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Introduction: How to Read the
Revelation

The Book That Blesses Its Readers

Most people come to the last book of the Bible the way they would approach a locked door
in a strange house — cautiously, half expecting something to jump out. Revelation has a
reputation. It is the book of beasts and bowls, of blood to the horses’ bridles, of a number
that has frightened the literate and the illiterate alike for two thousand years. It has been
mined for end-times timetables, pressed into the service of every war and plague and
political  crisis since the second century, and quietly avoided by a great many faithful
Christians who decided, not unreasonably, that it was safer left alone.

And yet Revelation is the only book in all of Scripture that opens by pronouncing a
blessing on the person who reads it. “Blessed is the one who reads aloud the words of this
prophecy, and blessed are those who hear” (1:3). That is a remarkable thing to say at the
threshold of a book so many find forbidding. It tells us, before we have seen a single seal
opened, that this book was given not to frighten the church but to  bless her — and that
whatever  we  find  inside,  the  intended  effect  is  comfort,  courage,  and  endurance,  not
dread.

So let us begin by setting down the fear, because it is the wrong key. Revelation is not a
coded warning that the church must decipher under threat. It  is an unveiling of Jesus
Christ, given to a suffering congregation to assure them that the slain and risen Lamb sits
on the throne, that their tears are seen, that the powers arrayed against them are already
defeated, and that he is coming to wipe every tear away and make all things new. It is,
from beginning to end, a pastoral book. The dragon is real,  but the dragon loses.  The
whole point is that the church may hear this and be blessed.

The trouble is that Revelation says all of this in a language most modern readers have
forgotten how to read. Before we can hear its comfort, we have to learn its grammar — the
grammar of apocalyptic. That is what this introduction is for.

A Book of Three Kinds

Revelation announces what kind of book it is in its first three verses, and it gives three
answers at once.
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First, it is an apocalypse. The very first word of the Greek text is apokalypsis — “unveil‐
ing,” “disclosure,” the drawing back of a curtain (1:1). It belongs to a recognizable kind of
ancient writing, the Jewish apocalypse, with deep roots in Daniel, Ezekiel, and Zechariah,
and cousins in books outside the canon. Apocalyptic literature is  the genre of the op‐

pressed and the faithful-under-pressure. It speaks in vision and symbol rather than plain
prose; it lifts the curtain on the heavenly realities behind earthly events; it shows a world
that looks, on the surface, as though evil is winning, and then reveals the truer world in
which God is unshakably sovereign and the outcome is already secure. To read an apoca‐

lypse as though it were a newspaper — flat, literal, chronological — is to misread it as
badly as one would misread a political cartoon by insisting that a nation is literally an
eagle or a bear.

Second, it is a prophecy. “The words of this prophecy,” John calls it (1:3; cf. 22:7, 18–19).
This anchors the book to the long line of Israel’s prophets, who were less foretellers of
distant dates than forth-tellers of God’s word to God’s people in their own moment — call‐
ing to repentance, exposing idolatry, and announcing both judgment and salvation. Revel‐
ation does look ahead to the end; but like all biblical prophecy, it speaks first to its own
hearers, and it speaks to call them to faithfulness now.

Third, and most easily forgotten, it is a letter. “John to the seven churches that are in
Asia: Grace to you and peace” (1:4). The book has an address, a greeting, and a closing be‐

nediction (22:21), exactly like the letters of Paul. It was written to seven actual congrega‐

tions facing actual pressures, and every vision in it was meant to land on those real Chris‐
tians in their real situation. We will never read Revelation rightly if we forget that before
it was anyone’s puzzle, it was someone’s mail.

Hold these three together — unveiling,  prophecy,  letter  — and a great  many wrong
turns are avoided before they are taken. This is a symbolic vision (so we read its pictures
as pictures), given as God’s prophetic word (so it calls us, not just some distant generation,
to faith), in the form of a pastoral letter (so its first horizon is comfort for a church under
strain).

Reading by Pictures

If apocalyptic speaks in symbol, then the first discipline of reading Revelation is learning
to take its images seriously without taking them literally — which is not the same as taking
them less than seriously. A symbol can be truer than a statistic. When John sees a Lamb
“standing as though slain” (5:6), he is not reporting that there is a wounded animal in
heaven; he is showing us, in a single unforgettable image, the deepest truth of the uni‐
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verse — that the crucified Jesus lives and reigns. To flatten that into literalism would not
honor the text; it would gut it.

The images of Revelation are not arbitrary, and they are not John’s inventions. They are
drawn, almost without exception, from the Old Testament. Revelation is the most Scrip‐

ture-saturated book in the New Testament; by some counts, the majority of its verses echo
or allude to earlier Scripture, though it never once quotes with a formula like “it is writ‐
ten.” John’s mind is so steeped in Daniel, Ezekiel, Isaiah, Zechariah, the Psalms, and the
Exodus that he speaks their language as his native tongue. So the rule of this commentary
is simple and will be applied on nearly every page: Revelation is its own dictionary, and
the Old Testament is its lexicon. When we meet a beast from the sea, we go to Daniel 7.
When we meet a measuring reed and a temple, we go to Ezekiel 40. When we meet plagues
of blood and frogs and darkness, we go to Exodus. The book decodes itself for the reader
who knows where its pictures come from.

The numbers work the same way — they are theological, not arithmetical. Seven is the
number of completeness and perfection, and it organizes the entire book: seven churches,
seven seals, seven trumpets, seven bowls, seven spirits, seven beatitudes.  Twelve is the
number of God’s people: twelve tribes, twelve apostles, the twenty-four elders (twelve and
twelve) around the throne, and the 144,000 who are twelve times twelve times a thousand
— the complete people of God, not a literal census.  Four is the number of the created
world, with its four corners, four winds, and four living creatures. Three and a half — half
of seven, and so the number of limitation and incompleteness — appears as “a time, times,
and half a time,” as forty-two months, and as 1,260 days, always marking the bounded
period of the church’s tribulation. Six falls short of seven, and so the beast’s number, 666,
is the number of a parody that can never reach completeness, the counterfeit that always
falls just short of God. And a thousand signifies an immense fullness, as when the Lord
declares he owns “the cattle on a thousand hills” — not a number to be counted but a
vastness to be felt.

A reader who insists that these numbers are literal quantities will  be forever doing
math the book never asked for. A reader who hears them as the language of completeness
and  limitation,  of  God’s  people  and  God’s  enemies,  will  find  the  book  opening  like  a
flower.

Four Ways Through the Book

Christians have read Revelation in four broad ways, and it is worth naming them plainly
so you know where this commentary stands and why.
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The preterist reading holds that the book describes events of John’s own era — chiefly
the persecutions of  the first-century church and the fall  of  either Jerusalem or pagan
Rome. Its strength is that it takes seriously the book’s first audience and its repeated in‐

sistence that these things must happen “soon.” Its weakness, in its thoroughgoing form, is
that it shrinks Revelation to ancient history and struggles to account for the genuinely
future consummation the book so clearly anticipates  — a  real  return of  Christ,  a  real
resurrection, a real new creation.

The  historicist reading treats Revelation as a map of church history unrolling from
John’s day to the end — the seals, trumpets, and bowls marking successive epochs, heres‐
ies, and empires. This was a favorite of the Reformers, and Luther himself, in his mature
preface, read the visions roughly this way. Its weakness is that every generation has found
itself at the climax of the map, and the identifications have had to be redrawn again and
again, which suggests the method itself is the problem.

The futurist reading places most of the book — everything from chapter 4 onward — in
a still-future period clustered tightly at the very end of history. In its popular dispensa‐

tional form, this is the reading of the prophecy charts, the rapture novels, and the nightly
news-and-Bible broadcasts. Its appeal is that it takes the book’s future-oriented language
with full seriousness. Its weakness is that it reads a symbolic book with a wooden literal‐
ism, postpones nearly the whole of Revelation away from the church that was meant to be
blessed by it, and, as we will see, runs aground on both Scripture and the Confessions.

The idealist reading understands the visions as portraying the great, ongoing conflict
between God and the powers of evil across the whole age of the church — not a coded se‐

quence of datable events but the abiding spiritual realities in which every generation of
Christians lives. Its strength is that it lets the book speak to the whole church in every
century, exactly as a pastoral letter should. Its weakness, if held in a pure and timeless
form, is that it can dissolve the book’s real anchoring in first-century history and its real
expectation of a future End.

This commentary takes the idealist  reading and weds it  to the historic  amillennial
eschatology of the Western church — with one crucial structural key, recapitulation, to
which we turn next. We read the visions as portraying the genuine, ongoing struggle of
the whole church age — anchored at its start in John’s real congregations under Rome, and
climaxing in a real return of Christ, a real resurrection of all the dead, a real last judg‐

ment, and the real and eternal new creation. The symbols are not a calendar of the future;
they are a window into the present age, seen from heaven, with the End always in view.
This is, in substance, the reading of Augustine, of the great body of the church through
the centuries, and of the confessional Lutheran commentators; and it is the reading the
Lutheran Confessions require, for reasons we will come to.
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The Same Story, Seven Times

Here is the single most important key in this entire commentary, and the one that, once
grasped, makes the book legible: Revelation does not run in a straight line. It is not one
continuous timeline from chapter 1 to chapter 22, as though the trumpets follow the seals
in history and the bowls follow the trumpets. Rather, the book is built of  seven parallel
visions, each of which surveys the whole span of time between Christ’s first coming and
his second, from a different vantage point and at a deepening intensity. The technical
name for this is  recapitulation — the book keeps going back to the beginning and telling
the same story again, each time pressing deeper. The older term  progressive parallelism
says  the  same  thing:  the  visions  are  parallel  (each  covers  the  whole  age),  and  they
progress (each goes further than the last toward the final consummation).

You can see this with your own eyes once you are looking for it. Each major vision ends
at the End — with judgment, the return of Christ, or the consummation — and then the
next vision begins again, often back at the throne or back among the churches. The sixth
seal  already  brings  us  to  “the  great  day  of  their  wrath”  and  the  terror  of  the  final
reckoning (6:16–17) — and then chapter 7 does not move past the End into chapter 8, but
circles back to show the church sealed and secure during the age that the seals describe.
The seventh trumpet announces that “the kingdom of the world has become the kingdom
of our Lord” (11:15) — the very end of history — and then chapter 12 begins again, all the
way back at the birth of Christ. The book spirals; it does not march.

This is why the seals, trumpets, and bowls are not three consecutive phases of a single
end-times sequence but three  retellings of the same age, each fiercer than the last — the
seals showing the trials God permits, the trumpets showing his warning-judgments on the
unrepentant  world,  the bowls  showing the final  fullness  of  his  wrath.  They are not  a
chronology; they are a deepening.

Accordingly, this commentary divides Revelation into seven sections, each a parallel
vision of the one church age:

Christ Among the Lampstands (1:1–3:22) — the risen Lord among his churches on
earth.
The Throne, the Scroll, and the Seals (4:1–7:17) — heaven’s throne, the slain Lamb
who opens history, and the church kept through trial.
The  Seven  Trumpets (8:1–11:19)  — the prayers  of  the saints  and God’s  warning-
judgments on the world, and the church’s witness.
The Dragon, the Woman, and the Beasts (12:1–14:20) — the war behind all the wars:
the dragon against the woman and her Child.
The Seven Bowls of Wrath (15:1–16:21) — the final, full outpouring of judgment.

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 
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The Fall of Babylon (17:1–19:21) — the judgment of the world-city and the defeat of
the beasts.
The Dragon’s Doom and the New Creation (20:1–22:21) — the binding and end of
Satan, the last judgment, and the New Jerusalem.

At each seam, I will pause to say plainly: we are not moving forward in time here; we are be‐
ginning the age again from a new and deeper angle. Keep that compass in hand and you will
not get lost.

Why Not the Charts: A Word on Dispensationalism

Because the most popular reading of Revelation in the English-speaking world is dispens‐
ational premillennialism — the system of the prophecy charts, the Left Behind novels, and
the “this generation will not pass away” broadcasts — it is worth saying clearly, and char‐
itably, why this commentary does not follow it. (The argument is made more fully on the
dispensationalism  resource  at  larryherzogjr.com  and  in  the  rapture  and  millennium
excursuses below; here we state the heart of it.)

Dispensationalism, as a system, is young. It was worked out in the 1830s by John Nel‐
son Darby and carried into American Christianity above all by the notes of the Scofield
Reference  Bible.  Its  central  commitments  are  four.  It  expects  a  secret  rapture of  the
church before a seven-year tribulation. It expects a literal, future, thousand-year earthly
reign of Christ from Jerusalem after his return. It draws a permanent, sharp line between
Israel and the church as two distinct peoples of God with two distinct destinies. And it
treats the present church age as a kind of parenthesis — an unforeseen interruption after
Israel rejected the earthly kingdom Jesus offered, with that kingdom postponed to the
millennium.

These are sincere readings by serious Christians, and they are held by many who love
the Lord. But they cannot be sustained, for reasons both exegetical and confessional.

Exegetically, the secret pretribulation rapture is simply not in the text.  The passage
most often cited, 1 Thessalonians 4, describes not a secret removal but the single, public,
world-ending return of Christ “with a cry of command, with the archangel’s voice, and
with the trumpet  of  God”  — the loudest  event  in  history,  not  a  quiet  evacuation.  The
command “Come up here” in Revelation 4:1 is spoken to  John, summoning the seer into
his vision, not to the church being raptured. The literal earthly millennium, as we will
argue in its own excursus, mistakes the symbolic thousand years of Revelation 20 for a
chronological span and inserts an entire epoch the rest of the New Testament knows noth‐

ing of. And the two-peoples-of-God scheme runs directly against the New Testament’s in‐

6. 

7. 
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sistence that in Christ the dividing wall is broken down, that Jew and Gentile are made
“one new man” (Ephesians 2), that Gentile believers are grafted into the one olive tree
(Romans 11), and that “if you are Christ’s, then you are Abraham’s offspring” (Galatians
3:29). Revelation itself makes the point: the 144,000 “from every tribe of Israel” (chapter 7)
become, in the same vision, “a great multitude that no one could number, from every na‐

tion” — the one people of God, counted under the old name and seen in their full number.

Confessionally, the matter is settled more sharply still. The Augsburg Confession, Art‐
icle XVII, having confessed that Christ will return to judge, to raise the dead, and to give
the godly eternal life and the ungodly eternal condemnation, goes on to  condemn — its
word — those who spread “Jewish opinions” that “before the resurrection of the dead the
godly will take possession of the kingdom of the world, the ungodly being everywhere
suppressed.”  That  is  a  direct  rejection  of  a  literal,  pre-resurrection,  earthly  millennial
kingdom — the very heart of premillennialism. A confessional Lutheran is not free to be a
millenarian;  the  church  confessed  otherwise  at  Augsburg  in  1530,  and  confessed  it
precisely as a guard against this kind of speculation.

But the deepest objection is neither chronological nor confessional; it is the theology of
the cross. Dispensationalism’s hope is finally a hope of glory before the cross is finished — an
earthly, political, military kingdom in which Christ rules the nations with visible power
and his people are at last on top. That is a theology of glory, and it is exactly the hope the
Lamb refused when he chose a crown of thorns over a crown of gold. The kingdom Revel‐
ation proclaims is not a future political triumph in Jerusalem; it is the present, hidden
reign of a slain Lamb, exercised through suffering and witness, vindicated only at the
End. To trade that for a chart of the future is to trade the book’s whole heart away.

We will not belabor this through the commentary. Having said it here, and in the two
excursuses, we will let the slain Lamb make the positive case on every page.

The Lion Who Is a Lamb

If you want the interpretive key to the whole book pressed into a single scene, it is in
chapter 5, and it is worth dwelling on now because everything else depends on it.

John weeps because no one is found worthy to open the sealed scroll — the scroll that
holds the unfolding purpose of God for history. Then one of the elders comforts him:
“Weep no more; behold, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, has conquered,
so that he can open the scroll” (5:5). A Lion. The royal beast, the conqueror, the King of
Judah promised since Genesis. John turns to look at the Lion — and here is the hinge of the
entire book — and what he sees is  not a Lion at all.  “And I  saw… a  Lamb standing, as
though it had been slain” (5:6).
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The Lion  is the Lamb. The conquering King of  Judah turns out  to be a slaughtered
sheep, still bearing the marks of its death even as it stands alive. The Greek word for the
Lamb here is a tender diminutive, arnion — not the great ram of power but the little lamb,
the lambkin — and the word “slain,” esphagmenon, is a perfect participle: the wounds are
not healed over and forgotten but permanent, a standing reality on the living, reigning
Lamb. Christ reigns as the crucified. His scars are his throne. He conquered not by killing
but by being killed; not by escaping the cross but by climbing onto it.

This is the theology of the cross at the very center of heaven, and it governs how we
read everything that follows. When the church is told she “conquers,” it is never by the
world’s weapons. “They have conquered him by the blood of the Lamb and by the word of
their testimony, and they loved not their lives even unto death” (12:11). The saints over‐
come exactly as their Lord overcame — by faith, by witness, by the blood of the Lamb,
and, where it comes to that, by dying rather than denying. There is no other kind of vic‐

tory in this book. The whole Revelation is the unveiling of how a slain Lamb rules the
world, and how a suffering church shares his reign by sharing his cross. Hold the slain
Lamb at the center, and the beasts shrink to their true size.

A Book for the Church Under the Cross

We can now say what Revelation is for. It is not a almanac for the curious. It was given to
comfort and fortify a church under pressure — to grant her endurance. The Greek word is
hypomoneē , “patient endurance,” “steadfastness under load,” and it runs through the book
like a refrain. John introduces himself not as a prophet on a pedestal but as “your brother
and partner in the tribulation and the kingdom and the patient endurance that are in Je‐

sus” (1:9). To the churches he writes again and again of their endurance; at the book’s
darkest  hour,  when the beast  is  making war on the saints,  the word to  the church is
simply, “Here is a call for the  endurance of the saints” (13:10; 14:12). Revelation does not
promise the church an escape from tribulation. It promises her a Lamb on the throne in
the midst of tribulation, and a sure and glorious end on the far side of it.

And the form that comfort takes, over and over, is worship. This is one of the most strik‐

ing and most overlooked features of the book: whenever the scene on earth grows most
desperate, John’s camera lifts to heaven, and heaven is always at worship. The four living
creatures never cease to sing “Holy, holy, holy, is the Lord God Almighty, who was and is
and is to come” (4:8) — the Sanctus the church still sings at every Supper. The myriads
around the throne sing a new song, “Worthy is the Lamb who was slain” (5:9–12) — the
church’s Worthy Is Christ, her This Is the Feast. The redeemed cry “Salvation belongs to our
God” (7:10); heaven thunders its “Hallelujah” at Babylon’s fall and the marriage supper of
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the Lamb (19:1–9). The church on earth, gathered around font and altar and pulpit, is not
cut off from this; she is joining it. The Divine Service is the church’s standing place inside
the Revelation — which is why this commentary will return again and again to the liturgy
as the native home of these visions. When you sing the Sanctus on Sunday, you are stand‐

ing in chapter 4. When you go to the rail, you are tasting the marriage supper of the Lamb.

So the question this book trains us to ask is never “When?” and never “Who is the beast
this decade?” It is: Whose side wins, and how then shall the saints stand? The answer, given a
hundred  ways,  is  always  the  same.  The  Lamb  wins.  He  has  already  won.  Therefore:
endure, worship, hold fast, and do not be afraid.

A Word on the Greek

A reader who knows Greek will notice within a few verses that the Greek of Revelation is
strange. It is rougher than anything else in the New Testament — full of grammatical irreg‐

ularities that would earn a schoolboy a red mark, shifts of case and gender and tense that
no careful writer of Greek would commit by accident. Scholars have long debated why.
Some put it down to a writer thinking in Hebrew and writing in Greek; others see deliber‐
ate art. This commentary will not make a hobby of the Greek, and it will keep its promise
from the start: we dive into the original only where it earns its keep, where a word or a
construction actually changes what we hear.

But it is worth giving one example now, because it shows that even John’s “errors” can
be theology. In his opening greeting, John sends grace and peace “from him who is and
who was and who is to come” (1:4). In Greek, the phrase is grammatically impossible —
John attaches the wrong case to the title of God and simply leaves it there, refusing to let
the divine name be bent by ordinary syntax, as though to say: the name of the eternal God
will not be declined like a common noun. And notice the third member of the phrase. We
expect “who is and who was and who will be” — past, present, future. Instead John writes
“who is and who was and who is coming.” God is defined not by his future existence but by
his future coming. The whole hope of the book is hidden in that one deliberate irregular‐
ity: our God is not merely the One who will be; he is the One who is on his way.

That is the spirit in which we will handle the Greek throughout — sparingly, but with
an ear for the places where the original lets us hear what a translation cannot.

John, Patmos, and the Seven Churches

The book names its author plainly: John, who calls himself a servant and brother, who re‐

ceived these visions while “on the island called Patmos on account of the word of God and
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the testimony of Jesus” (1:9) — exiled, that is, for his faith, on a rocky island in the Aegean.
From  the  earliest  centuries  the  church  received  this  John  as  the  apostle,  the  son  of
Zebedee, the same John to whom the fourth Gospel is ascribed; and while some in an‐

tiquity and many today have distinguished “John the elder” or “John the seer” from the
apostle, on the ground of the book’s very different style, the traditional ascription has
good support and is the one this commentary follows. The difference of style is real, but a
man writing visionary apocalyptic under the constraints of that genre will not write as he
does a calm Gospel narrative.

The book was most likely written near the end of the reign of the emperor Domitian,
around A.D. 95 — this is the date the early church handed down, on the testimony of Iren‐

aeus, and it fits a setting in which Christians faced rising pressure to honor the emperor
as lord and god. A minority of capable scholars argue for an earlier date, under Nero in
the late 60s,  pointing to internal features and to the famous calculation that links the
number 666 to “Nero Caesar.” Little in the commentary’s reading hinges on the choice; the
church John writes to is a church under the shadow of a hostile empire and a seductive
culture, whichever decade we settle on.

The letter is addressed to seven specific congregations in the Roman province of Asia,
in the west of what is now Turkey: Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamum, Thyatira, Sardis, Phil‐
adelphia, and Laodicea (1:11). These were real churches with real names and real troubles
— some persecuted, some compromised, some complacent, some half-dead, some faithful
and poor.  But there were other churches in Asia,  too (Colossae and Hierapolis  among
them), and John chose  seven. The number is doing its usual work: these seven stand for
the whole church, in every place and every age. When the risen Christ addresses Ephesus
or Laodicea, he is addressing your congregation and mine. The mail was sent to seven
towns in Asia; it was written for the one church of all time.

Luther and the Revelation: An Honest Word

A confessional Lutheran commentary on Revelation owes its readers a frank word about
Luther  himself,  because  Luther’s  relationship  to  this  book  was  not  simple  —  and  his
honesty about it is part of our inheritance.

In 1522, when Luther first published his German New Testament, he was openly cool
toward Revelation. He set it, with Hebrews, James, and Jude, apart at the end, and in his
brief preface he confessed that he could not see that the book had been produced by the
Holy Spirit, that he found its endless visions and images unedifying, and — most famously
and most severely — that in this book Christ is neither taught nor known. For a man whose
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whole reading of Scripture turned on whether a text “presses Christ,” that was nearly a
dismissal. He left every reader free, he said, to make up his own mind.

But that was not Luther’s last word. By 1530 he had thought longer, and he wrote an en‐

tirely new and much fuller preface, far warmer in tone. There he offered a reading of the
visions as a prophecy of the church’s history — her afflictions, her heresies, her trials, and
her preservation through them all — and he concluded that the book could indeed be used
for the comfort and strengthening of Christians who find themselves suffering under the
same powers it portrays. He had moved from holding the book at arm’s length to embra‐

cing it as a word of consolation for the church under the cross — which is, not by accident,
exactly the reading this commentary commends.

We receive Revelation, then, as what the church has always finally received it to be: ca‐

nonical Holy Scripture, the Word of God, profitable and blessed. But we receive it with
Luther’s hard-won caution as a guardrail. The danger of this book has never been that it
teaches too little; it is that readers make it teach far too much — spinning its symbols into
timetables, its beasts into headlines, its numbers into dates. Luther’s instinct was to ask of
every page,  Where is Christ here? — and to be wary of any reading that answered, “in the
chart.” That instinct is the surest protection against the abuse of Revelation, and it will
guide us throughout. We read this book to find the slain Lamb and to be comforted by
him, or we have not yet read it at all.

How to Use This Commentary

What follows is a running commentary through the seven visions, read straight through
as one would read any serious exposition of a book of the Bible. It is not built as a group
study with questions and prayers; a separate study guide, drawn from this commentary,
will be produced for that purpose. Here the aim is to walk through Revelation slowly, in
its own order,  decoding its  images against the Old Testament,  pausing over the Greek
where it earns the pause, letting the Lutheran Confessions give their color where the text
invites it, and keeping always before us the slain Lamb at the center and the comfort of
the church under the cross.

At the head of each section I will set our bearings in the recapitulation — which vision
this is, and how it surveys the whole age once more. Along the way, the harder questions
that would otherwise stall the exposition — the thousand years, the 144,000, the mark of
the beast, the so-called rapture, the two cities, the worship of heaven — are gathered into
separate excursuses, so the reading can keep its momentum and the curious reader can
turn aside for the deeper dive when he wishes.
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We  begin  where  John  begins:  not  with  a  beast,  but  with  the  risen  Christ,  walking
among the lampstands of his church, his face like the sun, his voice like many waters,
holding the stars in his hand and saying to a frightened and faithful people the first and
truest word of the whole book — “Fear not.”

Soli Deo gloria.
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Section One — Christ Among the
Lampstands
Revelation 1:1–3:22

Where We Are

We begin the first of the seven visions, and it is fitting that it begins on earth, among the
churches. Before John is shown anything of seals or trumpets or beasts, he is shown the
risen Christ walking in the midst of seven golden lampstands — and the lampstands, we
are told plainly, are the churches (1:20).  This first vision surveys the whole age of the
church by showing us the church as she actually is in every century: gathered around the
Word, watched over by her Lord, and found in seven recurring conditions — faithful but
cooling, persecuted and poor, compromised, lax toward false teaching, spiritually dead,
weak but faithful, and comfortably lukewarm. There is no congregation in any age that is
not somewhere on this map. The seven letters are not a prophecy of seven successive peri‐
ods of church history, as some have tried to make them; they are a portrait of the one
church of all time, addressed by the one Lord who knows her completely.

And so this opening vision sets the key for everything that follows. The beasts have not
yet appeared; the dragon is still off-stage. What we see first is the Lord, and what he says
first, to a man flat on his face with fear, is “Fear not.” Keep that order in mind. Before
Revelation shows the church her enemies, it shows her her Lord.

The Prologue and the Greeting (1:1–8)

The book opens by tracing the path its message has traveled to reach us. It is “the revela‐

tion of Jesus Christ, which God gave him to show to his servants… he made it known by
sending his angel to his servant John” (1:1). Notice the chain: from God, to Christ, by an
angel, to John, for the servants. The Word of God does not drop from the sky directly into
the private heart; it comes through means — given, sent, made known, written, read aloud.
That pattern is woven into the book’s first sentence, and a Lutheran ear recognizes it at
once, for it is the pattern of how God has always chosen to deal with us: not immediately,
but  through  appointed  means,  through  messengers  and  words  and  water  and  bread.
Already in verse one, before any vision, the architecture of grace is showing.

Worthy Is the Lamb · Ordinary Means

16



Then comes the blessing we have already noted, the only one of its kind at the opening
of a biblical book: “Blessed is the one who reads aloud the words of this prophecy, and
blessed are those who hear and keep what is written in it, for the time is near” (1:3). It
assumes a congregation: one reader, many hearers, the Word spoken aloud and received
by the gathered church. This is not a book for the lone decoder bent over a chart. It is a
book for the assembly, read in the hearing of God’s people, like a lesson in the Divine
Service. The blessing is on hearing and keeping — not on cracking the code.

The greeting that follows is unmistakably the greeting of a letter, and it is unmistak‐

ably Trinitarian. Grace and peace come “from him who is and who was and who is com‐

ing” — the Father, named (as we saw) by his coming and not merely his existing — “and
from the seven spirits who are before his throne” — the Holy Spirit in the fullness and
completeness that the number seven signifies — “and from Jesus Christ, the faithful wit‐
ness, the firstborn of the dead, the ruler of the kings of the earth” (1:4–5). Three titles for
Christ, each a comfort: he is the faithful witness who told the truth and sealed it with his
blood, so his testimony can be trusted; he is the firstborn of the dead, the first through the
grave and out the other side, so death is now a doorway and not a wall; and he is the ruler
of the kings of the earth, so that every Caesar and every tyrant the church will ever fear is
already, at this moment, his subordinate. To a church under Rome, that last title was not
abstract. The man on the throne in heaven outranks the man on the throne in Rome.

And then the doxology bursts out, because John cannot get past these titles without
praising: “To him who loves us and freed us from our sins by his blood and made us a
kingdom, priests to his God and Father” (1:5–6). Three gifts, and they are the heart of the
gospel. He loves us — the verb is present tense, a love that does not let up. He freed us from
our sins by his blood — here is redemption and justification, the cross applied. (The ma‐

nuscripts vary by a single letter between “freed us” and “washed us”; either way the agent
is the same —  by his blood — and the baptismal echo in “washed” is no accident, for the
blood that frees is the blood the font applies.) And he made us a kingdom, priests — here is
one of the great charters of the priesthood of all  believers, which the Reformation re‐

covered and the Lutheran Confessions treasure. Every baptized Christian, not a clerical
caste only, is a priest before God in Christ — with direct access, with a sacrifice of praise to
offer, with a vocation to intercede and to bear witness. The persecuted, powerless Christi‐
ans of Asia are told, in their second sentence, that they are royalty and priesthood. The
empire saw a despised sect; heaven saw a kingdom of priests.

Then, like a trumpet, the announcement of the End: “Behold, he is coming with the
clouds, and every eye will see him, even those who pierced him, and all the tribes of the
earth will mourn because of him” (1:7). This single verse braids together two Old Testa‐

ment texts — Daniel’s vision of one “like a son of man” coming with the clouds to receive
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an everlasting kingdom (Daniel 7:13), and Zechariah’s promise that the people will look on
the one they pierced and mourn (Zechariah 12:10). And note the word “every eye.” The re‐

turn of Christ in this book is never secret, never quiet, never partial. It is the most public
event in the history of the world — seen by all, mourned by all who refused him, longed
for by all who love him. We will have cause to remember this when we come to those who
teach a hidden, two-stage coming.

Finally God himself speaks, the only place in the book where the Father speaks dir‐
ectly: “I am the Alpha and the Omega, says the Lord God, who is and who was and who is
coming,  the  Almighty”  (1:8).  The  first  and  last  letters  of  the  Greek  alphabet  —  the
beginning, the end, and everything between belongs to him. And the title  Pantokratoē r,
“Almighty,” which the Greek Old Testament used to render “the LORD of hosts” — the God
of armies, the sovereign of all powers. It will ring through this book nine times, and it is
precisely the word a frightened church needs: whatever the beasts will do, the One on the
throne is the Pantokratoē r, and they are not.

The Son of Man Among the Lampstands (1:9–20)

Now the vision proper begins, and John tells us where he is and why. “I, John, your broth‐

er and partner in the tribulation and the kingdom and the patient endurance that are in
Jesus, was on the island called Patmos because of the word of God and the testimony of
Jesus” (1:9).  He does not pull  rank. He is a  brother and  partner — and partner in three
things held together that the world would never put together: tribulation, kingdom, and
endurance. To belong to Christ’s kingdom now is to share his tribulation and to be given
his endurance; the three come as a set. John writes not from above the suffering church
but from inside it, exiled on a rock in the sea for the same Word he now hands on.

He hears, behind him, a great voice like a trumpet, and turning to see it, he is confron‐

ted with the risen Christ in glory — and the description is woven almost entirely from the
prophets, so that to read it rightly we must read it with Daniel and Ezekiel open beside us.
John sees “one like a son of man” (1:13) — Daniel’s phrase again — clothed in a long robe
with a golden sash, the dress of a priest and a king. His head and hair are “white like wool,
like  snow”  (1:14)  —  and  here  is  something  stunning,  for  in  Daniel  7  that  white  hair
belonged to the Ancient of Days, to God himself; John has taken the description of God the
Father and laid it, without apology, on the Son. The deity of Christ is being confessed in
the imagery. His eyes are “like a flame of fire” — nothing hidden from him; his feet “like
burnished bronze refined in a furnace” — strength and purity, and perhaps the tested-by-
fire suffering through which he passed; his voice “like the roar of many waters” — the
voice Ezekiel heard when the glory of God came to the temple (Ezekiel 43:2). In his right
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hand are seven stars;  from his mouth comes “a sharp two-edged sword”;  and his face
shines “like the sun in full strength” (1:16). The sword is the Word — the only weapon
Christ wields and the only weapon his church needs, the Word that both saves and judges
(cf. Isaiah 11:4; Hebrews 4:12). The face like the sun recalls the Transfiguration, and the
glory the disciples once glimpsed for a moment now shines unveiled.

This is the picture against which every reader of cheap, sentimental images of Jesus
should be measured. The Christ of Revelation is not a tame figure. He is the glorified Lord,
blazing,  sovereign,  holding  the  churches’  destinies  in  his  hand,  with  the  Word  like  a
sword in his mouth.

And John does exactly what every mortal in Scripture does before such glory: “I fell at
his feet as though dead” (1:17). This too is drawn from Daniel, who fell as dead before the
glorious man and was raised by a hand and a word (Daniel 10:8–10). So here. The Lord lays
his right hand on John — the same hand that holds the seven stars — and speaks the gos‐
pel: “Fear not. I am the first and the last, and the living one. I died, and behold, I am alive
forevermore, and I have the keys of Death and Hades” (1:17–18). Read those words slowly,
for they are the center of the comfort of the whole book. Fear not — the first word of the
gospel, spoken by angels at the empty tomb and now by the risen Lord himself. I died, and
I am alive — the resurrection, the ground of every hope. I have the keys of Death and Hades —
the keys, the authority; death is now a locked room to which Christ alone holds the key,
and he opens and shuts as he wills. A church about to be told she will suffer and even die
is told first that her Lord has already been through death and come out the other side
holding the keys. Death cannot keep his people, because it could not keep him.

Then the meaning of the lampstands is given outright, so we are not left to guess: “the
seven stars are the angels of the seven churches, and the seven lampstands are the seven
churches” (1:20). The lampstand is the golden menorah of the tabernacle and temple (Ex‐

odus 25; and Zechariah’s vision of the lampstand fed by oil, Zechariah 4) — the church is
the lampstand, and her calling is to bear light in a dark world. But mark this carefully: a
lampstand is not the light. It holds the light. The church does not generate her own radi‐
ance; she bears the light of Christ, who alone is the sun, and she bears it only so long as he
is in her midst. And there is the deepest comfort of the image: Christ is in the midst of the
lampstands, walking among them. He has not left his church to fend for herself in the
dark. He is present — and where Christ is present with his church, he is present in the way
he has promised to be present, in the Word that is the sword of his mouth and the means
of grace by which he tends his flame.

The “angels” of the churches have puzzled readers, and the options are worth naming.
The Greek word angelos means simply “messenger,” and some take these to be the human
messengers or pastors of each congregation; others take them to be guardian angels as‐
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signed to each church; still others, a heavenly counterpart or personification of each con‐

gregation. The commentary need not finally decide, for the comfort is the same on every
reading: the messengers and overseers of Christ’s churches, and the churches themselves,
are held in his right hand. Whatever befalls them, they are not loose in the world. They are
gripped by the hand of the One who holds the keys of death.

The Seven Letters: How to Read Them

Christ now dictates seven short messages, one to each church (2:1–3:22), and before we
walk  through  them  it  helps  to  see  the  pattern  they  share,  because  the  pattern  itself
preaches.

Each letter follows the same shape. It is addressed “to the angel of the church in” such-
and-such a place. It opens with a self-description of Christ drawn directly from the inaug‐

ural vision — to each church the Lord presents exactly the aspect of himself that church
most needs to see. It continues with “I know” — I know your works, your tribulation, your
poverty, your reputation — for the risen Lord knows each congregation utterly, which is at
once the sweetest comfort and the most searching judgment. Then comes commendation,
where there is anything to commend; rebuke, where there is something to rebuke; a call
to repent or to hold fast; and a warning or a promise. Each letter closes with the same two
refrains: “He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches” — plural, for
though each letter is addressed to one church, every letter is for them all, and for us —
and a promise “to the one who conquers.”

That last phrase is worth pausing on, because it is the thread that ties this first vision to
the book’s last. “The one who conquers” — ho nikoē n, from nikaoē , “to conquer, to overcome”
— receives,  in the seven promises,  a  glimpse of  the new creation:  the tree of  life,  the
crown of life, the hidden manna, authority over the nations and the morning star, white
garments and a name kept in the book of life, a pillar in God’s temple, a seat on Christ’s
throne. Every one of these promises is cashed out in chapters 21 and 22, in the New Jerus‐
alem. The conqueror’s reward is, simply, the End — to share in the eternal city of God. But
how does one “conquer”? Not as Rome conquered, and not as the beasts will seem to con‐

quer. The book will tell us plainly: the saints “conquered him by the blood of the Lamb
and by the word of their testimony, and they loved not their lives even unto death” (12:11).
To conquer, in Revelation, is to keep the faith — to hold to Christ and his Word through
tribulation, even unto death. It is the theology of the cross turned into the church’s voca‐

tion. The conqueror is not the survivor or the victor in any worldly sense; the conqueror
is the one who, by grace, keeps believing to the end.

Worthy Is the Lamb · Ordinary Means

20



And one more thing to notice across all seven: these letters are a casebook in Law and
Gospel. To the faithful and the suffering, Christ speaks pure comfort; to the compromised
and the complacent, he speaks sharp Law — rebuke, threat, the call to repent. He does not
flatten his Word into one tone for everyone. He kills and he makes alive; he wounds the
proud and binds up the broken; he gives Law to the secure and Gospel to the terrified. A
pastor learning how to apply the Word to actual people could do worse than to study how
the risen Christ does it here, church by church.

Ephesus (2:1–7)

To  Ephesus,  Christ  presents  himself  as  the  one  who  holds  the  seven  stars  and  walks
among the lampstands — the Lord who is present and in control. And his “I know” is, at
first, all praise: their hard work, their patient endurance, their refusal to bear with evil
men, their testing of false apostles and finding them liars, their hatred of the works of the
Nicolaitans (a sect, apparently, that taught a compromise with pagan idolatry and immor‐
ality). Ephesus is orthodox, hardworking, doctrinally vigilant — a model congregation by
every visible measure.

And then the blow: “But I have this against you, that you have abandoned the love you
had at first” (2:4). Their orthodoxy had outlived their love. They could spot a false apostle
at fifty paces, but the warmth had gone out of them. And Christ takes this so seriously that
he threatens to remove their lampstand — to unchurch them — unless they repent and do
“the works they did at first.” Here is a word the confessing, doctrinally careful church
must never stop hearing: right teaching that has lost love is not a lesser holiness but a
deadly peril. Doctrine and love are not rivals; the truth is meant to be held in love, and a
church that defends the faith while its heart grows cold is closer to having its lampstand
removed than the warm but muddled congregation down the road. The remedy Christ
prescribes is not a feeling but a return — “remember, repent, and do the first works.” To
the one who conquers he promises the tree of life in the paradise of God (2:7) — Eden re‐

opened, the curse of Genesis 3 reversed, a promise we will see fulfilled in the last chapter.

Smyrna (2:8–11)

To Smyrna, the persecuted and impoverished church, Christ presents himself precisely as
Smyrna needs to see him: “the first and the last, who died and came to life” (2:8). The
church facing death is addressed by the Lord who has already conquered death. And to
Smyrna, alone with Philadelphia, Christ speaks no rebuke at all. He knows their tribulation
and their poverty — “but you are rich” (2:9),  rich in the only wealth that survives. He
knows, too, the slander they suffer from a hostile local synagogue, “those who say that
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they are Jews and are not” but are “a synagogue of Satan” (2:9). This is hard language, and
it must be read for what it is and not for what it has wickedly been made to mean. It
belongs to a first-century dispute over  who constitutes the true Israel — a quarrel among
people who shared the Scriptures of Israel — and its claim is christological, not ethnic:
that the true children of Abraham are those who belong to Abraham’s Messiah (so Paul, in
Romans 2:28–29), and that the slandered believers of Smyrna, not their accusers, are the
true Jews. It is a word of comfort to a persecuted congregation that its standing before
God does not hang on the approval of those who reject its Lord. It is not, and never was, a
verdict on the Jewish people as such, and the long history of reading it that way is a sin
against both the text and the neighbor. To this church Christ does not promise relief. He
promises them more suffering — “do not fear what you are about to suffer… you will have
tribulation” — and then this: “Be faithful unto death, and I will give you the crown of life”
(2:10).

This is the theology of the cross with no padding. Christ does not tell  the suffering
church that her faith will spare her the fire; he tells her to be faithful in the fire, even to
the point of dying, and he promises that the death of the body is not the end. “The one
who conquers will not be hurt by the second death” (2:11) — the first death, the death of
the body, may indeed come, but it is only the first; the second death, the death that is
eternal, can never touch the one who is Christ’s. A church under sentence of death is told
that the worst the world can do to her is the first death, and that her Lord holds the keys
even to that. The “crown of life” is not earned by her endurance; it is given — the crown is
grace, and the endurance is grace too. There is no rebuke for Smyrna because there is
nothing to rebuke; the suffering, faithful church is simply, and only, comforted.

Pergamum (2:12–17)

Pergamum lived “where Satan’s throne is” (2:13) — a center of the imperial cult and pagan
worship, where to refuse to call Caesar “lord and god” could cost a Christian his life, and
had already cost the life of one Antipas, whom Christ names “my faithful witness” (the
word is martys, and here it shades into its later meaning, “martyr”). To this church Christ
presents himself as the one “who has the sharp two-edged sword” (2:12) — for a church
surrounded by the sword of Rome needs to remember whose sword is the one that finally
judges. And he commends them: they held fast his name and did not deny the faith even
when Antipas was killed.

But Pergamum’s danger is the opposite of Ephesus’s. Where Ephesus lost its love but
kept its purity, Pergamum kept its courage but tolerated corruption: some among them
“hold the teaching of Balaam” and “the teaching of the Nicolaitans” (2:14–15) — the old sin
of Numbers, where Balaam taught Israel to compromise with idolatry and immorality,
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here repeated in the church. The call is to repent, and the threat is the sword: “I will come
and war against them with the sword of my mouth” (2:16). The Word that is the church’s
only weapon is also the weapon by which Christ judges those within the church who cor‐
rupt her. To the conqueror Christ promises “the hidden manna” and “a white stone with a
new name written on it” (2:17) — Christ himself as the bread from heaven, the food that
the wilderness church is given in secret, and a new identity known only to the one who
receives it. The eucharistic resonance of “hidden manna” is not far off; the church fed in
secret on the true bread is the church gathered at the rail.

Thyatira (2:18–29)

To Thyatira Christ presents himself with the blazing eyes and the burnished feet of the in‐

augural vision — “the Son of God, who has eyes like a flame of fire and feet like burnished
bronze” (2:18) — the Lord whose gaze penetrates everything. And his commendation is
warm: their love, faith, service, and endurance are not merely present but  increasing —
“your  latter  works  exceed  the  first”  (2:19).  Thyatira  is,  in  one  respect,  the  inverse  of
Ephesus: where Ephesus’s love had cooled, Thyatira’s love was growing.

But Thyatira’s love had made it lax where it should have been firm. It tolerated a false
prophetess — Christ names her “Jezebel,” after the queen who led Israel into Baal-worship
— who was teaching Christians to commit immorality and to eat food sacrificed to idols
(2:20). Here is the danger that haunts the loving, tolerant church: a love so broad it will
not name a wolf. Christ “searches mind and heart” (2:23) — the eyes of fire — and he will
deal with Jezebel and those who follow her in judgment; but to the rest, those who have
not embraced her teaching, he says simply, “hold fast what you have until I come” (2:25).
To the conqueror he promises authority over the nations and “the morning star” (2:26–28)
— a share in Christ’s own messianic rule (Psalm 2), and Christ himself, the bright morning
star (22:16).  The two letters  to  Ephesus and Thyatira,  set  side by side,  are a  complete
pastoral education: the church must hold truth and love together, for truth without love is
the Ephesian death and love without truth is the Thyatiran one.

Sardis (3:1–6)

To Sardis Christ presents himself as the one “who has the seven spirits of God and the
seven stars” (3:1) — the Lord of the Spirit’s fullness and of the churches’ destinies. And
then comes the most chilling “I know” of all the seven: “I know your works. You have a
reputation of being alive, but you are dead” (3:1). Sardis had a name — a reputation, a
brand, the regard of its neighbors — and behind the name was a corpse. There is no perse‐

cution at Sardis, no false teacher, no dramatic crisis. There is only nominal, comfortable,
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respectable spiritual death — the most dangerous condition of all,  precisely because it
does not feel like danger.

The call is urgent: “Wake up, and strengthen what remains and is about to die” (3:2).
And the threat is the most frightening in the seven letters, because it is the threat of being
caught unprepared: “If you will not wake up, I will come like a thief, and you will not
know at what hour I will come” (3:3). Yet even in dead Sardis there is a remnant — “a few
names” who “have not soiled their garments,” and who “will walk with me in white, for
they are worthy” (3:4) — worthy not by their own merit but by the gift of the white gar‐
ments, which the book will tell us are washed in the blood of the Lamb (7:14). To the con‐

queror Christ promises white garments, his name never blotted from the book of life, and
to be confessed before the Father and his angels (3:5). The white garments are the right‐
eousness of Christ himself, put on the believer — what the Apology calls the righteousness
reckoned to us, not our own — and the book of life is the roll of those whom grace has
claimed. To dead Sardis,  the gospel  comes as a summons to wake,  and to the faithful
remnant it comes as the promise of a clean robe they did not weave.

Philadelphia (3:7–13)

To Philadelphia — the second of the two churches Christ does not rebuke — he presents
himself as “the holy one, the true one, who has the key of David, who opens and no one
will shut, who shuts and no one opens” (3:7), an image drawn from Isaiah 22:22, where the
key of the royal house is laid on the shoulder of God’s chosen steward. Christ holds the
key; he alone opens and shuts the door of the kingdom. And to this small, weak congrega‐

tion — “you have but little power” (3:8) — he has set before “an open door that no one can
shut.” The faithful, feeble church, with little strength but a kept word and an unashamed
confession of Christ’s name, is given an opened door — a door into the kingdom, and very
possibly a door of opportunity for the gospel.

This letter is pure comfort for the small congregation that fears it is too weak to matter.
Christ does not despise little power; he commends a church that has “kept my word and
not denied my name” (3:8) with the few resources it has. He promises that its persecutors
— again, “the synagogue of Satan” — will one day acknowledge that Christ has loved this
little flock (3:9). And he promises preservation: “Because you have kept my word about
patient endurance, I  will  keep you from the hour of trial that is coming on the whole
world” (3:10). That promise has been seized upon to teach a rapture of the church out of
the world before its tribulation — but the Greek says Christ will keep them through and out
of the trial (the construction is teē reoē  ek, to guard so as to bring safely out of), the same way
Christ prayed not that the Father would take his disciples out of the world but that he
would  keep  them  from  the  evil  one  (John  17:15).  The  promise  is  not  evacuation  but
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preservation — the church guarded  in the trial, brought safely  through it,  as Israel was
kept through the plagues in Goshen. (We take up the rapture question fully in its own ex‐

cursus.) To the conqueror Christ promises to make him “a pillar in the temple of my God”
— permanent, immovable, at home forever — inscribed with the name of God and the
name of the city, the New Jerusalem (3:12). The weak church is promised the most stable
thing in the universe: a fixed place in the temple of God.

Laodicea (3:14–22)

And so to Laodicea, the church that receives no commendation at all — the mirror image
of Smyrna and Philadelphia. To Laodicea Christ presents himself as “the Amen, the faith‐

ful and true witness, the beginning of God’s creation” (3:14). That last phrase has been
misused, by Arians ancient and modern, to make Christ the first  created thing; but the
Greek word, archeē , means “origin, source, ruler” — Christ is the origin of creation, the one
through whom and for whom it was made (as Colossians and John 1 say plainly), not a
creature within it. He is the faithful and true Witness — and a witness is exactly what self-
deceived Laodicea needs, one who will tell it the truth about itself.

For Laodicea’s sickness is self-deception. “You say, ‘I am rich, I have prospered, and I
need nothing,’ not realizing that you are wretched, pitiable, poor, blind, and naked” (3:17).
Here is the comfortable, prosperous, self-sufficient congregation that has everything ex‐

cept the one thing needful, and does not even know it is poor. Christ’s famous diagnosis —
“you are lukewarm, neither hot nor cold” (3:16) — has often been misread to mean that
lukewarm faith is worse than no faith, that Christ would prefer his people “cold.” But the
local geography unlocks it: Laodicea drew its water through an aqueduct, and it arrived
tepid and nauseating, while nearby Hierapolis had hot springs that healed and Colossae
had cold streams that refreshed. Hot water is useful; cold water is useful; lukewarm water
is good for nothing but to be spat out. Christ is not wishing Laodicea were unbelieving; he
is saying that its complacent, self-satisfied religion is useless — neither healing nor refresh‐

ing, just tepid. And the cure is pure gospel under the form of irony: the church that thinks
it is rich is counseled to buy from Christ — “gold refined by fire,” “white garments,” “salve to
anoint your eyes” (3:18) — that is, to receive from him as gifts the very wealth, righteous‐
ness, and sight it imagined it already possessed. Everything Laodicea needs, it must get
from Christ, by grace, with empty hands. This is sola gratia aimed straight at the heart of
self-sufficiency.

And then the verse everyone knows and almost everyone misreads: “Behold, I stand at
the door and knock. If anyone hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in to him
and eat with him, and he with me” (3:20). It has been turned into an altar-call, a picture of
Christ  knocking  politely  at  the  heart  of  the  individual  unbeliever.  But  look  where  it
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stands:  it  is  spoken  to  a  church —  to  lukewarm,  complacent  Laodicea  —  and  it  is  a
staggering, sorrowful image. Christ is outside his own congregation, knocking to be let back
into the church that has grown so comfortable it has, without noticing, shut him out. The
invitation to “eat with him” is the language of fellowship and very likely of the Supper —
Christ longing to sit again at table with his own people. Read in its place, the verse is not
first about the unbeliever’s heart; it is about the danger that a prosperous, self-satisfied
church can carry on its religious life with the Lord himself left standing outside the door.
And yet — grace upon grace — he does not break the door down or walk away. He knocks,
and his patient knocking is itself the gospel: “Those whom I love, I reprove and discipline”
(3:19). His very rebuke is a token of love. To the conqueror, the lowest church is given the
highest promise of all the seven: to sit with Christ on his throne, as he sat down with his
Father on his (3:21).

What This First Vision Gives the Church

Step back from the seven letters and see what the first vision has done. Before Revelation
shows the church a single beast, it shows her her Lord — glorified, sovereign, holding the
keys of death, walking in her midst — and it shows her herself, known utterly, in all seven
of her recurring conditions. And to each condition it speaks the fitting word: Law to the
secure, Gospel to the suffering; rebuke to Ephesus’s cold orthodoxy and Thyatira’s lax love
and Sardis’s dead reputation and Laodicea’s smug comfort; pure comfort to persecuted
Smyrna and weak Philadelphia. The same Christ who threatens to remove a lampstand
stands knocking at the door of the church that shut him out. He will not flatter his people,
and he will not abandon them.

For the Lutheran, the deepest note of this whole section is the simplest one:  Christ is
present with his church. He walks among the lampstands. He is not a distant general direct‐
ing the battle from afar; he is in the midst, tending the flame, knowing each congregation
by name and by works, speaking his living Word — the sword of his mouth — into her ac‐

tual situation. This is the Augsburg Confession’s doctrine of the church made visible: the
church is the assembly of believers among whom the gospel is purely taught, and Christ is
found there, among the lampstands, in his Word and at his table. The comfort is not that
the church is strong, faithful, or impressive — five of the seven were not — but that her
Lord is in her midst, and he has the keys.

So the call that closes every letter is the call that this whole vision presses on us: “He
who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.” Hear the rebuke if it is
yours; hear the comfort if it is yours; and in either case, hear it as the voice of the living
One who died and is alive forevermore, who loves his church enough to tell her the truth
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and to knock at her door, and who has promised that the one who conquers — the one
who keeps faith with him to the end — will eat of the tree of life, wear the white robe, and
sit with him on his throne. The beasts are coming. But first, the church is given her Lord,
and his first word to her is the truest word she will ever hear: Fear not.

Soli Deo gloria.
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Section Two: The Throne, the Scroll,
and the Seals

Revelation 4:1–7:17

Where We Are

The first vision kept us on earth, among the lampstands. The second lifts us off the ground
entirely. “After this I  looked, and behold, a door standing open in heaven” (4:1) — and
through that door John is taken up to see the one thing a persecuted church most needs to
see and can never see with her own eyes: the throne room behind the world. We are about
to  be  shown the same age the first  vision described — the present  age of  the  church
between Christ’s two comings — but now from above, from heaven’s control room, where
the question is not “what is happening to the church?” but “who is running history, and
how?”

That is the architecture of this whole second vision, and it is worth fixing before we
begin.  Chapters  4  and 5  establish the  throne and the One who opens history’s  scroll;
chapters 6 and 7 then unroll what the opening of that scroll means for the church on earth
— the trials she passes through, the cry of her martyrs, and her sure and sealed preserva‐

tion. We will reach the end of the age before we are finished — the sixth seal brings us all
the way to the great day of wrath — and then, true to the book’s habit of recapitulation, the
vision will circle back to show us the church kept safe through the very age whose terrors
it has just described. Keep that compass in hand. We are not watching a countdown. We
are being shown, from heaven, how the slain Lamb governs the whole age in which we
live.

A Door Standing Open (4:1–11)

The voice that summons John — “Come up here, and I will show you what must take place
after this” (4:1)  — is  spoken to the prophet,  not to the church; this is  John’s visionary
ascent, the same kind of transport Ezekiel and others knew, and not, as some have made
it, a coded picture of the church being raptured away. John is caught up “in the Spirit”
(4:2), and the first thing he sees is a throne, and one seated on it.
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He does not describe the One on the throne. He cannot. He reaches instead for gem‐

stones — jasper and carnelian, a flashing of light too bright for a face — and for a rainbow,
green as emerald, encircling the throne (4:3). Every detail here is drawn from the great
throne-visions  of  the  Old Testament:  the  sapphire-paved throne Moses  and the  elders
glimpsed at Sinai (Exodus 24), the wheels and the brightness of Ezekiel’s chariot (Ezekiel
1), the high and lifted-up throne of Isaiah’s temple (Isaiah 6). But the rainbow is John’s own
touch, and it is mercy: the bow that God set in the cloud after the flood, his pledge never
again to destroy the earth in wrath (Genesis 9), now arches over the very throne of judg‐

ment. Before John sees a single seal opened, he is shown that mercy encircles the throne.
The God whose judgments are about to unfold has bound himself by covenant, and the
sign of his covenant of grace rings his throne like a halo.

Around the throne sit twenty-four elders, robed in white, with golden crowns (4:4). In‐

terpreters have long divided over who they are, but the most natural reading takes the
number as it takes every number in this book: twelve and twelve, the twelve tribes of the
old covenant and the twelve apostles of the new, the whole people of God across both test‐
aments,  gathered as  one and already crowned.  The church is  not  waiting outside  the
throne room; she is seated within it, reigning, before a single seal is opened. And from the
throne come “flashes of lightning, and rumblings and peals of thunder” (4:5) — the sounds
of Sinai, the unmistakable signature of the God who came down on the mountain in fire.
Seven torches burn before the throne, “which are the seven spirits of God”: the one Holy
Spirit in his sevenfold fullness. And before the throne lies “a sea of glass, like crystal” (4:6)
— the sea, which in the Old Testament is the realm of chaos and the deep, the waters that
threatened to undo creation, here lying perfectly still, frozen to glass, tamed and calm
before the throne of God. The chaos that terrifies the earth is a polished floor in heaven.

Four living creatures stand at the center and around the throne, full of eyes, with the
faces of a lion, an ox, a man, and an eagle — Ezekiel’s cherubim and Isaiah’s seraphim
fused into one — and they represent all that lives, the wild and the tame, mankind and the
birds of the air, the whole creation gathered up into worship. And they never stop singing.
Day and night, without ceasing, they cry the words Isaiah heard the seraphim sing above
the temple: “Holy, holy, holy, is the Lord God Almighty, who was and is and is to come”
(4:8). Here a confessional Lutheran sits up, because this is the Sanctus — the very song the
church sings at every celebration of the Lord’s Supper, just before she receives the body
and blood of her Lord. When we sing “Holy, holy, holy” at the altar rail, we are not com‐

posing a pious hymn; we are joining a song already in progress, lending our voices to the
ceaseless worship of heaven. The liturgy of the church is the liturgy of the throne room,
heard on earth. And as often as the creatures sing, the twenty-four elders fall down and
cast their golden crowns before the throne (4:10) — for no creature keeps a crown in the
presence of God; whatever glory the saints have, they have received, and they give it back.
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They sing the worship due to the Creator: “Worthy are you, our Lord and God, to receive
glory and honor and power, for you created all things” (4:11). The second vision opens,
then, in worship — and it will close in worship. Heaven’s first and last word is praise.

The Scroll No One Could Open (5:1–7)

Now John’s eye moves to the right hand of the One on the throne, and there is a scroll —
written on both sides, front and back, and sealed with seven seals (5:1). A scroll written on
both  sides  is  a  scroll  full  to  overflowing,  with  no  margin  left;  it  is  Ezekiel’s  scroll  of
lamentation and woe (Ezekiel  2),  and it  is  the sealed book of Daniel’s  visions.  What is
written on it? Nothing less than the unfolding purpose of God for all of history — his hid‐

den  plan  to  judge  the  world,  to  redeem  his  people,  and  to  bring  all  things  to  their
appointed end. The scroll is the meaning of history, sealed shut.

And a mighty angel cries out across the whole creation: “Who is worthy to open the
scroll and break its seals?” (5:2). And no one answers. No one in heaven, no one on earth,
no one under the earth — not an angel, not a patriarch, not a saint — is found worthy so
much as to look inside it (5:3). And John, who has been dry-eyed through lightning and
thunder and the faces of the living creatures, breaks down. “I began to weep loudly,” he
says, “because no one was found worthy” (5:4). His tears are not sentimental. If the scroll
cannot  be  opened,  then  history  has  no  resolution.  The  martyrs  go  unavenged,  the
church’s suffering means nothing, evil is never set right, and the purposes of God stay
forever sealed. A locked scroll is a meaningless world. John weeps because, for a moment,
it appears that no one can give history a point.

Then comes the comfort, spoken by one of the elders, and it arrives in the language of
conquest and kingship: “Weep no more. Behold, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of
David, has conquered, so that he can open the scroll and its seven seals” (5:5). The Lion of
Judah — the royal beast of Jacob’s blessing (Genesis 49), the promised King; the Root of
David — the shoot from Jesse’s stump that Isaiah saw (Isaiah 11). The greatest titles of
messianic power are heaped up, and the verb is triumphant: he has conquered. The waiting
is over; the King has won; the scroll will be opened.

And then John turns to look at the Lion — and here is the hinge on which the entire
book  turns,  the  single  most  important  sentence  in  the  Revelation.  “And  I  saw,”  John
writes, “a Lamb standing, as though it had been slain” (5:6). He was told to behold a Lion,
and when he looks, there is no Lion. There is a Lamb — and not a Lamb in its glory, but a
Lamb bearing the marks of slaughter, standing alive with its death still visible on it. The
Greek will not let us soften this. The word for “Lamb” is arnion, a tender diminutive — not
the great ram of power but the little lamb, the lambkin, the most vulnerable creature in
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the fold. And the word for “slain,”  esphagmenon,  is a perfect participle, which in Greek
names an action completed in the past whose effect goes on standing in the present: the
Lamb was slaughtered, and it still bears the slaughter; the wounds are not healed over
and forgotten but  permanent,  carried forever on the living,  reigning Lamb. The risen
Christ is the crucified Christ, world without end. His scars are not erased by his glory; his
scars are his glory.

This  is  the  gospel  of  the  cross  set  at  the  dead  center  of  heaven,  and  it  governs
everything. The Lion conquers — but he conquers as a slaughtered Lamb. He wins the right
to open history not by force but by being killed. The mightiest power in the universe is
cruciform. And lest we think the slain Lamb is therefore weak, John tells us the Lamb has
“seven horns and seven eyes” (5:6) — seven horns, the perfect fullness of power, and seven
eyes, the perfect fullness of knowledge, which are the sevenfold Spirit of God sent into all
the earth. The Lamb who was slaughtered is omnipotent and omniscient. He is gentle and
he is almighty; he was killed and he is the Lord of all; and these are not in tension but are
the same truth. Here is the theology of the cross that Luther set at the heart of all true
knowledge of God in the Heidelberg Disputation (LW 31): God is found not where human
reason expects him, in raw power and visible majesty, but where he hid himself, in weak‐

ness and suffering and a cross. The Corinthians wanted a Lion; God gave them a Lamb;
and the Lamb is the Lion. John looked for the conqueror and found the crucified, and
learned that they are one.

Then, simply, “he went and took the scroll from the right hand of him who was seated
on the throne” (5:7). The Lamb takes history into his pierced hands. And heaven erupts.

Worthy Is the Lamb (5:8–14)

The moment  the Lamb takes  the scroll,  the four  living creatures  and the twenty-four
elders fall down before him — before the Lamb, note, exactly as they had fallen before the
One on the throne — each holding a harp and “golden bowls full of incense, which are the
prayers of the saints” (5:8). Pause over that. The prayers of God’s people — the prayers of
the church under pressure, the half-articulate cries of the persecuted and the grieving
and the merely tired — are gathered in golden bowls and held before the throne like a
priest’s incense. Not one of them is lost. The God who governs history keeps the prayers of
his  saints  in  golden  vessels  in  his  throne  room.  A  church  that  wonders  whether  her
prayers are heard is shown them, cupped in gold, at the center of heaven.

And they sing a new song — new, because there has never been redemption to sing
about until now: “Worthy are you to take the scroll and to open its seals, for you were
slain, and by your blood you ransomed people for God from every tribe and language and
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people and nation, and you have made them a kingdom and priests to our God, and they
shall reign on the earth” (5:9–10). Every clause is gospel. You were slain — the worthiness is
grounded in the cross. By your blood you ransomed — this is redemption, the price paid, the
captives freed; the same proclamation the church confesses when she says with Luther’s
Small  Catechism that Christ  “redeemed me, purchased and won me” not with gold or
silver but with his holy precious blood. From every tribe and language and people and nation
— and here the universal reach of the gospel is sung as accomplished fact: the ransomed
are not one nation but all nations, the one people of God drawn from every people on
earth. The dividing wall is down; there is one flock. A kingdom and priests — Sinai’s prom‐

ise (Exodus 19:6) made good, the priesthood of all believers, every ransomed sinner given
direct access to God. And they shall reign on the earth — not float as disembodied souls, but
reign, on the renewed earth, the destiny the whole book is moving toward.

Then the circle of worship widens, and widens again. John hears the voice of myriads
of myriads of angels — a number past counting, ten thousand times ten thousand — en‐

circling the throne and singing in seven great words: “Worthy is the Lamb who was slain
to receive power and wealth and wisdom and might and honor and glory and blessing!”
(5:12). This is the song that gives this commentary its name, and it is the Agnus Dei of
heaven, the church’s own “Worthy is Christ” sung before its time. And then the circle
widens to take in everything — “every creature in heaven and on earth and under the earth
and in the sea” — and all of it together cries, “To him who sits on the throne and to the
Lamb be blessing and honor and glory and might forever!” (5:13). Hear what that con‐

fesses. The blessing and honor and glory due to God on the throne is given, in the same
breath and the same song, to the Lamb. The slaughtered Lamb receives the worship of
God, because the slaughtered Lamb  is God — the deity of Christ sung by the whole cre‐

ation. And the four living creatures say “Amen,” and the elders fall down and worship
(5:14).

We must  not  hurry past  this  scene to get  to  the seals,  as  though the worship were
merely the prelude and the action lay ahead. The worship  is the action. Before a single
seal is broken, the church has already been shown the verdict of the universe: the Lamb
who was slain is worthy, he holds history in his hands, his redemption reaches every na‐

tion, and all creation falls down before him. Whatever the seals reveal of war and famine
and death, it will be revealed under this — under the reign of a Lamb whom heaven has
already crowned. That is the order the book insists on, and it is the order of the gospel:
worship first, then warfare; the throne secured, then the trial endured.
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The Lamb Opens the Seals (6:1–17)

Now the Lamb begins to break the seals, and as each is opened, something is loosed upon
the earth. It is essential to read these rightly. The seals are not a chronological countdown
to the end of the world, a sequence of events to be checked off as history advances. They
are the conditions of the whole age — what the church passes through, again and again, in
every century between the Lamb’s first  coming and his last.  They are,  almost exactly,
what Jesus foretold on the Mount of Olives when his disciples asked for signs of the end:
wars and rumors of wars, famines, persecutions — and his warning that “the end is not
yet,” that these are only “the beginning of the birth pains” (Matthew 24). The seals are the
birth pains of the age. The church lives among them; she does not calculate dates from
them.

The first  four seals release four horsemen, colored riders patrolling the earth as in
Zechariah’s visions. The first is a white horse, whose rider holds a bow, is given a crown,
and rides out “conquering and to conquer” (6:2). Readers divide here, and honestly: some
see in the white horse and the crown the victorious gospel itself going out through the
whole age, conquering by the Word — for white is the color of Christ and of heaven in this
book, and the rider on the white horse in chapter 19 is Christ himself. Others, noting that
the three riders who follow bring only judgment, take the first rider to be the spirit of
conquest and militarism that has scourged the world from the beginning. The decision is
not certain, and the commentary will not pretend otherwise; but the white horse and the
crown incline me to hear, in this first rider, the advance of Christ’s conquering gospel
through the age — the one bright rider going out ahead of the dark ones,  even as the
world’s wars ride close behind. The second horse is fiery red, and its rider is given a great
sword and the power to take peace from the earth, so that people slay one another (6:4):
war and bloodshed. The third is black, its rider holding a balance, and a voice prices a
day’s wheat at a day’s wage while sparing the oil and the wine (6:5–6): famine and eco‐

nomic hardship, scarcity that pinches the poor — but bounded, limited, not total ruin. The
fourth horse is pale — the Greek  chloē ros, the sickly green of a corpse — and its rider is
named Death, with Hades following close behind, given authority over a fourth of the
earth to kill by sword, famine, plague, and beast (6:7–8): death in all its forms, but over a
fourth, a limited and permitted portion, never the whole. This is the age the church lives
in: an age of the gospel’s advance and the world’s resistance, of war and want and dying,
all of it real, none of it the end, and all of it held within bounds set by the Lamb who
opens the seals. He is not the victim of these horsemen; he looses them. Even the troubles
of the age ride only at his command and only so far as he permits — which is the deepest
comfort the seals can give. History is not careening out of control. The Lamb is opening
the scroll.
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The fifth seal shifts the scene from earth to the altar in heaven, and it is one of the most
important passages in the book for a suffering church. Under the altar — the place of sac‐

rifice, for their lives were poured out like an offering — John sees “the souls of those who
had been slain for the word of God and for the witness they had borne” (6:9). The martyrs
are not annihilated and not asleep in oblivion; they are alive, conscious, present with God,
beneath his altar. And they cry out — not a meek cry, but a loud one, a demand for justice:
“How long, O Sovereign Lord, holy and true, before you will judge and avenge our blood?”
(6:10). This is the prayer of the imprecatory psalms on the lips of the blessed dead, and it
teaches us that the longing for God to set things right, to vindicate the slaughtered and
judge the murderer, is not sub-Christian but holy — a cry the martyrs pray from heaven it‐
self. They are given two things: a white robe, the imputed righteousness of Christ that is
the only clothing fit for the presence of God, and a word — to “rest a little longer,” until the
full number of their fellow servants who are to be killed is complete (6:11). It is not the
answer of an indifferent God but of a patient one: justice is certain, and it is coming, but
the age of witness is not yet finished, and there are brothers and sisters yet to join them.
The church under persecution is told that her martyred dead are alive, at rest, robed in
Christ’s righteousness, their cry heard, their vindication sure — only not yet, because God
is still gathering his harvest.

Then the sixth seal, and the floor drops out of the world. A great earthquake; the sun
turned black as sackcloth; the moon like blood; the stars falling like figs in a gale; the sky
rolled up like a scroll; every mountain and island moved out of its place (6:12–14). This is
the language the prophets used for the Day of the Lord — Isaiah’s darkened sun, Joel’s
blood-red moon, Ezekiel’s shaken heavens. We have reached the end. And the great of the
earth — kings, generals, the rich, the powerful, and the slave and the free alike — hide in
caves and beg the rocks to fall on them, not to escape death but to escape a face: “Fall on
us and hide us from the face of him who is seated on the throne, and from the wrath of the
Lamb, for the great day of their wrath has come, and who is able to stand?” (6:16–17).
There is the most terrible phrase in the book — “the wrath of the Lamb.” It sounds like a
contradiction, and it  is meant to. The gentle, slaughtered Lamb, the lambkin who was
killed, is also the Judge before whom the mighty of the earth cannot stand. Mercy refused
becomes wrath; the Lamb who was slain for the world is the Lamb who judges the world
that would not have him. And the chapter ends on a question hanging in the dark air:
“Who is able to stand?”

The Answer: Who Can Stand (7:1–17)

The seventh seal does not come next. The book pauses, and the pause is the answer to the
question. “Who is able to stand?” the sixth seal asked, as the world fled from the face of
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the Lamb. Chapter 7 answers: these can stand — the sealed people of God. This is recapitu‐

lation working before our eyes: the vision does not push past the end of chapter 6 into
something later; it circles back to show the church kept safe through the very age whose
terrors we have just watched unfold.

John sees four angels holding back the four winds of destruction, restraining the storm
— until something is done first. Another angel rises “from where the sun rises,” carrying
“the seal of the living God,” and cries to the four angels not to harm earth or sea “until we
have sealed the servants  of  our God on their  foreheads” (7:2–3).  Before the winds are
loosed, the church is sealed. The image comes from Ezekiel, where a mark is set on the
foreheads of those who grieve over the city’s sin, so that the destroyers pass them by
(Ezekiel  9),  and behind that  from the blood on the doorposts  in Egypt,  the mark that
turned the angel of death aside. To be sealed is to be marked as God’s own, claimed and
protected, set apart from the judgment that falls on the world. And a confessional Luther‐
an cannot read of a seal placed on the foreheads of God’s servants without thinking of the
font, where the sign of the cross is traced on the forehead and the breast of the baptized
“to mark you as one redeemed by Christ the crucified,” and where the Spirit himself is
given as the seal and down payment of the inheritance, as Paul says (Ephesians 1). The
church is sealed in Baptism before the winds of the age ever touch her. Her preservation
is not her achievement; it is a mark set on her by God.

Then John hears the number of the sealed: “a hundred and forty-four thousand, sealed
from every tribe of the sons of Israel” (7:4), and there follows the roll of the twelve tribes.
The number is not a census; it is a symbol, and a transparent one — twelve times twelve
times a  thousand,  the people of  God (twelve tribes,  twelve apostles)  multiplied to  the
fullest fullness. The tribal list itself signals that we are not in the realm of literal genea‐

logy: Judah is named first, out of order, because the Lion came from Judah; Dan is miss‐
ing; the list is arranged by theology, not ancestry. This is the whole church under the
ancient name of Israel, the complete number of the redeemed, not one of them lost.

And then comes the proof that this is so — for John, having heard the number of sealed
Israel, now  looks,  and sees who they actually are: “a great multitude that no one could
number, from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages, standing before
the throne and before the Lamb, clothed in white robes,  with palm branches in their
hands” (7:9). The 144,000 from the tribes of Israel and the countless multitude from every
nation are not two different groups; they are the same people, heard one way and seen
another. Sealed Israel is the international church. The complete number John hears is the
innumerable throng John sees. This is the Revelation’s own answer, written into the vision
itself, to every scheme that would split the people of God into two — an earthly Israel and
a heavenly church, on two tracks toward two destinies. There is one people, drawn from
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every tribe of the earth, sealed under the name of Israel and gathered before the Lamb.
They wave palm branches, the branches of the harvest festival of Tabernacles and of the
day Jerusalem hailed her King, and they cry the great confession that salvation is not
their  doing:  “Salvation belongs to our God who sits  on the throne,  and to the Lamb!”
(7:10). And all the angels and elders and living creatures fall on their faces and worship.

One of the elders puts the question to John that the reader is asking — who are these in
white? — and answers it himself: “These are the ones coming out of the great tribulation.
They have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb” (7:14). Two
things must be heard. First, “the great tribulation” is not a seven-year period at the far end
of history reserved for a future generation; the church is coming out of it, streaming out of
it in uncountable numbers across the age, which means it is the whole long tribulation of
the people of God in this present age — the wars and famines and martyrdoms of the
seals, lived through and survived by grace. Every generation of the faithful comes out of
the great tribulation, because the great tribulation is the age itself. Second, and most pre‐

ciously, hear how their robes were made white: “in the blood of the Lamb.” It is the great
paradox of the gospel and the very heart of justification — that a robe is made white by
being washed in blood. The righteousness in which the saints stand before God is not
their own; it is Christ’s, his blood and his obedience reckoned to them, the alien right‐
eousness that the Apology of the Augsburg Confession confesses in its fourth article: we
are accounted righteous for Christ’s sake, by faith, clothed in a righteousness that is not
ours by nature but his by gift. The white robe is the verdict of justification worn as a
garment. No one launders his own robe to that whiteness. It is washed in the blood of the
Lamb.

And the vision closes with the End previewed, in words that will return in their full‐
ness only in the book’s last chapters: because they are washed, “they are before the throne
of God, and serve him day and night in his temple”; they will hunger and thirst no more;
the sun will not strike them; “for the Lamb at the center of the throne will be their shep‐

herd, and he will guide them to springs of living water, and God will wipe away every tear
from their  eyes”  (7:15–17).  Notice  the  last  paradox,  the  one the  whole  book has  been
teaching us to expect:  “the Lamb will  be their  shepherd.” The slaughtered sheep is the
Shepherd of the flock. The one who was led to the slaughter now leads his people to living
water. And the promise that God will wipe away every tear, lifted from Isaiah (Isaiah 25),
is the promise the new creation will make good in chapter 21 — given here, in seed, to
comfort a church still  in the tribulation. The End is shown to those still  enduring the
middle.
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The Comfort of the Second Vision

Step back and see what the church has been given. She has been taken up through the
open door and shown the throne room behind the world — and it is not chaos, and it is not
Caesar. At the center of all things is a throne ringed with the rainbow of mercy, and at the
center of the throne is a Lamb who was slain and lives, holding the scroll of history in his
pierced hands, worshiped by all creation as God. He opens the age, and even its horsemen
ride at his command and within his bounds. He hears the cry of his martyrs and keeps
their prayers in golden bowls and their bodies under his altar. He seals his people before
the storm and brings an innumerable multitude of them, from every nation on earth, out
of the great tribulation and into his temple,  washed white in his own blood, never to
hunger or weep again.

This is the answer to the question the sixth seal left hanging — “Who is able to stand?”
The sealed can stand. The washed can stand. Those who belong to the Lamb can stand be‐

fore the face from which the kings of the earth flee, because the wrath they feared is, for
them, the Shepherd they love. A church passing through war and famine and death, a
church burying her martyrs and wondering whether her prayers are heard and her dead
remembered, is shown all of it from above and told: the Lamb reigns, the scroll is in good
hands, your tears are counted, your robe is being made white,  and the day is coming
when he will wipe the last of them away. Worship, then, and endure. The Lamb who was
slain has conquered, and he is worthy.

Soli Deo gloria.
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Section Three: The Seven Trumpets
Revelation 8:1–11:19

Where We Are

The third vision begins by finishing the second. The Lamb still holds the scroll, and one
seal remains; when he breaks it, we do not get a new and separate set of horrors but a new
form of the same story, told again and pressed deeper. This is how the book is built. The
seventh seal opens into the seven trumpets; the seventh trumpet, in its turn, will open
into the seven bowls. The visions telescope into one another like the tubes of a spyglass —
each drawn out of the last, each surveying the same age, each louder than the one before.
We are not advancing down a timeline from seals to trumpets to bowls. We are watching
the one age of the church described a third time, now under the figure of trumpets.

And the figure matters. In Israel, trumpets sounded the alarm of war, summoned the
assembly, and announced the great Day of the Lord. The trumpet judgments are warnings
— God striking the world a blow that is real but partial, sparing far more than it touches,
sounding the alarm so that the world might yet repent. Where the seals showed us the or‐
dinary tribulations of the age that fall on everyone, the trumpets show us God’s deliber‐
ate, answering judgments on the world that persecutes his church and will not turn. They
are fiercer than the seals and more pointed, for they are God’s response to a particular cry
— the cry the martyrs raised under the altar, “How long?” The trumpets are the beginning
of the answer.

Silence, and the Prayers That Set the Trumpets Sounding (8:1–5)

When the Lamb opens the seventh seal, the first thing that happens is nothing. “There
was silence in heaven for about half an hour” (8:1). After four chapters of ceaseless song —
the Sanctus that never stops, the new song of the Lamb, the roar of myriads of angels —
heaven falls utterly still. It is the silence the prophets commanded before the Day of the
Lord: “Be silent before the Lord God, for the day of the Lord is near” (Zephaniah 1; so also
Habakkuk  and  Zechariah).  All  heaven  holds  its  breath.  Something  is  about  to  be
answered.

And then we are shown why. An angel takes his place at the golden altar with a censer,
and he is given “much incense to offer with the prayers of all the saints” (8:3), and the
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smoke of the incense rises before God together with those prayers (8:4). The prayers of the
church — the prayers we saw gathered in golden bowls in the throne room, the “How
long?” of the slaughtered, the daily petitions of an ordinary, frightened, faithful people —
these rise like incense into the presence of God. And then the angel does a startling thing.
He fills the same censer that held the incense with fire from the altar, and he hurls it
down to the earth, and there are “peals of thunder, rumblings, flashes of lightning, and an
earthquake” (8:5). The fire that went up as prayer comes down as judgment. The trumpets
that follow are not random catastrophes; they are the answer to the saints’ prayers, the
fire of the altar flung back to earth. The persecuted church prayed “How long?” — and the
seven trumpets are God beginning to reply. Let no Christian think his prayers for justice
fall to the ground unheard. In Revelation, they come back as fire.

The First Four Trumpets: A Third of the World (8:6–13)

The first four trumpets fall on the natural order — earth, sea, fresh water, and the lights of
heaven — and anyone who knows the Exodus will recognize them at once. The first brings
hail and fire mixed with blood, and a third of the earth and its trees and all the green
grass are burned (8:7) — the hail of Egypt’s seventh plague. The second hurls a burning
mountain into the sea, and a third of the sea becomes blood and a third of its creatures die
(8:8–9) — the Nile turned to blood. The third sends a great star named Wormwood (the
Greek is apsinthos, the bitter herb) crashing onto a third of the rivers and springs, turning
the waters bitter and poisonous (8:10–11) — the bitter waters of Marah, the wormwood of
the prophets’ warnings. The fourth strikes a third of the sun, moon, and stars, so that a
third of the day and night go dark (8:12) — the plague of darkness over Egypt.

Two features of these judgments are essential, and both are mercy hidden inside sever‐
ity.  First,  they come in Egypt’s pattern, and Egypt’s plagues had a purpose: they were
God’s warning to a hardened oppressor and his deliverance of an enslaved people. The
trumpets sound the same note. They are not the final destruction of the world; they are
God striking the world that holds his people captive, summoning it to let his people go
and to turn from its idols. Second — and this is the measure of the mercy — every blow
falls on a third. A third of the trees, a third of the sea, a third of the waters, a third of the
lights. Not the whole. The God who could end the world with a word strikes only a por‐
tion, and leaves the larger part standing, precisely because these are warnings and not yet
the end. There is room still to repent. When the bowls come, in the fifth vision, the limit
will be gone and the judgments will be total; but here, in the age of the trumpets — the age
in which we live — God wounds the world a third at a time and waits. An eagle crying
“Woe, woe, woe” warns that the three trumpets still to come will be worse (8:13); but even
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the worst of the trumpets, we will see, is bounded, because the age of the trumpets is the
age of God’s patience.

The Fifth Trumpet: The Locusts from the Abyss (9:1–12)

With the fifth trumpet the judgments turn from the natural world to the demonic, and the
air grows darker. A star fallen from heaven is given the key to the shaft of the abyss — the
bottomless pit,  the prison of the powers of darkness — and when it  is  opened, smoke
pours out like the smoke of a great furnace, and out of the smoke come locusts with the
power of scorpions (9:1–3). But these are no ordinary plague of insects. They are given a
strange and revealing restriction:  they may not  touch the grass or  the trees,  but  only
“those people who do not have the seal of God on their foreheads” (9:4), and even these
they may not kill, only torment, and only for five months (9:5). Here the sealing of chapter
7 shows its worth. The demonic torment falls on the unsealed — on those who do not be‐

long to God, who have no mark of his ownership — while the sealed people of God are
passed over, exactly as the angel of death passed over the blood-marked houses in Egypt.
The  locusts  are  a  grotesque  army:  faces  like  men,  hair  like  women,  teeth  like  lions,
crowns of gold, iron breastplates, the thunder of chariots in their wings, and tails like
scorpions (9:7–10). And they have a king, “the angel of the abyss,” named in Hebrew Abad‐

don and in Greek Apollyon — both meaning “Destroyer” (9:11). This is a picture of demonic
affliction loosed upon a world that has refused the seal of God: the torment of life under
the powers of darkness, a misery so deep that men “will seek death and will not find it”
(9:6). It is real, and it is dreadful — but it is also given, opened only by a key, restricted to
those without God’s seal, forbidden to kill, and capped at five months. Even the Destroyer
is on a leash held in heaven. The church, sealed at the font, is not his prey.

The Sixth Trumpet, and the World That Would Not Repent
(9:13–21)

The sixth trumpet sounds, and a voice comes “from the horns of the golden altar” (9:13) —
the altar again,  the prayers again;  this judgment too rises from the church’s cry.  Four
angels bound at the great river Euphrates, the ancient frontier from which invasion al‐
ways came, are released to kill a third of mankind, leading an army of cavalry beyond
counting — “twice ten thousand times ten thousand” — on horses that breathe fire and
smoke and sulfur and strike with serpents’ tails (9:16–19). The judgment has grown: where
the locusts could only torment, this army kills, and where the earlier trumpets struck a
third of the  earth, this one strikes a third of  mankind. The warning is escalating. God is
raising his voice.
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And then comes the verse that is the whole point of the trumpets, and one of the most
sobering sentences in Scripture. After all of it — after fire and blood and bitter water and
darkness and demonic torment and a third of humanity dead — “the rest of mankind, who
were not killed by these plagues, did not repent of the works of their hands… nor did they
repent of their murders or their sorceries or their sexual immorality or their thefts” (9:20–
21). The judgments were warnings, sent to drive the world to repentance — and the world
would not be driven. It clung to its idols with the rubble still falling around it. Here Revel‐
ation tells the truth that the Lutheran Confessions tell about the natural human heart:
that the Law, even the Law written in fire across the sky, cannot by itself convert a sinner.
The Formula of Concord confesses in its second article that the unregenerate will is not
merely weak but bound, spiritually dead and hostile to God, unable to turn itself toward
him; and here is that bondage on display before the whole world. Judgment hammers,
and the heart hardens; Pharaoh felt every plague and freed no one. This is why the trum‐

pets cannot save, and were never meant to. The Law warns, exposes, and terrifies, but it
does not create the faith it demands. Only the gospel does that — only the Lamb who was
slain. The trumpets show us a world that will not repent under wrath, precisely so that we
will  understand why the world’s  only hope is  not  a  louder trumpet but a  slain Lamb.
Wrath alone produces impenitence; grace alone produces repentance. The sixth trumpet
is the case for the cross.

A Scroll Sweet and Bitter (10:1–11)

As before the seventh seal,  so before the seventh trumpet,  the vision pauses.  And the
pause is given to the church’s calling. A mighty angel descends, wrapped in a cloud, a
rainbow over his head, his face like the sun and his legs like pillars of fire, one foot on the
sea and one on the land — a figure of overwhelming glory, claiming the whole earth (10:1–
2). He cries out, and seven thunders answer; but when John reaches for his pen, a voice
from heaven stops him: “Seal up what the seven thunders have said, and do not write it
down” (10:4). This is a small verse with a large lesson, and it is a lesson this book’s most
eager readers most need. There are things God has spoken that he has chosen not to reveal
— thunders left sealed, knowledge kept back. The God who unveils so much in this book
deliberately veils some of it, and tells his prophet to leave it alone. Against every impulse
to pry open the future, to chart what God has hidden, to calculate what he has sealed,
Revelation itself  sets  a  guard:  not  everything is  given to  us  to  know,  and the faithful
reader learns to let the sealed thunders stay sealed. The angel then swears by the living
God “that there would be no more delay” (10:6) — the time of the martyrs’ waiting is run‐

ning out — and that in the days of the seventh trumpet “the mystery of God” would at last
be fulfilled (10:7).
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Then John is told to take the little scroll from the angel’s hand and eat it, and warned
that “it will make your stomach bitter, but in your mouth it will be sweet as honey” (10:9).
He eats,  and it  is  exactly  so — honey on the tongue,  bitterness  within (10:10).  This  is
Ezekiel’s experience renewed: the prophet, commissioned to speak God’s Word, is given
the Word to eat, and finds it sweet (Ezekiel 2–3). The Word of God is sweet — it is grace, for‐
giveness, the gospel of the Lamb, sweeter than honey, as the psalmist sang. But to take it
in is also to take in its bitterness: the judgment it pronounces, the suffering it foretells, the
cross that comes to all who proclaim it. The preacher who eats this scroll will taste the
sweetness of the gospel and the bitterness of bearing it in a world that would not repent.
And so John is recommissioned: “You must prophesy again about many peoples and na‐

tions and languages and kings” (10:11). The church is not permitted to stop witnessing be‐

cause the witness is bitter. She eats the sweet-and-bitter Word and goes back out to speak
it — which is exactly what the next scene shows her doing, and what it costs her.

The Two Witnesses (11:1–14)

John is handed a measuring rod and told to measure “the temple of God and the altar and
those who worship there,” but to leave out the outer court, which is given over to the na‐

tions to  trample for  forty-two months (11:1–2).  To measure something,  in  Ezekiel  and
Zechariah, is to mark it out as God’s, to claim and preserve it. The temple here is not a
building of stone — that temple was already rubble when John wrote, and in any case the
church  is  now  the  temple  of  God,  as  Paul  teaches  and  as  this  commentary  has  had
occasion to say. The vision means that God measures and preserves the inner reality of his
church — her true worship, her standing before him, her real life in Christ — even while
her outward life is handed over to be trampled by the nations for a limited time. The forty-
two months are three and a half years, half of the perfect seven, the standard Revelation
figure for the whole bounded age of the church’s tribulation. Outwardly the church is ex‐

posed,  afflicted,  trampled;  inwardly she is  measured,  sealed,  and safe.  The world can
trample the outer court; it cannot touch the sanctuary.

And into that trampled outer world God sends two witnesses, who prophesy for 1,260
days — the same three and a half years — clothed in sackcloth (11:3). Who are they? Revel‐
ation tells us by its symbols: they are “the two olive trees and the two lampstands that
stand before the Lord of  the earth” (11:4),  which is  Zechariah’s  vision of  the anointed
priest and king who served as God’s witnesses, fed by the oil of the Spirit (Zechariah 4).
They have the power of Moses to bring plagues and the power of Elijah to call down fire
and shut up the sky (11:5–6) — the Law and the Prophets, the full witness of God’s Word.
And there are  two of them, the number Scripture requires for valid testimony, “by the
mouth of two witnesses.” All of this points not to two famous individuals returned from
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the past — though some have read it that way — but to the witnessing church herself, bearing
her testimony through the whole age in the power of the Spirit, in the words of Moses and
Elijah, in sackcloth and weakness, an unkillable witness as long as her testimony is not
yet finished.

But when their testimony is finished, “the beast that comes up from the abyss” — here
named for the first time, the great enemy whom chapter 13 will unveil — makes war on
them, conquers them, and kills them (11:7). Their corpses lie unburied in the street of
“the great city that is figuratively called Sodom and Egypt, where also their Lord was cru‐

cified” (11:8): the city of man, the world in its God-hating solidarity, the city that crucified
Christ and will crucify his witnesses. And the world throws a party. The peoples gaze at
the bodies, refuse them burial, “rejoice over them and celebrate and exchange gifts” — a
grim and grotesque festival — “because these two prophets had been a torment to those
who dwell on the earth” (11:10). Here is the lowest point of the church’s life in the age: her
witness seemingly silenced, her testimony seemingly defeated, the world gloating over
her corpse.  The church appears to  have lost.  If  the book ended here,  it  would be the
triumph of the beast.

It does not end here. “After the three and a half days the breath of life from God entered
them, and they stood up on their feet, and great fear fell on those who watched them”
(11:11).  The dead witnesses rise — three and a half days, a broken and brief span, the
world’s victory cut absurdly short — and they are called up to heaven in a cloud, in the
sight of their enemies (11:12), as their Lord was raised and ascended in a cloud before
them. This is the theology of the cross written across the mission of the church. She wit‐
nesses in weakness and sackcloth; she is opposed and martyred and appears utterly de‐

feated; the world celebrates her death — and then God raises her, and the celebration
turns to terror. The church conquers exactly as the Lamb conquered, by testimony and
death and resurrection, and her apparent defeat is the very shape of her victory. An earth‐

quake follows; a tenth of the city falls; seven thousand are killed; and “the rest were terri‐
fied and gave glory to the God of heaven” (11:13) — which may be the truest hope in the
passage, for it can be read as a remnant brought, at last, to repentance, glory given to God
where the trumpets had won only impenitence. Where wrath hardened, the witness of the
church — and its vindication — may have softened. The blood of the martyrs is seed.

The Seventh Trumpet (11:15–19)

Then the seventh trumpet sounds, and we are at the end again. Loud voices in heaven an‐

nounce what the whole book is moving toward: “The kingdom of the world has become
the kingdom of our Lord and of his Christ, and he will reign forever and ever” (11:15). The
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contested rule of the age is over; the kingdoms of the world, which the dragon offered
Christ and Christ refused, have become his by the way of the cross. The twenty-four eld‐

ers fall on their faces and give thanks to “the Lord God Almighty, who is and who was”
(11:17) — and we should notice what is missing. Through the whole book God has been
“who is and who was and who is to come.” Here, at the consummation, the third clause
drops away. He is no longer the One who is to come, because he has come. The waiting is
finished. The elders name what his coming brings: “the nations raged, but your wrath
came, and the time for the dead to be judged, and for rewarding your servants the proph‐

ets and the saints… and for destroying the destroyers of the earth” (11:18). This is the final
judgment  in  a  single  sentence  — reward for  the  saints,  ruin  for  the  destroyers  — the
Destroyer of chapter 9 himself destroyed at last.

And the vision ends with a door thrown open: “God’s temple in heaven was opened,
and the ark of his covenant was seen within his temple” (11:19). The ark — the throne of
God’s presence, the mercy seat where the blood of atonement was sprinkled, hidden for
centuries in the darkness of the Holy of Holies and lost since the exile — is now seen,
open, by all his people. The mercy seat is unveiled. And a confessional Lutheran knows
what the mercy seat is: it is the place where wrath is covered by blood, the very word Paul
uses of Christ, whom God set forth as the mercy seat, the propitiation, in his blood, re‐

ceived by faith (Romans 3, the heart of the Apology’s fourth article on justification). At the
end of the trumpets, the curtain is drawn back, and what stands revealed at the center of
God’s temple is mercy — the place of atonement, open at last to the people for whom it was
made. The age of warning closes, and the ark of mercy stands open.

The Comfort of the Third Vision

The trumpets are loud and they are terrible, and a church that has lived through any of
the centuries since John wrote knows that their fire, blood, darkness, and demonic tor‐
ment are not exaggerations. But hear what this third vision gives the church to hold. Her
prayers are not lost; they rise as incense and return as fire, and the God who governs the
age is answering the cry of his martyrs. The judgments that fall on the world are warn‐

ings, struck a third at a time, bounded by the patience of God, and the demonic worst of
them passes over those who are sealed as his own. The world’s refusal to repent under all
this wrath is not a riddle but a revelation — proof that the human heart in bondage cannot
be saved by judgment, and so proof that its only hope is the gospel of the Lamb. The
church is sent into that impenitent world to witness, and her witness will be bitter as well
as sweet, and it will look, again and again, as though the beast has silenced her for good —
her testimony trampled, her body in the street, the world celebrating. And then God will
breathe, and she will stand. That is the pattern, and it will not change until the seventh
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trumpet sounds for the last time, the kingdom of the world becomes forever the kingdom
of our Lord, and the ark of his mercy stands open in a temple no enemy can ever trample
again. Until then: pray, witness, endure, and do not be deceived by the world’s brief festiv‐

al over your seeming defeat. The God who is and who was is also the God who is coming —
and when he comes, he comes to reign.

Soli Deo gloria.
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Section Four: The Dragon, the Woman,
and the Beasts

Revelation 12:1–14:20

Where We Are

We have reached the center of the book, and not only by the count of chapters. Everything
before has shown us the church’s experience of the age — addressed by her Lord, kept
through the seals, warning a world that will not repent. Now the curtain is pulled all the
way back, and we are shown the thing behind all of it:  who is actually making war on the
church, and why, and how he has already lost. The first three visions described the conflict
from the outside;  this  fourth vision gives us its  cause.  Behind the hostile  empire is  a
dragon; behind the dragon’s rage is his defeat; and behind his defeat is a cross.

So the vision begins, as the book’s deepest visions always do, by going back to the be‐

ginning. We are taken back past the seven churches, past the throne, all the way to the
birth of the Messiah — and then, in a few verses, swept from his birth to his ascension,
because the whole earthly life of Christ is, from heaven’s vantage, one event: the moment
the dragon tried to devour the child and failed. From there the vision moves into the age
we live in now — the dragon, thrown down and furious, making war on the woman’s other
children through two beasts of his own devising. This is the war behind the wars. And it is
essential to read it the way the book itself reads it:  not as a prediction of some future
tribulation, but as the unveiling of the spiritual reality underneath the whole present age.
The dragon has been making this war since the manger. He is making it now. And he was
beaten at the cross before he ever began.

The Woman and the Dragon (12:1–6)

A great sign appears in heaven: “a woman clothed with the sun, with the moon under her
feet, and on her head a crown of twelve stars” (12:1). She is pregnant and crying out in the
pains of birth. Who is she? The sun, moon, and stars are Joseph’s dream (Genesis 37),
where they stood for Jacob and his family — for Israel; and the twelve stars are the twelve
tribes, and the twelve apostles, the people of God across both covenants. She is not, in the
first place, Mary — though she most certainly includes Mary, for she bears the Christ —
but the messianic community herself, the true Israel, the covenant people from whom the
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Messiah comes and who, after him, becomes the church. She is robed in the sun: glorious,
because she belongs to God, however she may appear on earth.

And opposite her, a second sign: “a great red dragon, with seven heads and ten horns,
and seven diadems on his heads” (12:3), his tail sweeping a third of the stars of heaven
down to the earth. He is red with blood, crowned with the claim to total power, and the
sweeping of the stars is the ancient fall of the angels who rebelled with him. The book will
not let us guess at his identity; in a few verses it tells us plainly that he is “that ancient
serpent, who is called the devil and Satan” (12:9) — the serpent of Eden. And he crouches
before the woman to devour her child the moment it is born. Here is the oldest war in
Scripture, the one God declared in the garden when he told the serpent that the woman’s
seed would crush his head and he would strike its heel (Genesis 3). Revelation 12 is Genes‐
is  3:15  set  in  motion:  the  serpent  waiting  to  destroy  the  woman’s  seed,  and  the  long
enmity between them coming at last to its crisis.

The woman bears “a son, a male child, who is to rule all the nations with a rod of iron”
(12:5) — the words of the second Psalm, the Messiah, the King. And the dragon’s whole
strategy fails in a single clause: the child “was caught up to God and to his throne.” The
vision leaps from the birth to the ascension, skipping the entire earthly life and even the
cross itself, because from heaven’s angle the point is simply this — the dragon meant to
devour the Christ, and instead the Christ was enthroned. Herod’s sword, the wilderness
temptation, the whole assault that ran from Bethlehem to Golgotha, came to nothing; the
child the dragon meant to swallow now sits on the throne of God. And the woman flees
into the wilderness, “where she has a place prepared by God, so that there she might be
nourished for one thousand two hundred and sixty days” (12:6) — three and a half years,
the now-familiar figure for the whole age of the church’s pilgrimage. The wilderness is
where Israel was fed with manna, the place of testing and of God’s faithful provision; and
there, through the whole age, the church is kept and fed by God while the dragon rages.
Defeated at the cradle and the throne, the dragon will spend the rest of the age trying to
get at the mother and her children. He cannot win. He has already lost the only battle that
mattered.

The Accuser Cast Down (12:7–12)

Now the vision shows us that defeat from heaven’s side, and here we come to the theolo‐

gical summit not only of this section but, in many ways, of the whole book. “War broke
out in heaven; Michael and his angels fought against the dragon… but he was defeated,
and there was no longer any place for them in heaven. So the great dragon was thrown
down, that ancient serpent who is called the devil and Satan, the deceiver of the whole
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world — he was thrown down to the earth, and his angels with him” (12:7–9). Michael —
whose very name is a question that is its own answer, “Who is like God?” — casts the
dragon out of heaven.

But we must read on, because the vision itself tells us what this heavenly battle means,
and it does not locate the victory in Michael’s sword. A loud voice in heaven explains:
“Now have come the salvation and the power and the kingdom of our God and the author‐
ity of his Christ, for the accuser of our brothers has been thrown down, the one who ac‐

cuses them day and night before our God. And they have conquered him by the blood of
the Lamb and by the word of their testimony, for they did not love their lives even to the
point of death” (12:10–11). Read those words slowly, because the whole gospel is in them.
The dragon’s chief work in heaven is named: he is the accuser — the Greek is kateē goē r, the
prosecutor, the one who stands before God and lays charges against God’s people. This is
his most ancient office, the one he held against Job, the one he held against the high priest
Joshua in Zechariah’s vision, standing at his right hand to accuse him while he stood in
filthy garments before the Lord. Day and night, the accuser brings his charges against the
brothers, and the charges are true: we have sinned; the indictment is accurate; by the bare
Law we stand condemned.

And then he is  thrown down — and the reason given is  not  “because Michael  was
stronger.” The reason given is “the blood of the Lamb.” The accuser is cast out of the court
of heaven because the blood of the Lamb has answered every charge he can bring. When
he says “this one has sinned,” the blood of the Lamb says “and that sin is paid for.” When
he says “this one deserves condemnation,” the cross says “the condemnation has been
borne.” The accuser is silenced not by denying the charges but by atoning for them; he is
thrown down not because we are innocent but because we are justified — because Another
has taken the verdict that was ours. This is the doctrine of justification by faith, dramat‐
ized as a cosmic courtroom and a war in heaven. It is, word for word, the comfort Paul
gives when he asks, “Who shall bring any charge against God’s elect? It is God who justi‐
fies. Who is to condemn? Christ Jesus is the one who died” (Romans 8). And it is the whole
heart of the Lutheran Reformation. The Apology of the Augsburg Confession, in its fourth
article, spends its great length on exactly this — that the terrified conscience, accused by
the Law and by the devil, finds peace nowhere except in the blood of Christ reckoned to it
by faith. Luther knew this war from the inside; the accuser’s voice in the night, the con‐

science pinned under its own true guilt, was his daily affliction, and he learned the one
answer that  silences  the prosecutor:  not  “I  have not  sinned,”  but  “I  have sinned,  and
Christ has died, and his blood answers your charge — now begone.” When the dragon ac‐

cuses, the Christian does not argue his innocence; he points to the Lamb. That is how the
accuser is thrown down out of your conscience, every day, the same way he was thrown
out of heaven: by the blood of the Lamb.

Worthy Is the Lamb · Ordinary Means

48



And so the saints “conquer him” — the same word,  conquer, that the seven churches
heard, the same victory the Lamb himself won — “by the blood of the Lamb and by the
word of their testimony, and they loved not their lives even unto death” (12:11). There it is
again, the only kind of victory this book knows: the church overcomes the dragon exactly
as the Lamb overcame, by the blood that justifies and the confession that will not be si‐
lenced, holding fast even when holding fast costs everything. The martyr who dies con‐

fessing Christ  is  not the dragon’s victim; he is  the dragon’s conqueror,  overcoming by
blood and testimony in the very act of being killed.

The scene ends with a word that reframes the entire age for the church: heaven rejoices
that the dragon is cast down, but “woe to you, O earth and sea, for the devil has come
down to you in great wrath, because he knows that his time is short” (12:12). Here is how
to understand every persecution, every assault, every dark season the church endures: it
is the wrath of a defeated enemy who knows his time is running out. The dragon does not
rage because he is winning; he rages because he has lost, and his fury is the thrashing of a
beast that has received its death-wound and has only a little while left. The church’s tribu‐

lation is not the sign of the dragon’s strength but the proof of his desperation. He fights
because he is doomed.

War on the Woman’s Offspring (12:13–17)

Thrown down to earth, the dragon turns on the woman. She is given “the two wings of the
great eagle” to fly to her place in the wilderness, where she is nourished “for a time, and
times, and half a time” — Daniel’s figure for the bounded age — kept from the serpent
(12:14). He spews a river from his mouth to sweep her away, but the earth opens and swal‐
lows the flood (12:15–16):  God preserves his  church through every torrent  the dragon
looses. And here is the dual reality we have seen before, the inner sanctuary measured
and safe while the outer court is trampled. The dragon cannot destroy the woman herself
— the church in her essential life is kept and fed by God through the whole age — and so,
in his fury, he “went off to make war on the rest of her offspring, on those who keep the
commandments of God and hold to the testimony of Jesus” (12:17). The church as a whole
is invulnerable; her individual children are not. The dragon, unable to swallow the moth‐

er, hunts her children one by one. And the saints he hunts are marked by two things held
together: they keep God’s commandments and they hold the testimony of Jesus — obedi‐
ence and faith, the law written on the heart and the gospel confessed with the mouth.
These are the marks of the true child of the woman. And to make this war, the dragon now
summons his instruments. The next chapter introduces them.
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The Beast from the Sea (13:1–10)

The dragon stands on the shore, and out of the sea — the realm of chaos, the churning
Gentile nations — rises a beast: ten horns, seven heads, ten diadems, and blasphemous
names on its heads (13:1). It is like a leopard, with a bear’s feet and a lion’s mouth (13:2) —
and any reader of Daniel sits up, because Daniel saw four beasts rise from the sea, a lion, a
bear, a leopard, and a fourth too terrible to name, four successive God-defying empires
(Daniel 7). John sees them fused into one — the leopard, bear, and lion combined, the cli‐
mactic and total form of beastly empire, every God-opposing power gathered into a single
monster. And the dragon “gave it his power and his throne and great authority” (13:2). The
beast is the dragon’s instrument in the world: the persecuting state, the empire that de‐

mands the allegiance owed only to God. For John and his first readers it wore the face of
Rome, with its emperor worship and its altars to a man who called himself lord and god;
but the beast is older than Rome and outlives it, rising again from the sea in every age,
wherever earthly power claims the worship and absolute obedience that belong to God
alone.

And the beast is a counterfeit. One of its heads appears to have “a mortal wound, but its
mortal wound was healed” (13:3) — and the whole world marvels and follows it. This is the
dragon’s parody of the central fact of the gospel: the Lamb who was slain and lives. The
beast apes the slain-and-risen Lamb with a death-wound that heals, a mock-resurrection,
an empire that seems to die and revives. The pattern runs all through these chapters, and
it is worth naming once for all: the dragon cannot create, so he counterfeits. The dragon
gives the beast its authority, as the Father gives the Son; the beast has a death-wound
healed, as the Lamb was slain and rose; the false prophet will make the world worship the
beast, as the Spirit leads the world to worship the Son. Dragon, beast, and false prophet
are an unholy trinity, a satanic forgery of Father, Son, and Spirit. The Antichrist is always
a mock-Christ; the devil’s whole art is imitation. And the world falls for it, worshiping the
dragon and the beast and crying, “Who is like the beast, and who can fight against it?”
(13:4) — which is itself a blasphemous parody, for “Who is like God?” is the meaning of Mi‐
chael’s name and the confession of the true church. The world takes the question that
belongs to God and asks it of the monster.

The beast is given a mouth “to utter haughty and blasphemous words,” and authority to
act “for forty-two months” (13:5) — the bounded three and a half years again, the age of its
permitted rage. It is “allowed to make war on the saints and to conquer them” (13:7), and
all the earth-dwellers worship it,  “everyone whose name has not been written… in the
book of life of the Lamb who was slain” (13:8). We must be honest about that hard phrase:
the beast is permitted to conquer the saints — to kill them. In the world’s eyes, and even in
the saints’ own dying, the beast wins. But we have already been taught how to read such a
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victory; the two witnesses lay dead in the street before God raised them, and the martyrs
conquer the dragon in the very act of being killed. The beast’s  conquest is  the cross’s
shape: it looks like defeat and it is victory. And so the passage closes not with a call to
arms but with a call to endure: “If anyone is to be taken captive, into captivity he goes; if
anyone is to be slain by the sword, by the sword he must be slain. Here is a call for the
endurance and faith of the saints” (13:10). The church is not told to fight the beast with the
beast’s weapons, to take up the sword and overthrow the empire. She is told to endure —
to keep faith, to confess, and if it comes to captivity or the sword, to go the way of the
Lamb. The conquest of the beast is not won by revolt but by faithfulness unto death. This
is the theology of the cross as the church’s political ethic: she overcomes the world-power
not by becoming a world-power but by enduring as her Lord endured.

The Beast from the Land (13:11–18)

Then a second beast rises, this one “out of the earth,” and it “had two horns like a lamb,
but it spoke like a dragon” (13:11). Here is the most chilling counterfeit of all. This beast
looks like the Lamb — two horns like a lamb, gentle, religious, harmless in appearance —
but when it opens its mouth, the dragon speaks. It is false religion in the service of the
beast, the propaganda and priesthood of idolatrous power, and the book will later give it
its proper name: the false prophet (16:13; 19:20). Its whole work is to make the world wor‐
ship the first beast (13:12).  It  performs great signs, even making fire come down from
heaven (13:13) — a counterfeit of Elijah, a counterfeit of Pentecost, the deceiving wonder
that apes the works of God. It sets up “an image of the beast” and gives it breath so that it
seems to speak and live, and it puts to death all who will not worship the image (13:14–15).
This is the apparatus of false worship in every age: the lamb-faced lie, the religion that
sacralizes worldly power, the signs and wonders that deceive, the demand that the con‐

science bow to the creature on pain of death. For John it was the imperial cult with its
priests and its statues; but the land-beast rises again wherever a false religion or a captive
church lends its lamb-face to the dragon’s voice, baptizing the idol and demanding that
men worship it.

A confessional Lutheran cannot pass this beast by without a frank word, for our own
Confessions identified its spirit at work in the church of their day. The Reformers, in the
Treatise on the Power and Primacy of the Pope and in the Smalcald Articles, applied the
name of Antichrist to the papacy — and we should understand exactly why, and exactly
how far it reaches. Their charge was not crude and was not about a man’s morals; it was
theological and precise: that an office in the church had claimed an authority over the
conscience that belongs to Christ alone, had set its own decrees above the Word of God,
and in so doing had obscured the one gospel of justification by faith — the lamb-face that
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spoke with another voice. That is the mark of the land-beast: religion that binds the con‐

science where Christ has freed it and dims the gospel that alone saves. The Reformers saw
that pattern embodied in the Rome of their own day, and they confessed it. But the beast
of Revelation is not finally any single institution or office or era; it is the recurring pattern
itself, of which imperial Rome was John’s instance and a corrupted papacy was the Re‐

formers’ — and which can wear, in any century, the robes of a church, a state, a move‐

ment, or an ideology that demands the worship owed to God and silences the gospel that
frees the conscience. The spirit of antichrist is not behind us in the first century or fixed
in any one seat; it rises from the land in every age, two horns like a lamb and the dragon’s
voice in its mouth. The faithful reader watches for it not on a chart of the future but in the
present temptation to bow the conscience to any power but Christ.

And the land-beast marks its own. It causes everyone, “small and great, rich and poor,
free and slave, to be marked on the right hand or the forehead,” so that no one can buy or
sell without the mark — “the mark of the beast” (13:16–17). Here the parody is exact and
deliberate, and it is the key to reading the mark rightly. God sealed his servants on their
foreheads in chapter 7; the beast marks his on hand and forehead in chapter 13. The seal
and the mark are the two opposite signs of two opposite allegiances. To be sealed is to
belong to the Lamb; to be marked is to belong to the beast. The mark is not a gadget, a bar‐
code, a microchip, or any future technology — to read it so is to miss the whole point of its
pairing with the seal. The mark is  allegiance made visible:  the open confession, in hand
(what one does) and forehead (what one thinks and worships), that one belongs to the
world-power and worships the beast. And the “buy and sell” is the ordinary machinery of
that allegiance — the economic and social pressure to conform, the closed market and the
lost livelihood that face anyone who will not bow. Every Christian who has ever lost a job,
a friendship, a place in society for refusing to worship what the world worships has felt
the edge of “no one could buy or sell” without the mark. The choice is not about a chip in
the skin; it is about whose name is on you — the Lamb’s or the beast’s.

And then the famous number: “This calls for wisdom. Let the one who has understand‐

ing calculate the number of the beast, for it is the number of a man, and his number is six
hundred sixty-six” (13:18). We will take up the number in full in its own excursus, but the
heart of it belongs here. Six falls short of seven, the number of God’s completeness; and
666 is the threefold falling-short, the number of a humanity and a power that strain with
everything in them to be God and forever come up one short of the seventh day. It is “the
number of a man” — the beast for all its blasphemy is only a creature playing at deity, and
its number betrays it: not seven, not divine, only six, six, six, the eternal almost of the
creature that would be God. (That the number very likely also spelled out, by the old reck‐

oning of letters as numbers, the name of an actual emperor — Nero, the archetype of the
persecutor — only anchors the symbol in history without exhausting it. The beast had a
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first-century face, and it has worn many since.) The wisdom the verse calls for is not the
cleverness to decode a future name from the headlines; it is the discernment to recognize
the beast for what it is — a creature deifying itself, and falling short.

The Lamb on Mount Zion (14:1–5)

After the long shadow of the two beasts, chapter 14 opens like sunrise. “Then I looked,
and behold, on Mount Zion stood the Lamb, and with him 144,000 who had his name and
his Father’s name written on their foreheads” (14:1). Against the beast’s marked multi‐
tudes, the Lamb’s sealed people; against the mark on the hand and forehead, the name of
the Lamb and the Father on the forehead. These are the sealed of chapter 7, seen now se‐

cure on Mount Zion — the heavenly Zion, the city of God, the gathered church safe with
her Lord. They sing a new song that no one else can learn, for it is the song of the re‐

deemed (14:3). They are called “virgins,” undefiled (14:4) — not a comment on celibacy but
on fidelity, for in the prophets idolatry is adultery, and these are the ones who kept them‐

selves pure from the spiritual adultery of beast-worship, who did not give to the creature
the love owed the Lamb. They are “firstfruits,” the first sheaf of the great harvest. And the
defining mark of them is the simplest and the most demanding sentence in the chapter:
“they follow the Lamb wherever he goes” (14:4). Wherever he goes — including, as the
beast has just reminded us, to the cross. The sealed are not those who escaped the war;
they are those who followed the Lamb through it, marked with his name, singing a song
the marked of the earth could never learn.

The Eternal Gospel and the Hour of Decision (14:6–13)

Then three angels fly through the midst of heaven, and their messages map the whole
hour of decision the beasts have forced. The first angel has “an eternal gospel to proclaim
to those who dwell on earth, to every nation and tribe and language and people,” and his
message is the most basic call of all: “Fear God and give him glory, because the hour of his
judgment has come, and worship him who made the heavens and the earth” (14:6–7).
Mark this well: even in the age of the beast, even under the false prophet’s signs and the
closed market, the eternal gospel still goes out to every nation. The beast cannot stop the
Word. The summons to worship the Creator rather than the creature sounds across the
whole earth while the dragon rages — and that proclamation is the church’s true warfare,
the only weapon she is given against the beast. The second angel announces a fall before
it happens: “Fallen, fallen is Babylon the great” (14:8) — the first naming of the world-city
whose judgment chapters 17 and 18 will unfold; her doom is pronounced in advance, so
the church may know, even while Babylon stands proud, that she is already as good as
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fallen. The third angel speaks the hardest word in the book, a word of pure Law: whoever
worships the beast and takes its mark “will also drink the wine of God’s wrath… and will
be tormented with fire and sulfur,”  and “the smoke of  their  torment goes up forever”
(14:9–11). We must not soften it; the choice the beast forces is a real choice with eternal
stakes, and to take the mark — to worship the world-power and deny the Lamb — is to
share the beast’s doom. The third angel is the Law in its full severity, and it is meant to
make the church tremble at apostasy and cling to Christ.

And then, having set the terrible choice before the church, the vision turns to comfort
her in it. “Here is a call for the endurance of the saints, those who keep the command‐

ments of God and hold fast their faith in Jesus” (14:12) — the refrain again, faith and obedi‐
ence, the marks of the woman’s true children. And a voice from heaven gives the second
of the book’s seven beatitudes, a word for every Christian who fears that following the
Lamb to the cross is the end: “Blessed are the dead who die in the Lord from now on. Yes,
says the Spirit, that they may rest from their labors, for their deeds follow them” (14:13).
To die in the Lord is not defeat but blessing; the martyr does not lose but enters rest; and
the deeds of faith — not as wages earned, but as fruit that follows from faith, the good
works the Augsburg Confession says necessarily follow justifying faith without meriting
anything — go with the believer into that rest like a train behind a king. The beast can kill
the saints. It cannot make their death anything other than blessed. “Blessed are the dead
who die in the Lord” is the gospel’s answer to the third angel’s Law: the one who endures,
even to death, does not drink the wine of wrath but enters the rest of God.

The Harvest of the Earth (14:14–20)

The vision closes, as every vision in this book closes, at the End — here under the figure of
harvest. “One like a son of man” appears on a white cloud, a golden crown on his head and
a sharp sickle in his hand (14:14), and at the word of an angel he swings the sickle and
reaps the earth (14:15–16). This first harvest, the grain harvest, may well be the gathering
of the redeemed, the ingathering of the wheat into the barns of God. Then a second angel
with  a  sickle  reaps  a  different  harvest:  the  grape  harvest,  the  vintage,  gathered  and
thrown “into the great winepress of the wrath of God” (14:19). The winepress is the proph‐

ets’ image for judgment — Isaiah’s treader of the winepress whose garments are stained
red, Joel’s valley of decision (Isaiah 63; Joel 3) — and the picture is terrible: blood flowing
from the press “as high as a horse’s bridle, for 1,600 stadia” (14:20). The number, like all
the numbers, is symbolic — four squared and multiplied by a hundred, the four corners of
the earth raised to the fullest measure — and it means a judgment that is total, complete,
and universal, leaving nothing of the dragon’s harvest unjudged. We are at the consumma‐

tion again, the two harvests of the last day, the wheat gathered and the vintage trodden,
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the great separation that the bowls of the next vision will pour out and the final chapters
will complete.

The Comfort of the Fourth Vision

This is the center of the book, and its comfort is the deepest the church possesses. We
have been shown the enemy in full — not the empire, not the emperor, not any merely hu‐

man foe, but the ancient serpent himself, the dragon who has hated the woman and her
seed since Eden,  working through a beast  that  claims the worship of  God and a false
prophet that lends religion’s lamb-face to the lie. It is a fearful unveiling. And it is, from
first to last, the unveiling of a defeated enemy. The dragon could not devour the child; the
child was caught up to the throne. The dragon could not hold his place in heaven; he was
thrown down by the blood of the Lamb. The dragon cannot destroy the woman; she is fed
in the wilderness through the whole age. And the dragon cannot finally conquer her chil‐
dren, for even when the beast kills them, they conquer him “by the blood of the Lamb and
by the word of their testimony,” and they die in the Lord, and they are blessed, and they
rest. The accuser has been silenced in the only court that matters, because the blood of
the Lamb has answered every charge he can ever bring against you. When he comes to
your bedside in the dark with his true accusations, you have an answer older than his
charge and stronger than your guilt: the blood of the Lamb, which threw him out of heav‐

en and throws him out of your conscience. His time is short. He knows it. He rages be‐

cause he has lost. Follow the Lamb wherever he goes, keep the name on your forehead
and not the mark on your hand, and endure — for the dragon is already cast down, and
the Lamb already reigns on Mount Zion, and the dead who die in him are already, and
forever, blessed.

Soli Deo gloria.
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Section Five: The Seven Bowls of Wrath
Revelation 15:1–16:21

Where We Are

The fifth vision is the shortest and the most concentrated, and it is the trumpets carried to
their terrible conclusion. We have seen the same age told three times already — as seals,
as trumpets, and as the war of the dragon — and now we see it a final time, from the angle
of  God’s  completed wrath.  The connection to  the trumpets  is  unmistakable:  the same
plagues of Egypt return, blood and boils and darkness and hail, in nearly the same order.
But one thing has changed, and it changes everything. Where the trumpets struck only “a
third” — a third of the sea, a third of the rivers, a third of the lights — the bowls strike the
whole. The limit is gone. The very first words of the vision tell us why: these are “the
seven last plagues, for with them the wrath of God is finished” (15:1). The trumpets were
warnings, sounded a third at a time across the long age of God’s patience, summoning a
world that would not come. The bowls are not warnings. They are the end of patience, the
wrath of God poured out in full and finished.

And they fall on a particular people. The bowls are poured on “the people who had the
mark of the beast and worshiped its image” (16:2) — on the kingdom of the beast, the un‐

repentant world that took the mark rather than the seal. The sealed people of God are not
under these bowls at all. We will find them, at the very threshold of the vision, standing
on the far shore and singing. This is the final harvest of the great division the book has
been  drawing  since  chapter  7:  the  sealed  and  the  marked,  separated  at  last,  the  one
singing on the sea of glass while the other drinks the cup of wrath.

The Song of Moses and the Lamb (15:1–4)

Before a single bowl is poured, John is shown the victors. Standing beside what looks like
“a sea of glass mingled with fire” are “those who had conquered the beast and its image
and the number of its name” (15:2) — the very saints the beast was permitted to conquer
back in chapter 13, now revealed as the true conquerors, harps of God in their hands. The
beast killed them; they overcame the beast. And they sing. They sing “the song of Moses,
the servant of God, and the song of the Lamb” (15:3). The song of Moses is the song Israel
sang on the far shore of the Red Sea, when the waters that drowned Pharaoh’s army had
carried God’s people through to safety (Exodus 15). The whole picture is a new Exodus: the
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bowls are the new plagues on a new Egypt, the beast’s kingdom; and the redeemed stand
on the far shore of the sea — now glassy and shot through with the fire of judgment — and
sing the deliverance song while the oppressor is judged behind them. That the song of
Moses is also “the song of the Lamb” tells us the two Testaments sing in one voice: the old
Exodus and the new, the Law and the gospel, Moses and the Lamb, are one redemption
with two verses.

And hear what the song is about. It is not a gloating over the damned; it is a hymn to
the justice of God: “Great and amazing are your deeds, Lord God the Almighty! Just and
true are your ways, O King of the nations! … For your righteous acts have been revealed”
(15:3–4). At the threshold of the most terrible chapter in the book, the redeemed sing that
God’s ways are just and true. This is the church’s theodicy, sung in advance: whatever the
bowls pour out, the saints confess that the Judge does right. And the song ends not in ven‐

geance but in worship: “All nations will come and worship before you, for your righteous
acts have been revealed.” Even here, the horizon is the worship of the nations.

The Temple Filled with Smoke (15:5–8)

Then the heavenly temple opens, and out of it come seven angels with the seven plagues,
robed like priests in linen and gold, and one of the four living creatures hands them seven
golden bowls “full of the wrath of God” (15:7). And the temple fills with smoke “from the
glory of  God and from his  power,  and no one could enter  the temple until  the seven
plagues of the seven angels were finished” (15:8). This is the glory-cloud that filled the
tabernacle at its dedication and the temple at Solomon’s, so dense that the priests could
not stand to minister (Exodus 40; 1 Kings 8);  it  is the smoke that filled Isaiah’s temple
when he saw the Lord high and lifted up. But here it carries a more sobering note. While
the bowls are being poured, no one can enter the temple. For the duration of the final
wrath, the place of priestly intercession is closed; the door of mediation is, for that hour,
shut, and the judgment runs its course without interruption. This is a quiet and severe
word, and the church should take it to heart while there is time: there is an hour of God’s
patience, and it is now, and the door of mercy stands open now — but the book testifies
that the patience has an end, and that when the last wrath is poured, the time for interces‐
sion is past. “Now is the day of salvation,” Paul writes; Revelation 15 is why he writes it.
The smoke-filled temple is the urgency of the gospel made visible.

The Bowls Poured Out (16:1–11)

A loud voice from the temple sends the angels out, and the bowls fall in swift succession.
The first, poured on the earth, brings “harmful and painful sores” on those who bear the
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mark of the beast (16:2) — the boils of Egypt, now fixed upon the beast’s own people. The
second turns the sea to blood “like that of a corpse,” and everything in it dies (16:3). The
third turns the rivers and springs to blood (16:4). And here the vision pauses to do some‐

thing it has not done since the trumpets: it justifies God aloud. The angel of the waters
declares, “Just are you, O Holy One, who is and who was, for you brought these judgments.
Because they have shed the blood of the saints and the prophets, you have given them
blood to drink. It is what they deserve!” (16:5–6). And a voice from the altar — the very
altar beneath which the martyrs had cried “How long?” — answers, “Yes, Lord God the
Almighty, true and just are your judgments!” (16:7). The bowls are the long-delayed an‐

swer to the martyrs’ cry of chapter 6. Those who shed the blood of the saints are given
blood to drink; the punishment fits the crime; and twice over, by the angel and by the al‐
tar, the justice of it is confessed. This is no arbitrary cruelty. It is the righteous requital of
innocent blood, and heaven calls it just.

The fourth bowl is poured on the sun, and people are scorched with fierce heat — and
here the deepest theme of the bowls surfaces, the same theme the trumpets sounded:
“they cursed the name of God who had power over these plagues, and they did not repent
and give him glory” (16:9). The fifth is poured on the very throne of the beast, plunging its
kingdom into darkness, so that people “gnawed their tongues in anguish” — and again,
“they cursed the God of heaven for their pain and their sores, and they did not repent of
their deeds” (16:10–11). Three times in this vision, and twice in the last, the same verdict:
under the full wrath of God, the world does not repent. It curses. This is the most import‐
ant and most sobering lesson of the bowls, and it  confirms what the trumpets taught.
Wrath does not convert. The Law, even poured out to the dregs, even in fire and darkness
and blood, cannot soften a heart in bondage to sin; it can only harden it, until the damned
are found cursing the God whose plagues they feel. The Formula of Concord confesses in
its second article that the natural will is not merely weak but bound and hostile, unable to
turn itself toward God — and here is that bondage carried to its terminus, a humanity that
would rather curse God than bow to him, even with the evidence of his power burning on
their skin. Hell, the bowls suggest, is not finally a place where sinners long for a God they
cannot reach; it is the eternal cursing of God by those who, to the last, will not have him.
And this is precisely why the world’s only hope was never a louder judgment but the slain
Lamb. Wrath alone produces the cursing of God; only grace produces the worship of God.
The bowls are the final proof of why there had to be a cross.

Armageddon (16:12–16)

The sixth bowl dries up the great river Euphrates, opening the way for “the kings from the
east” (16:12) — the frontier breached, the way cleared for the final assault. And out of the
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mouths of the dragon, the beast, and the false prophet come “three unclean spirits like
frogs” (16:13) — the frogs of Egypt, now revealed as demonic spirits of deception — per‐
forming signs and going out “to the kings of the whole world, to assemble them for battle
on the great day of God the Almighty” (16:14). Here the unholy trinity does its last work:
by lies and signs and propaganda issuing from its own mouth, it gathers all the powers of
the world for a final, coordinated assault on God. And they are gathered “to the place that
in Hebrew is called Armageddon” (16:16).

A word about that famous name, because it has been made to carry a great deal it can‐

not bear. “Armageddon” is Har-Magedon, the mountain of Megiddo — and Megiddo was
the great battlefield of Israel’s history, where Deborah and Barak triumphed and where
King Josiah fell, a name that meant “decisive battle” to any Jew the way “Waterloo” does to
us. But there is no mountain at Megiddo; the plain of Megiddo is flat. The name is symbol‐
ic, as the numbers and the beasts and the seal are symbolic: it is the name for the final,
eschatological gathering of all the world’s God-opposing powers for their last assault —
not a prediction of a literal military campaign on a particular patch of the modern Middle
East. And the deepest irony of Armageddon is that it is a battle that never happens. The
armies gather; the tension builds to the breaking point; and when we reach the moment
of conflict in chapter 19, there is no battle at all.  The rider on the white horse simply
appears,  and the beast and his kings are destroyed by the sword that comes from his
mouth — by his Word. Armageddon is an assault that is over before it begins, decided not
by the church’s arms or the world’s, but by the appearing of Christ. The church’s part is
not to fight it but to be found ready when it comes.

And that is exactly what the vision says, in a verse that interrupts the wrath with the
voice of Christ himself: “Behold, I am coming like a thief! Blessed is the one who stays
awake, keeping his garments, so that he may not go naked and be seen exposed” (16:15). It
is the third of the book’s seven beatitudes, dropped into the middle of Armageddon like a
hand on the shoulder. While the demonic spirits gather the world for the last battle, Christ
turns to his church and says: stay awake; keep your garments; do not be caught naked.
The garments are the white robe we have seen before, the righteousness of Christ that
clothes the saints; to “keep” them is to remain in faith, watchful, not stripped of Christ by
the world’s seductions. The church’s whole strategy for Armageddon is contained in that
one beatitude. She does not arm. She watches, and she keeps her robe.

It Is Done (16:17–21)

The seventh angel pours his bowl into the air, and “a loud voice came out of the temple,
from the throne, saying, ‘It is done!’” (16:17). The single Greek word,  gegonen, means “it
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has happened, it has come to pass” — the wrath of God, begun in the first bowl, is now
complete. It is a word that looks both backward and forward: backward to the Lamb’s “It is
finished” on the cross, where mercy was completed, and forward to the throne’s “It  is
done” at the new creation in chapter 21, where all things are made new. Here it announces
the completion of judgment. And the world ends in the language of the prophets’ Day of
the Lord — lightning and thunder and the greatest earthquake in the history of the earth,
so violent that “the great city was split into three parts, and the cities of the nations fell”
(16:18–19). And then, named for the first time as the object of God’s wrath, the city whose
fall the next vision will unfold: “God remembered Babylon the great, to make her drain
the cup of the wine of the fury of his wrath” (16:19). Islands flee, mountains vanish, and
hailstones of terrible weight fall from heaven — the hail of Egypt one last time. And the
vision ends as the trumpets ended, on the note of impenitence: even under the final hail,
“people cursed God for the plague of the hail, because the plague was so severe” (16:21).
To the very last word of the wrath, the world curses and will not bow.

The Comfort of the Fifth Vision

The bowls are the hardest chapters in the book to read, and they are meant to be. But even
here the church is given her comfort, and it is threefold. First, the wrath is just. Heaven it‐
self confesses it, twice, at the altar of the martyrs: the God who pours these bowls is right‐
eous, his judgments true, the blood of the saints avenged at last. The Christian troubled by
the wrath of God is not asked to pretend it is gentle; he is shown that it is just, and taught
to sing, with Moses and the Lamb, “true and just are your judgments.” Second, the wrath
is not for the church. The bowls fall on the marked, not the sealed; and the sealed are not
cowering under the plagues but standing on the sea of glass with harps in their hands,
singing the song of the new Exodus while the waters close over the new Egypt behind
them. The church watches the final wrath from the far shore, delivered, because she was
sealed and her robe was washed in the blood of the Lamb. And third, the wrath has an
end: “It is done.” The cup of God’s fury is not bottomless; it is poured out, and then it is
finished, and what comes after the seventh bowl is not more wrath but the fall of Babylon,
the marriage of the Lamb, and a world made new. The church endures the age between
the bowls and that day by keeping the one beatitude Christ spoke into the middle of the
storm: stay awake, and keep your garments. The Judge does right; his wrath is not for you;
and it will end. Sing the song of Moses and the Lamb, and keep your robe.

Soli Deo gloria.
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Section Six: The Fall of Babylon
Revelation 17:1–19:21

Where We Are

The sixth vision unfolds what the seventh bowl announced. At the end of the bowls, a
voice declared that “God remembered Babylon the great, to make her drain the cup of his
wrath”  (16:19)  —  and  now,  in  three  chapters,  we  are  shown  that  remembering:  who
Babylon is, how she falls, and what comes after her. This is the same End we have reached
five times already, approached now from the angle of the world-city and her judgment.
And it introduces the great contrast that will carry us into the final vision: the two women
of the Revelation. Here is the first, Babylon the harlot, gaudy and drunk and doomed. In
the next chapters comes the second, the Bride of the Lamb, the New Jerusalem. The whole
book has been quietly building toward this pairing — two women, two cities, two loves,
two destinies — and now they stand face to face. To watch Babylon fall is to begin to see
the Bride.

The Great Harlot on the Beast (17:1–18)

One of the bowl-angels invites John to see “the judgment of the great prostitute who is
seated on many waters” (17:1), and carries him into a wilderness, where he sees a woman
seated on a scarlet beast covered with blasphemous names, with seven heads and ten
horns. She is dressed in purple and scarlet, glittering with gold and jewels and pearls,
holding “a golden cup full of abominations and the impurities of her immorality” (17:4),
and on her forehead a name, a mystery: “Babylon the great, mother of prostitutes and of
the earth’s abominations” (17:5). And she is drunk — “drunk with the blood of the saints,
the blood of the martyrs of Jesus” (17:6). John stares at her in astonishment.

Who is  she?  The angel  tells  us  enough to know her.  She is  “the great  city  that  has
dominion over the kings of the earth” (17:18); she sits on seven mountains (17:9) — and
every first reader knew the city built on seven hills, the city whose dominion stretched
over every king of the earth, the city whose arenas ran with the blood of the saints: Rome.
But she is more than Rome, as the beast is more than any one empire. She is the world-
city in her seductive aspect — human civilization organized in luxury, idolatry, and self-
worship against  God;  the whole glittering system that  intoxicates  the nations with its
wealth and its pleasures and demands, in the end, the worship owed to God alone. If the
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beast  is  worldly  power in  its  persecuting  aspect,  the  harlot  is  worldly  culture in  its
seductive aspect — the same kingdom seen as it allures rather than as it threatens. And
she rides the beast: the seductive culture is carried by the persecuting power; luxury and
violence are partners.  She holds a  golden cup — beautiful  on the outside,  full  of  filth
within — which is the world’s whole offer in a single image: a lovely vessel of poison.

The angel explains the beast in a phrase that is pure parody. It “was, and is not, and is
about to rise from the abyss and go to destruction” (17:8). Set that beside the name of God
that has rung through the whole book — the One “who is and who was and who is to
come.” The beast is the anti-God: where God  is, the beast “is not”; where God lives, the
beast rises from the abyss only to go to its destruction. Satan’s whole craft, again, is coun‐

terfeit; even the beast’s existence is a mockery of the eternal “I am.” And then the angel
reveals the most telling thing about Babylon’s fall: it comes from within. The ten horns,
the kings allied with the beast, “will hate the prostitute; they will make her desolate and
naked, devour her flesh, and burn her up with fire” (17:16). The beast turns on the harlot.
The world-power devours the world-culture that rode upon it. Evil is self-consuming; god‐

less power and godless luxury, allied for a season, end by destroying each other — and
God, the angel says, “has put it into their hearts to carry out his purpose” (17:17), bending
even the mutual hatred of the wicked to accomplish his judgment. Babylon is not finally
overthrown by the saints, who never lift a sword against her; she is devoured by her own
beast, under the hidden hand of God. And over it all stands the verdict given in advance:
when the beast and his kings make war on the Lamb, “the Lamb will conquer them, for he
is Lord of lords and King of kings” (17:14). We are told who wins before the war is de‐

scribed.

Fallen, Fallen Is Babylon (18:1–8)

Then another angel, with great authority, lights up the earth with his glory and cries the
words Isaiah cried over the first Babylon: “Fallen, fallen is Babylon the great!” (18:2). And
immediately a second voice from heaven turns to address the church living inside her:
“Come out of her, my people, lest you take part in her sins, and lest you share in her
plagues” (18:4). This is the word for every Christian in every Babylon, and it is the heart of
the matter for how the church lives in the world-city. It is not a call to physical flight — not
the monastery, not the commune, not a literal exodus from society; the church does not
withdraw from the world but lives in the midst of it, in her callings, as Babylon’s resident
aliens. It is a call to spiritual non-participation: do not share her sins, do not drink from
her golden cup, do not give her your worship or your conscience, do not build your hope
on her luxury or your security on her power. The Christian lives in Babylon as a citizen of
another city, paying his taxes and loving his neighbors and doing his work faithfully, but
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never belonging to her, never partaking of her idolatries and injustices — so that when
she falls, as she will, he does not fall with her. To “come out of her” is to live in the world-
city without giving it your heart.

And Babylon’s sin is named: pride. “In her heart she says, ‘I sit as a queen; I am no
widow, and mourning I shall never see’” (18:7) — the very boast of the old Babylon in Isai‐
ah’s taunt, the self-sufficiency of a civilization that cannot imagine its own end. So her
judgment comes “in a single day” and “in a single hour” — sudden, total, the queen be‐

come a widow in an afternoon. The proud city that thought herself eternal is gone before
the day is out.

The World Weeps (18:9–24)

Now the world mourns her, in three great laments, and it is worth noticing exactly what
the mourners grieve. The kings of the earth weep, for they shared her immorality and her
glory (18:9). The merchants of the earth weep, “since no one buys their cargo anymore”
(18:11) — and there follows a long, glittering inventory of Babylon’s trade, gold and silver
and jewels and silk and spice and marble, ending with the line that exposes the whole
economy  for  what  it  is:  “and  slaves,  that  is,  human  souls”  (18:13).  At  the  bottom  of
Babylon’s luxury, beneath the gold and the silk, is the trafficking of human beings; her
wealth is built on bodies. And the shipmasters and sailors weep, watching the smoke of
her burning, crying, “What city was like the great city?” (18:18). Three times the mourners
grieve — and in every case, they grieve their lost profit. The kings mourn their lost pleas‐
ure, the merchants their lost markets, the sailors their lost trade. Not one of them mourns
his sin. Babylon’s lovers weep over her the way men weep over a fallen stock, not a fallen
soul. This is the world’s grief at the world’s end: self-interested to the last, mourning the
loss of the cup, never the poison in it.

And against the world’s lament, heaven is commanded to rejoice: “Rejoice over her, O
heaven, and you saints and apostles and prophets, for God has given judgment for you
against her!” (18:20). What the earth mourns, heaven celebrates — not out of cruelty, but
because the fall of Babylon is the vindication of every saint she martyred. Then a mighty
angel takes up a great millstone and hurls it into the sea: “So will Babylon the great city be
thrown down with violence, and will be found no more” (18:21) — as Jeremiah’s servant
once tied a stone to his scroll of doom and sank it in the Euphrates. The music falls silent,
the craftsmen still their tools, the mill stops, the lamps go dark, and the voice of the bride‐

groom and bride is heard in her no more (18:22–23) — every ordinary joy of human life ex‐

tinguished in the city that lived for itself. And the final indictment is laid: “in her was
found the blood of prophets and of saints, and of all who have been slain on earth” (18:24).
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Babylon falls for the blood of the martyrs. The cup she filled with their blood is the cup
she is made to drink.

The Hallelujahs of Heaven (19:1–5)

The fall of Babylon is the occasion for the loudest praise in the New Testament. Four times
in  these  verses  heaven  cries  a  word  that  appears  nowhere  else  in  the  whole  New
Testament — “Hallelujah,” the Hebrew  praise the LORD. “Hallelujah! Salvation and glory
and power belong to our God, for his judgments are true and just; he has judged the great
prostitute… and has avenged on her the blood of his servants” (19:1–2). Again: “Hallelujah!
The smoke from her goes up forever” (19:3). The twenty-four elders and the four living
creatures fall down: “Amen. Hallelujah!” (19:4). And a voice from the throne calls all God’s
servants to praise (19:5). The church that has spent so much of this book under the altar
crying “How long?” now stands in the throng crying “Hallelujah,” for the long-awaited
justice has come, and it is, as the bowls already confessed, “true and just.” Heaven’s wor‐
ship reaches its height not over a battle won by force but over the righteous judgment of
God — and over what that judgment makes way for.

The Marriage Supper of the Lamb (19:6–10)

For the fall of the false bride clears the stage for the true one. The multitude cries, “Halle‐

lujah! For the Lord our God the Almighty reigns. Let us rejoice and exult and give him the
glory, for the marriage of the Lamb has come, and his Bride has made herself  ready”
(19:6–7). Here is the great reversal the whole vision was driving toward. Babylon the har‐
lot, dressed in purple and scarlet and drunk on blood, has fallen; and in her place stands
the Bride of the Lamb, “clothed with fine linen, bright and pure” (19:8). The two women
are the two cities and the two loves: the harlot who sells herself to the world, and the
Bride who belongs to the Lamb. And mark how the Bride is clothed: “it was granted her to
clothe herself with fine linen” — granted, given, never earned — and the linen “is the right‐
eous deeds of the saints” (19:8). Here is the gospel’s careful balance. The Bride’s garment is
at once the righteousness  given to her by grace, the imputed righteousness of Christ in
which alone she can stand before God,  and the righteous deeds that  follow from that
grace as fruit follows from a living tree — the good works that the Augsburg Confession
says necessarily follow faith without earning the wedding. The Bride does not sew her
own dress to win the Bridegroom; the dress is granted, and she wears it, and the wearing
is real. The harlot bought her own finery; the Bride is given hers.

And then the fourth beatitude, and one of the dearest invitations in Scripture: “Blessed
are those who are invited to the marriage supper of the Lamb” (19:9). The consummation

Worthy Is the Lamb · Ordinary Means

64



of all things is a wedding feast, and the church is both the Bride and the guest, invited to
the supper of her own Bridegroom. No Lutheran can hear this without hearing the Lord’s
Supper, for the Supper at the altar is precisely the foretaste of this feast — which is why
the church, gathered at the rail, sings the Agnus Dei to the Lamb who was slain and hears
the invitation, “Blessed are those who are called to his supper.” Every celebration of the
Holy Supper is a rehearsal of the marriage supper of the Lamb, the Bridegroom giving
himself to his Bride under bread and wine until the day he gives himself to her face to
face at the wedding feast that has no end. John is so overcome that he falls to worship the
angel who shows him this — and is sharply stopped: “You must not do that! I am a fellow
servant with you… Worship God!” (19:10). Worship belongs to God alone, not to angels, not
to any creature — a rebuke that, we note again, the Lamb never receives, for the Lamb is
worshiped throughout this book because the Lamb is God. And the angel gives us the key
to the whole prophecy: “the testimony of Jesus is the spirit of prophecy.” All true prophecy
bears witness to Jesus. This book, like every word of God, exists to point to him.

The Rider on the White Horse (19:11–16)

Now heaven itself opens — not a door this time, but the whole sky — and the One the
church has awaited since the first chapter rides out. “Behold, a white horse! The one sit‐
ting on it  is  called Faithful and True, and in righteousness he judges and makes war”
(19:11). His eyes are a flame of fire; many crowns are on his head; he wears “a robe dipped
in blood”; and “the name by which he is called is The Word of God” (19:13). This is Christ
returning in glory — Faithful and True, as he named himself to Laodicea; the Word of God,
as John named him in the beginning of his Gospel; the conqueror whose robe is already
stained with blood before the battle begins, for he conquers by blood that was shed, his
own at the cross and his enemies’ at the judgment. The armies of heaven follow him on
white horses, robed in the fine, clean linen of the Bride — the saints riding behind their
King. And his weapon is the one weapon this book has shown again and again: “from his
mouth comes a sharp sword with which to strike down the nations” (19:15). Not a sword
in his hand — a sword from his mouth. Christ conquers by his Word. On his robe and on
his thigh a name is written: “King of kings and Lord of lords” (19:16).

The Two Suppers (19:17–21)

And so we come to Armageddon at last — the great battle the sixth bowl gathered the
world to fight — and there is no battle. An angel summons the birds of the air to a grim
banquet,  “the great  supper of  God” (19:17),  a  horrible parody of  the marriage supper:
where the saints are invited to feast with the Lamb, the carrion birds are invited to feast
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on the slain. The beast and the kings of the earth assemble their armies “to make war
against the rider on the horse and against his army” (19:19) — and then the war simply
does not happen. There is no clash, no contest, no doubtful struggle. “The beast was cap‐

tured, and with it the false prophet” — and the two of them, the unholy trinity’s two great
instruments, are thrown alive into “the lake of fire that burns with sulfur” (19:20). The rest
are slain by the sword from the rider’s mouth — by his Word, spoken once. The armies of
the world gather for the battle of the ages, and the King appears and speaks, and it is over.
This is the resolution of Armageddon, and it is the final word on the church’s warfare: the
beast is not defeated by armies, not by the saints’ swords, not by a holy war, but by the
Word of God from the mouth of the returning Christ. The dragon’s two beasts are finished.
Only the dragon himself remains — and his end is the business of the final vision.

The Comfort of the Sixth Vision

The sixth vision sets two cities before the church and asks her, in effect, which one she
loves. Babylon is dazzling — purple and scarlet, gold and jewels, the music and the mar‐
kets and the lamplight, the whole seductive glory of a civilization that worships itself. And
Babylon falls, in a single hour, found no more, mourned only by those who loved her
profits,  judged for the blood of  the saints on her hands.  The church’s  comfort  here is
double. First, she is told the truth about Babylon before the fall, so that she will not give
the world-city her heart and fall with it: come out of her, do not share her sins, do not
drink her cup, live in her as a stranger bound for another city. And second, she is shown
the other city, the other woman — not a harlot to be bought but a Bride beloved, not drunk
with blood but clothed in granted righteousness, not falling in an hour but rising to a
wedding that never ends. The same Lord who lets Babylon fall has prepared a marriage
supper, and the church is the Bride and the guest, and the invitation is already spoken
over her at every altar: “Blessed are those who are called to the supper of the Lamb.”
Babylon offers a golden cup full of poison. The Lamb offers his own blood, for the forgive‐

ness of sins, and a feast at the end of the world. Choose the Bridegroom. Keep your linen
clean. The harlot is already falling, and the wedding is already prepared.

Soli Deo gloria.
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Section Seven: The Dragon’s Doom and
the New Creation

Revelation 20:1–22:21

Where We Are

We come to the seventh and last vision, and it does what every vision in this book has
done: it goes back to the beginning and tells the age once more — but this time it carries
us all the way through to the end of the end, past the dragon’s doom and the last judg‐

ment, into the new heaven and the new earth, and it does not circle back again, because
there  is  nothing after  the  new creation to  recapitulate.  The story  finally  arrives.  This
vision opens, as the others have, near the start of the church age — with the binding of the
dragon, the last and greatest enemy, the one foe left standing after the beast and the false
prophet were thrown into the fire. It moves through the whole age of his binding, his brief
final release, and his everlasting doom; then to the great white throne and the resurrec‐

tion of all the dead; and then, at last, past the edge of this world entirely, to the city that
has been promised since the seven letters — the New Jerusalem, the Bride, the dwelling of
God with man. Here is where the book has been going from its first verse. Here is where
we, and it, come to rest.

The Binding of the Dragon (20:1–3)

An angel comes down from heaven holding the key to the abyss and a great chain, and he
seizes “the dragon, that ancient serpent, who is the devil and Satan,” binds him for a thou‐

sand years, and throws him into the abyss, shutting and sealing it over him “so that he
might not deceive the nations any longer, until the thousand years were ended. After that
he must be released for a little while” (20:2–3).

This is the most contested passage in the book, and the full case for reading it as the
historic church has read it belongs to its own excursus, “The Thousand Years,” where the
amillennial reading is set beside the premillennial and the dispensational and weighed in
the light of the Augsburg Confession. But the substance must be given here, for it governs
the chapter. The thousand years is not a golden age still to come, a literal millennium of
Christ reigning from an earthly Jerusalem after his return — a hope the Augsburg Confes‐
sion, in its seventeenth article, expressly rejects when it condemns the opinion that the
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godly will possess an earthly kingdom before the resurrection. The thousand years is the
present  age of  the church,  the whole span between Christ’s  first  coming and his  last,
named by a symbolic number — ten cubed, the fullest fullness — exactly as the same age
is named elsewhere in this book by three and a half years or forty-two months. And the
binding of the dragon is the great fact that makes the church’s mission possible: at the
cross and the empty tomb, Christ bound the strong man. He himself said it — “no one can
plunder a strong man’s house unless he first binds the strong man” (Matthew 12), and “I
saw Satan fall like lightning from heaven” (Luke 10), and “now the ruler of this world will
be cast out” (John 12). The dragon is bound now — not annihilated, not idle, still prowling
like a roaring lion — but bound in one specific and decisive way named right here in the
text: he can no longer “deceive the nations,” can no longer hold all the peoples of the earth
in the darkness he held them in before Christ came. The chain on the dragon is the reason
the gospel now runs to every nation. The whole missionary age of the church is the age of
the bound dragon.

The First Resurrection and the Reign of the Saints (20:4–6)

John sees thrones, and seated on them “the souls of those who had been beheaded for the
testimony of Jesus and for the word of God,” those who had refused the beast and its mark
— and “they came to life and reigned with Christ for a thousand years” (20:4). This is “the
first resurrection,” and “blessed and holy is the one who shares in” it, “for over such the
second death has no power” (20:5–6).

Here the book gives the church one of her deepest comforts, and again the amillennial
reading is the one that fits both this text and the rest of Scripture. The “first resurrection”
is not the bodily raising of the dead — that comes at the end of the chapter, when “the rest
of the dead” are raised before the great white throne. The first resurrection is the believ‐

er’s entrance into life with Christ: either his spiritual resurrection now, raised with Christ
from the death of sin in Baptism and faith, as Paul says we have been “raised with him”
already (Ephesians 2; Colossians 3; and Jesus’ own words, “the one who hears my word
and believes has passed from death to life,” John 5); or, as the scene most naturally pic‐

tures, the believer’s passage at death into the conscious, reigning life of the souls who are
already with Christ — the very souls we saw under the altar in chapter 6, the great multi‐
tude before the throne in chapter 7. These are not asleep in oblivion and not yet raised in
the body; they are alive, they reign with Christ, they share his rule through the whole age.
And the promise made to  them is  the sweetest  arithmetic  in  the book:  there are  two
deaths and two resurrections, and they run crosswise. The first death is the death of the
body; the second death is the eternal death of the lake of fire. The first resurrection is the
believer’s life with Christ now; the second resurrection is the raising of his body at the last

Worthy Is the Lamb · Ordinary Means

68



day. And here is the comfort: the one who shares in the first resurrection — the one who is
alive in Christ — is untouched by the second death. The believer will die the first death, the
death of the body; but the second death, the only death worth fearing, “has no power”
over him. He dies once and rises twice; the unbeliever rises once and dies twice. Blessed
and holy is the one who shares in the first resurrection.

The Last Battle and the Dragon’s End (20:7–10)

“When the thousand years are ended, Satan will be released from his prison” (20:7) — the
“little while” of the dragon’s final, permitted fury, just before the end of the age. Released,
he does at once what he was bound from doing: he goes out “to deceive the nations,” gath‐

ering them for battle, “Gog and Magog,” in number like the sand of the sea, and they sur‐
round “the camp of the saints and the beloved city” (20:8–9). This is the same final assault
we have already seen twice — the gathering at Armageddon, the war of the beast and his
kings — recapitulated one last time from the angle of the dragon himself. And it ends as it
always ends in this book: with no battle at all. “Fire came down from heaven and con‐

sumed them” (20:9). The last and greatest gathering of evil against God is over in a sen‐

tence. And “the devil who had deceived them was thrown into the lake of fire and sulfur,
where the beast and the false prophet were, and they will be tormented day and night
forever”  (20:10).  The unholy trinity  is  complete  in  its  doom; the dragon joins  his  two
beasts in the fire. The serpent of Eden, the accuser of the brothers, the deceiver of the
nations, the enemy who has stalked the woman and her seed since Genesis 3 — his end is
the lake of fire, and his defeat, sealed at the cross, is now made final and visible forever.
The strong man, bound, is at last destroyed.

The Great White Throne (20:11–15)

Now comes the judgment toward which every vision has pointed. “Then I saw a great
white throne and him who was seated on it. From his presence earth and sky fled away,
and no place was found for them” (20:11). The old creation itself flees before the face of
the  Judge.  And  “the  dead,  great  and  small,”  stand  before  the  throne,  and  books  are
opened, and another book, “the book of life”; and the dead are judged “according to what
they had done, as recorded in the books” (20:12). The sea gives up its dead; Death and
Hades give up theirs; and then Death and Hades themselves are thrown into the lake of
fire — for the last enemy to be destroyed is death, as Paul promised, and here it is des‐
troyed (20:13–14). “And if anyone’s name was not found written in the book of life, he was
thrown into the lake of fire” (20:15).
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A confessional Lutheran reads this scene with care, for it names two books, and the re‐

lation between them is the relation between Law and gospel. The dead are judged “accord‐

ing to what they had done” — the books of their works are opened, and every work is
weighed, and the verdict of those books is true and just. But the decisive book is the other
one: the book of life, the Lamb’s book, the register of those who belong to him. The works
do not earn a place in that book; they testify. A man’s works are the evidence of whether
faith was in him or unbelief — faith always bears the fruit of works, and unbelief bears its
own — but the works are the witness, not the wage. What saves is to be written in the book
of life, and one is written there not by works but by the blood of the Lamb, received by
faith. The Apology of the Augsburg Confession labors this very point: that we are not justi‐
fied by our works but by faith for Christ’s sake, and that the good works which follow are
the fruit and proof of a faith already justified. At the great white throne, the books of
works are opened and tell the truth about every life; but the only name that delivers from
the second death is a name written, by grace, in the book of the Lamb who was slain.

A New Heaven and a New Earth (21:1–8)

And then the tone changes entirely, and the book — and the whole Bible with it — comes
home. “Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth
had passed away, and the sea was no more” (21:1). The sea, the old emblem of chaos and
the deep, the source from which the beast arose, is gone; chaos itself is abolished. And
this is a new earth — not the abandonment of creation but its renewal, for the voice from
the throne does not say “I am making all new things” but “I am making all things new”
(21:5). The same creation that groaned under the curse, that Paul says waits with eager
longing to be set free, is not discarded but redeemed, transfigured, made new — and the
bodies of the saints, raised at the throne, will live in it. The Christian hope was never to
escape the body and the earth for a disembodied heaven; it was always for the resurrec‐

tion of the body and the renewal of all things. Heaven does not finally take us up; heaven
comes down. “I saw the holy city, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from
God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband” (21:2).

And a great voice announces the meaning of it all, the goal toward which the entire
Scripture has been moving since Eden: “Behold, the dwelling place of God is with man. He
will dwell with them, and they will be his people, and God himself will be with them as
their God” (21:3). The Greek word for “dwelling place” is skeē neē , the tabernacle, and “he will
dwell” is skeē noē sei — the same root John used in his Gospel when he wrote that the Word be‐

came flesh and “tabernacled among us.” The whole story of God-with-his-people — the
tabernacle in the wilderness, the temple in Jerusalem, the Word made flesh, the church
indwelt  by the Spirit  — has been moving toward this:  God dwelling fully,  finally,  and
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forever with his people,  the covenant promise spoken to Israel and renewed by every
prophet, “I will be their God and they will be my people,” made good at last and without
end. And with God’s presence comes the end of every grief: “He will wipe away every tear
from their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning nor crying
nor  pain  anymore,  for  the  former  things  have  passed  away”  (21:4)  —  the  promise  of
chapter 7 fulfilled, the tears of the whole long age of the church wiped away by the hand
of God himself. Then the One on the throne speaks, for only the second time in the entire
book: “Behold, I am making all things new… It is done! I am the Alpha and the Omega, the
beginning and the end” (21:5–6). “It is done” — gegonan — the same word that ended the
wrath, now ending all things in glory; and behind both stands the cross’s “It is finished,”
for what the Lamb accomplished there is here brought to its consummation. And the first
gift named in the new creation is a gift of pure grace: “To the thirsty I will give from the
spring of the water of life without payment” (21:6). Isaiah’s ancient invitation — come, buy
without money — is the charter of the new world. Salvation is free to the last. The water of
life has no price, because the price was paid at Calvary.

The Holy City, the Bride (21:9–27)

One of the bowl-angels — the same order of angel who showed John the harlot — now says,
“Come, I will show you the Bride, the wife of the Lamb” (21:9); and he shows him a city.
This is the final identity of the people of God: the Bride is the city, and the city is the
church. The New Jerusalem coming down from God is the Bride adorned for her husband;
the place where God dwells and the people with whom he dwells are one and the same.
And the city’s very architecture confesses that the people of God are one. Its twelve gates
bear the names of the twelve tribes of Israel, and its twelve foundations bear the names of
the twelve apostles of the Lamb (21:12–14) — Israel and the church, the old covenant and
the new, built into one city with one Lord, the tribes for its gates and the apostles for its
foundations. There are not two peoples of God and two cities; there is one Bride, one Jeru‐

salem, gated by Israel and founded on the apostles. The city is measured and found to be a
perfect cube, its length and width and height equal (21:16) — and every reader of the Old
Testament knows the one room in all the world that was a perfect cube: the Holy of Hol‐
ies, the innermost sanctuary where God’s presence dwelt. The whole city is the Holy of
Holies. The whole people of God dwell, forever, in the very place of God’s presence, with
no curtain and no separation.

Which is why John says the most startling thing about the city: “I saw no temple in the
city, for its temple is the Lord God the Almighty and the Lamb” (21:22). Every temple that
ever stood was a sign pointing forward to God dwelling with his people; when the reality
comes, the sign is no longer needed. There is no temple because there is no longer any
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distance to bridge; God and the Lamb are themselves the temple, present everywhere in
the city. And there is no sun and no moon, “for the glory of God gives it light, and its lamp
is the Lamb” (21:23). The Lamb who was the light of the world, the One whose face shone
like the sun in the first vision, is the light of the new creation. The gates never shut, for
there is no night and no threat; the nations walk by its light; and nothing unclean ever
enters, “but only those who are written in the Lamb’s book of life” (21:27). The harlot’s
gates are shut and her lamps gone out; the Bride’s gates stand open forever in unending
day.

The River and the Tree of Life (22:1–5)

And then the angel shows John the inside of the city, and it is a garden. “Then he showed
me the river of the water of life, bright as crystal, flowing from the throne of God and of
the Lamb through the middle of the street of the city; also, on either side of the river, the
tree of life” (22:1–2). We have come all the way back to Eden — the river that watered the
garden, the tree of life that stood in its midst — but Eden restored and surpassed, for now
the tree bears twelve kinds of fruit, a fruit for every month, “and the leaves of the tree
were for the healing of the nations” (22:2). The tree of life, from which the man and wo‐

man were barred when they fell, the tree promised to the conqueror in the very first of
the seven letters, now grows freely on both banks of the river of life, and all may eat. And
the last vestige of the fall is gone: “No longer will there be anything accursed” (22:3). The
curse pronounced in Genesis 3 is lifted; the long story that began with a garden lost ends
with a garden-city gained, the river flowing, the tree fruiting, the curse undone, and the
throne of God and of the Lamb at the center of it all. For the Lamb is still there — at the
end as at the center of the book, it is “the throne of God and of the Lamb,” and the slain
Lamb is the light and the temple and the Bridegroom of the new creation forever; the
wounds that were his throne are now the light of the city.

And the servants of God “will see his face, and his name will be on their foreheads”
(22:4). Here is the goal of all desire, the thing Moses asked for and could not be given, the
vision of God denied to mortal eyes since the fall: they will see his face. The seal that was
set on the foreheads of the servants of God in chapter 7 is fulfilled in the open sight of God
himself. “And they will reign forever and ever” (22:5). The reign that the redeemed were
promised from the first song of the Lamb is theirs without end. This is heaven, and it is
better than the word “heaven” has ever managed to say: not harps on clouds, but a city
that is a garden that is a sanctuary, God dwelling with his people, his face seen, his name
worn, the curse gone, the tree bearing, the river flowing, and the Lamb the light of it all,
world without end.
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Behold, I Am Coming Soon (22:6–21)

The book closes as it opened, as a letter, with an epilogue that presses the whole vision
back upon the church that hears it. Three times the risen Christ says it: “Behold, I am
coming soon” (22:7, 12, 20) — the great refrain of the ending, the promise that turns the
church’s face toward the horizon. There is a sixth beatitude — “Blessed is the one who
keeps the words of the prophecy of this book” (22:7) — and a seventh and last, which gath‐

ers up the whole gospel of the book into a single line: “Blessed are those who wash their
robes, so that they may have the right to the tree of life and may enter the city by the
gates” (22:14). To the very end, the entrance to the city is by a washed robe — by the right‐
eousness of Christ received by faith, the robe made white in the blood of the Lamb, never
by a robe of one’s own weaving. John, overwhelmed again, falls to worship the angel, and
is refused again: “Worship God!” (22:9). And the angel gives a command that is the oppos‐
ite of Daniel’s: where Daniel was told to seal up his vision, John is told, “Do not seal up the
words of the prophecy of this book, for the time is near” (22:10). This book is not a sealed
mystery to be hoarded or feared; it is an open word for the church to hear, because the
time is near and the church needs its comfort now.

And then the invitations pour out, free and wide. “I am the root and the descendant of
David, the bright morning star,” says Jesus (22:16) — the Lion of Judah and the morning
star he promised to Thyatira, naming himself one last time. “The Spirit and the Bride say,
‘Come.’ And let the one who hears say, ‘Come.’ And let the one who is thirsty come; let the
one who desires take the water of life without price” (22:17). Hear the two directions of
that “Come.” The Spirit and the Bride — the church — cry “Come” to her Lord, longing for
his return; and in the same breath the church cries “Come” to the world, to everyone who
thirsts, inviting them to the water of life that is free. The church’s hope and the church’s
mission are the same word. Then a solemn warning guards the integrity of the prophecy
— let no one add to it or take from it (22:18–19) — and the Lord speaks his last promise:
“Surely I am coming soon.” And the church speaks her last prayer, the prayer she has
prayed in every tongue and every century since, the prayer the early Christians prayed in
Aramaic over the bread and the cup — Maranatha, “Our Lord, come”: “Amen. Come, Lord
Jesus!” (22:20). And the book ends as a letter ends, with grace: “The grace of the Lord Jesus
be with all. Amen” (22:21).

The End and the Beginning

So the Revelation ends, and the whole of Scripture with it, not with a beast but with a
Bride, not with a chart but with a city, not with fear but with the face of God and the
church’s “Come, Lord Jesus.” Look back now over the seven visions and see how the slain
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Lamb has stood at the center of every one of them. He walked among the lampstands with
the keys of death on his belt;  he took the scroll  of history in his pierced hands while
heaven sang “Worthy is the Lamb”; he opened the age and answered the prayers of his
saints; he cast down the accuser by his own blood; he poured out the just wrath of God
and was Lord even of that; he judged Babylon and wed his Bride; and now, at the end, “the
throne of God and of the Lamb” stands at the center of the new creation, and the Lamb is
its light forever. The wounds did not heal over and disappear in the glory; the wounds are
the glory, the light of the city, the proof of the love that bought it. Worthy is the Lamb who
was slain.

This is what the Revelation was given to do — not to frighten the church with the fu‐

ture, but to comfort her in the present with the One who holds it: to show a people under
the cross that the Lamb who was slain is on the throne, that their tears are counted and
will be wiped away, that the dragon is bound and doomed, that Babylon is falling and the
Bride is being made ready, and that the door of the city stands open to all who wash their
robes. The first vision began with a frightened prophet on his face and the word “Fear
not.” The last vision ends with a city of light and a feast prepared and a face to be seen.
Between them lies the age in which we live — the age of the bound dragon and the open
gospel, of tribulation and endurance, of the Supper that is the foretaste of the marriage
feast. We live in the middle of the book, and we know how it ends. So we keep our robes
washed, we sing the song of the Lamb, we come to the table where he gives himself, and
we lift our eyes to the One who says, “Surely I am coming soon” — and with the whole
church, in every age, across the sea of glass and around the world, we answer him: Amen.
Come, Lord Jesus.

Soli Deo gloria.
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Excursuses
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Excursus: The Thousand Years
Revelation 20:1–10

No ten verses in the Bible have divided sincere Christians more than these. The “thousand
years” of Revelation 20 — the millennium, from the Latin mille anni — has become the wa‐

tershed of eschatology, the single passage from which whole systems of the last things are
named and built.  A Christian’s “millennial position” is often the first thing he is asked
about the end times, and the labels — premillennial, postmillennial, amillennial — are
worn  almost  like  party  badges.  This  commentary  has  read  the  passage  amillennially
throughout, and Section Seven expounded it  so; here we owe the reader the fuller ac‐

count: what the passage actually says, how the great views read it, why this commentary
reads it as it does, and — not least — why the Lutheran Confessions settle the question
more firmly than many Lutherans realize.

The Text and Its Questions

The passage is brief and strange. An angel binds “the dragon, that ancient serpent, who is
the devil and Satan,” for a thousand years, throws him into the abyss, and seals it, “so that
he might not deceive the nations any longer, until the thousand years were ended” — after
which “he must be released for a little while” (20:1–3). Then John sees thrones, and the
souls of the martyrs and faithful, who “came to life and reigned with Christ for a thousand
years”; “the rest of the dead did not come to life until the thousand years were ended.”
This is called “the first resurrection,” and those who share in it are blessed, “for over them
the second death has no power” (20:4–6). When the thousand years end, Satan is released,
gathers the nations (“Gog and Magog”) for a final assault, is defeated by fire from heaven,
and is thrown into the lake of fire forever (20:7–10).

Four questions drive every disagreement. When is the thousand years — past, present,
or future? Where and what is the reign of the saints — an earthly kingdom, or a heavenly
one?  What is “the first resurrection” — a bodily rising, or something else? And how does
chapter 20 relate to chapter 19 — does it follow the return of Christ in sequence, or does it,
like so much of this book, circle back to retell the age from a new angle? On the answers to
those four questions the whole debate turns.
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Four Ways to Read the Thousand Years

Historic premillennialism reads the chapters in sequence: Christ returns in chapter 19,
and then, in chapter 20, he reigns on earth for a literal (or roughly literal) thousand years
before the final judgment and the new creation. On this view the “first resurrection” is the
bodily raising of believers at Christ’s coming, who then reign with him on earth through
the millennium; the “rest of the dead” are raised bodily at its end for judgment. This was
the view of several early fathers — Papias, Justin Martyr, Irenaeus, Tertullian — and it is
held today by many thoughtful, non-dispensational Christians. Its strength is that it takes
the sequence of chapters 19 and 20 at face value and reads “they came to life” as a real re‐

surrection. We should respect it as the honest reading of godly interpreters, ancient and
modern.

Dispensational premillennialism is historic premillennialism fitted with a much lar‐
ger apparatus, the system of the prophecy charts and the rapture novels. It adds a secret
pretribulation rapture, a future seven-year tribulation, a rebuilt temple with reinstituted
sacrifices, and above all a permanent distinction between Israel and the church as two
peoples of God. On this view the millennium is the long-promised earthly kingdom of Is‐
rael — Christ reigning from a literal Jerusalem over the nations, the unconditional land
and throne promises to Abraham and David fulfilled in a this-worldly political kingdom,
with the final rebellion of Gog and Magog at its close. This is the popular eschatology of
the modern English-speaking world, and we treated its larger framework in the Introduc‐

tion; here it concerns us as the most literal and most this-worldly of all millennial read‐

ings.

Postmillennialism places the millennium before Christ’s return, but within history. The
thousand years is a coming (or already-dawning) golden age of gospel success, in which
the Word so triumphs that the world is, in large measure, Christianized — an age of right‐
eousness, peace, and the spread of the kingdom — after which Christ returns to a world
largely won. The “post” means Christ comes after the millennium. It was the hope of many
Puritans and of Jonathan Edwards, and it has had able defenders. Its strength is its confid‐

ence in the power of the gospel and the Great Commission; its difficulty, as we will see, is
that it expects a visible triumph of the church within the present age that the New Testa‐

ment does not seem to promise her before the End.

Amillennialism — the reading of this commentary, of Augustine, and of the historic
Western, Lutheran, and confessional-Reformed tradition — holds that the thousand years
is the present age of the church, the whole span between Christ’s two comings, named (like
every number in this book) symbolically: a thousand is ten cubed, the fullest fullness, the
same age this book elsewhere calls forty-two months or 1,260 days. On this view there is
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no future earthly millennium at all; Christ’s single return is followed at once by the resur‐
rection of all  the dead, the last judgment, and the new creation. The label is in fact a
misnomer, and “realized millennialism” is the better word, for amillennialism does not
deny a millennium — it affirms a present, spiritual one. We are in the thousand years now.

The Case for Reading It Now

Why does this commentary read the thousand years as the present age? On five grounds,
which together are weighty.

First, the structure of the book. Revelation does not run in a single line from chapter 1
to chapter 22; it is built of seven parallel visions, each surveying the whole age and each
ending at or near the End before the next begins again. We have watched this happen six
times. The sixth seal reached the day of wrath, and then chapter 7 circled back. The sev‐

enth trumpet announced the consummated kingdom, and then chapter 12 began again at
the birth of Christ. So when chapter 20 opens with the binding of Satan, the burden of
proof lies on anyone who insists it must follow chapter 19 in strict sequence, for that is
precisely what this book repeatedly declines to do. The seventh vision recapitulates the
age one last time, beginning where the age began — with the binding of the dragon at
Christ’s first coming — exactly as the fourth vision began the age again at Bethlehem. Pre‐

millennialism’s whole structure depends on reading 19 into 20 as one chronological se‐

quence; the recapitulating habit of the book undercuts that dependence at the root.

Second, and decisively, the New Testament tells us when Satan was bound, and it was
not at the end of the age but at its beginning. Jesus himself said that no one can plunder
the strong man’s house “unless he first binds the strong man” — and then declared that he
was even now doing exactly that, casting out demons by the Spirit of God, “and then in‐

deed he may plunder his  house” (Matthew 12).  He saw “Satan fall  like lightning from
heaven” when the seventy returned (Luke 10).  On the eve of  the cross he announced,
“Now is the judgment of this world; now will the ruler of this world be cast out” (John 12).
Paul says Christ “disarmed the rulers and authorities and put them to open shame, tri‐
umphing over them” in the cross (Colossians 2);  Hebrews,  that  through death he des‐
troyed “the one who has the power of death, that is, the devil” (Hebrews 2); John, that “the
Son of God appeared to destroy the works of the devil” (1 John 3).  The binding of the
strong man is a finished, first-coming fact. And notice the precise sense in which Revela‐

tion 20 says he is bound: “so that he might not deceive the nations any longer.” That is not
a description of some future age; it is a description of this one. Before Christ, the nations
sat in darkness, the gospel confined largely to one people; after Pentecost, the gospel runs
to every nation under heaven, because the deceiver has been bound from holding them as
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he held them before. The chain on the dragon is the reason the church has a mission. The
age of the bound dragon is the age of the open gospel — which is to say, now.

Third, the “first resurrection.” The premillennialist reads “they came to life” as a bodily
rising, and we will face that argument squarely in a moment. But the scene itself points
elsewhere: John sees souls — “the souls of those who had been beheaded” — coming to life
and reigning with Christ. These are the very souls we have already met in this book: the
souls under the altar in chapter 6, the great multitude before the throne in chapter 7, the
saints who have died and now live and reign with Christ in heaven. The “first resurrec‐

tion,” then, is the believer’s entrance into life with Christ — whether his spiritual resurrec‐

tion now, raised with Christ  in Baptism and faith,  as  Paul  says we have already been
“raised with him” (Ephesians 2; Colossians 3), and as Jesus says, “the one who hears my
word and believes has passed from death to life” (John 5), or his passage at death into the
reigning life of the souls already with the Lord. The “second resurrection,” implied but
unnamed, is the bodily raising of all at the last day. And the passage gives us the key to
this in its talk of two deaths: the first death is the death of the body; the “second death” is
not bodily at all but eternal — the lake of fire. If the two deaths are of different kinds, the
first bodily and the second eternal, then the two resurrections are of different kinds also
— the first spiritual and the second bodily — and the cross-pattern is the comfort of the
whole passage: the one who shares in the first resurrection (life in Christ now) is untouched
by the second death (eternal damnation). He dies the first death and is raised in the second
resurrection; the second death has no power over him.

Fourth, the symbolic thousand. In a book where seven is completeness and twelve is
the people of God and 666 is the creature falling short and 144,000 is the whole church and
three and a half years is the bounded age, it would be very strange to insist that one num‐

ber — a thousand — must be taken with wooden literalness. A thousand is ten cubed, the
symbol of an immense and complete fullness, the same age measured another way. The
burden lies on the literalist to say why this number, alone among all the numbers of the
Apocalypse, must be counted on a calendar.

Fifth, and weightiest of all, the harmony of Scripture. The rest of the New Testament
knows nothing of a thousand-year earthly kingdom between Christ’s return and the end.
Everywhere else, the pattern is the same and it is simple: Christ returns once, and at his
coming the dead are raised — all of them, the just and the unjust together — and judged,
and the new creation comes. Paul: “each in his own order: Christ the firstfruits, then at his
coming those who belong to him, then comes the end” (1 Corinthians 15) — with the re‐

surrection and the end joined at his coming. Jesus: “an hour is coming when all who are
in the tombs will hear his voice and come out, those who have done good to the resurrec‐

tion of life, and those who have done evil to the resurrection of judgment” (John 5) — one
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hour,  one general resurrection of the good and the evil together, not two separated by a
thousand years. Paul again, in Thessalonians, describes a single public return with the re‐

surrection of the dead and the gathering of the living in one event. Peter sets the day of
the Lord and the dissolution and renewal of the heavens and earth in one stroke (2 Peter
3). If Revelation 20 teaches a literal earthly millennium, it stands alone in the New Testa‐

ment, introducing a whole epoch of redemptive history that no apostle elsewhere men‐

tions — and it does so in the most symbolic book in the canon. The sounder rule is to read
the one symbolic passage in the light of the many plain ones, not the many plain ones in
the light of the one symbolic one.

The Strongest Objection, Honestly Faced

Fairness requires that we state the best argument against our reading, for there is a real
one. In verse 4, the martyrs “came to life” (the Greek ezeē san) and reigned with Christ; in
verse 5, “the rest of the dead did not come to life” (ezeē san again) until the thousand years
were ended. The premillennialist argues, with force, that the same word in two adjacent
verses ought to mean the same thing — and since “the rest of the dead came to life” can
only be the bodily resurrection, “they came to life and reigned” in verse 4 must be bodily
too;  therefore the first  resurrection is  bodily,  and a millennium follows it.  This  is  the
strongest card in the premillennial hand, and it should not be brushed aside.

But it is answerable, and the answer lies in the passage’s own structure of contrasts.
The text deliberately pairs a “first resurrection” with what it just as deliberately calls a
“second death” — and the second death, all agree, is  not a bodily death but the eternal
death of the lake of fire, a death of a different kind from the first. If the book can use
“death” in two different senses, the first bodily and the second eternal, set in deliberate
contrast, then it can equally use “came to life” in two senses, the first spiritual and the
second bodily, set in the same kind of contrast. The very framework of first-and-second,
which the premillennialist needs in order to make verse 5 bodily, is the framework that
lets verse 4 be spiritual. A word takes its sense from its context, and John’s context here is
built on a contrast of kinds. As for the early fathers: it is true that some were chiliasts, and
we honor them; but the view was never universal even in the ancient church — Justin
himself admitted that many right-minded Christians did not share it — and its frequent
crudeness (the materialistic visions of miraculous earthly abundance) is part of what led
the church, with Augustine, to a more sober reading that became the settled mind of the
West. Antiquity commands respect; it does not by itself settle exegesis.

Postmillennialism deserves its own honest word, for its difficulty is different. Its hope
is noble — that the gospel will so succeed that the world is largely won before Christ re‐
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turns. But Revelation, and the New Testament with it, does not promise the church a pre-
return golden age. It  promises her the opposite shape: an age in which the gospel ad‐

vances and the church suffers, the wheat and the tares growing together until the harvest,
the dragon bound from deceiving the nations yet still prowling, the witnesses prophesy‐

ing in sackcloth and being killed before they are raised, and — at the very end — not a
Christianized world but a final apostasy, the brief release of Satan, and the gathering of
the nations against the saints (20:7–9). The age is cruciform to its last day. The church’s
triumph is real but hidden, the reign of the souls with Christ and the conquering of the
dragon “by the blood of the Lamb,” with the  visible triumph reserved for the world to
come. That is precisely what postmillennial optimism, for all its love of the gospel, tends
to bring forward into history too soon.

The Confession Speaks: Augsburg XVII

For a Lutheran, this debate is not finally left to the weighing of arguments, because the
church  has  confessed  on  it.  The  Augsburg  Confession,  in  its  seventeenth  article,  on
Christ’s return to judgment, first sets out the plain shape of the last things: that at the end
of the world Christ will appear, will raise all the dead, will give the godly and elect eternal
life and the ungodly endless condemnation. That sequence — one return, the resurrection
of all, the judgment, the two eternal destinies — is itself the amillennial pattern, with no
room left for an earthly interregnum. And then the article does something pointed. Hav‐

ing condemned the error that the punishment of the damned will someday end, it adds a
second condemnation, aimed squarely at the millennial hope: it condemns “others who
now scatter Jewish opinions, that before the resurrection of the dead the godly will take
possession of the kingdom of the world, the ungodly being everywhere suppressed.”

Read that clause carefully, for it is decisive. The Confession rejects the teaching that be‐
fore the resurrection of the dead the godly will possess an earthly kingdom with the ungodly
put down — which is the very heart of premillennialism in both its forms. Both historic
and dispensational premillennialism place exactly this: an earthly reign of the godly, be‐
fore the general resurrection, in which Christ and his saints rule the nations from Jerus‐
alem. That is what Augsburg XVII names a “Jewish opinion” and condemns — not because
there is anything to despise in the Jewish people, but because the hope of a this-worldly,
political messianic kingdom is, in the Reformers’ judgment, a return to the very expecta‐

tion that Jesus refused, a kingdom “of this world” of the kind he told Pilate his kingdom
was not. A confessional Lutheran, then, is not free to be a chiliast. The question of the
millennium is, for us, not merely an open matter of competing exegesis; it has been con‐

fessed. The Augsburg Confession is, in its plain sense, an amillennial document, and it
forecloses the literal earthly kingdom before the resurrection that premillennialism in
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every form requires.  (Postmillennialism, whose “millennium” is  gospel success within
history rather than a reign of the godly over a suppressed ungodly, is not condemned in
the  same  direct  way;  but  its  this-worldly  optimism  sits  uneasily  with  the  cruciform
eschatology the Confession assumes,  and the Lutheran tradition has been amillennial
with near unanimity.)

What Is Finally at Stake

It would be possible to treat all of this as a technical quarrel among interpreters, of in‐

terest only to specialists. It is not. Beneath the exegesis lies the deepest division in all
theology,  the  one  Luther  named  in  the  Heidelberg  Disputation:  the  theology  of  glory
against the theology of the cross. The millennial hope, in its literal-earthly form, is at
bottom a hope for visible, political, this-worldly triumph before the End — a kingdom in which
the church is at last on top, the saints rule the nations, and the long humiliation is over
while history still runs. That is precisely the kingdom the Lamb refused. It is the crown
the devil offered him in the wilderness if he would bow; it is the throne the crowd wanted
to force on him after the loaves; it is the kingdom Peter reached for with a sword in the
garden. And every time, the Lamb turned from the crown of glory to the crown of thorns,
because the kingdom he came to bring is not seized by triumph but given through the
cross, and its glory is hidden until he comes again.

The amillennial reading keeps the church where the Lamb keeps her: under the cross
through the whole age, reigning now in a hidden and cruciform way — the souls of the
faithful reigning with Christ in heaven, the church on earth conquering the dragon by the
blood of the Lamb and the word of her testimony, even unto death — and waiting for the
visible glory until the new creation, where it belongs. This is not a counsel of despair; it is
the opposite. It tells the suffering church that her reign is real even now, that the dragon is
already bound from devouring her,  that  her dead are already alive and reigning with
Christ, and that the second death has no power over her. And it guards her from two er‐
rors at once: from the despair that thinks the dragon is winning, and from the false utopi‐
an hope — whether the earthly millennium of the premillennialist or the Christianized
world of the postmillennialist — that expects the church’s glory before the cross-shaped
age is done. The church does not wait for a golden age within history, and she does not try
to build one. She lives in the age of the bound dragon and the open gospel, reigning with
her Lord in hiddenness, keeping her robe washed, and lifting her eyes to the only triumph
the New Testament promises before the End: the triumph of a slain Lamb, whose glory is
his wounds, and whose kingdom comes in full only when he does.
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Conclusion

The thousand years is now. Satan was bound at the cross, bound from deceiving the na‐

tions so that the gospel might run to all of them; the souls of the faithful dead reign with
Christ through this whole age; the church on earth shares that hidden reign by faith; and
at the end, after the dragon’s brief and final fury, Christ will return once, raise all the dead,
judge the world, and make all things new. There is no earthly millennium to wait for, be‐

cause we are living in the only millennium the Scriptures give us — the reign of the Lamb
through his Word, in an age still marked by the cross. The Augsburg Confession has said
as much, condemning the hope of an earthly kingdom before the resurrection; the rest of
the New Testament has said as much, knowing only one return and one resurrection of
all; and the whole shape of this book has said as much, refusing to march in a straight line
and circling back, one last time, to the binding of the dragon at the dawn of the gospel
age. We honor the godly brethren who read these verses otherwise, and we do not un‐

church them. But we read with Augustine and with Augsburg, and we find in the thousand
years not a calendar to decode but a comfort to hold: the dragon is bound, the saints
already reign, the second death is broken, and the Lamb is on the throne — now, and until
he comes.

Soli Deo gloria.
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Excursus: The 144,000 and the Great
Multitude

Revelation 7:1–17; 14:1–5

Few numbers in the Bible have been claimed by more groups or pressed into more uses
than the 144,000. One sizable movement has read it as a literal and fixed quota — exactly
144,000 individuals who will reign in heaven, a numbered “anointed class” set above the
rest of the redeemed. A whole school of prophecy teachers has read it as literal ethnic
Israel — 144,000 Jewish men, twelve thousand from each tribe, converted and commis‐
sioned as evangelists during a future tribulation after the church has been removed. Oth‐

ers have seen in it a special elite of martyrs, or of celibates, a spiritual aristocracy within
the larger body of the saved. Each of these readings, however sincerely held, divides the
people of God — into the numbered and the rest, into Israel and the church, into an elite
and the ordinary. And each of them, this commentary will argue, misreads a number that
the text itself takes pains to explain. Rightly understood, the 144,000 does not divide the
people of God at all. It is the people of God, whole and complete, and not one of them is
missing.

Heard and Seen: One People, Two Views

The decisive  clue  lies  in  the  structure  of  the  seventh chapter,  where  the  144,000  first
appears — and it  is the kind of clue that is easy to miss if  one is hunting for a literal
census. John tells us first what he  hears, and then what he  sees, and the two are not two
groups but one, presented from two angles.

What John  hears is a number: “And I heard the number of the sealed, 144,000, sealed
from every tribe of the sons of Israel” (7:4), followed by the roll of the twelve tribes. What
John then sees, in the very next breath, is something that cannot be numbered at all: “After
this I looked, and behold, a great multitude that no one could number, from every nation,
from all  tribes and peoples and languages,  standing before the throne and before the
Lamb, clothed in white robes” (7:9). Set those two descriptions side by side. The first is
heard and counted — 144,000, sealed, from the tribes of Israel. The second is  seen and un‐

countable — a multitude beyond all numbering, from every nation on earth. This is the
same device John uses elsewhere in the book: he hears that the conqueror is the Lion of
Judah, and then he looks and sees a slain Lamb (5:5–6). The Lion he hears and the Lamb he
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sees are one Christ. Just so, the 144,000 he hears and the great multitude he sees are one
people. The number names them as God counts them — complete, sealed, ordered, not
one lost; the multitude shows them as they actually are — uncountable, drawn from every
tribe and tongue, robed in white before the throne. The 144,000 of Israel and the innumer‐
able host from every nation are not two companies. They are the church, heard and seen.

This single observation undoes the literalist quota and the ethnic-Israel readings to‐

gether. It cannot be a fixed number of exactly 144,000 individuals, because the very people
the number describes are immediately shown to be a multitude no one could number. And
it cannot be ethnic Jews only, because the very people sealed “from the tribes of Israel”
are immediately shown to be “from every nation, tribe, people, and language.” The num‐

ber and the multitude interpret each other, and they say the same thing in two registers:
the whole people of God, complete in God’s counting and countless to human eyes.

The Arithmetic of Completeness

What, then, does the number itself mean? It means exactly what every number in this
book means — something theological, not arithmetical. The 144,000 is not 144,000; it is
twelve times twelve times a thousand. Twelve is the number of the people of God: twelve
tribes of the old covenant, twelve apostles of the new, the twenty-four elders around the
throne who are the two together. A thousand is the number of an immense fullness, the
same number we met in the thousand years, ten cubed, completeness raised to its height.
Multiply the people of God by the people of God and then by fullness upon fullness —
twelve squared times a thousand — and you have the number of the  complete people of
God, the full and final tally of the redeemed, every last one of them present and accoun‐

ted for. The 144,000 is the answer to the question every grieving believer asks: will any of
God’s own be missing at the end? No. The number is whole; the count is complete; not one
is lost. It is the same comfort Paul gives when he says “the Lord knows those who are his.”
God has a number, and his number is full.

To insist that this one number, alone among all the symbolic numbers of the Apoca‐

lypse, must be a literal headcount is to read it against the grain of the entire book — and,
as we have seen, against the text’s own gloss, which calls the same people uncountable in
the next verse. The number is not a ceiling on the saved; it is a portrait of their complete‐

ness.
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The Irregular Roll of the Tribes

The list of tribes that follows the number (7:5–8) is itself a quiet argument that we are
reading symbol and not census, for it is a list no record-keeper would ever have produced.
Judah is named first — though Judah was not the firstborn; Reuben was. Judah goes first
because the Lion of Judah, the Messiah, came from that tribe; the roll is ordered by the
gospel, not by birth order. Dan is missing altogether — the tribe most associated in Israel’s
memory with idolatry, the place where Jeroboam set up one of his golden calves, the tribe
later tradition linked with apostasy. And to keep the number at twelve with Dan removed,
the list does something else no genealogist would do: it includes Levi (who in the old allot‐
ments had no tribal land and was usually not counted among the twelve) and it names
both Joseph and Joseph’s son Manasseh as if they were separate tribes. This is not how the
tribes of Israel were ever actually enumerated. It is a deliberately reshaped list — Judah
lifted to the front for the Messiah’s sake, the idolatrous tribe dropped, the priestly tribe
restored — a symbolic Israel, ordered by redemption.

And there is a plain historical fact that settles the matter beyond dispute: by John’s day,
a literal sealing of twelve thousand from each tribe of Israel was simply impossible. The
ten northern tribes had been scattered and assimilated by Assyria seven centuries before;
the tribal records were lost; no one could have produced twelve thousand verified Danites
or Naphtalites if his life depended on it. John knew this as well as we do. He is not count‐
ing a genealogical roster that no longer existed. He is  using the ancient names of the
tribes of Israel as the language of the people of God, exactly as the New Jerusalem will
later have the names of the twelve tribes on its gates and the twelve apostles on its found‐

ations (21:12–14) — one city, gated by Israel and founded on the apostles, the one people of
God across both covenants.

The True Israel

Here we must say plainly what the chapter implies, for it is the proper home of a point the
Introduction raised: in the Revelation, the church is counted under the name of Israel.
The 144,000 are sealed “from the tribes of Israel,” and they are the great multitude from
every nation. This is not John’s invention; it is the settled teaching of the whole New Testa‐

ment, which understands the true Israel to be defined no longer by descent but by the
Messiah. “Not all who are descended from Israel belong to Israel,” Paul writes (Romans 9);
“no one is a Jew who is merely one outwardly… a Jew is one inwardly” (Romans 2); those
who belong to Christ are “Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to promise” (Galatians 3);
the church is “the Israel of God” (Galatians 6); and in Christ the dividing wall between Jew
and Gentile is broken down to make “one new man” (Ephesians 2). The 144,000 of Israel
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who are the multitude of every nation is simply this apostolic teaching turned into a vis‐
ion.

This must be said carefully, for it has been said badly. It is not the claim that the church
has coldly replaced the Jewish people, nor any license for contempt — a contempt this
commentary has already named, at the synagogue of Smyrna, as a sin against both the
text and the neighbor. Paul’s own image is not replacement but ingathering: an olive tree
whose root  is  holy and whose root  is  Israel,  from which some natural  branches were
broken off in unbelief, and into which wild branches — the Gentiles — were grafted in to
share the tree’s own life (Romans 11). The Gentiles do not get a new tree; they are grafted
into Israel’s. The one people of God is not the church  instead of Israel but the believing
remnant of Israel together with the grafted-in nations, one tree, one people, with one Root
who is Christ. And Paul warns the grafted branches expressly against arrogance toward
the natural ones, and keeps a tender hope for his kinsmen according to the flesh. So when
we say the 144,000 is the true Israel, we mean what Paul meant: not two peoples of God on
two tracks toward two destinies, but one people, drawn from Israel and from every na‐

tion, gathered into the one olive tree and sealed under the one ancient name. That is the
death of every scheme that would split the redeemed in two — and it is a unity, not a
triumph; an ingathering, not a boast.

On Mount Zion: The Sealed and the Undefiled

The 144,000 appears once more, in the fourteenth chapter, and there it stands as the delib‐

erate opposite of the beast’s marked multitudes. After the long shadow of the dragon and
the two beasts, the vision opens onto light: “Then I looked, and behold, on Mount Zion
stood the Lamb, and with him 144,000 who had his name and his Father’s name written on
their foreheads” (14:1). Against the mark of the beast on hand and forehead (13:16), the
name of the Lamb and the Father on the forehead — which is to say, the seal of chapter 7.
The 144,000 are the sealed, set over against the marked; the people who belong to the
Lamb, set  over against the people who belong to the beast.  The whole book has been
drawing this line, and here the two sides stand revealed: the marked multitudes of the
earth, and the sealed multitude on Mount Zion.

Several things are said of them that have tempted readers toward a literal elite, and
each, read in context, says the opposite. They are called “virgins,” who “have not defiled
themselves with women” (14:4) — which, taken with wooden literalness, would make the
entire redeemed people a company of celibate men, an absurdity that no one really be‐

lieves and that would exclude the apostles, the patriarchs, and the mothers in Israel from
the number of the saved. The language is the prophets’  language, in which idolatry is

Worthy Is the Lamb · Ordinary Means

87



adultery and faithfulness to God is chastity. Hosea and Ezekiel portrayed Israel’s idolatry
as whoredom; this very book portrays the world-system as a harlot, Babylon, with whom
the kings of the earth commit fornication. The “virgins,” then, are those who did not com‐

mit adultery with Babylon, who kept themselves pure from the worship of the beast, who
remained the chaste bride of the Lamb and would not whore after the world. Their virgin‐

ity is fidelity. They are called “firstfruits” (14:4) — consecrated to God, the first and the
best, set apart as holy. And it is said that “in their mouth no lie was found” (14:5) — over
against the lie of the false prophet and the deceit of the beast, they confessed the truth
and did not deny the Lamb. And the heart of all of it is one clause: “they follow the Lamb
wherever he goes” (14:4). That is the definition of the 144,000 — not a quota, not a blood‐

line, not a celibate caste, but those who follow the Lamb wherever he goes, including, as
the beasts have just reminded us, to the cross.

The Seal on the Forehead

For a confessional Lutheran, the seal that defines the 144,000 has a familiar shape. They
are sealed “on their foreheads” (7:3) with the name of God, marked as his own before the
winds of judgment are loosed — and the Christian cannot help but recognize the font,
where the sign of the holy cross is traced upon the forehead and the breast of the baptized
to mark them as those redeemed by Christ the crucified, and where the Spirit himself is
given as the seal and the guarantee of the inheritance, as Paul says we were “sealed with
the promised Holy Spirit”  (Ephesians 1).  The 144,000 are the baptized,  the sealed,  the
people on whom God has set his name. Their security is not their own achievement but a
mark placed on them by God; they are kept through the great tribulation not because they
are strong but because they are sealed.

And so this number, so often made a source of anxiety — am I among the 144,000, or
only among some lesser crowd? — is meant to be a source of the deepest comfort. There
are not two classes of the redeemed, a numbered elite and an ordinary remainder. There
is one people of God, sealed in Baptism, complete in God’s counting, countless to human
eyes, drawn from every nation under heaven and gathered under the ancient name of Is‐
rael, standing with the Lamb on Mount Zion. If you are baptized into Christ and following
the Lamb, you are not anxiously hoping to qualify for the number. You are in it. The seal is
on your forehead. You are one of the 144,000, which is to say, you are one of the multitude
no one can number, which is to say, you belong to the Lamb, and not one of his is lost.

Worthy Is the Lamb · Ordinary Means

88



Conclusion

The 144,000 is not a heavenly quota that runs out, not a remnant of ethnic Israel evangeliz‐

ing a  church-less  tribulation,  not  a  celibate  or  martyr  aristocracy above the common
Christian. It is the whole people of God — twelve times twelve times a thousand, the sym‐

bol of completeness — the same people John hears numbered as sealed Israel and sees un‐

countable as the multitude of every nation, the chaste bride who would not whore after
the beast, the sealed who stand against the marked, those who follow the Lamb wherever
he goes. They are the church: yours and mine, the baptized of every age and every tongue,
sealed on the forehead with the name of God, kept through the tribulation, and gathered
at  last,  complete  and countless,  before  the  throne and the  Lamb.  Not  one of  them is
missing. And if you are his, you are among them.

Soli Deo gloria.
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Excursus: The Mark of the Beast and 666
Revelation 13:16–18

Of all the images in the Revelation, none has been more sensationalized than the mark of
the beast and its number. Every generation has found the mark in its newest technology —
the credit card, the barcode, the Social Security number, the microchip, the digital ID —
and the number in its latest villain, calculating 666 out of the names of popes and emper‐
ors, Napoleon and Hitler, presidents and computer systems, with each new candidate an‐

nounced as the long-awaited unmasking of the antichrist. The pattern has held for centur‐
ies, and it has been wrong every time, because it rests on a misunderstanding of what the
mark is and what the number means. The mark is not a gadget, and the number is not a
code to crack the identity of a coming man. To read them so is to miss what John, with
some care, actually wrote — and to trade the sober discernment the text calls for (“this
calls for wisdom”) for exactly the kind of speculative game it was written to forbid.

The Mark and the Seal: Two Allegiances

The key to the mark is that it does not stand alone. It is the deliberate counterpart — the
dark mirror image — of the seal of God, and the two must be read together. In the seventh
chapter, God seals his servants on their foreheads, marking them as his own before the
winds of judgment are loosed; the 144,000 bear “the name of the Lamb and his Father’s
name written on their foreheads” (14:1). In the thirteenth chapter, the beast does the same
in reverse: the second beast causes everyone “to be marked on the right hand or the fore‐

head” (13:16), so that they bear the beast’s mark and name. The seal and the mark are the
two signs of the two allegiances. Every person in the Revelation bears one or the other —
sealed by God on the forehead, or marked by the beast on hand and forehead. There is no
third option, no unmarked neutral ground. You belong to the Lamb or you belong to the
beast, and the sign of it is on you.

This is the interpretive key, and it dissolves most of the sensationalism at a stroke. The
mark is not a technology that might be slipped onto you unawares, any more than the seal
of God is a microchip implanted in the saints. Both are signs of allegiance — of whose you
are, whom you worship, to whom you belong. The seal is the visible belonging of those
who worship the Lamb; the mark is the visible belonging of those who worship the beast.
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The  question  the  mark  poses  is  never  “what  device  will  the  antichrist  use?”  It  is  the
question this whole book keeps asking: whom do you worship?

Hand and Forehead: Allegiance Made Visible

The placement of the mark confirms this, for it is drawn straight from the Old Testament
— and again as a counterfeit. God commanded Israel to bind his words “as a sign on your
hand” and “as frontlets between your eyes,” on the forehead (Deuteronomy 6; Exodus 13)
— the origin of the phylacteries, the visible sign that Israel belonged wholly to the LORD,
his word governing both her hand and her head. The beast’s mark on hand and forehead
is the anti-phylactery, the counterfeit sign that a person belongs wholly to the beast. The
forehead is the seat of thought, conviction, worship — what one believes; the hand is the
instrument of action, labor, allegiance enacted — what one does. To be marked on fore‐

head and hand is to have one’s whole self, thought and deed, mind and work, given over to
the beast: to worship it inwardly and serve it outwardly, the entire person stamped with
another’s name. As the word of God on Israel’s hand and head marked her as God’s, so the
mark of the beast on hand and head marks its bearer as the beast’s — body and soul,
believing and doing, conscripted into the worship of the world-power.

The Greek word for the mark, charagma, sharpens this still further, because it was an
ordinary commercial and political term. A charagma was a stamp or brand — the seal im‐

pressed on official documents, the image and name stamped on Roman coins, the brand
burned into the flesh of a slave to show whose he was. The mark of the beast, then, is the
empire’s stamp of ownership, the brand that says this one is mine, the official seal without
which one has no standing in the beast’s economy. It is the visible token of belonging to
the world-power — and it is no more a literal microchip than the emperor’s head on a den‐

arius was a microchip. It is a brand of ownership, and the ownership is the point.

Buy and Sell: The Cost of Refusal

Why does the text say that without the mark “no one could buy or sell” (13:17)? Because al‐
legiance to the beast was, and is, enforced economically and socially long before it is en‐

forced by the sword. For John’s first readers this was painfully concrete. The trade guilds
that  controlled  commerce  each  had  their  patron  deities  and  their  guild  feasts  in  the
temples; the markets and the civic life of the Asian cities were saturated with the imperial
cult; to do business, to hold a trade, to take one’s place in society, one was expected to
honor the gods of the city and burn one’s pinch of incense to Caesar as lord. The Christian
who would not — who would confess no Lord but Christ — found doors closing: the guild
shut to him, the contract lost, the livelihood gone, the family pressed toward ruin. “No
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one could buy or sell” was not a prophecy of a future cashless economy; it was the daily
economic pressure of a world that made the worship of its powers the price of admission
to ordinary life.

And it remains so. Every Christian who has lost a job, a business, a friendship, a seat at
the table for refusing to bow to what his culture worships has felt the edge of “no one
could buy or sell.” The mark’s machinery is not a scanner; it  is the ordinary, grinding
pressure of a society that exacts conformity as the price of belonging, and punishes the
one who will not give the world the worship it demands. The mark is cheap and easy; it
costs  nothing to  take and opens every door.  The seal  costs  everything and may close
them. That is precisely the test the beast sets, and the call to “the endurance and faith of
the saints” (13:10) is the call to pay the price of the seal rather than take the ease of the
mark.

The Number of a Man

Then the famous number: “This calls for wisdom. Let the one who has understanding cal‐
culate the number of the beast, for it is the number of a man, and his number is 666”
(13:18). And here we must begin where the surest meaning lies, which is the symbolism of
the number itself — for whatever else 666 is, it is first of all a number in a book where
every number preaches.

Seven, throughout the Revelation, is the number of completeness and perfection — sev‐

en churches, seven seals, seven trumpets, seven bowls, seven spirits; the number of the
seventh day, the Sabbath, the rest of God. Six falls one short of seven. Six is the number
that  labors  and  never  reaches  the  rest,  that  strains  toward  completeness  and  always
comes up just short — the number of the creature who would be Creator and cannot, the
almost that is never quite. And 666 is six intensified to its fullest reach, six tripled, the
threefold falling-short — as 777 would be perfection upon perfection,  so 666 is  failure
upon failure, the creature straining with everything in it to be God and missing, by one,
three times over. “It is the number of a man,” the text says, and that is the whole confes‐
sion of it: the beast, for all its blasphemy, for all its claim to the worship of the world, is
only a man — a creature playing at deity — and its number betrays it. Not seven. Not di‐
vine. Only six, six, six. The beast is the eternal almost: almost God, never God; reaching
for  the  seventh  day  and  forever  stranded  on  the  sixth.  Its  very  number  is  the
announcement of its failure.
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Counting the Name: Nero and the Gematria

There is more, though, and it anchors the symbol in history. The verse invites the reader
to “calculate” the number, and in the ancient world there was a well-known way to do so.
Letters served as numerals — in Hebrew and in Greek alike, each letter had a numerical
value — so any name could be added up to a number, a practice the Greeks called  iso‐

psephia and the rabbis called gematria. “Calculate the number of the beast… it is the num‐

ber of a man” is an invitation to add up a name. And the strongest candidate, by far, is the
emperor Nero.

Written in Hebrew letters, the name and title “Nero Caesar” —  Neron Qesar — yields,
when its letters are added, exactly 666. And there is a striking confirmation hidden in the
manuscripts. A number of early witnesses give the number not as 666 but as 616 — a vari‐
ant that has puzzled readers for centuries, until one notices that the Latin form of the
name, “Nero” without the final n of the Greek “Neron,” drops the value of that letter and
brings the total down to precisely 616. The two forms of the name produce the two num‐

bers in the manuscripts: the fuller Hebrew spelling gives 666, the shorter Latin spelling
gives 616. The variant itself points at Nero. And Nero is exactly whom we would expect:
the first emperor to make war on the church, who burned Christians in his gardens, under
whom Peter and Paul are said to have died — the beast incarnate for the generation that
first read these words, and the archetype of every persecutor since. The gematria roots
the symbol in a real and bloody history. The beast had a first-century face, and its name
was Nero.

The Endless Game

But here a warning is in order, and it is the heart of why the modern speculation goes
wrong. Gematria is an elastic instrument. Because almost any name can be spelled in
more than one way, in more than one language, with or without titles, in Hebrew or Greek
or Latin letters, a determined calculator can make a very large number of names add up
to 666. This is precisely what the centuries have demonstrated: the number has been “cal‐
culated” to fit popes and emperors, reformers and revolutionaries, Napoleon and Kaiser
Wilhelm and Hitler and a long parade of modern politicians, each calculation announced
with confidence and forgotten with the next. The method is so flexible that it can be made
to incriminate nearly anyone, which means it can convict no one with certainty — and
which means that the game of unmasking the antichrist by his number is, and always has
been, futile. The man who “proves” that some current figure is 666 has proved only that
he can manipulate numbers, not that he has read the text.
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This is exactly the misuse the verse forbids in the very act of inviting calculation. “This
calls for wisdom” — and the wisdom called for is not cryptographic cleverness, the skill to
crack a code and name a villain from the headlines. It is spiritual discernment: the wisdom
to recognize the beast for what it is wherever it appears — a creature deifying itself, de‐

manding the worship owed to God, and falling short of the God it apes. The number does
not equip the church to identify a future individual; it equips her to recognize the peren‐

nial pattern. Whenever a power, an office, an ideology, or an empire arrogates to itself the
worship and the absolute allegiance that belong to God alone, there is the beast, and there
is its number — always six, never seven, always the creature that would be God and never
is. The Nero of the first century wore the number; so have many since; so may others yet.
The wisdom is not to date the beast’s coming but to discern his spirit and refuse his mark.

Sealed, Not Marked

For the  church,  then,  all  of  this  resolves  into  a  single,  freeing question,  and it  is  the
question of the First Commandment. Luther, in the Large Catechism, explains that com‐

mandment by asking what a person fears, loves, and trusts above all things — “whatever
your heart clings to and relies upon, that is properly your god.” The mark of the beast is
nothing other than the visible sign of a misplaced worship: the brand of those whose
hearts cling to the world-power, who fear it, love it, and trust it in the place of God. To take
the mark is to break the First Commandment in the open; to bear the seal is to keep it.
And this is why the anxious modern question — will I somehow take the mark without mean‐

ing to? could a card or a chip or a code damn me unawares? — is a question the text never asks
the church to fear. You do not stumble into the mark of the beast; you do not receive it by
accident or by technology. You take it by worship, deliberately, by giving to the creature
the fear and love and trust that belong to God. And you refuse it the same way — by wor‐
shiping the Lamb, fearing and loving and trusting God above the world and its powers,
even when the doors close and you cannot buy or sell. The baptized believer who follows
the Lamb is sealed, not marked. The sign on his forehead is the name of God, traced there
in the sign of the cross. He need not fear the mark, for he has already received the seal.

And there is a final comfort in the number itself. The beast’s number is the number of
failure. Six, never seven; the creature that strains to be God and never arrives; the almost
that is never quite. The seventh day — the Sabbath, the rest of God, the completeness that
belongs to the Creator and to the people he has made his own — is the one thing the beast
can never reach. Its very number, stamped on its own followers as a boast, is in truth the
confession of its defeat. It will always fall one short. The seventh day belongs to the Lamb
and to those who are sealed as his, and into that rest the beast, for all its raging, can never
enter.
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Conclusion

The mark of the beast is not a barcode, a chip, or a coming technology; it is allegiance to
the world-power made visible — the brand of ownership on hand and head, the worship
of the beast confessed in thought and deed, the counterfeit of the seal of God. The “buy
and sell” is not a future economic system but the old and constant pressure of a world that
demands conformity as the price of belonging. And 666 is not a code for cracking the
name of a coming man; it is the number of the creature playing at deity and falling short
— anchored in history in the name of Nero, the first great persecutor, but never confined
to him, the perpetual signature of every power that would be God and never is. The wis‐
dom the text calls for is not calculation but discernment: to recognize the spirit of the
beast, refuse its worship, and keep the seal. So the church need not scan the headlines in
fear or do arithmetic on her leaders’ names. She need only do what this whole book asks
of her — worship the Lamb, fear and love and trust God above every power on earth, en‐

dure the cost of the seal rather than take the ease of the mark, and remember that the
beast’s own number is the promise of its defeat.  Six will  never be seven. The Sabbath
belongs to the Lamb.

Soli Deo gloria.
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Excursus: The Rapture Question
1 Thessalonians 4:13–18; Revelation 3:10; 4:1

Of all the ideas that have shaped how modern Christians imagine the end of the world,
few are more pervasive — and few are more recent — than the rapture. It has filled novels
and films, sold millions of books, and put on bumper stickers the half-joking warning that
the car may soon be driverless. For a great many sincere believers it is simply assumed: at
some point before things get truly terrible, Christ will quietly come and catch his church
up to heaven, and the world will be left behind to suffer a seven-year tribulation. This
commentary does not teach that, and the reason is not contrarianism but exegesis and
confession. The question deserves a careful and charitable answer, the more so because
the rapture is dear to many who love Christ, and because it touches, in the end, the same
nerve the millennium did: whether the church should expect to be spared the cross or
carried through it.

What the Doctrine Claims

We owe the view a fair statement. In its developed dispensational form, the doctrine of
the pretribulation rapture holds that Christ’s return comes in two distinct stages, separ‐
ated by seven years. First, in a secret or sudden coming “for” his church, Christ catches
the living and dead believers up to meet him in the air and removes them from the earth
— the rapture proper — sparing them the horrors to come. Then a seven-year tribulation
falls  upon  the  earth:  the  antichrist  arises,  Israel  is  restored  to  center  stage,  and  the
judgments of Revelation are poured out on a world from which the church is absent. Fi‐
nally, at the end of those seven years, Christ returns again — this time publicly, “with” his
church — to defeat the beast and establish the earthly millennial kingdom. So there are,
on this view, two future comings, or two phases of one coming: the rapture for the saints,
and the revelation with the saints, with the tribulation between.

The proof-texts gathered for this construction are mainly these: Paul’s words that be‐

lievers will be “caught up… to meet the Lord in the air” (1 Thessalonians 4); the trumpet
and the change “in the twinkling of an eye” (1 Corinthians 15); Jesus’ promise to “come
again and take you to myself” (John 14); the summons “Come up here” in Revelation 4:1,
taken as the moment the church leaves the earth; the supposed absence of the church
from Revelation chapters 4 through 19; and the saying about “one taken and one left” in
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the  Olivet  Discourse  (Matthew  24).  Around  these  the  system  is  built.  The  question  is
whether the texts will bear it.

A Recent Arrival

Before we weigh the texts, one historical fact deserves mention, not as a proof but as a
caution. The doctrine of a secret pretribulation rapture, distinct from the one public re‐

turn of Christ, is young. It was worked out in the 1830s by John Nelson Darby among the
Plymouth Brethren, carried into American Christianity above all through the immensely
influential notes of the Scofield Reference Bible in the early twentieth century, and spread
through dispensational seminaries and, later, through popular books and films. For the
first eighteen centuries of the church’s life, no one read these passages as teaching a sep‐

arate secret coming. The fathers, the medievals, the Reformers, the writers of the creeds
and confessions — none of them knew a two-stage return. They confessed one coming of
Christ “to judge the living and the dead,” and they expected the church to endure tribula‐

tion until he came. The novelty of a doctrine does not by itself disprove it; the Spirit may
always lead the church into a clearer reading of a text. But a teaching about the very re‐

turn of Christ that no Christian saw in the Scriptures for eighteen hundred years, and that
requires dividing his one coming into two, should be received with great caution and held
with humility. The burden of proof rests heavily on the new reading.

The Central Text: 1 Thessalonians 4

Everything turns on one passage, for it is the only place in Scripture that describes believ‐

ers being “caught up” to meet the Lord — and the English word “rapture” comes from the
Latin  of  this  very  verse,  rapiemur,  “we  shall  be  caught  up,”  translating  Paul’s  Greek
harpageē sometha (1  Thessalonians  4:17).  So  we  must  read  it  closely,  because  the  whole
system claims it, and the whole system founders on it.

Hear what Paul actually describes. “The Lord himself will descend from heaven with a
cry of command, with the voice of an archangel, and with the sound of the trumpet of
God. And the dead in Christ will rise first. Then we who are alive, who are left, will be
caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air” (1 Thessalonians
4:16–17).  Whatever  else  this  is,  it  is  not  secret. It  is  the  loudest  event  imaginable  —  a
shouted command, an archangel’s voice, the trumpet of God, the visible descent of the
Lord from heaven. There is nothing quiet, nothing hidden, nothing partial about it. It is
the single, public, world-ending return of Christ, announced with every signal of cosmic
finality. To make this the description of a silent removal that the unbelieving world does
not even notice is to read the opposite of what stands on the page.
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And the decisive detail is the little phrase “to meet the Lord.” The Greek is eis apanteē sin,
and apanteē sis is not a vague word for encounter; it is a word with a precise civic meaning
in the ancient world. When a king, a governor, or a visiting dignitary approached a city,
the citizens would go out from the city to meet him — to form a welcoming delegation —
and then turn and escort him back in to the city in triumph. That is the word, and that is
the picture. We see it elsewhere in the New Testament: the believers from Rome came out
as far as the Forum of Appius to meet Paul and escort him into the city (Acts 28), and in
Jesus’ own parable the virgins go out to meet the bridegroom and accompany him to the
feast (Matthew 25). So when Paul says the saints are caught up to meet the Lord in the air,
he is not describing the church being evacuated away from the earth to spend seven years
in heaven. He is describing the church rising to welcome her descending King and to escort
him as he completes his coming — the royal delegation going out to meet the returning
Lord and accompany him home. The “catching up” of 1 Thessalonians 4 is not a removal
from the world; it is the church’s joyful rising to greet Christ at the one great return, part
of the single public coming, not a separate secret prelude to it.

And we must remember why Paul wrote it. He was not handing the Thessalonians a
timetable of escape. He was comforting them about their dead. They grieved that believ‐

ers who had died might somehow miss the coming of the Lord, and Paul writes to assure
them that they will not — that the dead in Christ will rise first, and that the living and the
dead together will be gathered to the Lord at his appearing, so that “we will always be
with the Lord” (1 Thessalonians 4:17). “Therefore,” he ends, “encourage one another with
these words” (4:18). The comfort of the passage is the reunion of the living and the dead at
Christ’s return — not a secret escape from tribulation, which is nowhere in Paul’s mind.

One Trumpet, One Coming

When Paul describes the same event again to the Corinthians, he adds a detail that quietly
closes the door on a two-stage scheme. The dead will be raised and the living changed “in
a moment, in the twinkling of an eye,  at the last trumpet” (1 Corinthians 15:52). The  last
trumpet. There is no trumpet after the last one. If the trumpet that gathers the church in 1
Thessalonians 4 is the last trumpet of 1 Corinthians 15 — and it is plainly the same event,
the same resurrection, the same change — then it sounds at the end, not seven years be‐

fore it. The resurrection of believers happens at the final coming, not at a separate earlier
removal.

This fits the consistent witness of the whole New Testament, which knows only one re‐

turn of Christ. The apostles use several words for it — his parousia (his coming or arrival),
his  apokalypsis (his revealing), his  epiphaneia (his appearing) — and they use them inter‐
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changeably, never dividing them into a private coming and a public one. The same event
that gathers the church in 1 Thessalonians 4 is the event Paul describes in 2 Thessalonians
1, where Christ is “revealed from heaven with his mighty angels in flaming fire” — and
there,  in  a  single  coming,  he  both  grants  “relief”  to  his  afflicted  people  and inflicts
“vengeance” on those who do not know God (2 Thessalonians 1:7–9). The church receives
her relief and the world its judgment  at the same appearing. That is fatal to the rapture
scheme, which must separate the church’s relief (the rapture) from the world’s judgment
(seven years later) — for Paul joins them in one event. There is one coming, with two
outcomes delivered together: comfort for the saints, judgment for the world.

The Church in the Tribulation

The rapture system requires the church to be absent from the earth during the tribula‐

tion, and it appeals to several texts to put her there. None of them will do the work.

Consider first what Paul tells the Thessalonians in his second letter, written precisely
to calm believers who feared the day of the Lord had already come. If the pretribulation
rapture were true, Paul’s answer was ready to hand:  do not worry — you will be taken up
before any of that. Instead he says the opposite. “Let no one deceive you in any way. For
that day will not come unless the rebellion comes first, and the man of lawlessness is re‐

vealed” (2  Thessalonians 2:3).  Paul  tells  the church to watch for  the apostasy and the
unveiling of the antichrist as the signs that precede the day of the Lord — which makes no
sense at all if the church is to be removed before those things happen. He expects his
readers to be present for the rise of the man of lawlessness; he wants them to recognize it
and not be deceived. The church Paul addresses goes through the events leading up to the
day, watching for them, not evacuated before them.

Consider next Revelation 4:1, the verse on which so much weight is laid: “Come up
here, and I will show you what must take place after this.” This is spoken to John — to the
prophet,  summoning  the  seer  up  into  his  vision,  exactly  as  Ezekiel  and  others  were
caught up in the Spirit to see what God would show them. It is John, one man, who is
called up to receive the vision; to read into it the removal of the entire church from the
earth is to mistake a visionary summons to a single prophet for a doctrine of the last
things. And the claim that the church is therefore absent from chapters 4 through 19 — be‐

cause the word “church” does not appear in them — collapses the moment one actually
reads those chapters. The people of God are everywhere in them. They are the 144,000
sealed on their foreheads and the great multitude from every nation; they are the woman
clothed with the sun and her offspring whom the dragon hunts; they are the two wit‐
nesses prophesying in sackcloth; they are the saints on whom the beast is permitted to

Worthy Is the Lamb · Ordinary Means

99



make war, the saints whose endurance is called for again and again — “Here is a call for
the endurance and faith of the saints” (Revelation 13:10; 14:12). The church is not missing
from the tribulation chapters. She is their central character. She is simply not called by
the one Greek word ekkleē sia; she is called the sealed, the saints, the witnesses, the Bride.
The argument from silence is no silence at all.

And the saying about “one taken and one left” (Matthew 24:40–41), so often pressed into
rapture service, points if anything the other way. Jesus has just compared his coming to
the days of Noah, when “the flood came and  took them all away” (24:39) — and the ones
“taken” by the flood are the  wicked, swept off in judgment, while Noah is  left safe in the
ark. In that light, to be “taken” is to be taken in judgment and to be “left” is to be left in
safety, the reverse of the popular reading. At the very least, the saying provides no found‐

ation for a secret removal of the church; it warns of a sudden separation at the one public
coming.

Kept, Not Removed

Behind the whole rapture hope lies an instinct that the Scriptures simply do not share: the
instinct that God’s way of saving his people from tribulation is to remove them from it. But
that is not how God has ever worked. When the flood came, he did not lift Noah away to
safety; he carried him through the waters in the ark. When judgment fell on Egypt, he did
not evacuate Israel; he kept them through the plagues in the land of Goshen, the darkness
and the death passing over the houses marked with blood. When the furnace was heated
seven times hotter, he did not snatch the three young men out of the fire; he walked with
them in it, a fourth figure like a son of the gods. When the lions’ den was sealed, he did not
spirit Daniel away; he shut the lions’ mouths and kept him safe inside. The whole pattern
of Scripture is preservation  through tribulation, not evacuation  from it  — God with his
people in the fire, not God’s people lifted out of reach of it.

This is exactly what the risen Christ promised the church at Philadelphia, in the words
the rapture reading has most seized upon: “I will keep you from the hour of trial that is
coming on the whole world” (Revelation 3:10). As we saw in the first vision, the Greek
there — teē reoē  ek, to guard so as to bring safely out of — means preservation in and through
the trial, not removal  before it. It is the very thing Jesus prayed for his disciples on the
night he was betrayed: “I do not ask that you take them out of the world, but that you keep
them from the evil one” (John 17:15) — the same construction, and the same meaning.
Christ does not pray for his church to be evacuated from the world; he prays for her to be
kept while she remains in it. That is the promise of Revelation 3:10, and it is the promise
of the whole book: not escape, but preservation; not exemption from the hour of trial, but
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a hand that holds through it. And that is why the word that sounds through Revelation is
not  escape but  endurance —  hypomoneē , the patient steadfastness of the saints, the call re‐

peated at the darkest moments of the book. The church is never told she will be gone
before the beast makes war; she is told to endure, to be “faithful unto death,” and promised
the crown of life on the far side of faithfulness, not a flight that spares her the test.

What Is Finally at Stake

The deepest objection to the rapture is the same as the deepest objection to the literal mil‐
lennium, and it  is  the theology of  the cross.  The whole emotional  architecture of  the
rapture hope is exemption — the comforting expectation that the church will be gone be‐

fore it gets bad, lifted out of the world while others endure the tribulation. But the gospel
does not promise the church exemption from suffering; it promises her a Lord who suf‐
fers with her and brings her through. The blessed hope of the New Testament is not our
removal but his appearing — “waiting for our blessed hope, the appearing of the glory of
our great God and Savior Jesus Christ” (Titus 2:13). The hope is him, coming; not us, leav‐

ing. And the Creeds and Confessions know only that one hope. The church has always
confessed that Christ “will come again to judge the living and the dead” — one coming,
one judgment — and the Augsburg Confession, in its seventeenth article, confesses the
same single sequence: Christ will appear at the end, raise all the dead, and render to the
godly eternal life and to the ungodly eternal condemnation. There is no room in that con‐

fession for a coming before the coming, a gathering before the gathering, a secret rapture
seven years ahead of  the public  return.  The catholic  faith confesses one appearing of
Christ, and the church present in the world until he comes.

There is  a  pastoral  danger here that  should be named gently but plainly.  A church
taught to expect escape may be a church poorly prepared to suffer. If the deepest assump‐

tion is “we will be gone before it gets hard,” then real tribulation, when it comes — and the
Lord has promised that in the world we will have tribulation — can feel like a failure of
the promise, even a crisis of faith. The theology of the cross prepares the church better,
because it tells her the truth: that she will share her Lord’s sufferings before she shares his
glory, that the dragon will make war on the saints, that she is called to endure and to be
faithful unto death — and that in all of it the Lamb is on the throne, her tears are counted,
and the crown of life is sure. That is a hope that holds when the fire is hot, because it
never promised there would be no fire; it promised a Savior in the midst of it.
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Conclusion

There is a real catching-up in the Scriptures — the church will indeed be gathered to her
Lord, raised and changed, caught up to meet him in the air. But it is no secret prelude to
the end; it is the church’s joyful rising to welcome her King at the one great return, at the
last trumpet, on the day he appears in glory to judge the world and make all things new.
There are not two comings but one. There is no removal of the church before the tribula‐

tion; there is her preservation through it, kept by the hand that kept Noah and Israel and
the three in the furnace. And there is no exemption from the cross, but there is a crown
beyond it. We hold this charitably, for the rapture is dear to many who love the Lord, and
we do not doubt their faith or unchurch them for their chart. But we confess with the
whole church, ancient and reforming, the one appearing of Christ; we read his promise as
it stands — “I will keep you,” not “I will remove you”; and we teach the church to do what
this whole book teaches her to do, which is not to watch for an exit but to endure in hope,
until the trumpet sounds, the Lord descends, and we go out to meet him in the air and
come home with him forever.

Soli Deo gloria.
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Excursus: Babylon and the New
Jerusalem — The Two Cities

Revelation 17:1–18:24; 21:1–22:5

The Revelation ends as a tale of two cities. For all its beasts and trumpets and bowls, the
book’s final movement narrows to a single, sustained contrast — two women, two cities,
two loves — and the whole vision comes to rest on the question of which one the reader
belongs to. Babylon the great harlot and the New Jerusalem the Bride are set face to face
in the closing chapters, and to understand them is to understand how the church is to live
in the world until her Lord returns. This contrast is not incidental to the book; it is the
frame on which the ending is built, and it has been the deep structure of the Christian’s
life in the world ever since.

Two Women, Two Cities

John signals the contrast deliberately, with a parallel he expects the reader to notice. One
of the seven angels with the bowls comes to him and says, “Come, I will show you the
judgment of the great prostitute who is seated on many waters” (17:1) — and shows him
Babylon. Later, “one of the seven angels who had the seven bowls” comes again and says,
“Come, I will show you the Bride, the wife of the Lamb” (21:9) — and shows him the New
Jerusalem. The same kind of angel, the same invitation, the same “Come, I will show you”
— and two women who are also two cities, set in deliberate opposition. The structure tells
us to read them together, each defined by the other.

And the contrasts run through every detail, point for point. Babylon is a harlot, who
sells  herself  to  many;  the  New  Jerusalem  is  a  Bride,  given  wholly  to  one.  Babylon  is
decked in purple and scarlet and gold, holding a golden cup “full of abominations and the
impurities of her immorality” (17:4); the Bride is clothed in fine linen, “bright and pure,”
the linen granted her by grace (19:8). Babylon is drunk with the blood of the saints; the
Bride is the saints, the gathered people of God. Babylon rules the kings of the earth and is
seduced by her own commerce, her merchants weeping when no one buys her cargo; the
New Jerusalem has no commerce at all, for its gift is the water of life “without payment”
(21:6; 22:17). Babylon’s gates serve her trade; the New Jerusalem’s gates “will never be shut
by day — and there will be no night there” (21:25). Babylon falls in a single hour, “found no
more,” her music silenced and her lamps gone dark (18:21–23); the New Jerusalem stands
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forever, needing no sun or moon, “for the glory of God gives it light, and its lamp is the
Lamb” (21:23). Babylon offers a golden cup of poison; the New Jerusalem offers the river
of the water of life. The two cities are opposite in everything — their loves, their lights,
their gifts, and their ends.

Two Loves: Augustine’s Vision

The deepest reading of these two cities was given long ago by Augustine, in the work he
called The City of God, written as the earthly Rome was falling and Christians wondered
what city could be trusted. Augustine saw that the two cities of Scripture — Babylon and
Jerusalem — are not finally two places on a map but two communities, running through all
of human history, each built by a love. “Two loves,” he wrote, “have made two cities: the
love of self, even to the contempt of God, has made the earthly city; the love of God, even
to the contempt of self, has made the heavenly city.” The earthly city — Babylon — is hu‐

manity organized around the love of self, around pride, around the lust to dominate and
possess; it traces back to Babel, the city whose tower was built to reach heaven and make
a name for its builders. The heavenly city — Jerusalem — is the community organized
around the love of God, the city whose builder and maker is God himself. The two cities
have run side by side through every age, and — this is Augustine’s crucial insight, and it is
the same as the Revelation’s — they are  intermingled in this present world. They are not
two nations you could point to on a globe; they are two peoples woven through every na‐

tion, two loves contending in every society and, indeed, in every human heart. The vis‐
ible  church  holds  citizens  of  both,  the  wheat  and  the  tares  growing  together;  and
Babylon’s  citizens  fill  the  world’s  markets  while  the  New Jerusalem’s  citizens  labor  in
them as strangers. Only at the end — at the harvest, at the great white throne — are the
two cities finally separated and revealed for what they always were. Until then, they grow
together, and the church lives as the city of God sojourning in the midst of the city of man.

The Earthly City and the Two Kingdoms

A confessional Lutheran reads Augustine’s two cities through the lens of the two king‐

doms, but must do so with care, for the two doctrines are related and not identical, and
confusing them does real damage. The doctrine of the two kingdoms teaches that God
rules in two ways: through his spiritual government — the kingdom of his right hand — by
the gospel, the Word, and the Sacraments, creating and sustaining faith; and through his
temporal government — the kingdom of his left hand — by law, reason, and the sword, or‐
dering earthly life, restraining evil, and preserving the world through the offices of fam‐
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ily, work, and civil authority. Both kingdoms are God’s, and both are good. The Christian
lives in both at once.

Here is where care is needed: Babylon is  not simply the temporal kingdom, the left-
hand government of God. The earthly authorities, the structures of civil life, honest work
and lawful governance — these are God’s good gifts, his left-hand rule, and the Christian is
to honor them. Paul can say of the governing authority that it is “God’s servant for your
good,” to be obeyed and even to be paid taxes as a matter of conscience (Romans 13). That
same earthly power, when it stays within its bounds, is not Babylon; it is God’s ordained
servant. Babylon is the earthly city in its apostasy — the temporal order not as God ordered
it but as it rebels, the world-power not serving God but deifying itself and demanding the
worship owed to God alone. The very same institution can be God’s servant in one mo‐

ment and the beast in the next:  render to Caesar what is Caesar’s,  Jesus said, and the
church gladly does — but when Caesar demands what is God’s, when the authority of Ro‐

mans 13 arrogates the worship of Revelation 13, the servant has become the beast, and the
lawful city has become Babylon. The Christian therefore honors the earthly kingdom in
its God-given calling and refuses Babylon in its idolatry, and the discernment between the
two — between the magistrate to be obeyed and the beast to be resisted unto death — is
one of the hardest and most necessary tasks of faith. The point of the two-cities vision is
not that the Christian should despise the earthly order as such; it is that he should never
give his ultimate love and worship to a city that is passing away.

Resident Aliens

What, then, is the church in the earthly city? She is a colony of the city of God, living
abroad. The New Testament’s word for the Christian’s status in the world is  paroikos — a
resident alien, a sojourner, one who lives in a place that is not his home, with the rights of
a guest and not a citizen. “Beloved, I urge you as sojourners and exiles,” Peter writes (1
Peter 2),  and addresses his  readers as  “exiles  of  the dispersion” scattered through the
provinces of  the empire — living in the world’s  cities,  but  belonging to  another.  “Our
citizenship,” Paul says — our politeuma, our commonwealth — “is in heaven, and from it
we await a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ” (Philippians 3). The letter to the Hebrews makes
it the very definition of faith: Abraham “was looking forward to the city that has founda‐

tions, whose designer and builder is God” (Hebrews 11), and all the patriarchs “acknow‐

ledged that they were strangers and exiles on the earth,” seeking “a better country, that is,
a heavenly one,” for which “God has prepared for them a city.” And the same letter draws
the conclusion for us: “here we have no lasting city, but we seek the city that is to come”
(Hebrews 13).  This is  the church’s true identity in the world — not a settled citizen of
Babylon but a pilgrim passing through, a resident alien whose papers are in order in an‐
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other country, whose true city has not yet come into view but is surely coming down from
God.

To know oneself a resident alien is a great freedom. The Christian who remembers that
he has “no lasting city” here holds the earthly city loosely. He is not enslaved to its ap‐

proval, undone by its losses, or anxious to secure in it a permanence it cannot give. He
can serve it, suffer in it, even lose everything in it, without despair — because it was never
his home. The exile is free in a way the citizen of Babylon can never be, for the exile’s
treasure is not in the city that is falling.

“Come Out of Her”

This is  the right setting for the command that sounds over Babylon in the eighteenth
chapter: “Come out of her, my people, lest you take part in her sins, lest you share in her
plagues” (18:4). As we saw in the sixth vision, this is not a call to physical flight — not to
flee the world’s cities for the desert, not the monastery or the separatist commune. The
model for it is the oldest exile of all. When Israel was carried into the literal Babylon, the
LORD did not tell the exiles to escape; he sent them a letter through Jeremiah telling them
to  stay — to build houses and live in them, plant gardens and eat their fruit, marry and
raise families, and even to “seek the welfare of the city” to which they had been carried,
and pray for it, “for in its welfare you will find your welfare” (Jeremiah 29). The exiles
remained in Babylon, sought its good, worked in it and prayed for it — and yet never be‐

longed to it, never bowed to its gods, never forgot that Jerusalem was home and that the
LORD would bring them back. That is the resident alien’s ethic exactly: to live faithfully in
the city, to seek its good, to labor in one’s callings for the neighbor’s welfare — and at the
same time to refuse its idolatries, to decline its golden cup, to give it neither one’s worship
nor one’s heart.

“Come out of her,” then, is spiritual, not geographical. It means: do not share Babylon’s
sins; do not drink what is in her cup; do not set your love on what is passing away; use the
city without clinging to it — for, as Paul says, “the appointed time has grown very short…
let those who deal with the world live as though they had no dealings with it,  for the
present form of this world is passing away” (1 Corinthians 7).  The Christian buys and
sells, works and votes and pays his taxes, loves his neighbor and seeks the common good,
a good and useful citizen of the earthly city in all its lawful functions — and all the while
his heart is set on the city that is to come, and he will not give Babylon the one thing that
belongs to God alone. He is  in the city, and not  of it. That single distinction guards the
church from both of her perennial temptations: from worldliness, which makes Babylon
home and forgets it is an exile; and from withdrawal, which flees the world rather than
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living faithfully in it. The resident alien neither assimilates nor escapes. He stays, serves,
suffers, and waits — a citizen of heaven keeping the welfare of the city until his own city
comes.

The City That Falls and the City That Stands

The final word of the two cities is the word of their two ends, and it is the great reversal on
which the whole book turns. In this present age, the two cities do not look as they truly
are. Babylon looks permanent — vast, wealthy, dazzling, ruling the kings of the earth, her
commerce  filling  the  seas,  her  name  a  byword  for  glory.  And  the  New  Jerusalem  is
nowhere to be seen; the city of God appears, in this age, as nothing more than a scattered
band of pilgrims with no city of their own, exiles and strangers, easily despised, often
killed. By every visible measure, Babylon is the city that endures and the people of God
are the homeless ones. But the visible measure is a lie. For the book shows us the ends,
and the ends reverse everything. Babylon — for all her permanence — falls in a single
hour, is found no more, her music silenced and her lamps gone out, mourned only by the
kings and merchants and sailors who loved her profits and weep for their lost trade, never
for their sin (18:9–19). And the New Jerusalem — the homeless pilgrim city — comes down
from God in glory, the dwelling of God with man, gates open, night gone, the Lamb her
light, the river flowing and the tree of life bearing, forever. At the end, Babylon is the city
that is found no more, and the New Jerusalem is the only city left standing.

This is why the church walks by faith and not by sight. She knows the outcome before
it is visible. She sees Babylon proud and herself despised, and she is not deceived, be‐

cause she has read the last chapter and knows which city is falling and which is coming
down from God. She holds the earthly city loosely not out of contempt but out of know‐

ledge — the knowledge that its form is passing away, and that her own city, the one she
cannot yet see, is the one that lasts.

Conclusion

There are two cities, two women, two loves, and every person belongs to one of them.
Babylon is the city of self-love, the earthly community organized in pride and idolatry
against God, dazzling and seductive and already falling; the New Jerusalem is the city of
the love of God, the Bride of the Lamb, the dwelling of God with his people, despised now
and eternal forever. The Christian is a citizen of the second, living as a resident alien in
the first — in the world’s cities but not of them, seeking their welfare while refusing their
worship, using what is passing without clinging to it, his heart set on the city that is to
come. Let the church, then, remember which city is her home. Let her live faithfully in
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Babylon, serving her neighbors and seeking the good of the place where God has set her,
without ever drinking Babylon’s cup or bowing to Babylon’s gods. Let her hold the earthly
city loosely, for it is falling. And let her lift her eyes, with all the exiles who have ever
sought a better country, to the New Jerusalem coming down from God — the city with
foundations, whose builder and maker is God, where the Lamb is the light and the water
of life is free, and where the long exile of the people of God comes home at last.

Soli Deo gloria.
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Excursus: Revelation and the Divine
Service

Revelation 1:10; 4:1–5:14; 8:3–4; 19:1–9

The Revelation is the most liturgical book in the Bible. We are accustomed to thinking of it
as a book of beasts and battles, of seals and trumpets and the end of the world — and so it
is; but its native air is worship. The vision is given in worship and on the day of worship;
its central rooms are not battlefields but a sanctuary and a throne; and it is filled, from
end to end, with songs — songs that the church has never stopped singing, because they
are the very songs of her own Divine Service. To read the Revelation rightly is to recog‐

nize that when the church gathers around Word and Sacrament on the Lord’s Day, she is
not performing a human ceremony at a safe distance from the throne of God; she is being
caught up,  in the Spirit,  into the worship this book unveils.  The Divine Service is  the
worship of heaven, and the Revelation is that worship seen from heaven’s side. This is the
proper close to the whole commentary, for the title of the book itself — Worthy Is the Lamb
— is not first of all a doctrine. It is a song the church sings.

On the Lord’s Day

It is no accident that John tells us when he received the vision: “I was in the Spirit on the
Lord’s Day” (1:10). The phrase he uses, kyriakeē  heē mera, is the earliest naming of Sunday as
“the Lord’s Day,” the day of resurrection and the day of the church’s assembly. The whole
Apocalypse is given to a man at worship, on the day of worship, very likely while the con‐

gregations he addresses were themselves gathered for the breaking of bread. The setting
is not incidental to the content; it is the key to it. Worship is the lens through which the
entire vision is seen. John, exiled and alone on Patmos, is joined in the Spirit on the Lord’s
Day to the worship of the whole church and the whole company of heaven — and out of
that worship the vision comes. The book is born in the Divine Service.

Holy, Holy, Holy: The Sanctus

The first thing John sees when a door is opened in heaven is a throne, and around the
throne the worship that never ceases. Day and night the four living creatures sing: “Holy,
holy, holy, is the Lord God Almighty, who was and is and is to come” (4:8). Any Christian
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who has been to the Divine Service knows this song, for it is the Sanctus — the song the
church sings as she approaches the Lord’s Table. And John’s hearers knew its older source
too: it is the song of the seraphim that Isaiah heard in the temple, when the house filled
with smoke and the prophet  cried that  he was undone (Isaiah 6).  The same threefold
“Holy” sounds in Isaiah’s temple, in John’s heaven, and in the church’s Divine Service —
because they are one worship. This is exactly what the church confesses every time she
sings it, for the ancient Preface that introduces the Sanctus says it plainly: that we praise
God’s name “with angels and archangels and with all the company of heaven.” That is not
a poetic flourish. It is a literal description of what the Revelation shows. When the con‐

gregation sings “Holy, holy, holy,” she is not imitating the living creatures from afar; she is
joining them. Their song and hers are the same song, lifted in the same throne room, for
in the Spirit she has been brought to the throne. The Sanctus is the church’s entrance,
week by week, into the worship of heaven that John saw.

Worthy Is the Lamb: The Song of the Throne Room

The worship deepens as the vision moves from the throne to the scroll and the Lamb.
First the creatures and the elders sing to the One on the throne: “Worthy are you, our Lord
and God, to receive glory and honor and power, for you created all things” (4:11). Then,
when the slain Lamb takes the scroll, a new song breaks out, and it is the song that gives
this commentary its name: “Worthy is the Lamb who was slain, to receive power and
wealth and wisdom and might and honor and glory and blessing!” (5:12).  The word is
axios, “worthy” — the acclamation of the throne room, first to the Creator and then to the
Lamb who was slain, and the church has woven it through her own worship ever since. It
stands behind the Gloria in Excelsis,  the great hymn of praise — “glory to God in the
highest” — that the church sings near the beginning of the Divine Service, lifting to God
the honor and glory the heavenly chorus lifts to him in the vision. And in our own day it
has come into the liturgy even more directly, in the canticle of praise drawn straight from
this fifth chapter, in which the church sings that worthy is Christ the Lamb who was slain,
and calls the gathering itself the feast of victory for our God. When the congregation sings
that song, she is singing the song of the living creatures, the four-and-twenty elders, and
the myriads upon myriads of angels — “ten thousand times ten thousand, and thousands
of thousands” (5:11) — who encircle the throne. Her small choir is joined to that immense
one.  “Worthy is  the  Lamb” is  not  a  sentiment  the  church works  up;  it  is  the  song of
heaven, and she has been given it to sing.
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The Lamb of God: The Agnus Dei

At the center of all this worship is not a doctrine but a Person, and not a Person in the
abstract but the Lamb as it had been slain (5:6) — the crucified Christ, his wounds still
visible in glory, receiving the worship of heaven. And this is the Lamb the church ad‐

dresses at the most solemn moment of her own service. As she comes to the Supper, she
sings the Agnus Dei: “Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world, have mercy upon
us… grant us peace.” The slain Lamb of Revelation and the Lamb of God of the liturgy are
one and the same — the Lamb whom John saw worshiped at the center of the throne is the
Lamb the church confesses and receives at the altar. There is a profound fitness in this:
that the church, at the very moment she kneels to receive the body and blood of the cruci‐
fied, names him by the title under which all heaven worships him — the Lamb who was
slain. Heaven’s worship and the church’s Supper meet in the same Lamb.

The Prayers of the Saints: Incense Rising

The Revelation also shows us what becomes of the church’s prayers, and it shows them
taking part in the heavenly worship. When the Lamb takes the scroll, the elders fall down
holding “golden bowls full of incense, which are the prayers of the saints” (5:8). And later,
an angel at the golden altar is given much incense to offer “with the prayers of all the
saints,” and “the smoke of the incense, with the prayers of the saints, rose before God”
(8:3–4). The church at prayer is not shouting into an empty sky; her prayers ascend to the
throne like incense, mingled with the worship of heaven, exactly as the psalmist asked:
“Let my prayer be counted as incense before you” (Psalm 141). Whether or not a congrega‐

tion burns literal incense, the reality is the same: the prayers of the saints — the prayers of
the dying believer, the prayers of the persecuted congregation, the small petitions of the
faithful in their pews — rise to the throne of God and are gathered into the worship of
heaven. The Revelation lets the church see what happens to her prayers.

The Marriage Supper: The Lord’s Supper

And the worship of the Revelation reaches its summit in a meal. “Blessed are those who
are invited to the marriage supper of the Lamb” (19:9) — the fourth beatitude, the consum‐

mation of all things pictured as a wedding feast at which the Bride sits down with her
Bridegroom. The church does not have to wait until the end of the world to begin that sup‐

per, for the Lord has given her a foretaste of it now. The Lord’s Supper at the altar is the
marriage supper of the Lamb begun — the same Lamb, the same Bridegroom, giving him‐

self to the same Bride under the form of bread and wine until the day he gives himself to
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her face to face. This is why the historic invitation to the Supper echoes the beatitude of
the Revelation — “Blessed are those who are called to his supper” — and why the church
can say that every celebration of the Holy Communion is heaven breaking in. At the rail,
the curtain between this age and the next grows thin to the point of vanishing: the Bride
receives her Bridegroom, the wedding feast is tasted in advance, and the worship of earth
and the marriage supper of heaven are, for that moment, one table.

Amen and Hallelujah: The Responses of Heaven

Even the church’s simplest words of response are the responses of the heavenly worship.
When the song to the Lamb is finished, the four living creatures cry “Amen!” and the eld‐

ers fall down and worship (5:14) — and the church’s “Amen,” spoken at the end of every
prayer and hymn, is that same heavenly assent. And at the fall of Babylon, heaven thun‐

ders the word that the church has made her own song of praise: “Hallelujah!” — four times
over (19:1–6), the only place the New Testament records it, the great shout that the church
takes up especially in the season of resurrection. When the congregation answers “Amen”
and sings “Alleluia,” she is not inventing responses; she is echoing the liturgy of heaven,
saying  back  to  God  the  very  words  the  living  creatures  and  the  elders  and  the  great
multitude say around the throne.

The Worship of Heaven and the Worship of Earth

All of this rests on a truth that runs through the whole of Scripture and that the Revelation
makes vivid: the worship of the church on earth is patterned on, and joined to, the wor‐
ship of heaven. It was so from the beginning. When God gave Moses the design of the tab‐

ernacle, he charged him to make everything “according to the pattern shown you on the
mountain” (Exodus 25), and the letter to the Hebrews explains that the earthly sanctuary
was “a copy and shadow of the heavenly things” (Hebrews 8). The worship of Israel was a
copy of heaven’s worship; and now, in Christ, the copy gives way to participation. The
same letter says it as plainly as it can be said: “You have come to Mount Zion and to the
city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem, and to innumerable angels in festal gather‐
ing, and to the assembly of the firstborn… and to God, the judge of all, and to the spirits of
the righteous made perfect, and to Jesus, the mediator of a new covenant” (Hebrews 12).
Not you will come — you have come. The Christian who gathers for the Divine Service has
already come, in the Spirit, to the heavenly Jerusalem and its worship. That is the very
thing the Revelation shows John, and shows the church through him.

For a confessional Lutheran, this casts the Divine Service in its truest light. We confess
that worship is,  first  and above all,  God’s service to us —  Gottesdienst,  God serving his
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people — for in the Divine Service God comes to give: to absolve, to speak his Word, to
feed his people with the body and blood of his Son. The chief worship of God, the Apology
insists, is faith laying hold of these gifts; the service is not mainly a work we offer up to a
distant God but the gracious self-giving of God to us, received by faith. And then, having
received, the church responds — with the songs of heaven. The two movements of the Di‐
vine Service, God’s gift and the church’s praise, are both displayed in the Revelation: the
Lamb who gives himself, slain and standing at the center of the throne, and the worship
that answers him from every creature in heaven and on earth. The liturgy is the Lamb
serving his people and the people praising the Lamb — which is exactly the scene of the
fifth chapter.

This means the historic liturgy is no museum-piece, no mere formality to be endured
or discarded at taste. Its songs are the songs of heaven — the Sanctus of the seraphim, the
“worthy” of the elders, the “Lamb of God” of the throne, the “Amen” and “Hallelujah” of
the great multitude. To sing them is to join the chorus that John heard. The church does
not gather to invent her own worship each week; she is given a place in a worship already
underway, the eternal liturgy of heaven, and her part is to take it up.

Conclusion

Here, then, is the comfort with which the whole vision and the whole commentary may
close. A small congregation gathers on the Lord’s Day — a handful of the faithful in a plain
building in a small town, tired, ordinary, perhaps few in number and weak in the world’s
eyes, a church under the cross if ever there was one. They sing the Sanctus; they sing
“Worthy is the Lamb”; they confess the Lamb of God and come to his table. And the Revel‐
ation tells them what is really happening, which their eyes cannot see: that they have
come to Mount Zion and to the heavenly Jerusalem; that they are joined to innumerable
angels in festal gathering and to the assembly of the firstborn and to the spirits of the
righteous made perfect — to the saints they have buried, who worship now around the
throne; that their voices are blended into the song of the four living creatures and the
four-and-twenty elders and the myriads upon myriads of the host of heaven; and that the
slain Lamb at the center of the throne, whom all of them adore, is the very Lamb who
gives himself into their hands and mouths at the rail. The persecuted church of the Revel‐
ation is, in her worship, already in heaven’s throne room. The Divine Service is the place
where the church under the cross touches the glory to come, where the marriage supper
is tasted before the wedding day, where the song of the redeemed is rehearsed by those
still on the way. So let the church sing, however small her choir and however hard her
week, for she does not sing alone. She sings with angels and archangels and all the com‐
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pany  of  heaven,  around  the  throne  and  the  Lamb,  the  one  song  that  will  never  end:
Worthy is the Lamb who was slain.

Soli Deo gloria.
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