Book of Revelation
23 – The Seven Trumpets – Interlude, Part 2

[The Two Witnesses]

[11:1] Then I was given a measuring rod like a staff, and I was told, “Rise and measure the temple of God and the altar and those who worship there, [2] but do not measure the court outside the temple; leave that out, for it is given over to the nations, and they will trample the holy city for forty-two months. [3] And I will grant authority to my two witnesses, and they will prophesy for 1,260 days, clothed in sackcloth.”

[4] These are the two olive trees and the two lampstands that stand before the Lord of the earth. [5] And if anyone would harm them, fire pours from their mouth and consumes their foes. If anyone would harm them, this is how he is doomed to be killed. [6] They have the power to shut the sky, that no rain may fall during the days of their prophesying, and they have power over the waters to turn them into blood and to strike the earth with every kind of plague, as often as they desire. [7] And when they have finished their testimony, the beast that rises from the bottomless pit[f1] will make war on them and conquer them and kill them, [8] and their dead bodies will lie in the street of the great city that symbolically[f2] is called Sodom and Egypt, where their Lord was crucified. [9] For three and a half days some from the peoples and tribes and languages and nations will gaze at their dead bodies and refuse to let them be placed in a tomb, [10] and those who dwell on the earth will rejoice over them and make merry and exchange presents, because these two prophets had been a torment to those who dwell on the earth. [11] But after the three and a half days a breath of life from God entered them, and they stood up on their feet, and great fear fell on those who saw them. [12] Then they heard a loud voice from heaven saying to them, “Come up here!” And they went up to heaven in a cloud, and their enemies watched them. [13] And at that hour there was a great earthquake, and a tenth of the city fell. Seven thousand people were killed in the earthquake, and the rest were terrified and gave glory to the God of heaven.

[14] The second woe has passed; behold, the third woe is soon to come.


(Revelation 11:1-14 ESV)
 
[Footnotes]
======================================================= 
[1] 11:7 Or the abyss
[2] 11:8 Greek spiritually

I. Frame of Reference
a. Between the sixth and seventh trumpets

i. Interlude; also an expansion of sixth trumpet from different perspective

b. Trumpets

i. Symbolic of calling on God to act

ii. Part of the morning sacrifice ritual at temple

c. Trumpet events primarily concern those who have rejected God; i.e., the “unsealed”
d. “John is next given a measuring rod. What follows develops into what is, from a literary perspective, the most confusing section in the entire book.” (RNT)

II. First Thoughts

a. The servants of God were numbered in Rev 7; the temple is measured in Rev 11 – any parallels?
b. Forty-two months, 1260 days, 3.5 years ( Daniel 12:7; c.f., Rev. 10:6
c. Two witnesses = two olive trees = two lampstands

i. Sackcloth ( symbol of distress, mourning

ii. They proclaim God’s message during the 42 months, while the holy city is being trampled

1. They are protected from harm during the 42 months

2. They have power over creation and to bring down plagues

iii. They are killed at the end of the 42 months

iv. They remain dead for 3 ½ days

1. This might be considered a couple orders of magnitude less than the 3 ½ years

v. They are resurrected at the end of 3 ½ days and taken up to heaven, to be with God

vi. If the time periods are taken literally, this might refer to Jesus’ period of ministry
vii. If symbolic time periods, what could this refer to?

d. The beast

i. Comes up from the bottomless pit (abyss) ( 9:1,2,11

1. Fifth trumpet, army of locust-like creatures

2. A king over them, in the abyss ( name is Abaddon/Apollyon

ii. Makes war and kills the two witnesses

e. Bodies lie in a great city

i. Symbolically called Sodom and Egypt

1. “Where their Lord was crucified”

a. Evidence that the two witnesses are not Jesus

2. Only mention of Sodom in Revelation ( why? What is the significance?

3. Egypt

a. Earlier plagues are patterned after Egypt

b. Egypt was the primary oppressor of God’s people in the OT

ii. People from all over the world are present

iii. Bodies of witnesses are left for people to see and rejoice over
f. Ascension event resembles that of Jesus

i. Except that instead of disciples, it is enemies that watch

g. Destruction follows resurrection and ascension

i. Earthquake, a tenth of city destroyed, 7,000 people killed

ii. “The rest were terrified and gave glory to the God of heaven”

1. Huh?

h. That this ends the interlude and sixth trumpet is clearly indicated

i. Most of the imagery and allusions appear familiar, but they are put together in ways that seem strange

i. What does it mean to measure the temple? What is the significance of the act?

ii. What are the two witnesses (olive trees, lampstands)?

iii. Why the close resemblance of the witnesses to Jesus’ life, death, resurrection, ascension?

iv. What is the beast? The same as the king of the abyss of 9:11, or different?

v. What does it mean for the people at the end of the chapter to give glory to God? That they repented or does it mean something else?

III. Background
a. “John clearly uses Old Testament language for prophets (Elijah, Moses) and a high priest and king (from Zechariah) to describe these witnesses.” (IVP BBC NT)
b. Two witnesses was the minimum number acceptable under Old Testament law (Deut. 17:6; Deut. 19:15). (ibid)

c. Olive tree and lampstands ( Zechariah 4:2-3, 11-14

i. “Two anointed ones…”

ii. King and priest (Zech. 6:13)

d. Moses

i. Called down plagues on Egypt

e. Elijah

i. Started a period of drought (shut up the sky)

ii. Called down fire (fire pours from mouth)

f. “Developing Old Testament pictures of the end (Zech. 14:1-3), Jewish texts commonly expected this age to end with a long, climactic battle, which often included suffering for God’s people but culminated in their ultimate triumph…” (IVP BBC NT)

g. “Refusing to bury the dead was the greatest cruelty one could offer throughout the ancient world (e.g., Isaiah 5:25) and was usually a mark of grave impiety as well. As Paul contrasts the earthly and heavenly Jerusalem (Galatians 4:25-26), so Revelation may do here (the place of Jesus’ crucifixion); the Old Testament prophets often compared Jerusalem or Israel with Sodom (e.g., Isaiah 1:9-10; Jeremiah 23:14). As Egypt had oppressed Israel, so Jerusalem’s authorities had oppressed the true followers of God. The association of Jewish authorities with the persecution of the church held true at least in Asia Minor (Rev. 2:9; Rev. 3:9); compare this city with Babylon in Rev. 17-18.” (ibid)
h. Dead bodies were not thought to decompose until after three days (Lazarus dead for four days; Jesus rose on the third day)

i. Jewish temple long destroyed (two decades)

i. Reference to temple is symbolic

j. Literary structure of 11:1-13 (RNT
)

i. Point of view: John recipient of action and commands, vv1-2

ii. Next POV: First person future indicative, v3 (God speaking?)

iii. Then: A story about two witnesses, vv4-13
1. Not first person narrative – who is telling the story? John?

2. Verb tenses shift

a. Power described in present tense (vv5-6)

b. Encounter with beast in future tense (v7)

c. Events surrounding death in future (v8) and present (v9)

d. Joy over their death both present and future (v10)

e. Resurrection and aftermath in aorist tense (vv11-12)

3. Unlike other parts of the book, John does not say he saw any of this (vv4-13)
a. Then, is it John’s commentary on verse 3?

iv. “However the reader untangles all of these literary problems, one point needs to be emphasized: this passage is not a simple vision/prediction about the coming of two witnesses.” (ibid)

1. John makes clear from context that this section is not to be interpreted literally

2. John is digging into the Old Testament to find imagery and allusions to picture something else


IV. Details

a. Measuring rod, a staff (v1)
i. In other use in Revelation, “staff” always used in connection with allusion to Psalm 2:9, a message of judgment

ii. The command to measure, then, is an act related to judgment

b. Measuring the temple (v1)

i. Allusion to Ezekiel 40:3 (Ezek 40-42 describes a new temple)

ii. Allusion to Zechariah 2:2 – measuring of Jerusalem – to protect those inside
iii. All references point to heavenly temple and its accoutrements 

c. Outer court (v2)

i. Herod’s temple had three courts: Jewish male, Jewish women’s (and men), Gentiles

ii. Outer court of v2 would refer to the Gentile’s outermost court (“given over to the nations”)
d. Forty-two months, 1260 days (v2)
i. Reference to Daniel 7:25; 12:7 (c.f., Rev 12:14; 13:5)

ii. Allusion to period of drought associated with Elijah (Luke 4:25; James 5:17)

1. A time of judgment on Israel and her king, Ahab

e. An interpretation so far

i. Measuring creates a division between those inside and those outside

ii. Similar to the sealing of the 144,000 and the Great Multitude

iii. Those inside are protected from judgment

1. Though there may be persecution (“trample the holy city”)

iv. John continues to employ the metaphor of Israel as the Church

f. Two witnesses (v3)
i. In Revelation, witnesses are those who give the message about Jesus, from Jesus

ii. Sackcloth represents mourning and distress, but also sometimes worn to plead for mercy

iii. We have already noted that any proclamation of the gospel brings judgment along with it because it demands a decision for or against God

g. Two olive trees and lampstands (v4)
i. Already noted allusion to Zechariah 4 

ii. This image perhaps brings together multiple metaphors
1. Moses and Elijah as the great prophets of old

2. King and priest as dual roles of the Anointed One (Christ/Messiah)

3. The Church as a group of kings and priests
4. The Church as witnesses and prophets for God
h. Powers wielded by the two witnesses against their foes (vv5-6)
i. Jeremiah 5:14 ( God’s “words in your mouth [is] a fire”

ii. Weapon, a sword in mouth, symbolizes God’s word in Rev 1:16

iii. The powers symbolize the power of God’s words of judgment that Moses and Elijah spoke against Pharaoh and Ahab

iv. The time period, 3 ½ years, may not bear any actual time parallels, but is simply an allusion to Elijah’s drought period

i. The beast from the Abyss slays the witnesses (v7)
i. Allusion to Daniel 7:21 ( little horn makes war with the saints and prevails over them

ii. Keep in mind John applies martyr terminology to the entire Church, not individuals

j. Dead bodies of the two witnesses (vv8-10)

i. Allusion to Psalm 79:2-3 (Psalm 79 describes defiling of God’s temple and killing of his servants, a cry for God to remember and act)

ii. Three and a half days

1. A time period similar to 3 ½ years, but much, much shorter

2. The bodies are really dead

iii. Great city

1. Sodom ( identified as any wicked city; Jerusalem called “Sodom” (Isa 1:10)

2. Egypt ( not a city at all, but source of oppression for Israel out from which they were delivered; also known for its idolatry

3. Jerusalem ( Jesus was crucified here; but is this the “great city”?

4. Elsewhere in Revelation, the “great city” is Babylon

iv. Bodies prevented from burial
1. Desecration, humiliation

2. Compounded by the party that goes on around the bodies

k. Resurrection (v11)

i. Allusion to Ezekiel 37 (vision of the dry bones, coming to life after breath enters)

1. Dry bones represent Israel; Israel represents the Church

ii. Result: Great fear among those who see the resurrected witnesses

l. The two witnesses are called up to heaven (v12)

i. Similar to experiences of Moses (who did die) and Elijah (who did not die)

ii. The foes (v5) see the ascension

m. Aftermath (v13)

i. “Hour” used consistently in connection with judgment

ii. Earthquake ( sixth seal (6:12)

iii. Killing of 7,000 ( killing of a fourth at fourth seal (6:8) and third at sixth trumpet (9:15,18,20)

iv. Reversals of usual prophetic motifs

1. A tenth is usually the survivor (Isa 6:13; Amos 5:3) but represents the destroyed in current passage

2. Seven thousand were the faithful in 1 Kings 19:18, but represent those killed in current passage

n. Final response (v13)

i. The rest give glory to God

1. Does this mean the rest repent?

ii. In rest of book, giving glory to God is understood in a positive sense

iii. “Rest” is literally, “remnant”

1. Remnant typically understood to be God’s people

iv. And nowhere else in Revelation are the wicked masses shown as repenting

v. What about the word “terrified”?

vi. An allusion to Micah 7:8-17?

1. Similarities to the story of two witnesses

2. The wicked see God’s judgments, are terrified, and acknowledge him (but no repentance)

vii. Two differing interpretation possible

1. That the “remnant” of God who see what happens give glory to God

a. But why the sudden change in subjects?

b. And why use “terrified” (though it could be interpreted as “fear of God” in its reverence sense)?

2. That “give glory to God” means simply an acknowledgment of God’s power without corresponding worship

a. This interpretation seems to be most in line with the context of this whole section

V. Alternate Interpretations

a. Great Controversy (White)

i. This passage deals with the events of the French Revolution

ii. The 42 months is a prophetic period of 1,260 years between 538-1798 CE
1. Pope Vigilius began his term 537 CE

2. Change in secular power from Ostrogothic to Byzantine 537 CE

3. He sent some letters to other churches in 538 CE (but nothing highly unusual about that)

4. French troops took Pope Pius VI prisoner in 1798 CE

5. Many Christians around that time (18-19th centuries) associated the above with the “deadly wound” of Rev. 13

iii. The two witnesses are the Old and New Testaments

1. A position that is taken by some biblical scholars
2. The Bible testified to the veracity of Jesus, his teachings and commandments, during the 1260 years

3. Any who would try to stifle the Bible received judgment from God

iv. France of the late 18th century

1. The atheism and open rebellion against God that Sodom and Egypt represent

2. The moral corruption of Sodom

3. The source of most violent persecution of Christians, thus fulfilling “where our Lord was crucified”

v. Three and a half days

1. Begins: 1793

a. Various resolutions and decrees dechristianizing France

2. Ends: sometime in 1797?
a. But nothing significant happened

b. Religion permitted again starting around 1795

vi. An appraisal

1. It places fulfillment completely into the past

2. There are some “fuzzy math” issues surrounding the applicable dates

3. It forces significance of events around the dates 

4. It forces an overlap problem with the 3 ½ years and 3 ½ days

5. It assumes all details must have corresponding historical meaning


b. Dispensationalism

i. Midst of Great Tribulation period
ii. Jewish Temple will be rebuilt, Jewish worship will resume

iii. The Antichrist will be a literal person or being

iv. Holy city is the literal, earthly Jerusalem

v. Three and a half years – the period of the Great Tribulation

vi. Some believe two witnesses will be two actual individuals

1. Killed and resurrected after literal 3 ½ days
vii. Rapture occurs before, during, or after this period, depending on subinterpretational schools
viii. Appraisal

1. It forces a very specific future fulfillment

2. It assumes all details must have corresponding fulfillment


VI. Summary
a. Immense difficulties in interpretation

b. Best to look for the big picture, rather than trying to identify meanings in details

c. Similarities with earlier portrayals of Church as Israel, the sixth and seventh seals, and the fifth and sixth trumpets

i. The story of the two witnesses provide a different perspective to these visions

d. The motif of the world under judgment continues

e. The Church is the proclaimer of the gospel/judgment

f. The Church may appear weak and even dead at times, to the delight of the world

g. But to the world’s horror and astonishment, the Church does not fail

�Gives a peek into how John put together Revelation.


�If this prophetic message describes events at the very end of time, one could say that the mission of God’s Church concludes at some point, and at that time the foes will indeed have the upper hand. The Church will have “died” but it will be “resurrected” to the astonishment and terror of its foes.





