The Grand Finale of Human History #31

“The Time of God’s Winning (part 2)”

Revelation 19:11-21

One of the best-known nursery rhymes goes like this:

Humpty Dumpty sat on a wall,
Humpty Dumpty had a great fall.
All the king's horses and all the king's men
Couldn’t put Humpty together again.

As well known as this rhyme is, its meaning or interpretation is far from universal. Some try to tie this to a historical event or person; others see Humpty Dumpty as representing the world at large. However one views it, the results are the same: once fallen, Humpty Dumpty could not be put back together.

If one sees Humpty Dumpty as representing the world, this verse is certainly pessimistic in its outlook. The world is broken and, despite all the efforts of mankind, cannot be repaired. The prognosis seems hopeless.

The same could be said about the book of Revelation up to this point. With Satan seemingly in control through his minions the Antichrist and False Prophet, the world seems broken. The plight of those who resist their demands of allegiance is all but hopeless. At times it seems that the light of the godly is about to be extinguished.

But then…

Revelation 19 breaks open like sunlight shining through the darkness. The first half of the chapter (which we considered last week) records the heavenly rejoicing of victory over evil. The last half of the chapter documents the earthly reality. (This is, without question, my favorite passage in the book of Revelation—if not all of Scripture!)

A Glorious Appearance

Verses 11-16 depicts a glorious appearance:

I saw heaven standing open and there before me was a white horse, whose rider is called Faithful and True. With justice he judges and makes war. His eyes are like blazing fire, and on his head are many crowns. He has a name written on him that no one knows but he himself. He is dressed in a robe dipped in blood, and his name is the Word of God. The armies of heaven were following him, riding on white horses and dressed in fine linen, white and clean. Out of his mouth comes a sharp sword with which to strike down the nations. “He will rule them with an iron scepter.” He treads the winepress of the fury of the wrath of God Almighty. On his robe and on his thigh he has this name written: king of kings and lord of lords.
Curiously, this vision of Christ descending to earth on a white horse never identifies the rider as Jesus. Instead, John painted a picture with words, making it clear that our great King is portrayed in splendor.

Jesus is seen riding a white horse. This isn’t the first white horse we’ve seen in Revelation. When Jesus opened the first seal of the seven-sealed scroll in Revelation 6:2, a white horse leaped forth. We identified its rider as the Antichrist, the imitation of the true Christ. That first rider was given a bow and a crown—the stephanos, a “victor’s crown”—and he set out to conquer to the world. In his wake follow warfare, famine, and death. The second Rider on a white horse stands in direct contrast with that first one. His name is “Faithful and True,” in contrast to the Antichrist’s agenda of “deception of wickedness for those who perish” (2 Thess. 2:10). Though the Antichrist will wage a wicked war inspired by arrogance (Rev. 13:4), Christ will judge and wage war based on righteousness (19:11). In John’s vision Christ’s eyes are ablaze with fire (19:12), just like the original vision in Revelation 1:14. Unlike the Antichrist, who was crowned with the fragile and temporary “victor’s garland,” Christ wore not one but many “diadems,” the golden bands representing sovereign authority.

The end of verse 11 reads, “With justice he judges and makes war.” The present tenses of the verbs point to his habitual action rather than to any one specific occasion. There is no vindictiveness, no lust of conquest. Both verbs are important for John’s readers. That He judges mattered immensely in view of the injustices with which they were confronted. And that He makes war must have appealed to people who were persecuted by the mighty and thus looked for a strong helper.

Some commentators hold that this portrayal of Christ contradicts the concept of the gracious and merciful Christ found in the rest of the New Testament. This simply is not true; everywhere in the New Testament the element of victory through judgment is an inescapable aspect of Christ’s total work (see Matthew 13:41-42; 25:41; Romans 2:5; and 2 Thessalonians 1:7; 2:8).

Verse 12 concludes, “He has a name written on him that no one knows but he himself.” Those who practiced magic believed that to know the name gave power over him whose name it was. John may well be saying that no one has power over Christ. He is supreme. His name is known only to himself.
 This is the first of four names or titles of Christ in this passage.

John describes Jesus’ clothing in verse 13 as “a robe dipped in blood.” Whenever we see blood on another’s garment, one question comes to mind: “Whose blood is it—yours or someone else’s?” In this case the blood-stained robe could symbolize the fact that Christ “tasted death” for everyone, having become the “Lamb that was slain.”
 Leon Morris favors this view, stating, “This is surely a reference to Calvary; Christ overcame by shedding his blood.”

Or it may allude visually to Isaiah 63:3, where the conquering King explains why His garments are sprinkled with blood:

I have trodden the winepress alone; from the nations no one was with me. I trampled them in my anger and trod them down in my wrath; their blood spattered my garments, and I stained all my clothing.

Because the context of Revelation 19 is clearly judgment, this second option is preferred by most commentators. Christ’s blood-stained garment indicates that He has been exercising judgment against His enemies and that His return to earth represents the final victory.

The end of verse 13 gives the second of four names or titles of Jesus: “his name is the Word of God.” This is the only place in Scripture where the full expression “the Word of God” is applied to Christ, though John uses “the Word” to identify Jesus in both his gospel and the first letter that bears his name.
 In fact, this helps to connect the book of Revelation to other writings of John.

Verse 14 describes His entourage: “The armies of heaven were following him, riding on white horses and dressed in fine linen, white and clean.” Once again, the scholars are split as to their identity. Some see this as reference to the angelic hosts, since they are already described in Revelation 12 as warring against Satan, and the New Testament teaching that the Son of Man at his coming will be accompanied by angels (Mark 8:38; Luke 9:26; 1 Thessalonians 3:13; and 2 Thessalonians 1:7). 
 Donald Grey Barnhouse, on the other hand, insists that these armies are not angelic hosts, but rather the saints, or believers.
 Which is right? I favor the view of Warren Wiersbe, who points out, “Jesus is not alone in His conquest, for the armies of heaven ride with Him. Who are they? Certainly the angels are a part of this army (Matt. 25:31; 2 Thess. 1:7); but so are the saints (1 Thess. 3:13; 2 Thess. 1:10). Jude describes the same scene (Jude 14–15). The word saints means ‘holy ones’ and could refer to believers or angels.”
 I believe we see both angels and believers accompanying Christ on His return.

Whoever the armies are, Jesus does not need them to triumph over His foes. In fact, the text does not describe them as armed in any way. Jesus Himself will strike down His enemies, with a sharp sword that comes out of His mouth. (We’ll get to that in a moment.)

Verse 16 gives the fourth and final title of Jesus: “King of kings and Lord of lords.” The location of the name “on his robe and on his thigh” most probably means that the name was inscribed on the robe at the place where it was draped over His thigh.

The title “King of kings” always refers to a supreme earthly king. The title “Lord of lords” refers to God Himself as the supreme divine Lord. In the New Testament Paul applies this title to God in 1 Timothy 6:15, the “only Sovereign”; and in Revelation 17:14 and 19:16, the title is applied to Jesus Christ. The case for the full deity and complete humanity of Christ—with accompanying authority over both heaven and earth—could not be more explicit. Jesus Christ is King over all who call themselves “king,” and He is Lord above all who call themselves “lord.”
 For the believer, this is already true; at Christ’s return, it will become a reality acknowledged by all.

A Gruesome Announcement

Verses 17-18 reveal a gruesome announcement:

And I saw an angel standing in the sun, who cried in a loud voice to all the birds flying in midair, "Come, gather together for the great supper of God, so that you may eat the flesh of kings, generals, and mighty men, of horses and their riders, and the flesh of all people, free and slave, small and great." 

It’s no use trying to downplay the reality of this vision. Jesus Himself alluded to this final outcome of His coming in judgment in Matthew 24:27–28, “For just as the lightning comes from the east and flashes even to the west, so will the coming of the Son of Man be. Wherever the corpse is, there the vultures will gather.”

Some
 compare this to Ezekiel 39:17-20,

“Son of man, this is what the Sovereign Lord says: Call out to every kind of bird and all the wild animals: ‘Assemble and come together from all around to the sacrifice I am preparing for you, the great sacrifice on the mountains of Israel. There you will eat flesh and drink blood. You will eat the flesh of mighty men and drink the blood of the princes of the earth as if they were rams and lambs, goats and bulls—all of them fattened animals from Bashan. At the sacrifice I am preparing for you, you will eat fat till you are glutted and drink blood till you are drunk. At my table you will eat your fill of horses and riders, mighty men and soldiers of every kind,’ declares the Sovereign Lord.” 

Certainly the language is similar, though John specifically names Gog and Magog—the subjects of Ezekiel 38-39—in the next chapter of Revelation.

Either way, the stage is set for a colossal carnage. 

A Grand Accomplishment

The remainder of Revelation 19 describes a grand accomplishment won by Jesus as He returns to earth in power and glory.

We read in verses 19-21,

Then I saw the beast and the kings of the earth and their armies gathered together to make war against the rider on the horse and his army. But the beast was captured, and with him the false prophet who had performed the miraculous signs on his behalf. With these signs he had deluded those who had received the mark of the beast and worshiped his image. The two of them were thrown alive into the fiery lake of burning sulfur. The rest of them were killed with the sword that came out of the mouth of the rider on the horse, and all the birds gorged themselves on their flesh.

This is the account of the well-known “battle of Armageddon,” anticipated earlier in Revelation 14:14–20 and 16:13–16.
 John now sees the forces of the enemy drawn up to make war against him who sits upon the horse and against his army. At the head of these forces is the beast—Antichrist himself; and supporting him are the kings of the earth.

Before the Antichrist and his armies and the armies of the kings of the earth are at war against the Lord from Heaven, though, they are at war with each other. It is His visible presence, manifest in all the world, that turns their enmity into a speedy alliance, even as it was the presence of Christ at the time of His first coming that united former enemies in the one great hatred against God, for when the Lord was shuttled between the rulers, we read that “the same day Pilate and Herod were made friends together: for before they were at enmity between themselves” (Luke 23:12).

John strings together several Old Testament messianic passages in his description of the coming King. Psalm 2:9 identifies Christ as the Davidic king who will strike the wicked Gentile nations with a rod of iron. Isaiah 11:1, 4 elaborates on this psalm, associating the prophecy explicitly with the Messiah, the “stem of Jesse,” and demonstrating that the “rod” of judgment is supernatural, not physical: “He will strike the earth with the rod of His mouth, and with the breath of His lips He will slay the wicked.” Finally, the Messiah will fulfill the Old Testament predictions when the wicked are gathered in the “valley of decision”—Armageddon—to be crushed in the winepress of God’s wrath (Isa. 63:3; Joel 3:13–14). What a remarkable event that will be!

The Antichrist (“the beast”) and the False Prophet are captured and cast alive into the Lake of Fire. They will be the first persons to be cast into hell. Satan will follow 1,000 years later (Rev. 20:10), to be joined by those whose names are not recorded in the Book of Life (Rev. 20:15).

Two men, Enoch and Elijah, are recorded in the Scriptures as passing from earth to Heaven without dying. The Satanic two are now seen as going to the lake of fire without passing through death. The two were cast “alive” into the lake of fire.
 I cannot even imagine how horrible that will be.

As for the rest of the armies gathered there, they are killed “by the word that comes from His mouth.” The word of grace they have rejected becomes the word of judgment by which they are condemned.
 This is precisely as Christ himself forewarned in John 12:47-48,

As for the person who hears my words but does not keep them, I do not judge him. For I did not come to judge the world, but to save it. There is a judge for the one who rejects me and does not accept my words; that very word which I spoke will condemn him at the last day.” 
On that day, everything wrong with this world will be sorted out. According to Revelation 19:11–21, justice finally will roll down in the dramatic return of the Lord Jesus Christ—as King for survivors of the tribulation awaiting relief, but also as Judge against those who persecuted and killed God’s people. Here, at the epochal battle of Armageddon, God ultimately triumphs over evil. Persecution of the righteous ends. The schemes of Satan and his demons unravel. The political and religious leaders who deceived the world face their doom. And with the royal procession from heaven to earth, the promise of Christ’s triumphant return finally becomes a reality.

This truth was put to music in my favorite song by a contemporary band several years ago. The chorus, no doubt inspired by Humpty Dumpty, states:

All the King's horses and all the King's men
Gonna ride down from heaven from where they've been
All the King's horses and all the King's men
Gonna put this world back together again.



That is what we look forward to!
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