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God’s Plans for Cosmic History, Part 2

Revelation 8:7-22:21

Their symbolic significance (9:7-21)

2. The imagery draws on the frightening locust plagues of the 
ancient world (already used as an image of warfare in the 
prophecy of Joel). Five months (vv. 5-6) was the standard locust 
life cycle. The new technology of the Parthian raiders on the 
Roman empire from the northeast--horses shielded on their 
underbellies with riders shooting arrows behind them as well as in 
front of them--seems to have influenced the details of the vision 
of these locusts (vv. 7-19).209

c. The angel and the little scroll (10:1-11)
i. Chapter 10:1-11 forms the first part of another interlude before the 

seventh trumpet is sounded. Again it is emphasized that we are at 
the threshold of the end and that there will be no more delay (v. 6), 
This interlude harks back to the commissioning of Ezekiel and the 
bittersweet scroll he was told to eat (Ezekiel 2:8-3:3). Salvation for 
God’s people does not exempt them from tribulation or prevent God’s 
wrath from judging His enemies.

d. The two witnesses (11:1-14)
ii. Chapter 11:1-14 continues the interlude by describing the powerful 

ministry of two “witnesses.” They are depicted performing miracles 
similar to those of Moses and Elijah. They are killed but subsequently 
resurrected. If the church remains in the tribulation, it is natural 
to take the witnesses as symbolic of the powerful testimony of the 
persecuted people of God during this time. After their “resurrection,” 
they are caught up into heaven (seemingly a picture of the rapture), 
and many of the earth’s remaining inhabitants “give glory to the God 
of heaven” (v. 13). Because this seems to take place in Jerusalem (v. 8), 
and if this expression refers to genuine repentance, then here could 
be the conversion of many in Israel that Paul envisages in Romans 
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11:26.210 This chapter also contains the first two of five references in 
chapters 11-13 to a 3 1/2 year period (= 42 mos., = 1260 days) based 
on Daniel 9:27, 12:7, Some commentators add two of these references 
together to create a seven-year tribulation, but Revelation nowhere 
makes this addition. Given that seven is the number for completeness 
of God’s perfect plans, it seems more likely that we are meant to take 
the period as only 3 1/2 years, as if to say, this is not God’s final word 
for human history. Tribulation will be overcome and be replaced with 
salvation and final judgment.211

e. The seventh trumpet: Preparation for the seven bowls (11:15-19)
iii. Chapter 11:15-19 depicts the seventh trumpet sounding, but, as with 

the seventh seal, no separate judgment takes place--only praise for 
God in heaven and again “cosmic sound effects. “ Most likely the 
seventh trumpet merely introduces (or is equivalent to) the seven 
final “bowl” plagues which will begin in chapter 15. Meanwhile John 
has one final interlude to narrate.

VI. The Satanic Trinity: Rise and Impending Fall (12:1-14:20)

a. Chapters 12-13 introduce us to a trio of grotesque beasts, each of which 
attempts to mimic or parody one person of the Holy Trinity. Despite 
widespread influence and success, chapter 14 goes on to foreshadow their 
demise and judgment.

i. The dragon as a parody of God (12:1-18)
1. Chapter 12:1-18 tells us about the first person in John’s vision of 

the unholy Trinity--A dragon who stands for Satan (v. 9). We see 
here a clear flashback to Christ’s first coming with the reference 
to the dragon trying to devour a woman’s child (v. 4). The child 
is clearly Jesus (v. 5), and He is protected from the devil by being 
snatched up to God’s throne--His resurrection and ascension. 
The woman who gives birth to Him then flees to an earthly place 
of protection for 1260 days (v. 6). Probably the woman stands for 
the entire Messianic community of God’s people (Israel in Old 
Testament times and the church in New Testament times). The 
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same number is used for the period of protection (the church age) 
as for the tribulation--both are 3 1/2 years--less than (i.e., half 
of) God’s complete or perfect plan for his people (cf. also v. 14). 
Satan’s being cast from heaven (vv. 7-9, 13) could correspond to 
Luke 10:18. By the end of the chapter we have probably returned 
to the time of the great tribulation at the end of history initiated 
by the seven trumpet judgments. Although believers are protected 
from God’s wrath during this period, they are again not exempt 
from suffering, even martyrdom, inflicted by the devil (v. 17; cf. 
13:15).

ii. The first beast as a parody of Christ (13:1-10)
1. Chapter 13:1-10 describes a beast coming out of the sea. Its 

horns and heads resemble those of its “father,” the dragon, and 
both pictures draw on imagery from Daniel 7 portraying what 1 
John 2:18 called the Antichrist. This beast tries to look and act 
like the true Christ--exercising the authority of the dragon (v. 2), 
displaying a seemingly fatal wound that was healed (to parody 
Christ’s death and resurrection--v. 3), causing people to worship 
the dragon (v. 4) and receiving worship himself (v. 8). First-
century readers would have immediately thought of Domitian’s 
insistence that his subjects sacrifice to him and declare “Caesar 
is Lord”--the blasphemous equation of religion and politics.212 
The period of the beast’s influence is again described as 3 1/2 
years (v. 5). But this is probably not a part of the tribulation 
later than chapter 11, but a reference to the same time period, 
since chapter 12 gave us a flashback to Christ’s first coming. In 
other words, chapters 11 and 13 must be taken together with 
the complementary truths taught in each: during the end-time 
tribulation, intense persecution and powerful witness and church 
growth will go hand in hand, as in fact they often have in church 
history.

iii. The second beast as a parody of the Holy Spirit (13:11-18)
1. The third member of the Satanic trinity is depicted as a beast from 

the land (13:11-18). This beast parodies the Holy Spirit. It has the 
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prophetic and priestly authority to make unbelievers worship the 
first beast (v. 12), works signs reminiscent of Pentecost ( v. 13-14), 
is the “breath” empowering the image of the first beast (v. 15), 
and “seals” those who belong to the devil with a mark enabling 
them to buy and sell (vv. 16-17). The beast’s number is 666 (v. 
18). Many readers have suspected the use of gematria here: the 
ancient Greek and Hebrew practice of using letters for numerals, 
so that every person’s name added up to a certain number. For 
example, the Hebrew sum of the letters comprising a variant 
spelling of Nero Caesar (NRWN QSR) adds up to 666. More likely, 
this is just more of the demonic parody. The number of the Triune 
God would be 777, triple perfection, so an imperfect attempt to 
mimic that total would yield 666.213 At any rate it does no good 
to add up the letters of modern-day rulers’ names in attempts to 
guess the identity of the Antichrist!

iv. Victory over the Satanic trinity assured (14:1-20)
1. Despite the horrors inflicted by this grotesque trinity, 14:1-20 

assures the victory of God and his people. 
A. Purity of the 144,000 from idolatry (vv. 1-5)

I. Verses 1-5 reintroduce us to the 144,000 now singing 
praise before God’s throne, having been spiritually 
preserved despite the tribulation. “These are those who 
did not defile themselves with women, for they kept 
themselves pure” (v. 4)--probably using sexual purity as 
a metaphor for spiritual faithfulness, as so often in the 
Bible. 

B. Unceasing torment vs. blessed rest (vv. 6-13)
I. In other words, they have remained true to Christ and 

experience God’s blessing and rest (vv. 12-14). But 
those who accepted the mark of the beast experience no 
rest but unceasing torment (vv. 6-11). 

C. “Harvest” of the earth previewed (vv. 14-20)
I. Finally, John previews the “harvest of the earth’”--

likening judgment to the harvester’s sickle and the 
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grape-grower’s winepress (w. 14-20).214
VII. The Seven Bowls (15:1-16:21)

a. Praise and reward for believers as an introduction (15:1-8)
i. More heavenly praise and reward for believers accompany the onset of 

the last seven plagues (15:1-8). 
b. The bowls of God’s wrath—intensified trumpet judgments (16:1-21)

i. The bowls themselves closely resemble the trumpets in nature but 
without being limited to a fraction of the earth (16:1-21). But v. 2 
explicitly declares that the first bowl judgment (of sores) affected only 
those who had received the mark of the beast, so presumably believers 
are still protected from God’s wrath throughout this period. The first 
five bowls all again recall the ancient plagues on Egypt (vv. 2-11). 
Although John is giving a literal account of his visions, we don’t know 
how literal a depiction those visions are of the end-time horrors.215  
Their awfulness is nevertheless clear. The sixth bowl brings us to 
the threshold of the end, with the armies of the earth gathered to 
do battle just before Christ returns (w. 12-16). The place is called 
Armageddon (v. 16), from the Hebrew harmagedon, meaning Mount 
Megiddo. Megiddo was a city on a small hill overlooking the valley of 
Jezreel, where numerous famous Old Testament battles were fought. It 
had become proverbial for a place of warfare, much like we today say 
that someone “met their Waterloo” (after the site of Napoleon’s defeat 
in battle). In reality, it could be anywhere. But this will be no ordinary 
battle, when it is finally narrated in chapter 19 (see below). Verses 
17-21 describe the final plague--catastrophic geo-political upheaval, 
which will bring an end to the tribulation and bring Christ down from 
heaven.

VIII. The Conquest of the Powers of Evil and the Establishment of Christ’s   Kingdom 
(17:1-20:15)

a. Judgment of “Babylon the great” (17:1-18:24)
i. Before John’s vision moves forward chronologically, however, he sees 
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images (which occupy chapters 17-18) of the fall of “Babylon”-this 
great, evil, end-time empire (v. 5). 

1. The evil end-time empire: Blasphemous equation of religion and 
politics (chap. 17)
A. Chapter 17 portrays this empire as a harlot who had 

fornicated with the kings of the earth (v. 2)--again the idea 
of a blasphemous mixture of politics and religion. But she 
is also described in terms of Rome, the city set on seven 
hills (v. 9). In other words, John is disclosing her nature, not 
her location. The horrible empire could be anywhere, but 
it is like Babylon of Old Testament times and Rome of New 
Testament times. Seven kings--the number of completeness-
-are associated with this empire. “Five have fallen, one is, 
the other has not yet come” (v. 10). These numbers defy 
convincing correlation with historical events. It is better to 
take John as merely saying, “the end is near”--six of seven 
kings have arisen.216 The ten kings of v. 12 are also best 
taken as symbolic for a complete, round number of political 
rulers.217

2. The lament for its demise: Materialism vanquished (chap. 18)
A. Chapter 18 comprises a lament for the fall of “Babylon.” It is 

sobering to what the peoples of the earth mourn--material 
possessions, particularly luxury items, objects of culture 
and beauty that have become so valued that they have led 
to idolatry. All the “glitter and glamour” (NEB for v. 14) has 
vanished. Humans tried to create paradise on earth without 
God and failed. Ancient Rome amassed enormous wealth 
by exploiting all of the countries it conquered to send vast 
amounts of cargoes to satisfy the demands for luxury items 
among the Roman elite.218 The picture of chapter 18 is 
one of a great economic power. If one wants to look for 
contemporary analogues, one would do better to scrutinize 
Western capitalism and its exploitation of the Two-Thirds 
World than to believe popular paperbacks that speculate 
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about Russia or various Middle-Eastern countries as God’s 
archenemies.219

b. Heavenly triumph (19:1-20:3)
i. Hallelujahs (19:1-8)
ii. A beatitude: The marriage feast of the lamb (19:9)
iii. Inappropriate angel worship (19:10)
iv. The parousia of Christ, including the great supper of God (19:11-19)

1. After a litany of hallelujahs (19:1-8), a beatitude blessing the 
participants in the Lamb’s marriage feast (v. 9), and John’s 
temporary lapse in worshiping an angel (v. 10), we come to the 
vision of Christ’s return (vv. 11-19). This includes another meal, 
the “great supper of God” (v. 17)--i.e., the judgment and total 
destruction of God’s enemies. Here is another grotesque parody, 
this time of the Messianic banquet--the intimate table-fellowship 
all believers will enjoy. Once again we are brought to the point of 
the gathering of the armies of the earth to wage war (v. 19), but 
before the battle of Armageddon can ever begin, Christ returns 
and exercises judgment over all his enemies. 

v. Judgment of the satanic trinity (19:20-20:3)
1. Verses 20-21 describe the capture and punishment of the two 

beasts; 20:1-3 depicts the judgment of the dragon, Satan, himself. 
Together, God deals with all three members of the unholy Trinity. 
That 19:19-20:3 belongs together in this fashion makes it difficult 
to see 20:1-3 as a flashback to Christ’s first coming (so that the 
binding of Satan in 20:2 can be equated with Luke 10:18), an 
interpretive move which is necessary to justify traditional forms 
of amillennialism and postmillennialism.

c. Millennium (20:4-6)
i. Instead, as in premillennialism, it seems that 20:3 must follow 

chronologically after the verses that precede it. In other words, 
the “thousand years” of Satan’s binding (vv. 2-3) and of believers 
reigning with Christ (v. 4) take place after Jesus’ return.220 Some 
have argued that this is a heavenly reign based on the imagery of 
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thrones for judgment in v. 4a, but everything else in this context is 
taking place on earth, so this seems unlikely. The NIV translation of 
v. 4b is misleading; the Greek reads literally that John “saw the souls 
of those who had been beheaded because of their testimony for Jesus 
and God’s word and those who had not worshiped the beast.” In other 
words, all believers enjoy the millennium, including those already 
dead who are now resurrected (v. 4c). This is the time they are re-
united with their bodies, now glorified. It is a time for the fulfillment 
of all of God’s original intentions for this earth and a reminder that 
we were created holistically, soul and body, in order to enjoy heaven 
and earth, and that God will not let His perfect plans for His people be 
thwarted. Whether or not the thousand years is a precise duration is 
uncertain. This number for this time period may well represent “not 
its length but its character; it is the sabbath rest of history”221 (vv. 
5-6).

d. Final insurrection and judgment (20:7-15)
i. Satan’s final loosing (vv. 7-10)

1. Chapter 20:7-15 describes the final insurrection and judgment. 
Satan is let loose one last time to allow unbelievers one last 
opportunity to rebel. Evil remains intractable, and again 
preparations for battle take place. This time, Old Testament 
references to Gog and Magog are used (cf. Ezekiel 38). Historically, 
Gog probably referred to Gyges in Lydia (western Turkey); 
apocalyptically, it is simply an evocative title for a great battle. 
But again God squelches the rebellion. The final end of the devil 
and all his supporters is assured (vv. 7-10). 

ii. The great white throne judgment (vv. 11-15)
1. The one group of people not yet resurrected and judged--the 

unbelieving dead--now receive their just rewards and eternal 
punishment in the “great white throne judgment” (vv. 11-15).

IX. New Heavens and New Earth (21:1-22:21)

a. A vindication of God’s creative purposes: Redeemed humanity dwelling in 
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perfect community (21:1-22:6)
i. Those who resisted the urge to try to create paradise on earth without 

God now can receive both new earth and new heavens with God 
and Christ. God’s eternal purposes are quite different from popular, 
ethereal conceptions of a disembodied afterlife! Chapters 21:1-22:6 
depicts this re-creation, centered on the new, heavenly Jerusalem 
descending to earth--God’s dwelling is now with humanity (v. 3). 
Most of this section is an attempt to describe the indescribably good 
and beautiful. The one clearly literal statement in v. 4, promising 
the absence of all pain and sadness, is. magnificent enough in and of 
itself.

ii. The imagery of a new city stands in stark contrast to our beginnings in 
a garden (Genesis 2-3). Cities in this age are places of close proximity 
of persons, often with unpleasant interaction. But redemption will 
bring perfect intimacy and fellowship among believers, not splendid 
isolationism. The city’s dimensions are symmetrical (a cube) and 
perfect (employing multiples of 12), adorned with gates and jewels 
to depict the tribes of Israel and the church’s apostles united--all 
of God’s people in unbroken fellowship with each other (vv. 10-21). 
Strikingly absent is a temple, because its function--to mediate access 
to God through sacrifice for sin--is no longer needed. God and Christ 
are personally present and immediately accessible (vv. 22-23). Outside 
is a world governed by God’s light so that its splendor simply adds to 
His (vv. 24-27).

b. Closing warnings and promises (22:7-21)
i. Chapter 22:7-21 closes the book (and the Bible) with final warnings 

and promises. Several of these repeat themes already noted (blessing, 
danger of false worship, the time of Christ’s coming, His nature, 
judgment on evil and invitation to salvation). Distinctives include not 
sealing up the prophecy (vv. 10-11), probably a deliberate contrast 
with Daniel 12:9, because the end is near, and curses and eternal 
judgment on those who would add or take away from the words of this 
prophecy (vv. 18-19), a common formula in ancient book-writing. The 
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theme of eternal judgment on unbelievers has always been one of the 
least acceptable parts of Scripture (even to some Christians), but it 
is precisely that theme with which Revelation ends, and the warning 
against subtracting from its teaching means that those who would 
remove judgment from the gospel risk finding themselves eternally 
judged in the process.

Application

I. Ultimately Only Two Destinies of Humanity

a. Instead of trying to read Revelation as if it were a handbook on current 
events, we must try to understand the timeless truths, promises and 
warnings, which the apocalyptic symbolism intends to communicate. We 
affirm that the future events, symbolically depicted in the book, refer to 
things that will genuinely occur as God’s plans for the climax of history. We 
deny that He has given us a sufficiently detailed road map to be sure of the 
nature of the fulfillment of many of those events until they have actually 
happened. Better to focus on the central claim of the book that ultimately, 
despite all of the diversity in humanity, there are only two possible destinies 
for people--one indescribably beautiful and one unspeakably horrible. How 
one responds to Christ (the lamb who is also a lion) makes all the difference.

II. Implications for Evangelism

III. Jesus Wins!

a. Meanwhile, human history is going somewhere and every event, no matter 
how awful, is under God’s sovereignty. Here is strong encouragement for 
believers in all kinds of adverse circumstances. If we cannot know the date 
of Christ’s return or read the signs of the times well enough to say accurately 
that we are within a certain number of years, we can at least anticipate 
the nature of the “last days of the last days. “ It will be one of greater 
polarization of good and evil; of God’s powerful word going forth to the 
ends of the earth, and many coming to faith, coupled with unprecedented 
persecution of believers and God’s wrath unleashed on unbelievers. True 
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Christians in this context, not surprisingly, are those who “overcome.” 
Those who are truly saved will endure to the end, but we demonstrate 
that salvation by enduring to the end. The compensation, however, is 
magnificent. We are assured that Jesus wins!


