The Grand Finale of Human History #25

“The Time of God’s Warning (part 7)”

Revelation 13

When it comes to villains, few ever matched the old Batman television series. You could tell who the bad guys were just by looking at them, whether it was Joker or Penguin or Riddler. Each one had their own tragic tale that led to their evil side.

When it comes to the book of Revelation, who is the villain we hear most about? The Antichrist, right? Yet the word “antichrist” never appears in the book of Revelation! Even though John is the only New Testament writer to use the term “antichrist,” he never does so in the book of Revelation. 

As we turn to Revelation 13, we read of not one villain but three; instead of Batman’s “Dynamic Duo,” we have a “Treacherous Trio” in these verses. We read in verses 1-2,

And the dragon stood on the shore of the sea. And I saw a beast coming out of the sea. He had ten horns and seven heads, with ten crowns on his horns, and on each head a blasphemous name. The beast I saw resembled a leopard, but had feet like those of a bear and a mouth like that of a lion. The dragon gave the beast his power and his throne and great authority.

This chapter opens with the dragon (identified as Satan) standing on the shore of the sea. (Some interpret this as John standing on the shore of the sea, but it is better from the original Greek to understand the subject as the dragon, continuing from the end of chapter twelve.) Some understand “the sea” as “the sea of humanity in its fallenness,”
 but I believe it is better to see this as a reference to an earlier description of this character as “the beast that comes up from the Abyss” in Revelation 11:7. Rabbinic Judaism taught that Sheol (Hades), Gehenna (the lake of fire), and Tartarus (the abyss or pit) were located beneath the earth. The depths of the sea were thought to be the closest one could get to these awful places, as seen in Jonah 2:2, and they viewed the sea as the abode of all things evil. Like the locusts earlier, this beast rises from “the pit of hell.”

Jumping down to verse 11 John writes,

Then I saw another beast, coming out of the earth. He had two horns like a lamb, but he spoke like a dragon. He exercised all the authority of the first beast on his behalf, and made the earth and its inhabitants worship the first beast, whose fatal wound had been healed.

Here is a third character, in addition to the dragon and the beast from the sea. According to some, he symbolizes religious power in the service of secular authorities. Yet John writes of him as a personal false prophet in Revelation 16:13; 19:20; and 20:10.
 If we compare the first and second beasts, we immediately recognize that these are not merely two symbols for the same person.
 In fact, this second beast is seen by some as a parody of the Holy Spirit, with its miracles and its fire from heaven.

In Satan (the dragon), the Antichrist (the first beast), and the False Prophet (the second beast) there is the manifestation of the unholy trinity of the Anti-God, the trinity of evil.
 Satan’s end-time deception will sell the world a cheap imitation of the Holy Trinity of true Christianity.
 Satan is an imitator, a counterfeiter; and he seeks to control men by means of deception. The dragon or Satan is the counterfeit Father, “the beast” is the counterfeit Christ, and the false prophet is the counterfeit Holy Spirit. This completes the satanic trinity.

While all three are mentioned here and play significant roles throughout the book, the emphasis in this chapter is clearly on the Antichrist, or the beast from the sea. Tonight I want to focus our attention on three aspects of this beast we learn in this chapter: his personality, his popularity, and his power.

The Personality of the Beast

First we see the personality of the beast. According to some, the beast symbolizes the Roman empire, the deification of secular authority. Philip Hughes suggests, “This beast should be taken as denoting the activity of the devil throughout the history of this age by the instrumentality of human movements and organizations rather than a single individual.”
 I disagree, however. I believe he is, in the words of Leon Morris, “the final, personal antichrist.” He goes on to write, 

It is accepted throughout the New Testament that in the last days there will be a special outbreak of the powers of evil. Sometimes this is associated with an individual who may be called the antichrist (1 John 2:18) or ‘the man of lawlessness’ (2 Thess. 2:3). It is this figure who is behind the opening vision of this chapter. John does not name him but calls him ‘the beast’. A wealth of picturesque detail brings out the horror associated with him. He is closely linked with Satan, and indeed is something like an incarnation of the evil one. Many see in the beast a reference to the Roman Empire but this seems to be too simple. We may well see in the Empire a preliminary manifestation of the evil that will one day be realized to the full in the antichrist. But there is much more to the beast than ancient Rome.

George Eldon Ladd agrees: “The beast, like Paul’s man of lawlessness (II Thess. 2:9), is not merely the concentration of political and military power; it is the embodiment of satanic evil, drawing its power and authority from the dragon.”
 Chuck Swindoll refers to this as Satan’s “greatest personification of deception in history.”

John first describes the beast as having ten horns and seven heads, similar to his depiction of Satan in Revelation 12:3. That the two have the same appearance probably means that the evil we see on earth is but a copy of the evil one.
 Then John likes this beast to a leopard, a bear, and a lion. The background of this seems to be the vision of the four great beasts in Daniel 7:2-7,

In my vision at night I looked, and there before me were the four winds of heaven churning up the great sea. Four great beasts, each different from the others, came up out of the sea. 

The first was like a lion, and it had the wings of an eagle. I watched until its wings were torn off and it was lifted from the ground so that it stood on two feet like a man, and the heart of a man was given to it. 

And there before me was a second beast, which looked like a bear. It was raised up on one of its sides, and it had three ribs in its mouth between its teeth. It was told, “Get up and eat your fill of flesh!” 

After that, I looked, and there before me was another beast, one that looked like a leopard. And on its back it had four wings like those of a bird. This beast had four heads, and it was given authority to rule. 

After that, in my vision at night I looked, and there before me was a fourth beast—terrifying and frightening and very powerful. It had large iron teeth; it crushed and devoured its victims and trampled underfoot whatever was left. It was different from all the former beasts, and it had ten horns.
This symbolism suggests that the Antichrist of the future tribulation will embody the sum total of all the world empires that opposed God and His people throughout history. He will be directly empowered by Satan himself, acting as the ultimate dictator and leading the mother of all evil empires.
 

We read that each of the seven heads had a blasphemous name written on it. Roman emperors tended to assume titles of deity. Domitian, for example, was addressed as Dominus et Deus noster (“Our Lord and God”).
 John continues in verses 5-6, 

The beast was given a mouth to utter proud words and blasphemies and to exercise his authority for forty-two months. He opened his mouth to blaspheme God, and to slander his name and his dwelling place and those who live in heaven.
Again, this relates directly back to what we read in Daniel 7.
 Nothing will be sacred to this beast; he will curse and scoff at all things holy. He will set himself up as the ultimate ruler.

At this point I want to move down to the final verse in Revelation 13, a verse that has stirred more controversy and confusion than perhaps any other. Verse 18 reads, “This calls for wisdom. If anyone has insight, let him calculate the number of the beast, for it is man’s number. His number is 666.” More sermons have been preached, lectures given, books written, and charts drawn to determine the meaning of this number than perhaps any other passage in the book of Revelation.

I had some fun with one common interpretation of this verse. Often a formula is developed equating letters with numbers and adding up the numeric equivalent of someone’s name. I’ve seen this done with the names Hitler, Kissinger, and Anwar Sadat. One creative mind put forth the name of Ronald Wilson Reagan, since the first, middle, and last names all have six letters, therefore 6-6-6! So when we came to this passage in my initial course on Revelation, I promised to reveal the identity of the Antichrist as…Spongebob Squarepants! (I was wearing a Spongebob tie at the time, and at the proper moment unveiled it.) I had even developed my own formula to make it work. (There are 20 letters in the 2 names, so A=22, B=23, C=24, etc. Do the math—it works!)

My point was to show how ridiculous these efforts could be to determine the identity of the Antichrist. John’s original readers did not do this, even though the popular historical view sees “Nero Caesar” as the name John had in mind. Yes, there is a way in which the words “Nero Caesar” could add up to 666 (or 616, as a few manuscripts have it), but it requires the Greek form of a Latin name translated into Hebrew characters and with a variant spelling at that!

Perhaps the best solution sees the sum of the letters that spell “Jesus” adding up to 888. Each digit is one more than seven, the number of perfection. But the number 666 produces the opposite phenomenon, as each number falls one short of perfection. This interpretation may be reflected by the translation of verse 18, “it is the number of man” as opposed to “it is the number of a man.” This may not explain why some manuscripts have 616 instead of 666, but if it moves us away from playing the name game with the identity of the Antichrist, it may well be worth it!

Nothing destroys the credibility of biblical studies like inaccuracy. Every time a book is published that names the Antichrist with some current world figure, then is proven wrong, all of Christianity is ridiculed by the world. It is no different than setting a date for the Lord’s return. Don’t allow eschatology to be wrapped up in specific numbers and names. When that happens, we lose focus of the real message of Revelation: Despite all of Satan’s efforts, Christ and His people will ultimately triumph. We simply need to hang in there (i.e., patient endurance) and remain faithful to God.

The Popularity of the Beast

Let’s move on to the popularity of the beast. In my opening illustration I referred to the villains of the Batman television series, and how one could easily identify each one as the bad guy just by their appearance. The way John writes Revelation 13 we might be tempted to think the same could be said of the Antichrist, but I believe just the opposite is true. John depicts the Antichrist in spiritual terms, which are indeed dark and despicable. But I think that the Antichrist will be a very attractive figure to the world of his time, and will enjoy great popularity. In fact, I liken the Antichrist to the late President John F. Kennedy—handsome, well-spoken, intelligent, and diplomatic. (I am not suggesting that President Kennedy was the Antichrist, but that the Antichrist will be a character like him.)

Revelation 13:3-4 provides another compelling reason for this popularity:

One of the heads of the beast seemed to have had a fatal wound, but the fatal wound had been healed. The whole world was astonished and followed the beast. Men worshiped the dragon because he had given authority to the beast, and they also worshiped the beast and asked, “Who is like the beast? Who can make war against him?” 

Try to imagine what it would have been like if on November 25, 1963 President John F. Kennedy had arisen from his casket, alive and well. What do you think the reaction of the world might have been? I don’t think he would have had to worry about being reelected in 1964! He probably could have taken over leadership of the world!

We tend to think of the Antichrist as some villainous, despicable creature, hated by everyone. In fact, the Antichrist will probably be quite likable and popular. If he was to die publicly—possibly by assassination—and then brought back to life, it is not difficult to imagine an adoring world falling at his feet in worship.

This is probably another imitation of Jesus by Satan.
 Scholars point to the popular Nero redivivus myth that held that Nero would reappear (possibly at the head of the Parthian army) and take over the Roman Empire once again. But I think it more likely to refer to physical death and resurrection—at least that is how it will appear to everyone else. Just as Christ died and rose again, so would the Antichrist. In fact, John uses the same expression hōs esphagmenēn, “as though slain,” which he used of the Lamb in Revelation 5:6, and as the recovery of the beast is clear there may possibly be the thought of death followed by resurrection.

Keep in mind that “the beast” is a counterfeit Christ. The world would not receive Christ, but it will receive Antichrist. The world would not believe the truth, but they will believe the lie. Jesus spoke (and still speaks) gracious words of salvation, and men turn a deaf ear; but they will listen to the blasphemous words of “the beast.” The world will not worship the Christ, but they will bow down to Antichrist.
 This is seen in verse 8, “All inhabitants of the earth will worship the beast—all whose names have not been written in the book of life belonging to the Lamb that was slain from the creation of the world.” Notice, however, that not everyone will worship the Antichrist—only those whose names are not written in the Lamb’s book of life. 

Some are confused by the last phrase, “from the creation of the world.” Should we take that to mean that names have been written (or not written, in this case) in the book of life since the creation of the world,
 or that God had determined that the Lamb would be slain since the creation of the world?
 I prefer the latter, since elsewhere in the New Testament this same phrase is used, though one could argue that the names written in the book of life have been known throughout time and history.

Further contributing to the Antichrist’s popularity is the False Prophet, seen in 11-15,

Then I saw another beast, coming out of the earth. He had two horns like a lamb, but he spoke like a dragon. He exercised all the authority of the first beast on his behalf, and made the earth and its inhabitants worship the first beast, whose fatal wound had been healed. And he performed great and miraculous signs, even causing fire to come down from heaven to earth in full view of men. Because of the signs he was given power to do on behalf of the first beast, he deceived the inhabitants of the earth. He ordered them to set up an image in honor of the beast who was wounded by the sword and yet lived. He was given power to give breath to the image of the first beast, so that it could speak and cause all who refused to worship the image to be killed.

This beast is not as mysterious or threatening as the first beast, but he is every bit as evil. His goal is not self-magnification but rather promoting the Antichrist. (Wiersbe refers to him as the Antichrist’s “propaganda minister.”
) He causes the world to worship the Antichrist—leading many to conclude that he is some kind of religious leader—by counterfeit miracles. He erects a statue of the Antichrist then gives it life and the ability to kill anyone who does not worship the beast. Even as one of the ministries of the Holy Spirit is to glorify Christ and lead people to trust and worship Him, so the false prophet will point to Antichrist and his image and compel people to worship Satan through “the beast.”

The popularity of the Antichrist—even if it is forced—will be global and impressive.

The Power of the Beast

Finally I want to consider the power of the beast. Verse two indicates that the dragon will give the Antichrist “his power and his throne and great authority.” He will enjoy world domination as verse seven reads, “he was given authority over every tribe, people, language and nation.” The offer Jesus rejected in Matthew four—“all the kingdoms of the world”—will be granted to the Antichrist.

One sign of his power is seen in verses 16-17,

He also forced everyone, small and great, rich and poor, free and slave, to receive a mark on his right hand or on his forehead, so that no one could buy or sell unless he had the mark, which is the name of the beast or the number of his name.
This is, of course, the “mark of the beast,” which has spawned almost as much curiosity and controversy as the number 666. John writes that the Antichrist forces everyone to receive the mark of the beast on his right hand or forehead (where it cannot be hidden), without which it is impossible to buy or sell anything. The bottom line is that the mark speaks of ownership and allegiance to the Antichrist. Refusal to receive the mark is considered treason. Without the mark no one will be able to buy even the necessities of life. Those without this visible sign of loyalty to the Antichrist will be rounded up, put in prison or put to death, as seen in verses 9-10,

He who has an ear, let him hear: If anyone is to go into captivity, into captivity he will go. If anyone is to be killed with the sword, with the sword he will be killed. This calls for patient endurance and faithfulness on the part of the saints. 

This sounds horrible! Add this to the beginning of verse seven: “He was given power to make war against the saints and to conquer them.” Really? The Antichrist will conquer the saints? This is not the first time this idea appears in the Bible. We read in Daniel 12:7,

The man clothed in linen, who was above the waters of the river, lifted his right hand and his left hand toward heaven, and I heard him swear by him who lives forever, saying, “It will be for a time, times and half a time. When the power of the holy people has been finally broken, all these things will be completed.” 

The angel tells Daniel that “the power of the holy people will be finally broken.” Does this mean the Antichrist will win the battle against God’s children? No. Evil may win a battle but will never win the war. Yes, the Antichrist will oppose the Church and will put many to death. This is the meaning of the somber poem in verse ten. Many will be imprisoned and many will be killed. But that is not the end of the story. Hughes notes,

[His] warfare has every appearance of being successful as saints are arrested and imprisoned and put to death. Yet the beast’s victory is more apparent than real; it is temporary, not permanent. To silence God’s faithful witnesses by killing them may look like overcoming them, but, as we have seen, God’s martyred saints are the true overcomers “through the blood of the Lamb and through the word of their testimony” (Rev. 12:11).
 

Ultimate victory will come to those on the Lord’s side. Such opposition does require, though, “patient endurance and faithfulness on the part of the saints,” as seen in verse 10. As Morris notes, “This is not fatalism, but the conviction that God is sovereign and works out His good and perfect will.”

“Whew!” you might be thinking, “I’m glad I’m not living in those times!” Well, don’t get too comfortable…it could happen in our world! But even if it does not happen in our lifetimes, there is still a lesson for us today. John wrote in 1 John 4:3, “Every spirit which does not confess Jesus is not of God; and this is the spirit of the antichrist, of which you heard that it was coming, and now it is in the world already.” If this was true in John’s day, it is no less true in ours.
 And the response to this is the same in every age: “This calls for patient endurance and faithfulness on the part of the saints.” If you want to prepare yourself for whatever comes down your path, this is the key: patient endurance and faithfulness. In other words, hold on tight and keep doing right! Faith and faithfulness are the keys to survival in this jungle we call life. And that is true whatever beasts may come your way!
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