The Grand Finale of Human History #26

“The Time of God’s Warning (part 8)”

Revelation 11:1-14

During the summer between my junior and senior years in college, I did an internship at a church in Cable, Wisconsin, in the northwest part of the state. (Cable was located less than an hour from Duluth, which is not too far from the North Pole!) I had an old beat-up car to drive that a minister literally gave to me, and I knew next to nothing about how cars operate. (I am only marginally more knowledgeable now!)

One Sunday a man from the church heard my car running and said, “That car needs a tune-up. You get the spark plugs and bring it out to my place and I’ll do it for you.” I did as he said and watched as he pulled out the spark plugs one by one.

“This spark plug hasn’t fired in 50,000 miles,” he announced as he pulled the first one.

“This is the worst spark plug I’ve ever seen,” he described the second one.

“This one’s worse!” he exclaimed as the third one came out. 

My car was running on five spark plugs (out of eight)! Needless to say, it ran much better after he was done!

I was reminded of that experience as I prepared for tonight’s message. It seems that every section of Revelation is described as “the most difficult passage to interpret”…until I get to the next one! Tonight as we come back to Revelation 11, the same descriptions of being the most difficult to interpret arises. Some view it symbolically
 while others interpret it more literally.
 Some others see it as irrelevant, an interpolation into the book or at best a digression in which John uses some material he happens to have at his disposal, but which does not fit in well with his main theme. It is not uncommon to find verses 1–2 and 3–13 regarded as originally two distinct Jewish works, the one composed in the expectation that the temple would be preserved though Jerusalem itself would be destroyed in the war of ad 66–70, and the other presuming that Jerusalem would stand. Why John should use prophecies that had proved false is not explained.
 At any rate, whether we view this as literal or symbolic, the lessons are similar and relevant.

The Unstoppable Testimony of the Two Witnesses

We will first consider the unstoppable testimony of the two witnesses. Verses 1-2 read,

I was given a reed like a measuring rod and was told, “Go and measure the temple of God and the altar, and count the worshipers there. But exclude the outer court; do not measure it, because it has been given to the Gentiles. They will trample on the holy city for 42 months.” 

Before we get to the two witnesses, though, John is instructed to measure the temple of God, including the sanctuary, altar, and worshippers. Who it was that gave John the measuring rod and addressed him is not stated, but it was evidently Christ himself because the witnesses spoken of in verse 3 are described as “my two witnesses.”

Is this the heavenly temple or the earthly one? Some scholars believe this is a temple on earth, since the Gentiles trample on the outer courts for three-and-a-half years. This cannot refer to the Temple in Jerusalem in the first century, though, for it was destroyed by the Romans in ad 70. Dispensationalists believe that the Jews will build a new Temple during the Great Tribulation, and that the Old Testament sacrificial system will be re-instituted.
 Such a view blatantly disregards a main message of the book of Hebrews, namely that Christ died once and for all, fulfilling all of the Old Testament sacrificial system. Why would God turn the clock back, as it were, to employ the old system again? It again smacks of two different ways of salvation—one for the Jews and one for the Christians—when in fact there is only one way of salvation, and that is through faith in Jesus Christ.

The Temple John is told to measure is the heavenly temple, in my view. By measuring the inner courts only, he is distinguishing between true believers (“true Jews”) and unbelievers. The outer court, which could be entered by Gentiles, was not measured, for it was given to (notice the divine control here) the Gentiles to be trampled for a period of forty-two months (or three-and-a-half years). This demonstrates that the tribulation against the Church comes from Satan working through wicked people; the tribulation of the wicked comes from God. It would be accurate to call this period “The Great Tribulation” for both saved and unsaved, but the source, severity, and cause are vastly different between the two groups.

One reason I previously held to a pre-tribulation Rapture is that I could not understand why God would pour out His wrath on His own children. In fact He will not. But that does not mean that the Church is exempt from all tribulation and persecution. Jesus all but promised that His followers would be hated and abused. But it is not from heaven that the Church is persecuted; it is from the forces of hell. It does not mean that some Christians will not be put to death for their faith; it means that the Church itself will not be destroyed.

The metaphor of measuring a city has nothing to do with determining its dimensions. It is a symbol of setting a city aside either for preservation or for destruction. Zechariah saw a man measuring Jerusalem, which was symbolic of her divine protection (Zech. 2:1-5). Ezekiel had an elaborate vision of the measuring of Jerusalem—a symbol of the fact that Jerusalem would yet become the true city of God (Ezek. 40-43). In other places, measuring is a symbolic act indicating destruction rather than preservation (2 Kings 21:13; Isa. 34:11; Lam. 2:8). In John’s vision, the measuring of the temple, its inner courts, and those who worship there is a symbol of preservation and protection.
 This is a symbolic depiction of God’s knowing exactly where all his people are. He is taking stock of them, so he can protect them all. None of God’s people are overlooked. None of God’s people will be forgotten.
 

What an encouragement this is to Christians of every age! Once again we are reminded that nothing—not life or death, sickness or sorrow, persecution or death can ever separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord!

Now John turns his attention to two witnesses, described in verses 3-6,

And I will give power to my two witnesses, and they will prophesy for 1,260 days, clothed in sackcloth.” These are the two olive trees and the two lampstands that stand before the Lord of the earth. If anyone tries to harm them, fire comes from their mouths and devours their enemies. This is how anyone who wants to harm them must die. These men have power to shut up the sky so that it will not rain during the time they are prophesying; and they have power to turn the waters into blood and to strike the earth with every kind of plague as often as they want. 

So who are the two witnesses? As previously mentioned, some take this to be significant but symbolic, with the two witnesses symbolizing the faithful Christians, like the two faithful churches of Smyrna and Philadelphia.
 Others interpret these witnesses literally as two individual people, possibly Moses and Elijah (representing the Law and the Prophets), or Enoch and Elijah (two men who never experienced physical death), or others.

I am inclined to agree with the literal interpretation, though I cannot argue for their identity with any conviction. The reason I believe these are two literal people is that John refers to the beast from the abyss (or the Antichrist) who I also believe will be a literal person. Perhaps these two witnesses are meant to offset the Antichrist and False Prophet (or “the beast from the sea” and “the beast of the earth,” as John later describes them.)

How does this chapter fit into the context of the book? Remember where we are: this is the time of God’s warning. The trumpet judgments are not sent against the saints; they are sent to wake up the unbelievers and call them to repentance. But no one will connect the catastrophic events as God’s warnings unless someone tells them. As Paul writes in Romans 10:14, “How, then, can they call on the one they have not believed in? And how can they believe in the one of whom they have not heard? And how can they hear without someone preaching to them?” This chapter discloses what is happening with the Church during this period. Though they are not the targets of God’s warning judgments, they will not get off easily. Christians will suffer tribulation of their own, but it will be from Satan and his forces, not from God.

The period of time these witnesses preach is given as three-and-a-half years. This length is common in biblical prophecy, going back to the book of Daniel. In his vision of the four beasts, Daniel inquires about the fourth beast. We read in Daniel 7:19-27,

Then I wanted to know the true meaning of the fourth beast, which was different from all the others and most terrifying, with its iron teeth and bronze claws—the beast that crushed and devoured its victims and trampled underfoot whatever was left. I also wanted to know about the ten horns on its head and about the other horn that came up, before which three of them fell—the horn that looked more imposing than the others and that had eyes and a mouth that spoke boastfully. As I watched, this horn was waging war against the saints and defeating them, until the Ancient of Days came and pronounced judgment in favor of the saints of the Most High, and the time came when they possessed the kingdom. 
 “He gave me this explanation: ‘The fourth beast is a fourth kingdom that will appear on earth. It will be different from all the other kingdoms and will devour the whole earth, trampling it down and crushing it. The ten horns are ten kings who will come from this kingdom. After them another king will arise, different from the earlier ones; he will subdue three kings. He will speak against the Most High and oppress his saints and try to change the set times and the laws. The saints will be handed over to him for a time, times and half a time. 
“‘But the court will sit, and his power will be taken away and completely destroyed forever. Then the sovereignty, power and greatness of the kingdoms under the whole heaven will be handed over to the saints, the people of the Most High. His kingdom will be an everlasting kingdom, and all rulers will worship and obey him.’
Few would question that this refers to the Antichrist (unless they do not believe in a literal Antichrist). When we get to a fuller description of him later in Revelation, we will compare what John says with Daniel’s vision in more detail. But notice two items from this text that compares with Revelation 11: the period of time mentioned (“a time, times, and half a time”) and the opposition of the Antichrist against the saints of God (“this horn was waging war against the saints and defeating them…. He will…oppress the saints…. The saints will be handed over to him…”). The time frame matches what John writes, both adding up to three-and-a-half years.

Initially this prophecy was fulfilled by Antiochus IV Epiphanes, who desecrated the Temple in December 167 bc. He did everything possible to stomp out Judaism, yet though he caused the deaths of many faithful Jews, he never fully eradicated Judaism. He died in April 163 bc—three-and-a-half years after the original decree and desecration of the Temple. In this way Antiochus Epiphanes was the archetype antichrist, after which the ultimate Antichrist would pattern himself.

In Revelation, several events occur for this same length of time:

· the trampling of the holy city by the Gentiles (11:2)

· the ministry of the two witnesses (11:3)

· the woman’s stay in the wilderness (12:6 and 14)

· the reign of the Beast (13:5).

One can easily see how all of these fit into the same period of time. The reign of the Antichrist will last three-and-a-half years, and during this time the Church will evangelize the world (under the leadership of the two witnesses), the Church will be persecuted by the Antichrist, and God will protect the Church from utter destruction.

John describes the two witnesses as “the two olive trees and the two lampstands that stand before the Lord of the earth.” This terminology harkens back to Zechariah 4:1-6, 11-14, which concludes, “These are the two who are anointed to serve the Lord of all the earth.” In the immediate context, these two represented Joshua the priest and Zerubbabel the governor, but ultimately they refer to these two witnesses in Revelation. These two—literally in Hebrew “sons of oil”
—are dependent upon the Holy Spirit for their strength. During their ministry, no harm can come to these two witnesses. Those who oppose them will themselves be destroyed dramatically. Their powers to call down fire, to withhold rain, and to send plagues bring to mind Moses and Elijah—perhaps the strongest argument for this identification of the two witnesses. But it may also mean they will be like Moses and Elijah, even as John the Baptist was like Elijah.

While the identification of the two witnesses is debatable, one important truth emerges. As long as God has work for His servants to accomplish, no one—not even Satan himself—can harm them or keep them from fulfilling their mission. C. H. Spurgeon comments on this protection provided by the Lord, “Remember you are immortal until your work is done. If the Lord has more witness for you to bear, you will live to bear it. Who is he that can break a vessel which the Lord intends again to use?” As long as we Christians are on earth, God has something for us to do. We may not know what that is, or we may refuse to do it, but God has a mission for us to accomplish.

The Ungodly Termination of the Two Witnesses

This invincibility is not permanent, however. Verses 7-10 speak of the ungodly termination of the two witnesses,
Now when they have finished their testimony, the beast that comes up from the Abyss will attack them, and overpower and kill them. Their bodies will lie in the street of the great city, which is figuratively called Sodom and Egypt, where also their Lord was crucified. For three and a half days men from every people, tribe, language and nation will gaze on their bodies and refuse them burial. The inhabitants of the earth will gloat over them and will celebrate by sending each other gifts, because these two prophets had tormented those who live on the earth. 

The two witnesses will become martyrs. As we have seen earlier, the English word “martyrdom” comes from a Greek term meaning “testimony.” By the second century the word began to take on a technical sense of giving one’s life for the faith, but it originally referred to any verbal testimony concerning one’s faith in Jesus Christ. The scene of the two “witnesses,” or “martyrs,” in Revelation 11 includes not only proclamation, but also a sealing of their testimony with death. This represents a transition from the first-century to second-century uses of the term martyria.

The bodies of the two witnesses are left lying in the streets of “the great city, which is figuratively called Sodom and Egypt…” At first glance we might think John is speaking of the city of Rome, until he adds, “…where also their Lord was crucified.” This can only be Jerusalem. But where is Jerusalem ever called “Sodom” and “Egypt”? Isaiah used the name Sodom against the city of Jerusalem in Isaiah 1:10, “Hear the word of the Lord, you rulers of Sodom; listen to the law of our God, you people of Gomorrah!” Jeremiah employed similarly strong language referring to the prophets in Jerusalem in Jeremiah 23:14, “They are all like Sodom to me; the people of Jerusalem are like Gomorrah.” In Ezekiel 16:48 we read, “As surely as I live, declares the Sovereign Lord, your sister Sodom and her daughters never did what you and your daughters have done.” There are no references in Scripture, however, that call Jerusalem by the name of “Egypt.” Most often in Scripture Egypt is used as a symbol of oppression, so perhaps John is referring to the oppression against the saints coming from Jerusalem at this time. But this is conjecture at best.

The reaction of the unbelievers to the death of the two witnesses may seem strange to us. They rejoice at their demise and celebrate what Wiersbe terms a “satanic Christmas” by sending gifts to one another.
 But this should not shock us. Jesus said in John 15:18-20,

If the world hates you, keep in mind that it hated me first. If you belonged to the world, it would love you as its own. As it is, you do not belong to the world, but I have chosen you out of the world. That is why the world hates you. Remember the words I spoke to you: “No servant is greater than his master.” If they persecuted me, they will persecute you also.
John wrote in 1 John 3:13, “Do not be surprised, my brothers, if the world hates you.” In previous generations this hatred was disguised by dignity and common courtesy. But as time passes, the animosity toward Christians and their faith becomes more blunt and forthright. It will grow even more so as the end nears.

Once again we are provided an important application for us today. When a Christian’s work for God is completed, he or she is taken home to be with the Lord. There is no such thing as an “untimely death” in the body of Christ. If you are alive, God has something more for you to do, and nothing or no one can harm you. History is filled with the accounts of young Christians like Jim Eliot, Nate Saint, and the other missionaries in the 1950’s who were killed by the Auca Indians, or like Keith Green, who at the apparent height of his ministry was killed in a plane crash at the age of 29. We shake our heads at such tragedies and wonder, “What might have been…?” But God does not wonder about such things. He knew that their life work was completed, even as their Lord could say about His life, “It is finished” (the same Greek term as in Revelation 11:7), even through He was only in His mid-thirties. How reassuring this is!

The Ultimate Triumph of the Two Witnesses

Finally we see the ultimate triumph of the two witnesses in verses 11-14,

But after the three and a half days a breath of life from God entered them, and they stood on their feet, and terror struck those who saw them. Then they heard a loud voice from heaven saying to them, “Come up here.” And they went up to heaven in a cloud, while their enemies looked on. At that very hour there was a severe earthquake and a tenth of the city collapsed. Seven thousand people were killed in the earthquake, and the survivors were terrified and gave glory to the God of heaven. The second woe has passed; the third woe is coming soon.

The celebration of the ungodly will be short-lived, though. After three-and-a-half days (as compared to their ministry of three-and-a-half years) the two witnesses will come to life in full view of their enemies. They will watch in amazement as these two corpses stand to their feet. Then a voice from heaven calls, “Come up here,” and they ascend to heaven in a cloud. Philip Hughes points out that the cloud enveloping them as they ascend is not any cloud, but the cloud, that is, the resplendent cloud of the Lord’s shekinah glory, which is the cloud of his own ascension (Acts 1:9) and of his transfiguration.

This event calls to mind the taking of Elijah by chariots of fire in 2 Kings 2, or even the ascension of Jesus in Acts 1. It might be tempting to see the Rapture of the Church in this scene (particularly if you hold the two witnesses as symbolic of the faithful part of the Church). There is one fact, though, that distinguishes the Rapture from this event or even the two parallel occasions mentioned above. In those incidents the ascension was witnessed by others on earth: Elisha watched Elijah taken to heaven; the disciples watched Jesus ascend; and everyone will see the two witnesses rise. But the Rapture will happen suddenly, “in the twinkling of an eye,” too quickly for observers to witness what is happening. I think the raising of the two witnesses is a precursor to the Rapture, but not identical with it.

This is followed by a powerful earthquake that strikes the city of Jerusalem, leveling a tenth of it. Seven thousand lives are lost, but notice the reaction of the survivors: they “gave glory to the God of heaven.” This phrase is terribly significant. We have seen the negative wording several times in Revelation—those who refused to give glory to God but continued in their sinful ways. Here the result was that those who had seen these terrifying events gave glory to God. That is to say, they repented, for that is the only real way to give glory to God.

In fact, Ladd suggests that this is John’s way of describing the final conversion of the Jewish people as a whole. The statement that they gave glory to the God of heaven suggests repentance, not merely remorse. Some interpreters understand the phrase to mean that they glorified God in fear and terror but did not really repent. However, the phrase as it is used elsewhere suggests repentance (Josh. 7:19; Isa. 42:12; Jer. 13:16; I Pet. 2:12; Rev. 14:7; 15:4; 16:9; 19:7; 21:24). Because of these mighty acts of God in the end time, the Jewish people will repent of their sins and give glory to the true God. Previously they have not glorified God; they had crucified his Messiah and rejected his prophets. But now they repent of their disobedience and glorify God.

Why is this so important? I believe it marks the fulfillment of Romans 11:25-26,

I do not want you to be ignorant of this mystery, brothers, so that you may not be conceited: Israel has experienced a hardening in part until the full number of the Gentiles has come in. And so all Israel will be saved, as it is written: “The deliverer will come from Zion; he will turn godlessness away from Jacob. And this is my covenant with them when I take away their sins.”

This is similar to Jesus’ words in Luke 21:24—“Jerusalem will be trodden down by the Gentiles until the times of the Gentiles are fulfilled” [rsv]. He followed this by concluding in verse 31, “When you see these things happening, you know that the kingdom of God is near.” Putting all of this together, when “the full number of the Gentiles has come in” (or, to use our Lord’s words, when “the times of the Gentiles are fulfilled”), then Israel, as a people, will be saved.
 Why? According to Romans 11:28, “they are loved on account of the patriarchs.” God, in His sovereign grace, will provide salvation for the Jewish people of the end times for the sake of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. This will, in Swindoll’s words, “mark the end of an era”
—the era of the people of God on earth. The sixth trumpet is over, the seventh is about to sound.

All of this can be very confusing and even controversial. I mentioned at the beginning of this message, though, that the main point of the chapter is simple, regardless of whether we see this literally or symbolically. Here it is: God will protect his people against all satanic opposition, and they will proclaim the gospel until the kingdom comes.
 As long as God has something to do in us and through us, nothing can stop us. Once His will is completed in our lives, nothing will stop Him from taking us home to be with Him.

We can’t lose!
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