jews really worship demons and idols? We
have already noted (see on 2:9 and 3:9) the Satanic
character of Judaism, which is not Old Testament
religion, but is rather a false cult claiming Biblical
authorization just as Mormonism, the Unification
Church, and other cults claim to be Biblical). As
Herbert Schlossberg points out, “Idolatry in its larger
meaning is properly understood as any substitution of
what is created for the creator.”** By rejecting Jesus
Christ, the Jews had inescapably involved themselves
in idolatry; they had departed from the faith of
Abraham and served gods of their own making.
Moreover, as we shall see, the Jewish idolatry was not
some vague, undefined, apostate “theism.” Forsaking
Christ, the Jews actually became worshipers of Caesar.

Josephus bears eloquent testimony to this, writing
repeatedly of God’s wrath against the apostasy of the
Jewish nation as the cause of their woes: “These men,
therefore, trampled upon all the laws of man, and
laughed at the laws of God; and as for the oracles of the
prophets, they ridiculed them as the tricks of jugglers;
yet did these prophets foretell many things concerning
the rewards of virtue, and punishments of vice, which
when these zealots violated, they occasioned the
fulfilling of those very prophecies belonging to their
own country.”??

“Neither did any other city ever suffer such miseries,
nor did any age ever breed a generation more fruitful in

wickedness than this was, from the beginning of the
world.”?6

“I suppose that had the Romans made any longer delay
in coming against these villains, the city would either
have been swallowed up by the ground opening upon
them, or been overflowed by water, or else been
destroyed by such thunder as the country of Sodom
perished by, for it had brought forth a generation of

15. Ibid.

16. Presumably with the help of the two hundred gatekeepers who were on duty
at the time.

17. Josephus, vi.v.3.

18. Yoma 39b; cf. Alfred Edersheim, The Life and Times of Jesus the Messiah, 2 vols.
(McLean, VA: MacDonald Publishing Co, n.d.), Vol. 2, pp. 610 f.; Ernest L.
Martin, The Place of Christ’s Crucifixion (Pasadena: Foundation for Biblical
Research, 1984), pp. 9-14.

19. Josephus, The Jewish War, vi.v.3.

20. Ibid.; cf. the summary of these events by the Roman historian Tacitus: “In the
sky appeared a vision of armies in conflict, of glittering armour. A sudden
lightning flash from the clouds lit up the Temple. The doors of the holy place

abruptly opened, a superhuman voice was heard to declare that the gods were
leaving it, and in the same instant came the rushing tumult of their
departure” (Histories, v.13).

21. Ibid.

22. Ibid., v.i.3.

23. Ibid., v.ix.4; cf. the discussion of these and related events of the Last Days in
Ernest L. Martin, The Original Bible Restored (Pasadena: Foundation for
Biblical Research, 1984), pp. 154-60.

24. Herbert Schlossberg, Idols for Destruction: Christian Faith and Its Confrontation
with American Society (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1983), p. 6.

25. Josephus, The Jewish War, iv.vi.3.
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men much more atheistical than were those that
suffered such punishments; for by their madness it was
that all the people came to be destroyed.”*?

“When the city was encircled and they could no longer
gather herbs, some persons were driven to such terrible
distress that they searched the common sewers and old
dunghills of cattle, and ate the dung they found there;
and what they once could not even look at they now
used for food. When the Romans barely heard this,
their compassion was aroused; yet the rebels, who saw
it also, did not repent, but allowed the same distress to
come upon themselves; for they were blinded by that
fate which was already coming upon the city, and upon
themselves also.”?8

Israel’s idols are said to be of gold and of silver and of
brass and of stone and of wood, a standard Biblical
accounting of the materials used in the construction of
false gods (cf. Ps. 115:4; 135 :15; Isa. 37:19). The Bible
consistently ridicules men’s idols as the works of their
hands, mere stocks and stones which can neither see
nor hear nor walk. This is an echo of the Psalmist’s
mockery of heathen idols:

They have mouths, but they cannot speak;

They have eyes, but they cannot see;

They have ears, but they cannot hear;

They have noses, but they cannot smell;

They have hands, but they cannot feel;

They have feet, but they cannot walk;
They cannot make a noise with their throat,

Then comes the punchline:

Those who make them will become like them,

Everyone who trusts in them. (Ps. 115:5-8; cf. 135:16-18)

Schlossberg comments: “When a civilization turns
idolatrous, its people are profoundly changed by that
experience. In a kind of reverse sanctification, the
idolater is transformed into the likeness of the object of
his worship. Israel ‘went after worthlessness, and
became worthless’ (Jer. 2:5).”2% As the prophet Hosea
thundered, Israel’s idolaters “became as detestable as

that which they loved” (Hos. 9:10).

St. John’s description of Israel’s idolatry is in line with
the usual prophetic stance; but his accusation is an
even more direct reference to Daniel’s condemnation
of Babylon, specifically regarding its worship of false gods
with the holy utensils from the Temple. Daniel said to king

Belshazzar: “You have exalted yourself against the Lord
of heaven; and they have brought the vessels of His
House before you, and you and your nobles, your wives
and your concubines have been drinking wine from
them; and you have praised the gods of silver and gold,
of bronze, iron, wood, and stone, which do not see,
hear, or understand. But the God in whose hand are
your life-breath and your ways, you have not glorified”

(Dan. 5:23).

St. John’s implication is clear: Israel has become a
Babylon, committing sacrilege by worshiping false gods
with the Temple treasures; like Babylon, she has been
“weighed in the balance and found wanting”; like
Babylon, she will be conquered and her kingdom will
be possessed by the heathen (cf. Dan. 5:25-31).

Finally, St. John summarizes Israel’s crimes, all
stemming from her idolatry (cf. Rom. 1:18-32): This
led to her murders of Christ and the saints (Acts 2:23,
36; 3:14-15; 4:26; 7:51-52, 58-60); her sorceries (Acts
8:9, 11; 13:6-11; 19:13-15; cf. Rev. 18:23; 21:8; 22:15);
her fornication, a word St. John uses twelve times with
reference to Israel’s apostasy (2:14; 2:20; 2:21; 9:21;
14:8; 17:2 [twicel; 17:4; 18:3 [twice]; 18:9; 19:2); and
her thefts, a crime often associated in the Bible with
apostasy and the resultant oppression and persecution
of the righteous (cf. Isa. 61:8; Jer. 7:9-10; Ezek. 22:29;
Hos. 4:1-2; Mark 11:17; Rom. 2:21; James 5:1-6).

Throughout the Last Days, until the coming of the
Romans, the trumpets had blown, warning Israel to
repent. But the alarm was not heeded, and the Jews
became hardened in their impenitence. The retreat of
Cestius was of course taken to mean that Christ’s
prophecies of Jerusalem’s destruction were false: The
armies from the Euphrates had come and surrounded
Jerusalem (cf. Luke 21:20), but the threatened
“desolation” had not come to pass. Instead, the Romans
had fled, dragging their tails between their legs.
Increasingly confident of divine blessing, the Jews
recklessly plunged ahead into greater acts of rebellion,
unaware that even greater forces beyond the Euphrates
were being readied for battle. This time, there would be
no retreat. Judea would be turned into a desert, the
Israelites would be slaughtered and enslaved, and the
Temple would be razed to the ground, without a stone
left upon another.

26. Ibid., v.x.5.
27. Tbid., v.xiii.6.

28. Ibid., v.xiii.7.
29. Schlossberg, p. 295.
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10:1

10
THE FAITHFUL WITNESS

The Witness to the New Creation (10:1-7)

1 And I saw another strong Angel coming down out of
heaven, clothed with a cloud; and the rainbow was on
His head, and His face was like the sun, and His legs like
pillars of fire;

2 and He had in His hand a little book that was open. And
He placed His right foot on the Sea and His left on the
Land;

3 and He cried out with a loud voice, as when a Lion roars;
and when He had cried out, the seven peals of thunder
uttered their voices.

4 And when the seven peals of thunder had spoken, I was
about to write; and [ heard a Voice from heaven saying:
Seal up the things that the seven peals of thunder have
spoken, and do not write them.

5 And the Angel whom I saw standing on the Sea and on
the Land lifted up His right hand to heaven,

6 and swore by Him who lives forever and ever, who
created heaven and the things in it, and the earth and the
things in it, and the sea and the things in it, that there
shall be delay no longer,

7 but in the days of the voice of the seventh angel, when
he is about to sound, then the Mystery of God is
accomplished, as He preached the Gospel to His servants
the prophets.

1 The strong Angel can be none other than Jesus
Christ Himself, the “Angel of the LORD” who appeared
in the Old Testament. This will be clear enough if the
description of this Angel is compared with that of
Christ in 1:14-16, and of God on His throne in Ezekiel
1:25-28. There are, however, further indications of the
divine identity of this strong Angel.

First, the Angel is seen clothed with a cloud — an
expression that should call to mind the Glory-Cloud.
And while the Cloud is filled with innumerable angels
(Deut. 33:2; Ps. 68:17), there is only One who could be
said to be clothed with it. Compare Psalm 104:1-3:

O LorD my God, Thou art very great;

Thou art clothed with splendor and majesty,

Covering Thyself with light as with a cloak,

Stretching out heaven like a tent curtain —

The One who lays the beams of His upper chambers

in the waters;

Who makes the clouds His chariot;

Who walks upon the wings of the wind. . . .

The basic reference for this, of course, is the fact that
God was indeed “clothed with the Cloud” in the
Tabernacle (cf. Ex. 40:34-38; Lev. 16:2). This could not
be said of any created angel. To be clothed with the
Cloud is to be clothed with the entire court of heaven;
it is, in fact, the created angels who form the Cloud.

Jesus Christ is wearing the host of heaven (cf. Gen.
28:12; Jn. 1:51).

Second, the Angel had the rainbow upon His head.
We have seen the rainbow already in 4:3, around the
throne of God; and Ezekiel says of the One whom he
saw enthroned that “there was a radiance around Him.
As the appearance of the rainbow in the clouds on a
rainy day, so was the appearance of the surrounding

radiance. Such was the appearance of the likeness of
the glory of the LORD” (Ezek. 1:27-28).

Third, the Angel’s face was like the sun. This fits the
description of Christ in 1:16, and in Matthew 17:2, the
account of Christ’s transfiguration (cf. Ezek. 1:4, 7, 27;
Acts 26:13; 2 Cor. 4:6). He is “the Sun of
righteousness” (Mal. 4:2), “the Sunrise from on high”
(Lk. 1:78; cf. Ps. 84:11; 2 Pet. 1:16-19). In particular,
the imagery of the sun and sunrise — as we have already
noted with the words day and light — is often used to
describe the glory of God shining in judgment (cf. Ps.
19:4-6; Ezek. 43:2; Zech. 14:7; Mal. 4:1-3; Rom. 13:12);
and the “flaming fire” of judgment is spoken of by Paul
as Christ’s “face” and “glory” (2 Thess 1:7-9).! This is
especially appropriate here, since Christ has come to
St. John to announce the annihilation of Jerusalem.

Fourth, His legs were like pillars of fire. This refers to
some of the most complex imagery in all the Bible.
Obviously, the phrase is intended to remind us of “the
pillar of fire and cloud” — the Glory-Cloud of the
Exodus (Ex. 14:24). As we have seen, it is the Lord who
“wears” the Cloud (Deut. 31:15), and the Cloud is also
identified as the Angel of the LORD (Ex. 32:34; 33:2;
Num. 20:16). It appears that the dual aspect of the
Cloud (the smoke and the fire) symbolically
represented God’s legs. Thus, the LORD walked before
the people in the Cloud (Ex. 13:21-22; 14:19, 24;
23:20, 23); He came in the Cloud and stood before
them (Ex. 33:9-10; Num. 12:5; Hag. 2:5). In terms of
this imagery, the Bride describes the Bridegroom’s legs
as “pillars” (Cant. 5:15). We should also note that the
dual nature of the pillar, representing the legs of God,
was incorporated into the architecture of the Temple (1
Kings 7:15-22; 2 Chron. 3:15-17); thus “the ark of the
covenant located beneath the enthroned Glory is
accordingly called God’s footstool (Isa. 60:13).”2 The
significance of all this, and its relationship to the
passage as a whole, will become apparent below.
Enough has been seen, however, to demonstrate

1. Cf. Meredith G. Kline, Images of the Spirit (Grand Rapids: Baker Book House,
1980), pp. 108, 121.

2. Ibid., p. 19; cf. 1 Chron. 28:2; Ps. 99:5; 132:7. In the larger, cosmic Temple
(“the heavens and the earth”), the earth is called God’s footstool (Isa. 66:1),
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and thus the earth is said to have pillars (1 Sam. 2:8; Job 38:4-6; Ps. 75:3;
104:5; Isa. 51:13, 16; 54:11), and sockets to hold the pillars (Job 38:6; the
same word is used for the pillar sockets in the tabernacle, in Num. 3:36-37;

4:31-32).



10:2-4

beyond reasonable doubt that this rainbow-haloed,
Cloud-clothed Angel coming down out of heaven is (or
represents) the Lord Jesus Christ.

2-3 The Angel, holding a little book,’ then placed His
right foot on the Sea and His left on the Land. H. B.
Swete comments: “The Angel’s posture denotes both
his colossal size and his mission to the world: ‘sea and
land’ is an O.T. formula for the totality of terrestrial
things (Ex. 20:4,11; Ps. 69:34).”* We might modify this
point with the observation that in the Bible, and
especially in the Book of Revelation, “Sea and Land”
seems to represent the Gentile nations contrasted with
the Land of Israel (2 Sam. 22:4-5; Ps. 65:7-8; Isa. 5:30;
17:12-13; 57:20; Jer. 6:23; Lk. 21:25; Rev. 13:1, 11).
Thus, this picture does contain a cosmic, worldwide
import; but its meaning, as we shall see further on, is
tied up with the fact that Christ is standing on Israel
and the nations (cf. v. 5-7).

And He cried out with a loud Voice, as when a Lion’
roars; by now, of course, we are familiar with the great
Voice coming from the Cloud; as Kline says, the Voice
“is characteristically loud, arrestingly loud. It is likened
to the crescendo of ocean and storm, the rumbling roar
of earthquake. It is the noise of war, the trumpeting of
signal horns and the din of battle. It is the thunder of
the storm-chariot of the warrior-Lord, coming in
judgments that convulse creation and confound the
kings of the nations.”® In worshipful response to His
Voice, the seven peals of thunder uttered their voices.
This sevenfold thunder is itself identified with the
Voice in Psalm 29, where some of its phenomenal
effects are noted: It shatters cedars in pieces, rocks
whole nations with earthquakes, shoots forth mighty
bolts of lightning, cracks open the very bowels of the
earth, causes animals to calve, and topples the trees,
stripping entire forests bare. This adds a dimension to
our understanding of the nature of the Voice that issues
from the Cloud: It consists of the heavenly antiphony
in which the angelic chorus answers the declarations of
the Sovereign Lord.

4 Of course, everyone wants to know: What did the
seven thunders say? An astounding amount of scholarly
ink has been wasted on the solution of this problem.
But, in this life at least, we can never know the answer.
St. John was about to write down what the thunders
had spoken, when he heard a Voice from heaven
saying: Seal up the things that the seven thunders
have spoken, and do not write them. The message was
intended for St. John’s ears only. It was not intended for
the Church at large. But what is important here is that
God wanted St. John to record the fact that he was not

supposed to reveal whatever the seven thunders said.
God wanted the Church to know that there are some
things (many things, actually) that God has no inten-
tion of telling us beforehand.

This serves well as a rebuke to the tendency of most
sermons and commentaries on this book — that of a
curious searching into those things that God has not
seen fit to reveal. “The secret things belong to the LORD
our God, but the things revealed belong to us and to
our sons forever, that we may observe all the words of
this law” (Deut. 29:29). In other words, “Man has been
given the law, which he must obey. He has been told
what the consequences of obedience and disobedience
are. More than that, man does not need to know.”” R.
J. Rushdoony writes: “Man is more often prompted by
curiosity than by obedience. . . . For every question a
pastor receives about the details of God’s law, he
normally receives several which express little more
than a curiosity about God, the life to come, and other
things which are aspects of ‘the secret things which
belong to God.”. . . As against curiosity and a probing
about ‘secret things,” we are plainly commanded to
obey God’s law and to recognize that the law gives us a
knowledge of the future which is legitimate.”

In the final chapter of the book St. John is commanded:
“Do not seal up the words of the prophecy of this book,
for the time is near” (22:10); the message of the Book
of Revelation as a whole is contemporary in nature,
referring to events about to take place. In contrast,
however, the message of the Seven Thunders points us
to the far distant future: Daniel was told to “conceal
these words and seal up the book until the time of the
end” (Dan. 12:4), for the reason that the time of its
fulfillment was not at hand. Similarly, when St. John
is instructed to seal up the words spoken by the
Thunders, it is another indication that the purpose of
Revelation is not “futuristic”; the prophecy refers to the
time of the establishment of the New Covenant, and
points beyond itself to a “time of the end” that was still
very distant to St. John and his readers. We are thus
taught two things: First, the Book of Revelation is a
contemporary prophecy, concerned almost entirely
with the redemptive-eschatological events of the first
century; second, the events of the first century were not
exhaustive of eschatology. Contrary to the theories of
those interpreters who would style themselves as
“consistent preterists,” the Fall of Jerusalem did not
constitute the Second Coming of Christ, the end of the
world, and the final resurrection. There is more to

come.”

3. The meaning of the little scroll will be discussed below, in connection with
v. 8-11.

4. Henry Barclay Swete, Commentary on Revelation (Grand Rapids: Kregel
Publications, 3rd cd., [1911] 1977), p. 127.

5. Here is yet another identification of the Angel with Christ: He is the Lion
who “has overcome so as to open the Book” (Rev. 5:5).

6. Kline, p. 101.

7. Rousas John Rushdoony, Salvation and Godly Rule
House Books, 1983), p. 388.

(Vallecito, CA: Ross

8. Ibid.

9. See, e.g., Max R. King, The Spirit of Prophecy (n.p., 1971). While King’s work
has a great deal of value for the discerning student, its ultimate thesis — that
there is no future Coming of Christ or Final Judgment — is heretical. Historic,
orthodox Christianity everywhere, with one voice, has always taught that
Christ “shall come again, with glory, to judge both the living and the dead”
(Nicene Creed). This is a non-negotiable article of the Christian faith. Cf.
David Chilton, Paradise Restored: A Biblical Theology of Dominion (Ft. Worth,
TX: Dominion Press, 1985), pp. 138-48.
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5.7 St. John now shows us Christ’s purpose in revealing
Himself in this way: The Angel lifted up His right
hand to heaven (the proper stance for a witness in a
court of law: Gen. 14:22; Ex. 6:8; Deut. 32:40;
Ezek. 20:5-6; Dan. 12:7) and swore an oath. Some
commentators have taken this fact as their basis for
holding that this Angel is not Christ, apparently
regarding swearing as somehow below His dignity or
out of character. One wonders, in response, about the
soundness of these commentators’ views regarding the
doctrines of the Trinity and Christ’s deity. For,
assuredly, the Lord God swears oaths throughout Holy
Scripture (cf. Gen. 22:16; Isa. 45 :23; Jer. 49:13; Amos
6:8), and in fact our salvation is based on God’s
faithfulness to His covenant oath, the ground of the

Christian’s assurance and hope (Heb. 6:13-20).

We must observe carefully that Christ is presented here
in the position of a witness, as St. John has informed us
on two occasions already (1:5; 3:14). This is the point
at which the various details of the vision converge. We
have noted some of the significance of His legs
appearing like pillars of fire (v. 1), and this must be
further developed. For, in the first place, pillars are used
in Biblical symbolism and ritual as witnesses (cf. Gen.
31:45, 52; Deut. 27:1-8; Josh. 8:30-35; 22:26-28, 34;
24:26-27). Similarly, the two stone tablets containing
the Ten Commandments served as witnesses (Deut.
31:26), legal documents of testimony to the covenant
stipulations. Thus the law is called the Testimony (Ex.
16:34; 25:16, 21-22; 32:15; 34:29; Lev. 16:13; 24:3;
Num. 1:50, 53; 4:5; Josh. 4:16; 2 Kings 11:12).1° When
God stood in the dual pillar of cloud/fire before Israel at
the “tent of testimony” (Num. 9:15; 10:11), He was
identifying Himself as the Witness to the Covenant (cf.
1 Sam. 12:5; Jer. 29:23; 42:5; Mic. 1:2; Mal. 2:14).

The Angel-Witness swears that there shall be delay'!
no longer, but in the days of the seventh angel, when
he is about to sound, then the Mystery of God is
accomplished. The word Mystery does not mean
something “mysterious” in our modern sense, but rather
“something formerly concealed and now unveiled.”2 It
is revelation: knowledge that God formerly withheld,
but has now “revealed to His holy apostles and prophets
in the Spirit” (Eph. 3:5), a mystery “that has been
hidden from the past ages and generations, but has now
been manifested to His saints” (Col. 1:26). This
“Mystery” is a major aspect of the letters to the
Ephesians and Colossians: the union of believing Jews and
Gentiles in one Church, without distinction; “that the
Gentiles are fellow heirs and fellow members of the
body, and fellow partakers of the promise in Jesus
Christ through the Gospel” (Eph. 3:6). Gentiles, who

10:5-7

had been strangers and aliens from the commonwealth
of Israel and from the covenantal promises, are now,
through the work of Christ, full sons of Abraham, heirs
of the Covenant, on an equal and indistinguishable
standing with believing Jews (Eph. 2:11-22; Gal. 3).
They form one “new man,” one Church, one Body of
Christ, in the one New Covenant. And this one
covenantal Kingdom, the fulfillment of the Old
Testament promises, will have universal dominion:
All nations will now flow to the Mountain of the Lord,
as the kingdoms of the world become the one
Kingdom of Christ (11:15). The Mystery of God, the
universalization of the Kingdom of God, is to be
accomplished — as He preached the Gospel® to His
servants the prophets. The Mystery is simply the
revelation of the message of the Gospel.

This is why the Angel stands as witness on the Sea and
on the Land (cf. v. 2), a fact that is repeated for
emphasis in verse 5. The Angel takes the oath with His
pillar-legs planted on Israel and the nations,
proclaiming the New Covenant which will unite the
two into one new nation in Christ. Moreover, He
swears in the name of the Creator: by Him who lives
forever and ever, who created heaven and the things
in it, and the earth and the things in it, and the sea
and the things in it (cf. Ex. 20:11; Ps. 146:6; Neh. 9:6).
The Angel swears in this manner because He is
standing as divine Witness to the New Creation. The
details of the passage remind us of two other “New
Creation” events: the covenant with Noah (the
rainbow) and the covenant at Sinai (the pillar of fire).
Both of these recalled how “the Spirit at the beginning
overarched creation as a divine witness to the
Covenant of Creation, as a sign that creation existed
under the aegis of his covenant lordship. Here is the
background for the later use of the rainbow as a sign of
God’s covenant with the earth.”!* “At the ratification
of the old covenant at Sinai, this cloud-pillar form of
theophany represented God standing as witness to his
covenant with Israel. Once again at the ratification of
the new covenant at Pentecost, it was God the Spirit,
appearing in phenomena that are to be seen as a New
Testament version of the Glory-fire, who provided the
confirmatory divine testimony.”!®

Thus, we have seen several Biblical ideas joining
together at this point to form a consistent pattern:
covenant, oath, creation, testimony, and witness. The
Spirit, appearing as the original cloudy pillar of fire, was
present at the original creation, and then at the later
re-creation events in the history of redemption: the
Flood, the Exodus, the erection of the Tabernacle and
the Temple, and the Day of Pentecost. The coming of

10. Meredith G. Kline, The Structure of Biblical Authority (Grand Rapids: William
B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1975), pp. 113-30. The law required two
witnesses (Deut. 17:6; 19:15), and, as we have noted in the Introduction, the
two tablets were duplicate copies of the covenant.

11. “The sense here is not an abolition of time and its replacement by
timelessness, but ‘no more time’ from the words of the angel until the
completion of the divine purpose.” James Barr, Biblical Words for Time
(Naperville, IL: Alec R. Allenson Inc., rev. ed. 1969), p. 80.

12. E E Bruce, Commentary on the Epistle to the Colossians (Grand Rapids:
William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1957), p. 218.

13. “Preached the Gospel,” rather than “declared” or “preached,” is the literal
translation of the Greek text.

14. Kline, Images of the Spirit, pp. 19f.

15. Meredith G. Kline, Kingdom Prologue, Volume I (privately published syllabus,
1981), p. 28. Kline also points out (pp. 5f.) that the words oath and covenant
are often used interchangeably (cf. Deut. 29:12; Ezek. 16:8).
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10:8-10

the Spirit at Pentecost was prophetically described by
Joel in terms of the Glory-Cloud: “I will display
wonders in heaven and on earth: blood, fire, and pillars
of smoke” (Joel 2:30); and the Apostle Peter, quoting
Joel’s statement, declared that the Pentecost event was
the fulfillment of the ancient prophecy (Acts 2:16-
21).16

The various creation-events thus interpret and are
reinterpreted by each other. That the covenants were
made in terms of the creation shows them to be
provisional re-creations which point to the final New
Creation in Christ (2 Cor. 5:17; Eph. 4:24). And that
the creation accounts use covenantal language and
settings (witness-pillar, oath, and testimony) shows it
to have been a covenant (i.e., if covenants are re-
creations, then the creation was covenantal.!?

Another motif common to creation and covenant is
the sabbatical form in which both are structured.'® The
entire book of Revelation is, as we have previously
noted, structured in sevens, revealing its nature as a
record of a covenant-making process; and here we see
“the Mystery of God” declared to be completed with
the sounding of the Seventh Trumpet. The Sabbath “is
a day of divine action featuring divine judgment with
the penetration of the darkness by the light of the
theophanic glory, it is a day of creating heaven and
earth and consummating a temple of God made in the
likeness of the Glory, it is a day of the revelation of the
sovereign glory of the covenant Lord. Taken together,
the seven days are the fulness of time of creation, the
sevenfold fulness of the day of the Lord. In redemptive
re-creation, the day of the Lord, wherein the old passes
away and all is created anew, is again a fulness of time,
in which, as Paul declares, all the mystery of God comes
finally into eschatological realization” (see Gal. 4:4;
Eph. 1:9-10; cf. Matt. 13:11-17; Mk. 1:15; Col. 1:15-20;
Rev. 10:7).19 Revelation 10 thus serves to introduce us
to the first great climax of the prophecy: the
announcement of the destruction of Jerusalem. And
through its use of multi-layered Biblical imagery it
declares the fall of Jerusalem to be an inescapable
aspect of the great and final Covenant-making event.
The sounding of the seventh angel will be the
irrefutable sign that the promised New Creation, the
New Covenant, is an accomplished fact. The great
Mystery of God — the completion and filling of His new
and final Temple — will have been revealed to the world

(11:15-19).

The Bittersweet Book (10:8-11)

8 And the Voice which I had heard from heaven, I heard
again speaking with me, saying: Go, take the book that is
open in the hand of the Angel who stands on the Sea and
on the Land.

9 And I went to the Angel, telling Him to give me the

little book. And He said to me: Take it, and eat it; and it
will make your stomach bitter, but in your mouth it will
be sweet as honey.

10 And I took the little book out of the Angel’s hand and
ate it, and it was in my mouth sweet as honey; and when
[ had eaten it, my stomach was made bitter.

11 And they said to me: You must prophesy again
concerning many peoples and nations and tongues and
peoples.

8-10 The instructions to take and eat the book held by
the Angel are based on a similar incident in the life of
Ezekiel, who was commanded to eat a scroll
symbolizing the prophetic denunciation of the

“rebellious house” of Israel (2:8-10; 3:1-3).

This reference enables us to identify the book given to
St. John as his commission, based on the New
Covenant, to prophesy “lamentations, mourning and
woe” against apostate Israel. The book is thus,
essentially, the Book of Revelation itself. As with
Ezekiel, the Covenant Lawsuit tasted to St. John as
sweet as honey (cf. Ezek. 3:3), but his stomach was
made bitter (cf. Ezek. 3:14). This should not be difficult
to understand. St. John was called to prophesy about
the victory of the Church and of the kingdom of God.
A necessary corollary to the triumph of the righteous is
the destruction of the wicked. The pattern holds
throughout Scripture in the history of salvation: The
same judgments that deliver us also destroy God’s
enemies. “Salvation and judgment are two aspects of
the same event .”2° Old Israel had turned from the true
God to worship idols and demons; she had become a
harlot and a persecutor of the saints, and had to be
destroyed. And while St. John could rejoice in the
victory of the Church over her enemies, it would still
be a wrenching experience to see the once-holy city
levelled to rubble, the Temple torn down and burned to
ashes, and hundreds of thousands of his relatives and
countrymen starved and tortured, murdered, or sold
into slavery. All the prophets experienced this same
emotional wrenching — which did not usually involve a
rebellion against their calling (Jonah is a notable
exception), but rather a deeply rooted recognition of
the two-edged nature of prophecy, of the fact that the
same “Day of the Lord” would bring both immeasurable
blessing and unspeakable woe (cf. Amos 5:18-20). It
should be noted further, however, that a vast chasm
separates the prophets from many of their interpreters
in our own day. For while modern theologians will
affect a weepy attitude over the sufferings of “human-
ity” in general, or in the abstract, the prophets suffered
from no such humanitarian impulses.?! The prophets
grieved over the disobedient children of the Covenant.
The bitterness St. John will experience is not over the
fate of the Roman Empire. He grieves for Israel,
considered as the Covenant people. They are about to

16. No other construction may legitimately be placed upon the apostle’s words.
The coming of the Spirit was the fulfillment of Joel 2:28-32. “The Last Days”

had arrived. See Chilton, Paradise Restored, pp. 115-22.
17. See Kline, Kingdom Prologue, Vol. I, pp. 33f.
18. Ibid., p. 33.
19. Kline, Images of the Spirit, pp. 114f.

20. See R. J. Rushdoony, Salvation and Godly Rule, pp. 19ff., 140f.
21. For an incisive analysis of humanitarianism, see Herbert Schlossberg, Idols for

Destruction: Christian Faith and Its Confrontation with American Society
(Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1983), pp. 39-87.



be disinherited and executed, never to be restored as
the Covenant nation.?? The divorce of old Israel is
necessary in God’s plan of redemption, and St. John
both welcomes it and proclaims it with vigorous joy. Yet
there is legitimate sorrow for the lost sheep of the house
of Israel.

11 In the Old Testament background of the Book of
Revelation, the Angel of the Lord is identified as the
original Prophet (cf. Ex. 23:20-23; Deut. 18:15-19).5
As such, He raised up and commissioned other
prophets in His image, reproducing Himself in them
(Ex. 3:2ff.; 33:14; 34:51f.; 29-35; 2 Ki. 1:3, 15; 1 Chron.
21:18). For this reason, the prophets are often called
angels (messengers), expressing their re-creation in the
image of the divine Prophet-Angel (2 Chron. 36:15-
16; Hag. 1:13; Mal. 3:1).2* The same pattern is
continued here: the Angel-Prophet, who proclaims His
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message while straddling the inhabited earth,
commissions St. John to prophesy again concerning
many peoples and nations and tongues and kings. St.
John’s prophecy regarding the destruction of Israel and
the establishing of the New Covenant will encompass
the nations of the world. Christ has announced the
Gospel, the message of the universal sway of the
Kingdom, to “His servants the prophets” (v.7), and now
His servant John is to extend the proclamation of that
Gospel to all nations. Christ has redeemed men from
every nation (7:9). The mighty Roman Empire itself is
ultimately an instrument of God’s will (17:16-17),
eventually to be crushed and cast away when its
usefulness has ceased (19:17-21; cf. Dan. 2:44). “The
kingdoms of the world are but the scaffolding for God’s
spiritual temple, to be thrown down when their purpose
is accomplished.”??

11
THE END OF THE BEGINNING

The Two Witnesses Against Jerusalem (11:1-14)

1 And there was given me a reed like a staff, and someone
said: Rise and measure the Temple of God, and the altar,
and those who worship in it.

2 And cast out the court that is outside the Temple, and do
not measure it; for it has been given to the nations; and
they will tread under foot the Holy City for forty-two
months.

3 And I will grant authority to My two Witnesses, and they
will prophesy for twelve hundred and sixty days, clothed
in sackcloth.

4 These are the two olive trees and the two lampstands that
stand before the Lord of the earth.

5 And if anyone desires to harm them, fire proceeds out of
their mouth and devours their enemies; and if anyone
would desire to harm them, in this manner he must be
killed.

6 These have the power to shut up the sky, in order that
rain may not fall during the days of their prophesying;
and they have power over the waters to turn them into
blood, and to smite the earth with every plague, as often
as they desire.

7 And when they have finished their testimony, the Beast
that comes up out of the Abyss will make war with them,
and overcome them and kill them.

8 And their dead bodies will lie in the street of the Great

City which Spiritually is called Sodom and Egypt, where
also their Lord was crucified.

9 And those from the peoples and tribes and tongues and
nations will look at their dead bodies for three and a half
days, and will not permit their dead bodies to be laid in a
tomb.

10 And those who dwell on the Land will rejoice over them
and make merry; and they will send gifts to one another,
because these two prophets tormented those who dwell
on the Land.

11 And after the three and a half days the breath of life from
God came into them, and they stood on their feet; and
great fear fell upon those who were beholding them.

12 And they heard a loud voice from heaven saying to them:
Come up here. And they went up into heaven in the
Cloud, and their enemies beheld them.

13 And in that Day there was a great earthquake, and a
tenth of the City fell; and seven thousand people were
killed in the earthquake, and the rest were terrified and
gave glory to the God of heaven.

14 The Second Woe is past; the Third Woe, behold, is
coming quickly.

1-2 St. John is commanded to measure the Temple of
God (literally, the inner sanctuary of the Temple, the
holy place), and the altar, and those who worship in
it. The imagery is taken from Ezekiel 40-43, where the

22. That Israel will someday repent and turn to Christ is, to me, indisputable
(Rom. 11; cf. Chilton, Paradise Restored, pp. 125-31). That is not at issue
here. The point remains, however, that in order to be restored to the
Covenant, Jews must join the Church of Jesus Christ along with everyone
else. Israel will never have a covenantal identity distinct from the Church.
For more in-depth discussions of the place of Israel in prophecy, see (in
ascending levels of complexity) Tain Murray, The Puritan Hope: Revival and
the Interpretation of Prophecy (Edinburgh: The Banner of Truth Trust, 1971);
John Murray, The Epistle to the Romans, 2 vols. (Grand Rapids: William B.
Eerdmans Publishing Co., [1959, 1965] 1968), Vol. 2, pp. 65-108; Willem A.

VanGemeren, “Israel as the Hermeneutical Crux in the Interpretation of
Prophecy” (I), Westminster Theological Jowrnal 45 (1983), pp. 13244; idem,
“Israel as the Hermeneutical Crux in the Interpretation of Prophecy” (II),
Westminster Theological Jowrnal 46 (1984), Pp. 254-297.

23. See Kline’s discussion of this in Images of the Spirit, pp. 75-81, 91-95.

24. Tbid., pp. 571f.

25. Thomas V. Moore, A Commentary on Haggai and Malachi (London: The
Banner of Truth Trust, [1856] 1968), p. 80.
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angelic priest measures the ideal Temple, the New
Covenant people of God, the Church (cf. Mark 14:58;
John 2:19; 1 Cor. 3:16; Eph. 2:19-22; 1 Tim. 3:15; Heb.
3:6; 1 Pet. 2:5; Rev. 3:12). R. J. McKelvey explains how
the idea of the Temple is interpreted in the Letter to
the Hebrews: “According to the writer to the Hebrews
the sanctuary in heaven is the pattern (typos), i.e., the
original (cf. Ex. 25:8f .), and the one on earth used by
Jewry is a ‘copy and shadow’ (Heb. 8:5, RSV). The
heavenly sanctuary is therefore the true sanctuary
(Heb. 9:24). It belongs to the people of the new
covenant (Heb. 6:19-20). Moreover, the fact that
Christ our High Priest is in this sanctuary means that
we, although still on earth, already participate in its
worship (10:19ff., 12:22ff.). What is this Temple? The
writer supplies a clue when he says that the heavenly
sanctuary was cleansed (9:23), i.e. made fit for use (cf.
Num. 7:1). The assembly of the firstborn (Heb. 12:23),
that is to say, the Church triumphant, is the heavenly
Temple.”!

That this is St. John’s meaning as well should be clear
from what we have already seen, for much of the action
in this book has either taken place in, or originated
from, the inner sanctuary. Moreover, those who
worship at the incense altar in the Holy Place are
priests (Ex. 28:43; 29:44): St. John has told us that we
are a kingdom of priests (1:6; 5:10; cf. Matt. 27:51;
Heb. 10:19-20), and he has shown us God’s people
offering up their prayers on the altar of incense (5:8;
6:9-10; 8:3-4).

St. John is to measure the inner court, the Church, but
he is to cast out the court that is outside the Temple,
and is specifically commanded: Do not measure it.
Measuring is a symbolic action used in Scripture to
“divide between the holy and the profane” and thus to
indicate divine protection from destruction (see Ezek.
22:26; 40-43; Zech. 2:1-5; cf. Jer. 10:16; 51:19; Rev.
21:15-16). “Throughout Scripture the priests are those
who measure out the dimensions of the temple of God,
the man with the measuring rod of Ezekiel 40ff. being
but the most prominent example. Such measuring, like
witness-bearing, entails seeing, and is the precondition
of judging, as we have seen these in God’s covenant
actions in Genesis 1. The priestly aspect of measuring
and witnessing can be seen in that it correlates to
guarding, because it sets up and establishes boundaries,
and bears witness regarding whether or not those
boundaries have been observed. We might say that the
kingly function has to do with filling, and the priestly
with separating, the former with cultivation and the
latter with jealousy, propriety, and protection.”?

Between the Sixth and Seventh Seals, the 144,000
saints of the True Israel were protected from the coming
judgment (7:1-8). That action is paralleled here by St.
John’s measuring of the inner court between the sixth
and seventh Trumpets, now protecting the True Temple

from the outpouring of God’s wrath. The outer court
(the “court of the Gentiles”) accordingly represents
apostate Israel (cf. Isa. 1:12), which is to be cut off from
the number of the faithful Covenant people, God’s
dwelling place. St. John, as an authoritative priest of
the New Covenant, is commanded to cast out
(excommunicate) the unbelievers. This verb (ekballo)
is generally used in the Gospels for casting out evil
spirits (cf. Mark 1:34, 39; 3:15; 6:13); it is also used for
Christ’s ejection of the moneychangers from the
Temple (Matt. 21:12; Mark 11:15; John 2:15). Jesus
warned that unbelieving Israel as a whole would be cast
out from the Church, while believing Gentiles would
stream into the Kingdom and receive the blessings
promised to the Seed of Abraham:
Strive to enter by the narrow door; for many, I tell you,
will seek to enter and will not be able, once the head of the
house gets up and shuts the door, and you begin to stand

outside and knock on the door, saying, “Lord, open up to
us!”

And He will answer and say to you, “I do not know
where you are from.”

Then you will begin to say, “We ate and drank in Your
presence, and You taught in our streets!”

And He will say, “I tell you, I do not know where you
are from! Depart from Me, all you evildoers!”

There will be weeping and gnashing of teeth there
when you see Abraham and Isaac and Jacob and all the
prophets in the Kingdom of God, but yourselves being cast
out [ekballo]. And they will come from east and west, and
from north and south, and will recline at the Table in the
Kingdom of God. (Luke 13:24-29; cf. Matt. 8:11-12)

Unbelieving Israel has been excluded from the
protective measuring, for it has been given to the
nations; and they will tread under foot the holy
city for forty-two months (see Luke 21:24). God
guarantees His protection to the Church, but Jerusalem
has been delivered up to destruction. Forty-two
months (which equals 1,260 days and three and a half
years) is taken from Daniel 7:25, where it symbolizes a
limited period during which the wicked are
triumphant; it also speaks of a period of wrath and
judgment due to apostasy, a reminder of the three and
a half years of drought between Elijah’s first appearance
and the defeat of Baal on Mount Carmel (1 Kings 17-
18; cf. James 5:17). Whereas seven is used to represent
wholeness and completion, three and a half appears to be
a broken seven: sadness, death, and destruction (cf.
Dan. 9:24; 12:7; Rev. 12:6, 14; 13:5). The periods of
time mentioned in the Trumpets section are arranged
chiastically, another indication of their symbolic
nature:

A. 11:2 — forty-two months
B. 11:3 — twelve hundred and sixty days
C. 11:9 — three and a half days
C. 11:11 —three and a half days
B. 12:6 — twelve hundred and sixty days
A. 13:5 — forty-two months

1. R.]J. McKelvey, “Temple,” in J. D. Douglas, ed., The New Bible Dictionary (William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., [1962] 1965), p. 1249.
2. James B. Jordan, “Rebellion, Tyranny, and Dominion in the Book of Genesis: in Gary North, ed., Tactics of Christian Resistance, Christianity and Civilization No.

3 (Tyler, TX: Geneva Ministries, 1983), p. 42.



This kind of imagery is used throughout the Bible.? In
his Gospel, St. Matthew deliberately goes out of his way
to draw our attention to the number forty-two,
arranging his list of Christ’s ancestors to add up to it:
“Therefore all the generations from Abraham to David
are fourteen generations; and from David to the
deportation to Babylon are fourteen generations; and
from the deportation to Babylon to Christ are fourteen
generations” (Matt. 1:17)* — all adding up to forty-
two, the number of waiting between promise and
fulfillment, from bondage to redemption. But now, in
the Revelation, the time has been shortened: The
Church does not need to wait forty-two generations
any longer, but only forty-two months. The message of
these verses, therefore, is that the Church will be saved
through the coming Tribulation, during which
Jerusalem is to be destroyed by an invasion of Gentiles.
The end of this period will mean the full establishment
of the Kingdom. The passage thus parallels the Olivet
Discourse (Matt. 24, Mark 13, Luke 21), where Jesus
prophesies the destruction of Jerusalem, culminating in
the Roman invasion of A.D. 70.%

3-4 But before Jerusalem is destroyed, St. John hears
further testimony of its guilt, a summary of the apostate
history of the City, focusing on its perennial
persecution of the prophets. God tells St. John that He
has ordained two Witnesses to prophesy for twelve
hundred and sixty days, the number of days in an
idealized forty-two months (of thirty days each). This
number, therefore, is related (but not identical) to the
forty-two months, and continues to express the
essential “forty-two-ness” of the period preceding the
full establishment of the Kingdom.® The Witnesses are
clothed in sackcloth, the traditional dress of the
prophets from Elijah through John the Baptizer,
symbolizing their mourning over national apostasy (2
Kings 1:8; Isa. 20:2; Jon. 3:6; Zech. 13:4; Matt. 3:4;
Mark 1 :6). Biblical law required two witnesses (Num.
35:30; Deut. 17:6; 19:15; Matt. 18:16; cf. Ex. 7:15-25;
8-11; Luke 10:1); the idea is a pervasive theme
throughout Biblical prophecy and symbolism. A
preliminary conclusion about the two Waitnesses,
therefore, is that they represent the line of prophets,
culminating in John the Baptizer, who bore witness
against Jerusalem during the history of Israel.

The two Witnesses are identified as the two olive trees
and the two lampstands that stand before the Lord of
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the earth. At this point the imagery becomes much
more complex. St. John returns again to Zechariah’s
prophecy of the lampstand (Zech. 4:1-5; cf. Rev. 1:4,
13, 20; 4:5). The seven lamps on the lampstand are
connected to two olive trees (cf. Ps. 52:8; Jer. 11:16),
from which flow an unceasing supply of oil, symbolizing
the Holy Spirit’s filling and empowering work in the
leaders of His covenant people. The meaning of the
symbol is summarized in Zechariah 4:6: “Not by might
nor by power, but by My Spirit, says the LORD of hosts.”
The same passage in Zechariah also speaks of two
Witnesses, two sons of oil (“anointed ones”), who lead
God’s people: Joshua the priest and Zerubbabel the king
(Zech. 3-4; cf. Ezra 3, 5-6; Hag. 1-2). In brief, then,
Zechariah tells us of an olive tree/lampstand complex
representing the officers of the covenant: two Witness-
figures who belong to the royal house and the
priesthood. The Book of Revelation freely connects all
of these, speaking of two shining lampstands which are
two oil-filled olive trees, which are also two Witnesses,
a king and a priest — all representing the Spirit-inspired
prophetic testimony of the Kingdom of priests (Ex.
19:6). (A major aspect of St. John’s message, as we have
seen, is that the New Covenant Church comes into the
full inheritance of the promises as the true Kingdom of
priests, the royal priesthood in which “all the LORD’s
people are prophets.”) That these Witnesses are
members of the Old Covenant rather than the New is
shown, among other indications, by their wearing of
sackcloth — the dress characteristic of Old Covenant
privation rather than New Covenant fullness.

5-6 St. John now speaks of the two Witnesses in terms
of the two great witnesses of the Old Testament, Moses
and Elijah — the Law and the Prophets. If anyone
desires to harm them, fire proceeds from their mouth
and devours their enemies. In Numbers 16:35, fire
came down from heaven at Moses’ word and consumed
the false worshipers who had rebelled against him; and,
similarly, fire fell from heaven and consumed Elijah’s
enemies when he spoke the word (2 Ki. 1:9-12). This
becomes a standard symbol for the power of the
prophetic Word, as if fire actually proceeds from the
mouths of God’s Witnesses. As the Lord said to
Jeremiah, “Behold, 1 am making My words in your
mouth fire, and this people wood, and it shall consume

them” (Jer. 5:14).
Extending the imagery, St. John says that the Witnesses

3. For example, Daniel was told: “From the time that the regular sacrifice is abolished, and the abomination of desolation is set up, there will be 1,290 days. How

blessed is he who keeps waiting and attains to the 1,335 days!” (Dan. 12:11-12). These numbers are based on the 430-year period of oppression in Egypt (Ex.
12:40) and the 45 years from bondage to the conquest of the Land (Josh. 14:6-10); the symbols indicate that the coming period of oppression, compared to that
in Egypt, will be brief (days as opposed to years), but three times as intense (3x 430= 1,290). Those who persevere in faith, however, will attain to the 1,335th day
of victory and dominion.

St. Matthew probably chose to divide the genealogy into three groups of fourteen to highlight the name of David, which has a numerical value of 14 in Hebrew.
David is the central figure in Christ’s genealogy, and Christ is presented throughout Scripture as the greater David (cf. Acts 2:25-36). In order to arrive at this
symmetrical arrangement, however, St. Matthew leaves out three generations between Joram and Uzziah in v. 8 (Ahaziah, Joash, and Amaziah; cf. 2 Kings 8:25;
11:21; 14:1), and counts Jeconiah twice in v. 11-12. Now, St. Matthew was not stupid: He could add figures correctly (he had been a tax collector!); moreover, he
knew that the actual genealogies were available to his readers. But he wrote his Gospel to provide a Christology, not chronology. His list is written to expound
the “forty-two-ness” of the period leading up to Christ’s advent, and the “fourteen-ness” of Christ Himself — all revealing the Savior as “the son of David, the son
of Abraham” (1:1).

Interestingly, the Roman siege of Jerusalem under Vespasian and Titus did last a literal three and a half years, from 67 to 70. But the main point of the term is its
symbolic significance, which is based on its use in the prophets. As in many other cases, God obviously brought about the historical events in a way that harmonizes
with the Biblical symbolism He authored.

For some interesting aspects of the number 1,260 and its relationship to the number of the Beast (666), see comments on 13:18.
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have the power to shut up the sky, in order that rain
may not fall during the days of their prophesying, i.e.,
for the twelve hundred and sixty days (three and a half
years) — the same duration of the drought caused by
Elijah in 1 Kings 17 (see Luke 4:25; James 5:17). Like
Moses (Ex. 7-13), the Witnesses have power over the
waters to turn them into blood, and to smite the earth
with every plague, as often as they desire.

Both of these prophetic figures pointed beyond
themselves to the Greater Prophet, Jesus Christ. The
very last message of the Old Testament mentions them
together in a prophecy of Christ’s Advent: “Remember
the law of Moses My servant. . . . Behold, I am going to
send you Elijah the prophet. . ..” (Mal. 4:4-5). Malachi
goes on to declare that Elijah’s ministry would be
recapitulated in the life of John the Baptizer (Mal. 4:5-
6; cf. Matt. 11:14; 17:10-13; Luke 1:15-17). But John,
like Elijah, was only a Forerunner, preparing the way for
One coming after him, the Firstborn, who would have
a double — nay, measureless — portion of the Spirit (cf.
Deut. 21:17; 2 Kings 2:9; John 3:27-34). And, like
Moses, John was succeeded by a Joshua, Jesus the
Conqueror, who would bring the covenant people into
their promised inheritance. The two Witnesses,
therefore, summarize all the witnesses of the Old
Covenant, culminating in the witness of John.

7 Now the scene changes: The Witnesses are — to all
appearances — defeated and destroyed. When they have
finished their testimony, the Beast that comes up out
of the Abyss will make war with them, and overcome
and kill them. This is the first mention of the Beast in
this book, but St. John certainly seems to expect his
readers to understand his reference. Indeed, the Beast
theme is a familiar one in Biblical history. In the
beginning we are told of how Adam and Eve refused to
become “gods” through submission to God,? and sought
autonomous and ultimate godhood instead. By
submitting to a beast (the Serpent) they themselves
became “beasts” instead of gods, with the Beast’s mark
of rebellion displayed on their foreheads (Gen. 3:19);
even in redemption they remained clothed with the
skins of beasts (Gen. 3:21).8 A later picture of the Fall
is displayed in the fall of Nebuchadnezzar, who was, like
Adam, “the king of kings, to whom the God of heaven
has given the kingdom, the power, the strength, and

the glory” (Dan. 2:37). Yet, through pride, through
seeking autonomous godhood, he was judged: “And he
was driven away from mankind and began eating grass
like cattle, and his body was drenched with the dew of
heaven, until his hair had grown like eagles’ feathers
and his nails like birds’ claws” (Dan. 4:33). Man’s
rebellion against God is also imaged by the beasts’
rebellion against man; thus the wicked persecutors of
Christ at the crucifixion are called “dogs” and “bulls of
Bashan,” and are likened to “a ravening and roaring
lion” (Ps. 22:12-13, 16).

Another image of the “beastliness” of rebellion was
contained in the Old Covenant sacrificial/dietary
requirements against “unclean” animals, as James
Jordan observes: “All unclean animals resemble the
serpent in three ways. They eat ‘dirt’ (rotting carrion,
manure, garbage). They move in contact with ‘dirt’
(crawling on their bellies, fleshy pads of their feet in
touch with the ground, no scales to keep their skin
from contact with their watery environment). They
revolt against human dominion, killing men or other
beasts. Under the symbolism of the Old Covenant,
such Satanic beasts represent the Satanic nations (Lev.
20:22-26), for animals are ‘images’ of men.’ To eat
Satanic animals, under the Old Covenant, was to ‘eat’
the Satanic lifestyle, to ‘eat’ death and rebellion.”!°

The enemy of God and the Church is thus always
Beast, in its various historical manifestations. The
prophets often spoke of pagan states as terrifying beasts
that warred against the Covenant people (Ps. 87:4;
89:10; Isa. 51:9; Dan. 7:3-8, 16-25). All this will be
gathered together in St. John’s description of Rome and
apostate Israel in Revelation 13. Yet we must remember
that these persecuting powers were but the immediate
manifestations of the agelong enemy of the Church —
the Dragon, who is formally introduced in 12:3,! but
who was well-known to any Biblically literate person in
St. John’s audience. The Christians already knew the
ultimate identity of the Beast who arises from the
Abyss. It is Leviathan, the Dragon, the Serpent of old,
who comes out of his prison in the sea again and again
to plague the people of God. The Abyss, the dark,
raging Deep, is where Satan and his evil spirits are kept
imprisoned except for periodic releases in order to
torment men when they commit apostasy.? (Note that

7. The Christian doctrine of deification (cf. Ps. 82:6; John 10:34-36; Rom. 8:29-
30; Eph. 4:13, 24; Heb. 2:10-13; 12:9-10; 2 Pet. 1:4; 1 John 3:2) is generally
known in the Western churches by the terms sanctification and glorification,
referring to man’s full inheritance of the image of God. This doctrine (which
has absolutely nothing in common with pagan realistic theories of the
continuity of being, humanistic notions about man’s “spark of divinity,” or
Mormon polytheistic fables regarding human evolution into godhood) is
universal throughout the writings of the Church Fathers; see, e.g., Georgios
1. Mantzaridis, The Deification of Man: St. Gregory Palamas and the Orthodox
Tradition, Liadain Sherrard, trans. (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary
Press, 1984). St. Athanasius wrote: “The Word is not of things created, but
rather is Himself their Creator. For therefore He assumed a created human
body, that, having renewed it as its Creator, He might deify it in Himself, and
thus bring us all into the Kingdom of heaven through our likeness to Him.
For man would not have been deified if joined to a creature, or unless the Son
were very God; nor would man have been brought into the Father’s presence,
unless He had been His natural and true Word who had put on the body. And
as we would not have been delivered from sin and the curse, had not the flesh
that the Word assumed been by nature human (for we should have had
nothing in common with what is alien to us); so too humanity would not
have been deified, if the Word who became flesh had not been by nature

derived from the Father and true and proper to Him. For therefore the union
was of this kind, that He might unite what is man by nature to Him who
naturally belonged to the Godhead, that his salvation and deification might
be sure” (Orations Against the Arians, ii.70). He put it more succinctly in a
famous statement from his classic work On the Incarnation of the Word of God
(54): “The Word was made man in order that we might be made gods.”

8. Representing the restored image of God, the priests were clothed in
vegetables (linen) rather than in animals (wool); they were forbidden to wear
the skins of beasts, because they produced sweat (Ezek. 44:17-18; cf. Gen.
3:19). On “judicial godhood” and the clothing of Adam and Eve with skins,
see James B. Jordan, “Rebellion, Tyranny, and Dominion in the Book of
Genesis,” in Gary North, cd., Christianity and Civilization 3 (1983): Tactics of
Christian Resistance, pp. 43-47.

9. Cf. Prov. 6:6; 26:11; 30:15, 19, 24-31; Dan. 5:21; Ex. 13:2, 13.

10. James B. Jordan, The Law of the Covenant: An Exposition of Exodus 21-23
(Tyler, TX: Institute for Christian Economics, 1984), p. 122.

11. Closely related to the Biblical doctrine of the Beast is the Bible’s “dinosaur
theology”; for this, see my comments on 12:3.

12. See above on 9:1-6.
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the legion of evil spirits in the Gadarene demoniac
pleaded to be kept out of the Abyss; with divine
deception, Jesus sent them into the herd of swine, and
the swine rushed headlong into the sea: Luke 8:31-33).
The persecution of the Covenant people is never a
merely “political” contest, regardless of how evil states
attempt to color their wicked actions. It always
originates in the pit of hell.

Throughout the history of redemption, the Beast made
war against the Church, particularly against its
prophetic witnesses. The final example of this in the
Old Covenant period is the war of Herod against John
the Forerunner, whom he overcame and killed (Mark
6:14-29); and the culmination of this war against the
prophets was the murder of Christ, the final Prophet, of
whom all the other prophets were images, and whose
testimony they bore. Christ was crucified by the
collaboration of Roman and Jewish authorities, and
this partnership in persecution continued throughout
the history of the early Church (see Acts 17:5-8; 1
Thess. 2:14-17).13

8-10 The dead bodies of the Old Covenant Witnesses,
“from righteous Abel to Zechariah” (Matt. 23:35) lie
metaphorically in the street of the Great City which
Spiritually [i.e., by the revelation of the Holy Spirit] is
called Sodom and Egypt. This City is, of course,
Jerusalem; St. John explains that it is where also their
Lord was crucified (on Israel as Sodom, see Deut.
29:22-28; 32:32; Isa. 1:10, 21; 3:9; Jer. 23:14; Ezek.
16:46). Commentators are generally unable to find
Bible references comparing Israel (or Jerusalem) to
Egypt, but this is the old problem of not being able
to see the forest for the trees. For the proof is contained
in the whole message of the New Testament. Jesus
is constantly regarded as the new Moses (Acts 3:20-
23; Heb. 3-4), the new Israel (Matt. 2:15), the new
Temple (John 1:14; 2:19-21), and in fact a living
recapitulation/transcendence of the entire history of
the Exodus (cf. 1 Cor. 10:1-4).1* On the Mount of
Transfiguration (Luke 9:31), He spoke with Moses and
Elijah (another link with this passage), calling His
coming death and resurrection in Jerusalem an
“Exodus” (the Greek word is exodon). Following from
all this is the language of Revelation itself, which
speaks of the Egyptian plagues being poured out upon
Israel (8:6-12; 16:2-12). The war of the Witnesses with
apostate Israel and the pagan states is described in the
same terms as the original Exodus from Egypt (cf. also
the Cloud and the pillar of fire in 10: 1). Jerusalem, the
once-holy, now apostate city, has become pagan and
perverse, an oppressor of the true Covenant people,
joining with the Beast in attacking and killing them. It
is Jerusalem that is guilty of the blood of the Old
Covenant Witnesses; she is, par excellence, the killer of

prophets (Matt. 21:33-43; 23:34-38). In fact, said Jesus,
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“it cannot be that a prophet should perish outside of
Jerusalem” (Luke 13:33).

With the death of the Witnesses, their voice of
condemnation is silenced; and now those from the
peoples and tribes and tongues and nations regard the
Church itself as dead, openly displaying their contempt
for God’s people, whose dead bodies lie unburied in the
street, under an apparent curse, for they will not
permit their dead bodies to be laid in a tomb (cf. 1
Kings 13:20-22; Jer. 8:1-2; 14:16; 16:3-4). The desire
for insertion into the Promised Land in death was a
central concern to the faithful Witnesses of the Old
Covenant, as a pledge of their future resurrection (Gen.
23;47:29-31; 49:28-33; 50:1-14, 24-26; Ex. 13:19; Josh.
24:32; 1 Sam. 31:7-13; Acts 7:15-16; Heb. 11:22). The
oppression of the Kingdom of priests by the heathen
was often expressed in these terms:

O God, the nations have invaded Thine inheritance;

They have defiled Thy holy Temple;

They have laid Jerusalem in ruins.

They have given the dead bodies of Thy servants

for food to the birds of the heavens,

The flesh of Thy godly ones to the beasts of the earth.

They have poured out their blood like water

round about Jerusalem;
And there was no one to bury them. (Ps. 79:1-3)

The irony, however, is that it is now those who dwell
on the Land — the Jews themselves (cf. 3:10) — who
join with the heathen nations in oppressing the
righteous. The apostates of Israel rejoice and make
merry; and they will send gifts to one another,
because these two prophets tormented those who
dwell on the Land (cf. Herod’s party, during which
John was imprisoned and then beheaded: Matt. 14:3-
12). The price of the world’s peace was the annihilation
of the prophetic Witness; Israel and the heathen world
united in their evil gloating at the destruction of the
prophets, whose faithful double witness had tormented
the disobedient with conviction of sin, driving them to
commit murder (cf. Gen. 4:3-8; 1 John 3:11-12; Acts
7:54-60). Natural enemies were reconciled to each
other through their joint participation in the murder of
the prophets. This was especially true in their murder of
Christ: “Now Herod and Pilate became friends with
one another that very day; for before they had been at
enmity with each other” (Luke 23:12). At Christ’s
death all manner of people rejoiced and mocked: the
rulers, the priests, the competing religious factions, the
Roman soldiers, the servants, the criminals; all joined
in celebrating His death (cf. Matt. 27:27-31, 39-44;
Mark 15:29-32; Luke 22:63-65; 23:8-12, 35-39); all
sided with the Beast against the Lamb (John 19:15).
The attempt to destroy the Witnesses seemed to be
successful, not only in silencing individual prophets,
but in abolishing the Testimony of the Covenant itself.
The progressive war against the Word reached its

13. The Beast’s attempt to erase the testimony of God’s witnesses eventually
led to its attack on the land of Israel, the birthplace of the Church; Titus
supposed that he could destroy Christianity by destroying the Temple in A.D.
70 (see on 17:14). The central religious motive behind the Roman war
against the Jews was its deeply rooted hatred for the Christian Church.

14. The evidence is far too extensive to repeat here, but see Meredith G. Kline,
The Structure of Biblical Au