
CONCORDIA
COMMENTARY
R

ATheological Exposition of Sacred Scripture

REVELATION

TESTIFY TO ME

THE SCRIPTURES

Louis A. Brighton

Concordia Publishing House
Saint Louis

 



Copyright © 1999 Concordia Publishing House
3558 S. Jefferson Avenue, St. Louis, MO 63118-3968
1-800-325-3040 • www.cph.org

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or
transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or oth-
erwise, without the prior written permission of Concordia Publishing House.

Unless otherwise indicated, Scripture quotations are the author’s translation.

Scripture quotations from THE NEW ENGLISH BIBLE (NEB), © The Delegates of the Oxford Univer-
sity Press and the Syndics of the Cambridge University Press, 1961, 1970, are used by permission.

Scripture quotations marked RSV are from the Revised Standard Version of the Bible, copyrighted
1946, 1952, © 1971, 1973. Used by permission.

Quotations marked KJV are from the King James or Authorized Version of the Bible.

Quotations marked NIV are taken from the HOLY BIBLE, NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION.® NIV.®
Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Zondervan
Publishing House. All rights reserved.

Quotations from the Lutheran Confessions are from The Book of Concord, trans. and ed. T. G. Tap-
pert, Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1959.

Unless quoted by other sources, Talmud quotations are from the Hebrew-English Edition of the
Babylonian Talmud, ed. I. Epstein (London: The Soncino Press, 1984–90), thirty volumes.

Quotations from the pseudepigrapha are taken from The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, two vols.,
ed. James H. Charlesworth (New York: Doubleday, 1983–85).

The map entitled “The Seven Churches of Revelation,” figure 2, was taken from the NIV Study Bible.
Copyright © 1995 by The Zondervan Corporation. Used by permission of Zondervan Publishing
House.

The SymbolGREEK II and HEBRAICA II fonts used to print this work are available from Lin-
guist’s Software, Inc., PO Box 580, Edmonds, WA 98020-0580, USA; telephone (425) 775-1130;
www.linguistsoftware.com.

Manufactured in the United States of America

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Brighton, Louis  A.
Revelation / Louis A. Brighton.

p.                cm.— (Concordia commentary) 
Includes bibliographical references and index.
ISBN 0-570-06312-4 
1. Bible. N.T. Revelation—Commentaries.  I. Title. II. Series. 

BS2825.3.B72       1999 
228'.077 21—dc21                                                                                                 99-043448

7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16   20 19 18 17 16 15 14 13 12 11



v

Contents

EDITORS’ PREFACE ix
AUTHOR’S PREFACE xiii
PRINCIPAL ABBREVIATIONS xv
ICONS xvii
BIBLIOGRAPHY xix
INTRODUCTION

The Significance of Revelation 1
The Last Book of the Bible 1
The Christological Testimony of Revelation 1
Revelation: A Celebration of the Saints 3

The Character of Revelation 4
Revelation, a Prophetic Apocalypse 4
The Purpose of Revelation 6
The Message of Revelation 7
The Structure of Revelation 9

The Author and Writing of Revelation 12
The Author 12
The Writing of Revelation 15
John the Author: The Man for the Time and Place 18
The Acceptance of Revelation 22
The Gospel and Revelation: Literary Complements 22
Literary Style 23

The Transmission and Interpretation of Revelation 26
The Greek Text of Revelation 26
Early Commentaries 27
Interpeting Revelation 28

COMMENTARY

1:1–3:22 Introduction
1:1–8 Prologue 33

1:9–20 Commissioning of John: Vision of the Son of Man 46
Excursus Son of Man 54

2:1–3:22 Letters of Preparation to the Seven Churches
Excursus The Seven Letters of Preparation (2:1–3:22) 56



vi

Contents

2:1–7 To the Angel of Ephesus 65
2:8–11 To the Angel of Smyrna 70
2:12–17 To the Angel of Pergamum 74
2:18–29 To the Angel of Thyatira 80
3:1–6 To the Angel of Sardis 85
3:7–13 To the Angel of Philadelphia 89
3:14–22 To the Angel of Laodicea 96

4:1–22:5 The Prophetic Message
4:1–5:14 The Inaugural Vision of Heaven, Introducing 

the Message
Excursus The Inaugural Vision of Heaven (4:1–5:14) 107
4:1–11 The Throne of God and His Heavenly Court 110
5:1–14 The Coronation and Enthronement of the Lamb: 

The Seven-Sealed Scroll 130
Excursus The Lamb of God 148

6:1–16:21 The Prophecy
Excursus Three Prophetic Visions of History, Each from Christ’s 

Ascension to the End (6:1–16:21) 150

6:1–8:5 First Sevenfold Vision of History from the Cross to the End 
(The Seven-Sealed Scroll Introduced by the Lamb)

6:1–17 The First Six Seals: Tribulations and the End 155
6:1–8 The First Four Seals: The Four Horsemen
6:9–11 The Fifth Seal: The Saints beneath the Altar
6:12–17 The Sixth Seal: The End and Its Terror

7:1–17 Interlude: The Church Militant and the Church Triumphant 176
Excursus Angelic Mediators in Jewish Tradition and the Book 

of Revelation 205
8:1–5 The Seventh Seal Introduces the Second Sevenfold Vision 210

8:6–11:19 Second Sevenfold Vision of History from the Cross to the 
End (The Seven Trumpet-Angels): Disorders in Nature
Accompanied by Sufferings of Evil Afflict Humanity

8:6–13 The First Four Trumpet-Angels: Upheavals in Nature 222
9:1–21 The Fifth and Sixth Trumpet-Angels: Demons from the Abyss

and the Last Battle 231
10:1–11 First Scene of the Interlude: The Mighty Angel from Heaven

Commissions John 249
Excursus The Identity and Function of the Mighty Angel

of Revelation 10 274
Excursus The Mediators of Revelation: Guides to the Structure 

of the Book 279



vii

Contents

11:1–14 Second Scene of the Interlude: The Temple Measured
and the Two Witnesses 282

11:15–19 The Seventh Trumpet-Angel: The End and Its Joy 304
Excursus The Missiology of Revelation 312

12:1–14:20 Interregnum: The Cosmic War between Christ and Satan,
between God’s Saints and the Forces of Evil

12:1–18 The Woman with Child and the Dragon 317
13:1–18 The Evil Forces of the Dragon: The Beast from the Sea

and the Beast from the Earth 342
14:1–5 The Conquering Lamb and the Victory Song of the Saints 364
Excursus 144,000 373
14:6–13 The Defeat of the Dragon and His Beasts Announced 376
14:14–20 The Son of Man and the Harvest at the End 387

15:1–16:21 Third Sevenfold Vision of History from the Cross 
to the End (The Seven Censer-Angels): Plagues 
of God’s Wrath as God’s Judgment Is Poured Out 
on the Human Race

15:1–8 Preparation for the Last Plagues: Introduction of the Seven
Censer-Angels 395

16:1–11 The First Five Censers of God’s Wrath 407
16:12–16 The Sixth Censer of God’s Wrath: Armageddon 415
16:17–21 The Seventh Censer of God’s Wrath: The End 424

17:1–22:5 The Conclusion: The End and the New Heaven 
and New Earth

17:1–18:24 The Judgment and Overthrow of the Forces of the Dragon
17:1–18 The Judgment of the Harlot 431
18:1–24 The Fall of Babylon and the Rejoicing of the Saints 456
Excursus Is the Harlot the Antichrist? 481

19:1–21 Victorious Celebration
19:1–10 A Song of Victory and the Marriage Feast of the Lamb 484
19:11–21 The Second Coming of Christ at the End 504
Excursus The Use of the Definite Article with “God” 525
Excursus The Great Te Deum of Praise in Revelation 527

20:1–10 The Judgment and Overthrow of the Dragon
Excursus The Millennium 533
20:1–6 The Millennium: The New Testament Era, When

the Dragon’s Power Is Restricted 542
20:7–10 The Battle of Gog and Magog and the Final Doom of Satan 571

20:11–15 The Bodily Resurrection and the Last Judgment 580



21:1–22:5 The New Heaven and New Earth Portrayed 
as the Heavenly City Jerusalem

21:1–8 The New Heaven and New Earth 588
21:9–27 The New Jerusalem 606
22:1–5 The Garden Restored 622
Excursus The Restored Physical Creation 631

22:6–21 Epilogue 637
Excursus Summary of the Christology of Revelation 659

INDEX OF SUBJECTS 661

INDEX OF PASSAGES 673

LIST OF FIGURES
Figure 1 Analysis of the Letters to the Churches 58
Figure 2 The Seven Churches of Revelation 60
Figure 3 The Three Sevenfold Visions 151
Figure 4 Outline of the Mediating Structure of Revelation 280
Figure 5 The Three Divine Titles in Revelation 22:13 648

viii

Contents



Introduction

4

12 On the origins of apocalyptic, see C. Rowland, Open Heaven, 193–247; D.S. Russell,
Method and Message; J. Collins, ed., Morphology, 1–20; W. Schmithals, The Apocalyptic
Movement; P. Hanson, The Dawn of Apocalyptic.

13 See J. Collins, Apocalyptic Imagination, 4, and G. Bornkamm, “musthvrion,” TDNT 4:815,
for discussions of this subject.

14 However, seldom is it fully dualistic because the outcome of the warfare is never in doubt.
God and his people will emerge victorious, while the evil spirits and evildoers will be defeat-
ed.

15 Often extrabiblical apocalyptic is pseudonymous, that is, the real author conceals his identi-
ty, and the work is attributed (falsely) to a known historic figure from the past. However,
Revelation is not pseudonymous. See further the discussion in this introduction under the
heading “The Author and Writing of Revelation.”

crescendo at the second coming of Jesus Christ (19:1–8), which concludes with
the end of all earthly things and with the creation of the new heaven and earth.

Surely part of the purpose and uplifting effect of Revelation is to move the
Christian to voice the prayer, “Come now, Lord Jesus” (22:20), and to join all
the saints in this great Te Deum in celebration and worship of Jesus Christ as
the one who has come; as the one who still comes now as the church minsters
the means of grace; and as the one who will come. These manifold advents of
Christ are part of the meaning of Christ’s divine titles as “the Alpha and the
Omega, the First and the Last, the Beginning and the End” (22:13) and as the
“King of kings and Lord of lords” (19:16).

The Character of Revelation
Revelation, a Prophetic Apocalypse

The book of Revelation is named after the first word of its text
(ajpokavluyi~), which is usually translated as “revelation.” The word has also
been transliterated into English as “apocalypse,” which has come to be used to
designate a certain genre of literature, “apocalyptic literature.” Having roots in
the prophetic books of the OT, apocalyptic literature flourished (in both Jew-
ish and Christian contexts) from around 200 B.C. to A.D. 300, though examples
appear as late as the ninth century A.D.12 Although a precise definition of this
type of literature is difficult to formulate, it is generally agreed that apocalyp-
tic is a kind of literature in which divine secrets are revealed, usually by heav-
enly angelic figures, to a human recipient in a historical setting.13 There is also
general agreement as to the chief characteristics of apocalyptic literature,
among which are the following. It deals mostly with eschatology, the end times.
It often uses symbolic language to convey its message. Its view of life in this
world (under God’s ultimate sovereignty) is dualistic in nature and character,
that is, it pictures the human race and its history in a warfare between good and
evil in which there is no neutrality.14 And most often the message is received
by the author through angelic, heavenly figures who appeared in visions.15

In the OT, Jacob (Genesis 28), Joseph (Genesis 40–41), and Moses (Exo-
dus 24) were among those given to see heavenly and/or future things, and the
later prophets (e.g., Isaiah 6) report what they were allowed to see and hear from
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16 For extensive listings and descriptions, see J. Collins, ed., Morphology, 21–122; J.
Charlesworth, ed., Pseudepigrapha, vol. 1; E. Hennecke et al., eds., New Testament Apoc-
rypha, 2:579–803; and K. Lake, trans., The Apostolic Fathers, 2:1–305.

17 For a discussion on this, see J. Collins, ed., Morphology, 1–19; D. S. Russell, Method and
Message, 178–202; and F. D. Mazzaferri, Genre of the Book of Revelation.

above. Especially the visions described in Isaiah 24–27; Ezekiel 1–3; 38–39;
Joel; Daniel 7–12; and Zechariah exhibit some of the characteristics prominent
in the genre of apocalyptic literature. As for extrabiblical apocalyptic, impor-
tant Jewish apocalypses are 1 Enoch, the Book of Jubilees, 4 Ezra, the As-
sumption of Moses, 2 Baruch, the Apocalypse of Abraham, and the Testaments
of the Twelve Patriarchs. Among Christian apocalypses are the Ascension of
Isaiah (appended to the Jewish-Christian Martyrdom of Isaiah), the Shepherd
of Hermas (not totally apocalyptic), the Apocalypse of Peter, and the Apoca-
lypse of Paul.16 This body of literature is important for interpreting Revelation
because Revelation is composed in the apocalyptic literary genre and shares
much common imagery and thought with these other works. The commentary
will make frequent references to writings such as these.

While there is a general consensus as to the definition and characteristics
of apocalyptic literature, there is as yet no consensus as to its purpose.17 Is it
primarily esoteric in nature, having as its purpose the revelation of present and
future secrets, without a prophetic application toward repentance and a reli-
gious change on the part of the hearer? Or is it primarily prophetic in charac-
ter, with the purpose of influencing the hearer toward such a change? It may
be true that some extrabiblical apocalypses (for example, the Book of Heav-
enly Luminaries in 1 Enoch [chapters 72–82]) are chiefly esoteric, but most (if
not all) apocalypses are to some extent also prophetic. When one considers
apocalyptic literature in general—or any specific example—one may en-
counter difficulties in determining whether it is primarily prophetic or esoter-
ically visionary in character and purpose. The book of Revelation, however, is
primarily prophetic. Like all biblical literature, it is a true revelation (19:9; 22:6)
of the true God, who desires all people to repent and believe the Gospel of the
Lord Christ.

Revelation presents its message in an apocalyptic visionary form and thus
is apocalyptic in genre. It can be viewed in the tradition of apocalyptic litera-
ture and compared to other apocalypses—OT, Jewish, or Christian. But there
are characteristics of Revelation that also set it apart. Most obviously, it is not
pseudonymous. The author identifies himself quite clearly and does not hide
under the assumed identity of a previously known person. He names himself
John both at the beginning and at the end of his work (1:1, 4, 9; 22:8), and he
takes for granted that his hearers know who he is (1:9–11). A second difference
is that the book is Christocentric, not just theocentric. The chief figure in Rev-
elation, around whom everything revolves and from whom everything origi-
nates, is Jesus Christ. While the person of Christ acts under the authority of
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18 Other minor differences could be mentioned. For example, John uses his symbols not to
mystify the hearer by hiding things under them but rather to give the hearer and reader an
entrée into deeper spiritual insights (see R. Bauckham, Climax of Prophecy, 174–79).

19 For a detailed discussion on this, see R. Bauckham, Climax of Prophecy and The Theology of
the Book of Revelation, 144–64.

20 Whether the genitive ∆Ihsoù Cristoù is subjective, objective, or possessive will be discussed
in detail in the commentary. However one interprets the genitive, it does not alter the fact
that these words suggest that the subject matter of Revelation is Jesus Christ.

God the Father and frequently uses angels to mediate the revelation, it is quite
clear that he dominates the entire prophetic message as to its origin and also
its purpose—hence the book’s first words, “revelatory-unveiling of Jesus
Christ” (ajpokavluyi~ ∆Ihsoù Cristoù, 1:1), and also its final promise, “Yes, I
am coming quickly” (naiv, e[rcomai tacuv, 22:20). Third, Revelation pictures
the people of God on earth playing an important role as they represent God and
his Christ in the battle between righteousness and evil. This is not always the
case in other apocalyptic works, especially those which are esoterically vi-
sionary.18

For, above all, Revelation is prophetic in intention. The author of Revela-
tion is conscious of his role as a prophet, for he calls his work a “prophecy”
(1:3; 22:7, 10, 18, 19). He does so because he views his work, and his role in
that work, in the OT prophetic tradition (22:6, 18–19).19 His purpose is not pri-
marily to reveal secrets to God’s people, but rather to call them to repentance
and faith, and to worship—to the blessedness of faithful service in the confi-
dence of God’s love and care. The special emphases of Revelation within the
apocalyptic tradition can be summed up in these words: “Blessed is the one
who reads and [blessed are] those who hear the words of this prophecy and
who keep the things written in it, for the time is near” (1:3; see also 22:12–21).

The Purpose of Revelation
The subject matter of Revelation is stated in the first words of the text,

“revelatory-unveiling of Jesus Christ” (ajpokavluyi~ ∆Ihsoù Cristoù). What-
ever the prophetic message of this book has to say, it is about Jesus Christ.20

John would have his readers take to heart the words of the prophecy, for the
time is near (1:3). The time is near for the fulfillment of what is described, be-
cause the Lord Christ is coming quickly (22:6–7). The purpose of the message
of Revelation is therefore best summed up in this word: preparation. The hearer
and reader are to be ready for what is to come to pass. It is a readiness that
comes about through hearing the message. Such preparation consists of bap-
tismal sealing (7:2–3), of being washed in the blood of the Lamb (1:5; 7:9,
13–14; 19:13; 22:14) and through such cleansing to stand ready for the com-
ing of Christ (22:12). As the Christian stands prepared for the coming Lord,
he is encouraged in the hope of his faith (2:10) and is inspired for the mission
that Christ has given to his church on earth (10:11).
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21 See the commentary on 1:3, which may imply that the book is being read in a worship con-
text. “The one who reads” (oJ ajnaginwvskwn) is singular, and the plural “those who hear” (oiJ
ajkouvonte") may refer to a congregation. The earliest post–NT record of the prayer
“Maranatha,” meaning “Our Lord, come!” is found at the close of liturgical instructions for
celebrating the Lord’s Supper (Didache 10:6; see further the commentary on 22:20). This
provides support for associating the prayer “Come now, Lord Jesus!” (22:20) with congre-
gational worship and with the coming of the Lord Jesus to the worshipers through his Word
and Sacraments now. That coming is one answer to the prayer—which then also strengthens
the hope for his second coming.

22 See further the excursus “The Missiology of Revelation.”

Revelation ends with the promise that the Lord Jesus is coming quickly,
and with John’s prayerful response, “Amen, come now, Lord Jesus” (22:20).
This prayer is not only the conclusion to the whole of Revelation, but it is also
the specific end at which it is aimed. Thus the explicit goal of Revelation is to
lift up to God this prayer. The Spirit (through the message of Revelation) leads
God’s people to voice this prayer now and until it is answered. This is to be the
daily prayer of the church. It is the prayer that not only sums up all for which
the church prays (see 6:9–11) but also testifies to the longing of the Christian
heart to be in the presence of God’s holiness and glory in heaven.

As the Spirit led Simeon to pray for departure into the presence of God af-
ter he had seen the Lord’s Christ (Lk 2:28–32), so the Spirit now moves the be-
liever to pray in response to all that he has witnessed through the biblical
revelation of God—which revelation is now concluded in the unveiling of the
glory of the exalted Christ pictured in the last book of the Bible. Simeon, in-
formed by Scripture and in the presence of the Word Incarnate, prayed the Nunc
Dimittis, and was moved by the Spirit to witness to others about the Christ (Lk
2:33–35). So likewise the hearer of Revelation is given the full biblical reve-
lation from above through the prophetic Word read in the congregation as he
is in the presence of the sacramentally enfleshed Word; he prays this prayer,
“Amen, come now, Lord Jesus” (Rev 22:20), and he is moved by the Spirit to
witness.21

In short, the more the Christian is confident by faith—strengthened through
Word and Sacrament—of going to heaven because of the merits of Christ, the
more the Spirit moves the believer to desire to enter heaven. And the more the
Christian desires the glory of God in heaven, the more the Spirit moves him to
witness through this longing hope of faith. This too is part of the purpose of
Revelation: to comfort and encourage the worshiping Christian to pray this
prayer of longing and to witness to the world through this worship and prayer.22

The Message of Revelation
The message of Revelation reveals two ongoing phenomena: the terrify-

ing sufferings and horror on earth, and the reign of Jesus Christ as Lord in his
heavenly exalted glory. As these two phenomena are described, God’s people
on earth are encouraged to cling in hopeful faith to the eternal heavenly glory
that beckons them in Christ. In turn they also are strengthened and encouraged
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23 See further the excursus “The Millennium.”

for the work of Christ’s mission on earth. The tribulations and sufferings por-
trayed lead the Christian not to pessimism and despair but to realism. The ad-
versities and troubles prophesied will come to pass, and Christians will suffer
because of and through them (2:10; 7:14; 15:2), as will unbelievers. Such
plagues and distresses demonstrate God’s wrath and judgment for the purpose
of motivating the godless to repentance (16:1, 8–11). God’s own people also
experience these same sufferings and plagues, for the dragon, Satan, uses these
sufferings and plagues in his attempt to destroy the church and her witness
(12:13–13:18).

Thus an anomaly is set up. While mankind’s sin and rebellion against God
prompt all the tribulations and sufferings (6:1–11), the dragon uses them and
adds to them as he tries to destroy the Gospel witness of the church (11:7–10).
In his permissive will, God lets the dragon do this, so that all these sufferings
work together to show his anger and judgment, which aim to bring the human
race to repentance before it is too late. For the Christian the sufferings serve
both as a reminder of God’s judgment against all sin, but especially as oppor-
tunities to witness to the sufferings and death of Christ, who was without sin
but vicariously endured judgment for the salvation of all people (2:8–11;
11:7–13).

While much of the prophetic message of Revelation reflects a negative
view of the human race and its history, interspersed throughout the book are
beautiful pictures of God’s glory in heaven and Christ’s exalted glory, and of
the saints before God’s heavenly throne. In fact, the Bible’s most beautiful pic-
tures of heaven are in Revelation. Against the backdrop of all the doom and
darkness and horror portrayed in Revelation, these visions of the heavenly
glory stand out all the more in bold relief. Revelation uses the visions of doom
and horror to show that all human history is heading to a certain and terrifying
end in the judgment of God. The world is rushing headlong to its destruction
and humanity faces eternal damnation. Despite all human efforts and ambi-
tions, human life here on earth in this present age will not improve into a happy
state. Nor is the kingdom of the enthroned Christ a kingdom of this world.23

Mankind can do nothing to avert this coming doom, the punishment of God.
Into this description of despair, which leads only to the abyss of hell (Rev-

elation 17–18; 20:7–10), there are interjected the glorious pictures of God’s
hope and plan for the human race, the peace and righteousness of Christ which
have come to believers already now and which will come about, will be con-
summated, in heaven and then ultimately in the new heaven and earth.a Thus
these glorious reminders of the perfect peace and full glory stored up for those
who entrust their lives to God (2:10; 19:9) encourage the Christian in the midst
of the sufferings to remain faithful to the Christ in whom they trust. The end
of the believer in Christ is not the doom and horror and finally the eternal abyss,

(a) Revela-
tion 4–5;

7:9–17;
11:15–19;
12:1–12;

21:1–22:5
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24 See also the section “The Purpose of the Tribulation” at the end of the commentary on
20:7–10.

25 How one maps the literary structure of Revelation depends somewhat upon larger hermeneu-
tical issues in the interpretative approach to the book—and, to some degree, vice versa. This
commentary approaches the structure of Revelation and the detailed study of the text from
the point of view of the “recapitulation” method of interpretation, concerning which, see the
last section of this introduction, “Interpreting Revelation.”

but rather the glory of Christ in heaven, which culminates in the resurrection
and the new heaven and earth (20:11–15; 21:1). Therefore the visions of heaven
inspire Christians to gaze steadily in faith at Christ and the glory that awaits
them while they suffer through the tribulations on earth. Also these heavenly
pictures of the coming eternal glory encourage the believer, through his suf-
fering here on earth, to witness to the victory of Christ. Indeed, the sufferings
can even facilitate witnessing to the Gospel (15:2–4).24 Meanwhile, through it
all the Christian continually prays, “Amen, come now, Lord Jesus” (ajmhvn,
e[rcou kuvrie ∆Ihsoù, 22:20) confident of the Lord’s promise, “Yes, I am com-
ing quickly” (naiv, e[rcomai tacuv, 22:20; see also 6:9–11).

Thus the overarching and dominating theme of Revelation is the unveiling
of Christ in his exalted glory as the reigning Lord. Before the eyes of the as-
sembled worshiping Christians, the divine presence and the glory of the Sav-
ior and Lord is revealed. The Lord Christ, because of his exalted enthronement
at the right of God, by right of his death and resurrection (5:1–14), now rules
everything for the sake of his church on earth. This is the faith and comfort of
the church: her Lord rules over all history, all events, over sin and evil, the
devil, suffering and death and hell. He governs everything so that the church
can carry out the mission given to her by God (10:1–11:19). When that mis-
sion is completed, then the Lord Christ will come to claim his bride (19:5–16).

The Structure of Revelation
Revelation is made up of three parts: an introduction (1:1–3:22), the

prophetic message proper (4:1–22:5), and an epilogue (22:6–21).25

The introduction consists of a prologue (1:1–8), a description of John’s
commissioning to write the book (1:9–20), and the seven letters to the seven
churches (2:1–3:22). The seven letters are not a part of the prophetic message
per se but rather serve to prepare the hearer for reception of the message by
calling the churches to repentance.

The second part, the prophetic message, is by far the largest section of Rev-
elation (4:1–22:5). The prophetic message is introduced by a vision of God’s
throne and glory in heaven, together with angels and the saints of God, and of
the exaltation of the victorious Christ, depicted as a Lamb (4:1–5:14). This vi-
sion of God’s heavenly glory and of the exaltation of the Lamb not only intro-
duces the prophetic message of Revelation but also dominates and controls it.
This vision establishes this truth in the context of which everything is to be seen
and heard: Jesus Christ, the Lamb who was slain, is alive and reigns! The vic-
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26 Beginning with the second sevenfold vision, angels take over from Jesus Christ the role of
mediating the prophecy. Yet the exalted Lamb is still the overall mediator (see 1:1; 22:16), as
is clear from the opening of the seventh seal, which introduces the second sevenfold vision
as well as the rest of the prophetic message. See the excursuses “Angelic Mediators in Jew-
ish Tradition and the Book of Revelation” and “The Mediators of Revelation: Guides to the
Structure of the Book.”

tory has been won! Salvation has been accomplished! Believers in heaven and
on earth can join in the triumphal song. Everything in the book that follows is
normed by the reassurance of this opening vision.

The prophecy itself contains three visions of events taking place on earth.
Each vision covers the same time period: from the first advent of Christ (specif-
ically, his ascension) up to his second coming at the end of this present world.
And each vision has seven scenes. (See figure 3 for a depiction of how the
scenes of each vision relate to the scenes of the other visions.) 

The first sevenfold vision (6:1–8:5) is introduced by the opening of the
seven seals of the scroll which Christ the Lamb had received in the heavenly
vision of God’s glory (5:6–7). The opening of the seals introduces the scenes
of this vision. The first five scenes, the four horsemen and the martyred souls
beneath God’s altar (6:1–11), symbolize events happening concurrently from
the ascension of Christ up to the End, and they refer to the sufferings that hu-
mankind perpetrates upon itself—from which also Christians suffer. The open-
ing of the sixth seal pictures the End, with the destruction of the present universe
and the terror that this instills (6:12–17). Before the seventh seal is opened,
there is an interlude in which John sees God’s people on earth (pictured as the
144,000) sealed for divine protection. They are the church militant (7:1–8). In
this interlude John next sees the saints who are in heaven because of the blood
of the Lamb, now at peace; they are the church triumphant (7:9–17). The open-
ing of the seventh seal leads the hearer into the second sevenfold vision.26

The second sevenfold vision is introduced by seven angels with trumpets.
As each angel in turn blows a trumpet, a scene appears. The first four scenes
display natural disasters which plague the human race all during the time pe-
riod from the ascension of Jesus up to the End (8:6–13). The fifth trumpet-an-
gel introduces the terrifying scene of demons from the abyss who afflict
unbelieving mankind (9:1–12). The sixth scene shows the gathering of an evil
host that will be unleashed on humanity just before the End (9:13–21). This is
the first of three glimpses that John sees of what is called Armageddon in 16:16
and the battle of Gog and Magog in 20:8. As in the first sevenfold vision, there
is an interlude between the sixth and seventh scenes. In this interlude
(10:1–11:14) John sees a mighty angel from heaven commissioning him (and
the church) to proclaim the message of God to all peoples (10:1–11), and then,
by way of the two witnesses (11:1–14), John sees the church carrying out this
mission. Then the seventh trumpet-angel introduces the last scene in this sec-
ond vision. Like the sixth scene of the first sevenfold vision, this seventh scene
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27 The first beast (13:1–10) remains “the beast” throughout the rest of Revelation. However,
the second beast (13:11–18) evolves into the harlot (chapters 17–18) and also into the false
prophet (16:13; 19:20; 20:10). “Babylon” (chapters 17–18) consists of the harlot and the
beast (the first beast), which she rides (17:3).

28 “The first resurrection” (20:5b) is the spiritual raising of Christians to life in Christ through
faith. This takes place now through Baptism and hearing the Gospel. The second resurrection
(20:5a, 12–13) is the physical, bodily resurrection of all the dead at the end of this world
when Christ returns.

displays again the end of this world, but this time not the world’s destruction,
but rather the joy that the End brings to God’s people (11:15–19).

Before the third sevenfold vision of events on earth is ushered in, there is
presented a vision of the cosmic war between God and the dragon (12:1–14:20).
This cosmic vision is the heart of Revelation, for it reveals the cause of all the
tribulations and sufferings on earth and the final triumph of Christ’s church.
The vision is made up of the symbols of the woman with Child and the dragon
(12:1–18), the beasts of the dragon (13:1–18), and the defeat of the dragon and
the beasts, together with the end of this world (14:1–20). When the Child of
the woman is taken to heaven, the dragon (Satan) and his angels are cast out
of heaven. Unable to destroy the woman (the church), the dragon conjures up
the two beasts, which war against the woman throughout the time period from
the ascension up to the present world’s end. The cosmic vision concludes then
with the defeat of the evil forces of the dragon and with the victory song of the
144,000 at the End, which this time is pictured as a great harvest.

The third and final sevenfold vision of events on earth is introduced by the
seven censer-angels (15:1–16:21). As each angel pours out his censer on the
earth, a scene is presented. The first five scenes refer to God’s anger poured out
on the human race in the form of various plagues (15:1–16:11). When John
sees the sixth scene, introduced by the sixth censer-angel, he receives a second
view of the last battle before the End, the battle now called Armageddon
(16:12–16). The seventh scene again brings John to the End (16:17–21).

The remainder of the prophetic message is a lengthy conclusion which de-
scribes the end of this world in greater detail and the new heaven and earth
(17:1–22:5). Chapters 17 and 18 describe the evil forces of the dragon (Baby-
lon—the harlot and the beast27) in graphic detail, and then their judgment and
destruction. Chapter 19 depicts the second coming of Jesus Christ and the cel-
ebration of God’s saints. Revelation 20 details the binding, overthrow, and
final judgment of Satan by means of the depiction of the millennium and the
battle of Gog and Magog—the last battle—together with reference to the two
resurrections28 and the judgment of the human race. The prophecy climaxes
with a description of the new heaven and earth and with the heavenly city
Jerusalem (21:1–22:5).

Revelation then concludes with the epilogue (22:6–21). See further the
outline which forms the table of contents.
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1 Neither does mesouravnhma appear in the LXX. Thus Revelation is the only place in the
Bible where the word appears. Other Greek words and phrases that refer to the middle of the
day may be found in, for example, LXX 3 Kingdoms 18:29 (ET 1 Ki 18:29); Neh 8:3; Acts
26:13.

Revelation 14:6–13

The Defeat of the Dragon
and His Beasts Announced

Translation
14 6And I saw another angel flying in mid-heaven, having the eternal Gospel to
proclaim to those residing on the earth and to every nation and tribe and tongue
and people, 7saying in a loud voice, “Fear God and give to him glory, because the
moment of his judgment has come, and worship him who made the heaven and
the earth and sea and springs of waters.”

8And another angel, a second one, followed, saying, “Babylon the great has
fallen, fallen—she who has made all the nations to drink from the wine of the
fury of her sexual immorality.”

9And another angel, a third one, followed them, saying in a loud voice, “If
anyone worships the beast and its image and receives the mark upon his fore-
head or upon his hand, 10he himself will drink from the wine of the fury of God
which has been poured out full strength [that is, undiluted] into the cup of his
wrath, and he will be tormented in fire and brimstone in the presence of the holy
angels and in the presence of the Lamb. 11And the smoke of their torment arises
forever and ever, and they have no rest day and night—those who worship the
beast and its image, and if anyone receives the mark of its name. 12Here is the pa-
tience of the saints, those who keep the commandments of God and the faith of
Jesus.”

13And I heard of a voice from heaven saying, “Write: Blessed are the dead
who are dying in the Lord from now on.”

“Yes,” says the Spirit, “so that they will receive rest from their labors, for
their works accompany them.”

Textual Notes
6. mesouranhvmati—“Mid-heaven” refers to that part of heaven which is directly
overhead. There the sun appears to be at its highest above the earth, at its zenith, and
thus at its brightest. (The Latin equivalent is meridian.) In the NT mesouravnhma ap-
pears only in Revelation (8:13; 14:6; 19:17).1 In 8:13 John hears an eagle “in mid-
heaven” announcing the three woes, which correspond to the last three scenes in the
second earthly vision and which are introduced by the fifth, sixth, and seventh trum-
pet-angels. Those three woes have to do with the judgments of God upon the human
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2 The beast in Revelation 19 is the same figure as the beast from the sea in 13:1–10. The false
prophet in Revelation 19 is to be identified as the second beast (the religious beast, who is
from the earth) in 13:11–18.

3 B. Malina, On the Genre and Message of Revelation, 100.

race, including the judgment at the End, when Christ returns (11:15–19). In 19:17–18
an angel who is standing in the sun calls out to the birds of prey who are flying “in
mid-heaven.” The birds are to feed on the flesh of the fallen human hordes led by the
beast and the false prophet, who are defeated at the second coming of the Lord Christ
at the End (19:19–21).2 Thus in all three occurrences mesouravnhma is the place from
which the judgment of God is announced and executed.

But why the use of “mid-heaven” as such a metaphorical symbol? Since the word
occurs only in Revelation and then only as a symbol, one is left to the imagination.
Was John conscious of the fact that the “eagle flying in mid-heaven” in 8:13 and the
“angel flying in mid-heaven” here in 14:6 might have reminded some of his hearers
of the constellation called Pegasus by the Romans. Roman lore envisioned a future
“Great Year” when all the constellations would return to their original positions:

It was the Thunderbird (the Roman winged horse, Pegasus) that stood at the
beginning of the equatorial constellational sequence, positioned in mid-heav-
en at the center of the sky. … Now should the Thunderbird (Pegasus) take a
position in mid-heaven once more, then the stars of the universe would all
occupy the positions they once had at the time of creation. Such a restoration
marked the “Great Year,” “when all the stars return to the place from which
they at first set forth, and, at long intervals, restore the original configuration
of the whole heaven” (Cicero, The Republic 6.24 [Loeb Classical Library]).3

If John was conscious of this possible association, then the “mid-heaven” would be
a symbol connected with the judgment of God at the End after which would come the
new creation, in which the stars would occupy their original created positions, in-
cluding that of the sun.

More likely, however, John would be reminded of the glory of God as exhibited
by the brilliance of the sun in its brightest, midday position. This glory would be dis-
played at his judgment for the purpose of ushering in the new heaven and earth.a It
was at midday when the exalted Christ appeared to Paul on the way to Damascus. The
exalted Christ appeared as a light that was brighter than the sun (Acts 26:13). How-
ever “mid-heaven” in Rev 14:6 is interpreted, it suggests that the judgment of God
comes at the full revelation of his heavenly glory, which is symbolized by the sun in
all its blinding brilliance at noonday.

kaqhmevnou~—This is the present middle participle of kavqhmai, which literally
means “to sit.” In the middle form it takes on the meaning of “staying in one place,
residing, living.” The more common expressions for those inhabiting the earth use the
participle of katoikevw, “to live, inhabit.” Here in 14:6 katoikou`nta~ is a variant read-
ing for kaqhmevnou~. It could be the true reading since it is supported by codex Alexan-
drinus (A), but since so few other manuscripts have this same variant reading, it
probably is not. However, in support of katoikou`nta~ is the fact that the participle

(a) See Is
60:18–21;
Amos 8:9;
Mal 4:1–3
(MT
3:19–21); cf.
Mt
24:29–31;
26:64; Rev
1:16–17;
19:11–21
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4 E.g., 2 Ki 25:1–21; 2 Chr 36:17–20; cf. Jer 52:4–27. The profound grief caused by the fall of
Jerusalem is expressed poignantly in Lamentations. For modern Christians to appreciate how
devastating Babylon’s conquest was to the OT faithful, perhaps one can imagine the outrage
and grief that would result from witnessing a foreign army reducing one’s beloved church
building into a heap of rubble. Hence the fall of Babylon signifies the restoration of justice
and the liberation of God’s people from their cruel oppressors.

5 The correspondence between Babylon and Satan works both ways. The judgment of Baby-
lon and her consignment to hell are an earthly parallel to Satan’s expulsion from heaven, and
Satan’s fall and judgment portend the defeat and judgment of Babylon and all earthly oppo-
nents of Christ and his church. See Is 14:11–17; Rev 12:7–12; 18:10–24.

6 For the text of the fifth book of the Sibylline Oracles, see J. Charlesworth, ed., Pseud-
epigrapha, 1:390–405.

7 qusiasthvrion can refer to any kind of an altar, although in Revelation it seems to refer to the
incense altar in heaven (see the textual note on it in 6:9).

of katoikevw appears elsewhere in Revelation for the inhabitants of the earth,b while
in Revelation the participle of kavqhmai appears only here in 14:6 in the sense of the
inhabitants of the earth, though it appears also in Lk 21:35 in that sense (cf. LXX Jer
32:29, 30).

w{ra—On the translation of w{ra as “moment,” see the textual notes on it in 3:3;
14:15; and 18:10.
8. Babulw;n hJ megavlh—The designation babulw;n hJ megavlh appears in LXX Dan
4:30 and Rev 14:8; 16:19; 17:5; 18:2, 21 (cf. 18:10). In the OT, Babylon was the arch-
enemy that destroyed the holy city, Jerusalem, and its temple and carried off God’s
people into captivity. Babylon thus destroyed Judah as a nation.4 Because of the de-
struction and horror perpetrated by ancient Babylon, she henceforth became a type of
all enemies of God. That usage of “Babylon” and the prophesying of her eschatolog-
ical “fall” began already in Jeremiah’s time, when the prophet said that she was the
gold cup in the Lord’s hand whose wine nations drank and who made the whole earth
drunk (Jer 51:6–8). Even earlier, in the eighth century B.C., Isaiah (Is 13:1–14:23) por-
trayed the future fall and judgment of Babylon as paradigmatic for the fall of Satan
(Lucifer, the “morning star”) from heaven. She who had trodden down all the nations
would be cast out and thrown into hell.5 Also in Jewish writings Babylon came to be
used as a symbol of all tyrants who persecuted the Jewish people. For example, in the
Sibylline Oracles (5:137–44), written sometime between A.D. 70 and 130, Babylon
stands for Rome.6 Also in 1 Pet 5:13 Babylon seems to represent Rome, which was
the contemporary dominant and evil world power.
9. to; qhrivon—Codex Alexandrinus (A), the best single witness for the text of Rev-
elation, has a rather strange reading: in place of to; qhrivon it has to; qusiasthvrion.
That reading involves no change of the letters, but the insertion of usiast: q[usi-
ast]hvrion. This would alter the sense of the verse from “If anyone worships the beast”
to “If anyone worships the [incense] altar.”7 It is difficult to explain how this variant
reading could make sense in the context of the verse. If one accepts the reading of
“the altar,” then “its image” and “mark” become problematic. Could “altar” be a
polemic against non-Christian Jews, as if they worshiped the Jerusalem temple and
altar? Compare Rev 2:9 and 3:9, which associate the synagogue worship of non-Chris-

(b) Rev 3:10;
6:10; 8:13;

11:10
(twice);

13:8, 12, 14
(twice);

17:2, 8; cf.
also 2:13

(twice)
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8 In 6:9 and 8:3,5 the altar is in heaven, and in 8:3 it is the place where the prayers of the saints
are offered.

9 qeìon means “sulfur”; it is also called “brimstone.” It was often added to fire when burning
trash in order to control the stench. In household usage it was added to fire to fumigate and
cleanse a room or a whole house (e.g., Homer, Odyssey 22:490–94, cited in F. Lang, “pu'r,”
TDNT 6:931). Brimstone became symbolic of a fire that was so hot that it could turn things
into stone. In the ancient Greek world it was at times associated with the divine (qei`o~)
because thunderbolts and lightning from heaven cause extreme and deadly heat and were
thought to be expressions of the anger of the gods. Could the destruction of Sodom and
Gomorrah by brimstone and fire (Gen 19:24) be the original source for the beliefs about fire
and brimstone in the ancient Greek world?

tian Jews with Satan, and Mt 23:16–21, in which Jesus denounces the Jewish prac-
tice of swearing by the altar and the temple. Revelation was probably written during
the reign of Domitian (A.D. 81–96), after the destruction of the altar and temple in
Jerusalem in A.D. 70, so qusiasthvrion here in Rev 14:9 would have to be metaphor-
ical, referring to false worship wherever it may take place. A somewhat different ex-
planation is that codex A could refer to anyone who “worships [before God’s incense]
altar [in heaven through prayer]8 and [who also worships the] image [of the beast]
and receives [its] mark.” Thus those who hypocritically worship God in their prayers
but who really belong to the beast and its image shall be judged, and perhaps more
severely than others (see Is 29:13; cf. Mt 11:20–24).
10. kekerasmevnou ajkravtou—Both the OT and classical Greek literature attest the
practice in the ancient world of diluting and mixing wine. Usually wine was diluted
with water, and often spices were mixed in as well, before it was imbibed. See, for
example, Js'm;, “to mix [wine]” in Is 5:22 and Prov 9:2, 5; in these verses the LXX
translates it with keravnnumi, the same verb used here in Rev 14:10. For instances of
the same verb in classical Greek, see LSJ. However, in Is 19:14 the verb “to mix”
(MT Js'm;; LXX keravnnumi) has a meaning closer to “pour out,” and that meaning is
more appropriate in Rev 14:10 too because the wine is a[krato", “undiluted, un-
mixed,” an adjective formed with the alpha privative and krato", from keravnnumi.

puri; kai; qeivw/—“Fire and brimstone” are part of the sufferings in hell after the
universal judgment at the end of this present world.9 The first occurrence of qei'on in
the LXX is in connection with God’s anger at and judgment upon Sodom and Go-
morrah, which he destroyed by raining down “brimstone and fire” (vaew: tyrIp]G:, MT
Gen 19:24; qei`on kai; pu`r, LXX Gen 19:24; Lk 17:29). In Is 30:33 and Ezek 38:22
brimstone again is the result of God’s judgment. qei`on appears seven times in the NT,
six of which are in Revelation.c The other occurrence is in Lk 17:29, referring to Gen
19:24. In every instance it is associated with fire and God’s judgment. In Revelation
“fire and brimstone” are directly connected with the torment of hell. For example, in
19:20 hell is likened to a “lake of fire which [continually] burns with brimstone” (cf.
also 20:10; 21:8).
12. pivstin ∆Ihsou'—The saints are “those who keep … the faith of Jesus.” Is this gen-
itive construction an objective genitive, so that “Jesus” is the object of the Christian’s
faith? Or is it a subjective genitive, meaning Jesus’ faithfulness in carrying out his

(c) Rev 9:17,
18; 14:10;
19:20;
20:10; 21:8
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10 Similarly, in 12:17 is “the witness [th;n marturivan] of Jesus” the witness that the Christian
gives to Jesus (see 1:2, 9; 2:13; 11:3; 17:6), or is it the witness of Christ himself, the witness
that he gives of the truth of God to the human race (see 1:2–5; 3:14)? See the textual note on
this phrase in 12:17.

11 BDF, § 369 (2).
12 See the commentary on 13:1–18.
13 Ten times in Revelation an angel is designated as “another angel” (a[llo" a[ggelo", 7:2; 8:3;

10:1; 14:6, 8, 9, 15, 17, 18; 18:1). R. Mounce, Revelation, 272, suggests that “ ‘another
angel’ has no particular significance” except perhaps to distinguish an angel from “angels in
general who have appeared throughout the book to this point.”

14 While many similar passages extol God as the Creator of the heavens and the earth (e.g.,
Gen 14:19, 22; 2 Ki 19:15) and also of the sea (e.g., Ex 20:11; Neh 9:6; Ps 146:6), the
emphasis in Rev 14:7, with its inclusion of “springs of waters,” is on God as the Giver and
Sustainer of life. Springs of water (phghv and u{dwr in the LXX) have that connotation in, for
example, Gen 16:7; Ex 15:27; Deut 8:7, 15; LXX Pss 41:2; 113:8 [ET 42:1; 114:8]).

mission of salvation and keeping his promises?10 This latter sense would conform to
the use of the adjective pistov~, “faithful,” as it is used in 2 Tim 2:13 in reference to
Christ’s faithfulness, which remains true regardless of whether or not Christians re-
main faithful. pivsti~ too can be used in the sense of “faithfulness” (cf. Rom 3:3 in
reference to the “faithfulness” of God). Most likely here in Rev 14:12 it refers to both:
the Christian’s faith and trust in Christ, which is based on the faithfulness of God in
keeping his promises and the faithfulness of Jesus in fulfilling his mission.
13. i{na—The telic conjunction i{na usually introduces a purpose or result clause.
Here it is causal and introduces the reason why those who die in the Lord are blessed.11

e[rga—Regarding the “works” of Christians, see the textual note and commen-
tary on dikaiwvmata in 19:8.

ajkolouqei—̀With metav this verb takes on the meaning “to accompany.”

Commentary
Three angels in succession (14:6, 8, 9) now announce the judgment of God

on the two beasts conjured up by the dragon.12 Each angel is introduced as “an-
other [a[llon] angel.” This indicates that they are not from among the seven
trumpet-angels. They are among the many angels who appear throughout Rev-
elation who are not part of the seven (e.g., the angels in 5:2; 7:1, 2; 10:1; 18:1;
19:17).13

The “Eternal Gospel” (14:6–7)
The first angel, “flying in mid-heaven” has “the eternal Gospel to proclaim”

to all the inhabitants of the earth (14:6). At first glance “Gospel” (eujaggevlion)
and the verb “to proclaim [Good News, the Gospel]” (eujaggelivzw) seem to be
incongruous in this context, for they usually involve “Good News” that brings
joy, specifically the forgiveness of sins through faith in the work of Christ (e.g.,
Rom 1:16–17). But here they include somber news of judgment, for the an-
gel’s loud cry calls for all to “fear God … because the moment of his judgment
has come” (Rev 14:7). However, since this “eternal Gospel” includes also the
purpose of moving people to “worship” God as the Creator of all life,14 this
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15 While the call to worship God as the Creator could be thought of as an aspect of the natural
knowledge of God (see Acts 14:15; cf. Rom 1:18–32), in the theology of the NT such natur-
al knowledge is used in the service of the Gospel message of salvation and new life in Christ
(e.g., Acts 17:19–31).

R. Mounce, Revelation, 273, says that the eternal Gospel “is couched in the language of nat-
ural theology” and then cites Acts 14:15 as a parallel. But Acts 14:15 is in a context in which
Paul and Barnabas are “evangelizing” (Acts 14:7), and in Acts 14:8–18 the apostles are using
this “natural theology” (natural knowledge) of God to encourage the audience to turn away
from idolatry and believe the Good News of Jesus Christ. This use of natural knowledge by
Paul in the service of the Gospel of Christ’s salvation is also evident when he declared in
Athens that the “God who made the world and everything in it” (Acts 17:24) had “set a day
when he would judge the human race in righteousness” (Acts 17:31). And this judgment
would be carried out “by the man whom he designated; he has furnished proof to all by rais-
ing him from the dead” (Acts 17:31; see also 17:34, which states that some in Athens did
come to faith).

16 H. B. Swete, Apocalypse, 181, so interprets the Gospel when he says that John had “in view,
as the sequel shows, a particular aspect of the Gospel, a Gospel which announces the Parou-
sia and the consummation which the Parousia will bring” (cf. G. B. Caird, Revelation, 182;
R. C. H. Lenski, Revelation, 428–29; J. Sweet, Revelation, 225–26).

17 In Acts 2:37, after the people heard the preaching of Peter at Pentecost, “they were pierced to
the heart” (katenuvghsan th;n kardivan), and they asked what they should do to escape the
judgment of God. Peter answered, “Repent [metanohvsate] and be baptized, every one of

eternal news includes then not only the announcement of judgment (Law) but
also the gracious call and invitation to such worship (the Gospel).15 The sur-
rounding context is explicitly Christological, with 14:1–5 depicting the victo-
rious Lamb and the victory song of the saints. In particular John most likely
had in mind the concluding content of the “eternal Gospel”: the announcement
of the judgment in view of the Lord Christ’s second coming at the End. For
this return of the Lord would also be the final deliverance of God’s people from
the dragon, his two beasts, and their hosts (19:1–16).16 This aspect of the “eter-
nal Gospel” is pointedly suggested in 14:13 when a blessing is pronounced
upon those who have died and are dying “in the Lord.” In addition, even when
the “eternal Gospel” is proclaimed to all the nations for the initial purpose of
moving people to “fear God” (14:7) because of their sins and his coming judg-
ment, such proclamation has as its goal the repentance and salvation of all
through the announcement of Christ’s forgiveness.d Thus the “eternal Gospel”
is the eternal message of God—of both judgment and grace—based on the per-
son and saving work of Jesus Christ. And this eternal message has as a refer-
ence point (its end point, the tevlo", Mk 13:7, 13) the second coming of Christ,
when he will both judge the unbelievers and deliver his believing followers.

The stated purpose of proclaiming the “eternal Gospel” is to move people
to “fear God” and “give to him glory” and “worship him,” all in view of his
coming judgment (14:7). Here is a clear definition of the purpose of proclaim-
ing the eternal message of God. The “fear of Yahweh is the beginning of wis-
dom” (Ps 111:10; cf. Job 28:28). Such fear comes from learning about God
through hearing his Word (Deut 4:10). Fear of God is an essential part of con-
trition over sin and repentance (Acts 2:37) and is also a part of one’s faithful-
ness to God (Acts 9:31; Rev 11:18).17 Glory (dovxa) is given to God in and

(d) See Mt
28:19–20;
Lk
24:44–48; cf.
Rev 15:3–4;
16:8–11
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you, in the name of Jesus Christ for the forgiveness of your sins” (Acts 2:38). In Rev 11:18
fear of God’s name is a distinguishing mark of his saints.

18 The beast from the sea in 13:1 (the political beast) remains a beast throughout Revelation.
But the beast from the earth in 13:11 (the religious beast) evolves as a symbol into the false
prophet (16:13; 19:20; 20:10), who in turn is also symbolically identified as the harlot
(17:1–18:24). The beast upon which the harlot sits (17:3–17) is, therefore, the first beast—
the political one. When the two beasts, or the beast and the false prophet, are described as the
beast and the harlot acting together then they are called Babylon.

through Jesus Christ (Jn 17:5, 22–24; cf. 13:31–32). In particular, God is glo-
rified (doxavzw) when people come to him in Jesus’name (Jn 14:13–14; 15:7–8)
and when they thank him for what has been done to them by Jesus (Acts
4:21–22; 11:17–18). And it is God’s purpose that he himself thus be glorified
through Jesus Christ (1 Pet 4:11), for his Son in exaltation is God’s glory (Acts
7:55). To worship God as the Creator is the end result of fearful repentance and
giving glory to God through the redemption wrought by Christ. The heavenly
hosts worship God as their Creator (Rev 4:8–11). The saints now join in this
worship of God because of the victory of the Lamb on their behalf (5:9–14),
the Lamb who by his blood has restored God’s people to their rightful place in
worship of him as their Creator and Lord (1:5–6; 4:11). For the end purpose of
God’s redemption is the restoration of his creatures so that they recognize and
worship him as their God and Creator.e

The Fall of Babylon (14:8)
The second angel announces the judgment of Babylon, “she who has made

all the nations drink … of her sexual immorality” (14:8). This is the first time
that Babylon is mentioned in Revelation. (It will be mentioned again in 16:19;
17:5; 18:2, 10, 21.) Its appearance is somewhat sudden and unexplained. Evi-
dently John assumes that his audience will recognize to what or to whom he is
referring. Up to now humanity’s enemies have been spoken of as the angel of
the abyss and his evil demons (9:1–11), the dragon (12:3–4, 13–18), and the
two beasts (13:1–18). But now suddenly another designation appears, “Baby-
lon the great” (14:8). In Revelation Babylon is always a name for the evil en-
emies of Christ’s church on earth; it is the name of the harlot as she sits on the
beast (17:3–17). In 13:18 the number 666 is, narrowly speaking, the number
of the second beast (the religious beast, which is from the earth), but the num-
ber also applies to the first beast and to the dragon, especially to whichever one
of these three is most active and influential at any given time. Thus the num-
ber symbolizes the two beasts (both the political one and the religious one) un-
der the influence and control of the dragon, and these three—the dragon and
the two beasts—are the unholy trinity. In Revelation 17–18 Babylon is the sym-
bol of these same two beasts but now presented as the harlot and a single beast,
both of whom carry out the plan masterminded by Satan.18

The number 666 (13:18) is the number of the second beast—the religious
one. Therefore 666 serves to symbolize the religious dimension of the two

(e) Rev 3:14;
11:15; 21:1,

5–7; cf. Rom
8:18–25
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19 See the textual note on 14:8.
20 The two beasts in Revelation 13 are, in turn, conjured up and motivated by the dragon of

Revelation 12, who is Satan himself.
21 See the textual note on kekerasmevnou ajkravtou in 14:10.
22 In this unusual Hebrew construction, s/K, “cup,” appears to be in construct with both ˜yIY"h',

“the wine,” and hm;jeh', “the wrath,” with “the wine” and “the wrath” in apposition, implying
that “the wine” represents “the wrath.”

dragon-directed enemies of God’s saints, and thus it also symbolizes the un-
holy trinity. Babylon, however, symbolizes the sociopolitical dimension of
these same two dragon-directed enemies. That is why the first beast—the po-
litical and societal one—is still present as the beast upon which sits the harlot.
(She is the new form of the religious enemy.) Therefore Babylon is a symbol
of these two enemies in their most deadly form: when the harlot sits on the
beast, that is, when the false religious entities, and in particular apostate Chris-
tianity, attempt to use or work with the existing political and social powers to
destroy the church of Christ. For John, Rome epitomized and was that histor-
ical enemy of the church. Under the name of “Babylon,” Rome would also
serve as a typological model for all future enemies of God’s people, enemies
both within and outside the church—enemies who, like Rome, may be called
“Babylon.”19

Fire and Brimstone (14:9–11)
The third angel announces the judgment of God on anyone who “worships

the beast and its image” and who demonstrates allegiance to them by bearing
“the mark upon his forehead or upon his hand” (14:9). In 13:14–17 the beast
from the earth (the second, religious beast) symbolizes all false spirituality, and
in particular pseudo-Christianity (see 13:11). That beast motivates the human
race to make an image for the beast from the sea (13:1, the first, political beast)
and thus to worship and serve the political beast. In addition, the religious beast
marks or brands all those who belong to it so that only those who obey its re-
ligious mandate to worship the political beast can engage in the economic and
social activities regulated by the ruling powers. Now here in 14:9–11 all the
followers and adherents of the political beast and its image (the people who are
motivated by the religious beast to be such adherents)20 are to be judged. This
judgment will finally and completely be executed at the End when Christ re-
turns, after which these adherents “will be tormented in fire and brimstone”
(14:10).

Eternal suffering is a result of God’s anger, meted out as undiluted wine
(14:10), that is, anger that is not tempered with any mercy. At the conclusion
of this world’s history, God will show no mercy in his judgment against those
who are adherents of the beasts. Wine in its full strength is undiluted with wa-
ter.21 Wine was an intoxicant and is often used as a metaphor for the judgment
of God. For example, in Jer 25:15–16 the prophet is told to take from Yahweh
“this cup of the wine, the wrath”22 and make the nations drink it so that they
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23 For a detailed discussion of the use of this metaphor in the OT, see P. Raabe, “Drinking the
Cup of Yahweh’s Wrath,” Obadiah, The Anchor Bible (New York: Doubleday, 1996)
206–42.

24 In Lk 21:16–19 Jesus says that though his followers will be hated and betrayed, they will
keep their lives safe “in patient endurance” (ejn th̀/ uJpomonh̀/).

25 In Jn 10:18 and 12:49 the commandment (ejntolhv) of the Father divulges his will, which will
Jesus obeyed and followed.

are intoxicated and drunkenly stagger about (cf. also Is 24:1–23, in particular
24:20). In Ps 75:7–8 (MT 75:8–9), as God judges, he makes the wicked drink
the cup of such intoxicating wine, “even its dregs.” In Rev 16:19 Babylon is
given to drink “the cup of the wine of the fury of his [God’s] wrath.”23

And this torment of “fire and brimstone” (14:10) will last forever; there
will be no relief “day and night” (14:11; cf. Lk 16:22–24). Similarly, the beast
and the false prophet and the devil will be forever tormented in the lake of fire
and brimstone (Rev 19:20; 20:10). This judgment will be witnessed by “holy
angels” as it is carried out “in the presence of the Lamb” (14:10). Because of
his redemptive victory on behalf of God’s saints, the exalted Christ will over-
see this judgment of God, and he will do so in the presence of the heavenly
host of angels (as partially described in 14:14–20; see also Mk 13:24–27; Rev
19:11–16; cf. Jn 5:22–27).

The Patient Endurance of the Saints (14:12)
The saints of God still in the warfare (and its suffering) hear the an-

nouncement of this promised judgment upon their enemies. A godly charac-
teristic of the saints is their patient endurance in their deference to God’s
judgment and his timetable of executing it.24 In Rev 13:9–10, they wait for God
to avenge their blood (cf. 6:9–11) and to strike down those who have blas-
phemed the Gospel and God’s holy name (11:7–13; 13:6; 16:9–21). They do
not take into their own hands the execution of this judgment, though they par-
ticipate in its announcement (Heb 10:30–31; Rev 10:11; cf. Lk 9:51–55). Else-
where in Revelation this patient endurance in faith is related to and/or equated
with wisdom, a wisdom that only God can give (Rev 13:18; 17:9). Through
such wisdom God gives the Christian the ability to interpret events in view of
and in relation to God’s end-time judgment (James 1:2–5). This wisdom, by
which Christians wait in faithful patience, enables them to know that, even
though now they are being defeated on the human plane by the beasts (Rev
13:7), they are and will be victorious as they follow the Lamb (15:2–4; cf. 1 Jn
5:4–5). Thus their patience is a victorious and certain hope in the promise of
God (cf. Rom 5:3–5).

The saints are described as “those who keep the commandments of God
and the faith of Jesus” (Rev 14:12). In Jn 10:17–18 Jesus states that it was the
commandment (ejntolhv) of the Father that he should lay down his life and take
it up again. Christ’s whole life and ministry were thus under the will of his
heavenly Father expressed in this commandment.25 Jesus knew that for him to
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26 In Rev 12:17 the rest of the woman’s seed (the woman being the church and her Son [12:5]
being Christ) are the Christians on earth, who are described as “those who are keeping the
commandments [ta;~ ejntolav~] of God and who hold the witness of Jesus.” Only twice in
Revelation does ejntolhv, “commandment,” appear (12:17; 14:12), and both are in descrip-
tions of God’s people on earth as they endure warfare against the dragon and his two beasts.
Of the sixty-seven times that ejntolhv appears in the NT, thirty appear in Johannine literature
(ten in John, fourteen in 1 John, four in 2 John, and two in Revelation).

27 See further the discussion of all seven beatitudes in the commentary on 19:9.

carry out the will of God would result in “eternal life” (zwh; aijwvnio~) for those
who followed him (Jn 12:50). The faithfulness of Jesus is the cause of the be-
liever’s salvation, and “the faith of Jesus” in Rev 14:12 (and in Rom 3:22, 26,
which have genitive constructions similar to that in Rev 14:12) refers first of
all to his faithfulness, then also to the believers’ faith in Jesus. By faith the
saints cling tenaciously to Christ amid temptations and persecutions which
pressure them to worship the beast. Moreover, they persist in Christian love,
for the new “commandment” that Jesus speaks of in Jn 13:34 is that the Chris-
tians should love one another as he has loved them (cf. Jn 14:15; 1 Jn 4:21).
1 Jn 2:7–11 states that the commandment (ejntolhv) which is both ancient and
new is to love one another because “the darkness is passing away and the true
light is already shining” (1 Jn 2:8).26

A Blessing (14:13)
At the conclusion of the three announcements of God’s judgment by the

three angels (14:6–12), John hears “a voice from heaven” which speaks a beat-
itude or blessing on all “who are dying in the Lord” (14:13). Though the source
of the voice is unidentified, it emanates from heaven on behalf of God, for it
speaks his blessing on his people. It also receives the divine Spirit’s affirma-
tion (14:13b). While faithfulness to God and Christ results in suffering and mar-
tyrdom for the Christians, they have the blessed hope and certainty of an eternal
rest and victorious peace. This is the second of the seven beatitudes announced
in Revelation.f The first (1:3) is spoken to those who read and hear “the words
of this prophecy” of Revelation “and who keep the things written in it.” The
sixth (22:7) is similarly addressed. The other five beatitudes are spoken in view
of the eschaton after the end of this present world at Christ’s return.27 Here in
14:13, in contrast to the eternal torment for unbelievers (14:9–12), this beati-
tude is a spoken comfort to those who are dying and who are going to die in
the Lord. They are blessed because they are dying in the Lord, dying in their
hope in him and in his saving care. Death cannot rob them of life and peace,
for they are in the hands of the Good Shepherd (Jn 10:27–28). And this great
consolation for the dying is also a solace and balm for the grieving Christians
they leave behind (temporarily!) in this world.

Those who are blessed because of their death in the Lord Christ now “re-
ceive rest from their labors” (14:13). In their life on earth they heard the gra-
cious invitation spoken by Jesus (Mt 11:28), “Come unto me all who are

(f) Rev 1:3;
14:13;
16:15; 19:9;
20:6;
22:7, 14
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28 Notice the correspondence between the verb kopiavw, “to labor,” in Mt 11:28 and the noun
kovpo", “labor,” in Rev 14:13 and between the active form of the verb ajnapauvw, “to
give/make someone rest,” in Mt 11:28 and the passive form of it in Rev 14:13. The future
passive of ajnapauvw in 14:13 is distinct from the future middle form in 6:11. The middle
form means “to rest [intransitive], to be at ease,” and the subject in 6:11 is the souls of the
Christians now in heaven. However, the future passive in 14:13 emphasizes that the rest is a
gift given to Christians by God; “they will receive rest.”

29 In 1 Pet 4:14 the concepts of blessedness (makavrioi, “blessed ones”) and of rest (ajnapauvw)
are linked together in the Spirit. The apostle says that even if the Christians suffer ridicule
because of Christ, they are “blessed ones” because the Spirit of “the glory” (th`~ dovxh~,
meaning Christ?) and the Spirit of God “rests” upon them, bringing the peace of God (cf.
Phil 4:7).

30 R. Mounce, Revelation, 278.

laboring and who are heavily burdened, and I will give you rest.”28 Burden-
some toil and the burden of the grief caused by sin were results of the judg-
ment of God on the sin of Adam (Gen 3:17–19). And even though the Christians
all their earthly life suffer this anguish, aggravated by the dragon and the two
beasts, they know in faith’s hope (1 Pet 5:7), having heeded the invitation of
Jesus, that they will finally be delivered. Now as they are dying in their Lord,
they come at last into that eternal rest and peace which the Spirit of God alone
can give (1 Pet 4:14).29 The followers of Christ have this eternal rest, in stark
contrast to those who worshiped the beast, who never have any rest from their
eternal torment (Rev 14:11).

Those who are entering this eternal rest are accompanied by their works
(14:13). Those in eternal torment who persecuted them are never separated
from their sins and guilt (cf. Mt 25:41–46). In contrast, the saints are separated
from their guilt and shame but are not separated from their godly works, for
those works follow them. “God will not forget all they have endured in loyalty
to the faith.”30 But also this means more. While the Christians lived on earth,
their works—by which they adorned the Gospel—honored Christ and glori-
fied God the Father (Titus 2:10; cf. Mt 5:16). And such works will be cited by
God at the final judgment (Mt 25:31–40).
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1 The word “millennium” is from the Latin mille (“one thousand”) and annus (“year”). The
compound of the two words is “millennium,” “a thousand-year period.” The belief in a liter-
al thousand-year reign of Christ on earth is sometimes referred to as chiliasm, which is from
the Greek word for “thousand” (civlia).

2 R. Mounce, Revelation, 351, says, “The tendency of many interpreters at this point is to
become apologists for a peculiar view of the millennium.” G. B. Caird, Revelation, 249,
comments, “We come now to a passage which, more than any other in the book, has been the
paradise of cranks and fanatics on the one hand and literalists on the other.” A. Wainwright,
Mysterious Apocalypse, 12, suggests, “One way in which accounts of the Apocalypse differ
from one another is in their attitudes toward the millennium.”

3 As explained in earlier comments on the appropriate passages, the second beast, which is the
beast from the earth (13:11–18), evolves into the harlot (chapter 17; 19:2), and at other times
it presents itself as the false prophet (16:13; 19:20; 20:10). The other two members of the
unholy trinity, Satan (chapter 12) and the first beast (13:1–10), remain the same throughout
the rest of Revelation (though Satan has several names, including the devil, the ancient ser-
pent, and the accuser, 12:9–10).

4 R. Mounce, Revelation, 351, says, “Without denying the significance of this important pas-
sage, it should not be elevated above such basic themes as the return of Christ, the final judg-
ment and removal of all wickedness, and the splendor of the eternal state.”

5 See the commentary on 20:1–6 and 20:7–10. Strictly speaking the millennium will end when

Excursus

The Millennium

Except perhaps for the number 666 (13:18), no other portion of Revela-
tion has caused more confusion and consternation than the first six verses of
chapter 20, which describe what has come to be known as the millennium.1

One could receive the impression from the amount of interest caused by these
verses that they are the most important and influential in the entire book. In
fact, the manner in which commentators view the millennium determines to a
large degree how the whole of Revelation is interpreted.2 Since these verses
which describe a thousand-year period are a part of John’s vision of the End at
Christ’s return (17:1–22:5), they should be interpreted first of all in relation-
ship to the other events described in this section of Revelation. The descrip-
tion of the millennium (20:1–6) is placed between two scenes: the scene of the
overthrow of the beast and the false prophet3 at the second coming of Christ
(19:11–21) and the scene of the last great battle when Gog and Magog are de-
feated and Satan is thrown into hell (20:7–10), where the false prophet and the
beast had already been cast (19:20). This suggests that whatever the millen-
nium is and to whatever time it refers, its placement between these two scenes
determines how it is to be interpreted and, more importantly, how it is to be
viewed in relation to the rest of Revelation.4 This commentary’s exposition of
20:1–10 will show that the millennium began with the binding of Satan at
Christ’s first advent (his incarnation, ministry, death, resurrection, and ascen-
sion) and will conclude when Christ returns in glory to bring this present world
to its end.5
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the last great battle (of Armageddon, 16:12–16; of Gog and Magog, 20:7–10) begins.
6 The term “amillennialism” is somewhat of a misnomer, for those who hold this view do

believe in the millennium as it is defined by the Scriptures, but it is not one that consists of a
literal thousand years, nor one in which Christ establishes a visible kingdom here on this fall-
en earth.

7 The most prevalent variation in North America at the current time is dispensational premil-
lennialism, which has been popularized by authors such as Hal Lindsey (e.g., The Late Great
Planet Earth [Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1970]) and John Walvoord (e.g., The Millennial
Kingdom [Findlay, OH: Dunham, 1959]). An excellent theological critique of dispensation-
alism from the Lutheran perspective is supplied in J. Stephenson, Eschatology, 83–94. A dis-
cussion of premillennial, postmillennial, amillennial, and dispensational views may be found
in R. Clouse, ed., The Meaning of the Millennium: Four Views (Downers Grove: InterVarsi-
ty, 1977); M. Erickson, A Basic Guide to Eschatology (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1999); and R.
Clouse et al., The New Millennium Manual (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1999). Cf. also A. Wain-
wright, Mysterious Apocalypse, 12–14, 21–31, 34–39.

8 2 Enoch is dated to the late first century A.D. Its text can be found in J. Charlesworth, ed.,
Pseudepigrapha, 1:91–221.

There are today three prevalent interpretations of this thousand-year pe-
riod, usually labeled “premillennialism,” “amillennialism,” and “postmillen-
nialism.” Those who advocate the premillenarian interpretation believe that
Jesus Christ will return to earth before (pre-) he establishes his kingdom on
earth. His believers will then rule with him in this earthly kingdom for a literal
thousand years, and such a millenarian kingdom is still in the future. Amillen-
nialists6 believe that the millennium is not just in the future but continues in the
present time of the church. It began with Christ’s death, resurrection, and as-
cension and lasts up to Christ’s return at the end of this present world, when
the final judgment will take place, followed by the creation of the new heaven
and new earth. In this interpretation the millennium is equivalent to the NT era
and thus is not (a-) a literal thousand years. Postmillennialists believe that the
Christian church will influence the entire world gradually and increasingly,
making it more and more righteous and thus fit for the Lord Christ to return.
This will eventuate in a period of peace and righteousness among the peoples
on earth that will last for a thousand years, after which (post-) the Lord will
come to earth. There are many variations of all three of these interpretations.7

Jewish Millennial Views
Even before John wrote Revelation there was a tradition within Judaism

concerning a millennium. According to this tradition the history of the world
consists of seven periods of a thousand years each, patterned after the seven
days of creation. There would also be an eighth day, an eighth thousand-year
period which would come after the seven millennia of the present world, and
this eighth would continue without end (2 Enoch 32:2–33:2).8 The seventh
day, the seventh thousand-year period, would be a millennial day of rest
(2 Enoch 32:2–33:1), in which the Messiah would reign, after which would
be the resurrection and judgment (4 Ezra 7:28–33); the messianic reign
would endure until the present evil world has come to an end (2 Baruch
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9 The messianic Sabbath in 4 Ezra 7:28–33 is four hundred years long instead of the tradition-
al one thousand years. 4 Ezra is dated in the late first century A.D. 2 Baruch is dated in
the early part of the second century A.D. Their texts can be found in J. Charlesworth, ed.,
Pseudepigrapha, 1:517–59 and 1:615–52, respectively. For a synopsis of Jewish millennial
thought, see M. Rist, “Millennium,” IDB 3:381.

10 Jubilees is dated to the second century B.C. Its text can be found in J. Charlesworth, ed.,
Pseudepigrapha, 2:35–142.

11 1 Enoch is dated in the second century B.C. with portions of it redacted as late as the first cen-
tury A.D. Its text can be found in J. Charlesworth, ed., Pseudepigrapha, 1:5–89.

12 The Apocalypse of Elijah is dated from the first to the fourth century A.D. Its text can be
found in J. Charlesworth, ed., Pseudepigrapha, 1:721–53.

40:1–4).9 When the Messiah would come, he would bring a time of rejoicing,
peace, and plenty.a At the coming of the Messiah, the evil one would be sub-
dued so that he no longer would be able to afflict God’s people (2 Baruch
40:1–3; cf. Jubilees 23:24–31).10 For Satan would be bound in a pit of dark-
ness by the angel Raphael so that all the people would not perish (1 Enoch
10:4–8; cf. 14:5; 88:1). In 1 Enoch 10 the devil is called by the name of Aza’-
zel, which in the OT was the name of the “scapegoat” that was sent out and ex-
iled into the desert on the Day of Atonement (Lev 16:7–10).11

A reflection of this Jewish tradition can be seen in the Apocalypse of Eli-
jah and in the Epistle of Barnabas. The Apocalypse of Elijah, which is a com-
posite work containing Jewish as well as Christian material, has this statement
about the millennium at the very end (5:36–39):

On that day, the Christ, the king, and all his saints will come forth from heav-
en. He will burn the earth. He will spend a thousand years upon it. Because
the sinners prevailed over it, he will create a new heaven and a new earth. No
deadly devil will exist in them. He will rule with his saints, ascending and
descending, while they are always with the angels and they are with the
Christ for a thousand years.12

Here in the Apocalypse of Elijah the millennium seems to be a symbol of
eternal life in the new heaven and new earth—a symbol of the eternal Sabbath,
of the eternal seventh day—rather than referring to a millennium of one thou-
sand years during the messianic age on the present earth. In the Epistle of Barn-
abas (15:4–9) the seven days of creation symbolize the seven periods of the
earth’s existence, a thousand years for each period. As in the creation, when
everything was completed by God in six days, so in six thousand years God
will complete all things for the coming of the Messiah. And as God rested on
the seventh day, so in the seventh thousand-year period, the millennium, the
Son of God will come to earth and “destroy the time of the lawless one”
(katarghvsei to;n kairo;n toù ajnovmou). An eighth day is also mentioned, which
was inaugurated by Christ’s resurrection and ascension, and it will be “the be-
ginning of another world” (Epistle of Barnabas 15:8). Apparently the eighth
day represents eternal life after the end of this present world’s existence, which
eternal life was inaugurated by Christ’s resurrection and ascension.

(a) 4 Ezra
7:28–33;
2 Baruch
29:2–8;
40:1–3;
72:1–74:4
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13 Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 5.33.4, says that Papias was a hearer of John. In Ecclesiastical
History, 3.39.1–7, Eusebius discusses the writings of Papias in which Papias seems to indi-
cate that he received apostolic tradition by listening to a presbyter named John. Eusebius
believes that Papias did not claim that the presbyter named John was John the apostle. Other
historians believe that Papias did claim to have heard the apostle John and to have received
Christian teaching from him. See the discussion in P. Schaff and H. Wace, eds., Eusebius:
Church History, Life of Constantine the Great, and Oration in Praise of Constantine, vol. 1
in A Select Library of Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers of the Christian Church, second series
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1952) 170–72, nn. 1–20, which suggests that one of the main rea-
sons why Eusebius sought to deny that Papias had listened to the apostle John and to deny
the apostolic authorship of Revelation was that Eusebius disagreed strongly with the chilias-
tic (premillennial) view of Papias and of others who may have cited Rev 20:1–6 in support
of chiliasm (premillennialism).

14 Ecclesiastical History, 3.39.12 (PG 20:300). The translation is from P. Schaff and H. Wace,
eds., Eusebius: Church History, 172.

15 Ecclesiastical History, 3.39.11–13, as translated in P. Schaff and H. Wace, eds., Eusebius:
Church History, 172.

The tradition of a millennium in Judaism does not seem to fit a single,
agreed upon pattern. Rather, one finds fragments of various schemas. Never-
theless, Jewish tradition does envision a millennium which would be the age
of the Messiah and in which God’s people would be protected from the on-
slaught of the evil one.

A History of Christian Views
The Christian church too has expressed a variety of millennial views,

though these are more similar to each other than the Jewish conceptions, and
most of the Christian views draw on a particular interpretation of Rev 20:1–6.

Throughout the history of the church, interpretations of the millennium
have varied. Often particular views have come and gone and then reappeared.
In the early church a premillennial interpretation was seemingly prevalent,
partly due to the influence of the church father Papias, who may have known
and listened to the apostle John.13 According to the church historian Eusebius
(ca. 260–ca. 340), Papias (ca. 60–ca. 130) thought that after the resurrection of
the dead there would be a millennium, at which time “the kingdom of Christ
will be set up in material form on this very earth” (swmatikẁ~ th̀~ tou' Cristoù
basileiva~ ejpi; tauthsi; th̀~ gh̀~ uJposthsomevnh~).14 Eusebius says that this be-
lief came to Papias “through unwritten tradition” about “mystical things” and
“through a misunderstanding of the apostolic accounts, not perceiving that the
things said by them were spoken mystically in figures. For he appears to have
been of very limited understanding. … But it was due to him that so many of
the Church Fathers after him adopted a like opinion.”15

The first Christian author whose statements specifically about the book of
Revelation have survived is Justin Martyr (ca. 100–ca. 165). In Dialogue with
Trypho, 80–81, Justin expressed the belief that after the resurrection of the dead
Christians, the millennium would then commence. After the thousand years
there would be the general resurrection of all the dead and the judgment. Justin
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16 There is some doubt as to what Irenaeus actually believed about the millennium. In Against
Heresies, 5.35.2, he speaks of Jerusalem being rebuilt after the pattern of the heavenly
Jerusalem described in Revelation 21. Then he goes on to refer to Jerusalem as the bride of
Christ, the tabernacle of God in the new heaven and earth. But he does not refer to the mil-
lennium itself nor to two resurrections as does Justin. However, because of the way he
describes the new Jerusalem, he may possibly have thought of it in millenarian terms as did
Papias and Justin. For Tertullian’s view, see Against Marcion, 3.24.4. Though Hippolytus
wrote about Revelation, we have no extant direct quotes. But from fragments of his other
writings still extant it appears that he was a premillennialist (A. Wainwright, Mysterious
Apocalypse, 23–25; 231, n. 3; 232, n. 13).

17 See J. Haussleiter, ed., Victorini Episcopi Petavionensis Opera, 144.
18 For example, his rules of biblical interpretation have been reconstructed. For information on

Tyconius and his writings and for sources, see A. Wainwright, Mysterious Apocalypse,
34–36; 233, nn. 10–13.

19 The City of God, 20.7. For more information on Augustine’s view of the millennium, see A.
Wainwright, Mysterious Apocalypse, 36–39; 233, nn. 16–26.

20 PL 68:915.

based his views on both Isaiah 65 and Revelation 20. Other church fathers who
may have held this view or a similar view were Irenaeus (ca. 130–ca. 200), Ter-
tullian (ca. 160–ca. 225), and Hippolytus (ca. 170–ca. 235).16 Victorinus (third
century) in his Latin commentary on Revelation interpreted the millennium in
a way similar to that of Justin—in particular the two resurrections—and thus
he believed that it was still in the future.17

In the third century the church began to turn away from a premillennial
interpretation and increasingly espoused what today would be called amil-
lennialism. Tyconius (died ca. 400), a Donatist theologian and layman of con-
siderable influence, wrote a commentary on Revelation which sadly is lost to
us today. However, from excerpts of his other writings some of his thoughts
on Revelation can be reconstructed.18 As Victorinus had earlier, Tyconius in-
terpreted Revelation by the principle of recapitulation. But he rejected Vic-
torinus’ premillennial interpretation, because he thought the millennium was
not some future period of time. Rather, it represented the period of time from
Christ’s first advent up to his return. He also rejected two physical resurrec-
tions of the dead. He believed that the first resurrection is the spiritual raising
to life of Christians which occurs in Baptism (cf. Rom 6:1–4; Col 2:11–13),
and the second is the physical resurrection of all people at the present world’s
end. Because Tyconius was a Donatist, later theologians were hesitant to en-
dorse his views even if they agreed with his interpretation.

One such theologian was Augustine (354–430). In The City of God he du-
plicates Tyconius’interpretation of the millennium. Augustine too believed that
the millennium was not a literal one thousand years.19 Latin commentators and
biblical scholars followed Augustine’s interpretation and helped to spread his
views on the millennium. These include the great biblical scholar and transla-
tor Jerome (ca. 342–420) and also Primasius20 (sixth century) in his Latin com-
mentary on Revelation. While Jerome was at first a premillennialist, under the
influence of Augustine he adopted the amillennial interpretation. Jerome edited
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21 J. Haussleiter, ed., Victorini Episcopi Petavionensis Opera, 141. This volume, edited by
Haussleiter, contains what Haussleiter believes to be a text of Victorinus’ original commen-
tary side by side with a text of Jerome’s revised version.

22 See J. Haussleiter, ed., Victorini Episcopi Petavionensis Opera, 138, 140, 142, 144.
23 H. C. Hoskier, ed., Commentary of Oecumenius, 213–15.
24 PG 106:410.
25 PG 106:750.
26 On the importance of Tyconius’ and Augustine’s views on Revelation and their influence,

see P. Fredriksen, “Tyconius and Augustine on the Apocalypse,” in The Apocalypse in the
Middle Ages, ed. R. Emmerson and B. McGinn, 20–37.

27 For Joachim’s thoughts, see A. Wainwright, Mysterious Apocalypse, 49–53; “Joachim of
Fiore: Patterns of History in the Apocalypse,” in The Apocalypse in the Middle Ages, ed. R.
Emmerson and B. McGinn, 72–88.

28 The only explicit reference to millennialism in the Book of Concord is in AC XVII 5, where
the Lutherans condemn “certain Jewish opinions which are even now making an appearance
and which teach that, before the resurrection of the dead, saints and godly men will possess
a worldly kingdom and annihilate all the godless.” (The Lutheran view is that there is only
one bodily resurrection, and it is the resurrection of all the dead.) Regarding “Jewish” mil-
lennial views, see the section “Jewish Millennial Views” above. The Book of Concord never
refers to Rev 20:1–10. However, much of Lutheran theology is devoted to understanding the
nature of the kingdom of God established by Jesus Christ, and the Lutheran view of the king-
dom of God precludes premillennialism and postmillennialism. The kingdom of God in
Christ is his spiritual and invisible kingdom of grace which brings the forgiveness of sins
through the power of the Gospel, and so it is quite different from the kingdoms of this world,
which are visible and material and which exercise power through the force of Law (e.g., Ap
XVI). The ministry of the church is to preach the Gospel and administer the Sacraments. The
kingship of Christ is not of this world (Jn 18:36), and “Christ was not sent to wield a sword
or possess a worldly kingdom”; therefore the Roman church erred when it claimed that “the
pope is by divine right lord of the kingdoms of the world” (Treatise on the Power and Pri-
macy of the Pope, 31, 33). Luther’s explanation of the Second Petition of the Lord’s Prayer,

Victorinus’commentary on Revelation, and Jerome’s version states: “The thou-
sand years in which Satan is bound are those [years] from Christ’s first advent
up to the end of the age” (“mille anni in quibus alligatus est satanas, isti sunt
ab adventu primo Christi usque ad terminum saeculi”).21 This is quite different
from Victorinus’own commentary.22 Some of the later Greek commentators on
Revelation, such as Oecumenius23 (sixth century), Andreas24 (sixth century),
and Arethas25 (tenth century), also followed the interpretations of Tyconius and
Augustine on the millennium.

Tyconius’and Augustine’s interpretation of the millennium dominated, for
the most part, the Western church’s theology up to the late twelfth century, es-
pecially in Europe.26 But in the twelfth century the church began to review its
interpretation. For example, Joachim of Fiore (1135–1202), while holding to
the recapitulation method of interpreting Revelation, revised Augustine’s in-
terpretation of the millennium—so much so that he was the cause of premil-
lennialistic views being entertained again.27 However, it was not until the
Reformation in the sixteenth century that premillennialism began to become
popular and take its place alongside of the amillennialism of Augustine. Luther
(who had been an Augustinian monk) and Lutheranism opposed the reintro-
duction of premillennialism.28 However, it was sponsored by such fanatical
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“Thy kingdom come,” emphasizes that the kingdom of God is Christ’s rule “as a king of
righteousness, life, and salvation” (LC III 51) by the power of the Holy Spirit working in the
heart “through the Word and faith” (LC III 53), and that “we are praying here not for a crust
of bread or for a temporal, perishable blessing, but for an eternal, priceless treasure” (LC III
55). In Luther’s other writings there are few references to millennialism or chiliasm, but
many to the kingdom of God. In a sermon on Ps 110:1, after criticizing the pope’s quest for
“external secular power,” Luther mentions that “the Anabaptists and similar erring spirits
dream that before the Last Day all the enemies of the church will be physically exterminat-
ed and a church assembled which shall consist of pious Christians only; they will govern in
peace” (LW 13:263–64). But Luther counters that “this text [Ps 110:1] clearly and power-
fully says that there are to be enemies continuously as long as this Christ reigns on earth.
And certain it is, too, that death will not be abolished until the Last Day, when all His ene-
mies will be exterminated with one blow” (LW 13:264).

29 A. Wainwright, Mysterious Apocalypse, 67.
30 See Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion, 3.25.5.
31 See A. Wainwright, Mysterious Apocalypse, 68; 239, n. 5, for sources.
32 For more information on the revival of premillennialism, see A. Wainwright, Mysterious

Apocalypse, 67–87. Examples of modern advocates of dispensational premillennialism are
C. I. Scofield in his Scofield Reference Bible, John Walvoord, and Hal Lindsey.

33 For information and sources, see A. Wainwright, Mysterious Apocalypse, 78–79; 241, nn.
49, 50.

34 A. Wainwright, Mysterious Apocalypse, 79.
35 A. Wainwright, Mysterious Apocalypse, 79.

leaders as Mu>ntzer and Bockelson.29 Calvin himself also rejected premillenni-
alism,30 but later Calvinists like Johann Heinrich Alsted (1588–1638) accepted
and advocated it.31 Throughout much of Protestantism up to and through the
twentieth century this new chiliasm (premillennialism) has been influential.32

Along with the rebirth of premillennialism there has also arisen the post-
millennial view. In the eighteenth century in both England and America this
interpretation had strong advocates such as Philip Doddridge (1702–51) and
Jonathan Edwards (1703–58).33 In Germany even the Lutheran biblical scholar
Johannes Albrecht Bengel (1687–1752) suggested a twofold millennium which
was patterned somewhat after both premillennial and postmillennial ideas. He
suggested that there would come about a first millennium-like era for the church
after the papacy would be overthrown in A.D. 1836, and then after Satan was
set free in the year 2836, a second millennium would follow in 2836–3836 in
which “the saints would reign in heaven and the church on earth would enjoy
a false sense of prosperity.”34 This peculiar idea of the millennium would later
influence John Wesley (1703–91), though he did not accept it but thought it
worthy of consideration.35

A Biblical Perspective
The position which has been expressed throughout this commentary and

will be evident in the exposition of Rev 20:1–6 is shaped by several overar-
ching considerations. Of first importance is the centrality of God’s grace in
Christ. Above all, every interpretation of Scripture must be in harmony with
the central teaching of all Scripture, which is God’s plan of redemption by
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36 Within the general category of dispensational premillennialism one finds many complex
views. The general viewpoint, however, is that throughout world history God has offered
salvation to mankind in different ways during different dispensations (which usually total
seven). For example, during the three different dispensations of Adam, Noah, and Moses,
salvation was determined by adherence to the covenants (understood as codes of laws) given
to each of those three figures. The present church age, in which salvation for Gentiles is by
grace and through faith in Christ, was not God’s first plan for the present time; God intend-
ed for the Jewish people to accept Jesus’offer of an earthly kingdom, but because they reject-
ed that offer, Christ died on the cross and God initiated the church age instead. Dispensa-
tionalists also expect a future mass conversion of ethnic Jewish people, and this conversion
is to take place apart from God’s usual action through the Word and Sacraments proclaimed
and administered by the Christian church. Therefore, from a Lutheran perspective, dispen-
sational premillennialism is unacceptable because it does not see all of Scripture and all of
salvation history as a unity centered in the person and redemptive work of Jesus Christ, and
it extends false hopes of other means of salvation. See the works cited in footnote 7 above.

37 Many Jewish people made the same mistake when they thought the messianic reign would
be a worldly kingdom like a renewed Davidic reign. For this reason they rejected Jesus as the
Messiah (Jn 18:36).

38 See the discussion of the Lutheran view of millennialism in the previous section (“History of
Christian Views”).

grace alone and through faith in Christ alone. That focus precludes, for exam-
ple, dispensational premillennialism, which allows for a two-covenant plan of
salvation (one for Jews, another for Gentiles) or even a multiplicity of ways to
salvation.36 Whenever Scripture speaks of redemption and the restraint and fi-
nal destruction of evil, God accomplishes that in and through Christ, and
through Christ alone. All of God’s promises are and will be fulfilled in Christ
(2 Cor 1:20). Moreover, God has already accomplished that salvation through
the incarnation, ministry, suffering, death, and resurrection of Christ. While we
still await the future consummation of God’s promises when Christ returns, no
additional or future actions by God nor by human beings are necessary to ef-
fect our redemption because Christ’s work is finished and is completely suffi-
cient.

A related consideration is the nature of the kingdom of God established by
Christ and the full effect of Adam’s sin (cf. Rom 5:12–21). Fallen human be-
ings are inherently corrupt and depraved (cf. Rom 1:18–32; 2:9–24), and the
present world likewise is characterized by futility and corruption. Therefore all
hopes for a visible kingdom of God similar to kingdoms of this world, to be
established among fallen human beings on this present earth, are misguided.37

That includes such hopes expressed by both premillennialists and postmillen-
nialists. In particular, the two world wars in the twentieth century and the gen-
eral worldwide decline of the human condition have largely eradicated the
optimistic postmillennial view that things will get better and better. Jesus him-
self said that his kingdom is not of this world (Jn 18:36). The kingdom of God
is not, and will never be, a worldly entity. God’s kingdom comes invisibly and
mysteriously, as the Holy Spirit attends the Gospel message and works in hu-
man hearts faith in Christ.38 To be sure, God is at work transforming Christians
by his grace (cf. Romans 12), but the Christian’s life in this world is always a
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39 The eschatological framework of the gospels and epistles indicates that the church age
extends from Christ’s first advent to his second coming and that during that time the spread
of the Gospel takes place through the church’s ministry. The church age will be brought to a
close by the physical return of Christ, at which time all the dead will be raised bodily and will
be judged. God’s saints in Christ will then be ushered into the new heavens and new earth.
An excellent treatment of relevant biblical texts and the Lutheran confessional tradition may
be found in J. Stephenson, Eschatology. See also the booklet The End Times: A Study on
Eschatology and Millennialism, a report of the Commission on Theology and Church Rela-
tions of The Lutheran Church—Missouri Synod (September 1989).

struggle (Romans 7). In the plan of God the church will suffer worldly defeat
(Rev 11:7; 13:7), and victory comes only through death and resurrection in
Christ (2:10–11; 3:21; 12:11).

A final overarching consideration that may be mentioned is the hermeneu-
tic of interpreting Scripture with Scripture. While many Christian groups, in-
cluding Lutherans and fundamentalists holding various millennial positions,
adhere to this hermeneutical principle, the decisive issue is which scriptural
passages are to be used to interpret which other passages. The view of this com-
mentary is that the eschatological outlook provided by the gospels and the epis-
tles is clear, and that eschatological framework is the guiding principle for the
interpretation of the apocalyptic visions in Revelation, rather than the other
way around.39
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