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Foreword

Cosmic or general eschatology, also known as the study of the end 
times or the last things, is a magnificent, comforting and challeng-
ing truth. It centres on the glorious return of our Lord Jesus Christ, 
which is preceded by the signs in creation, the world and the church, 
and which ushers in the general resurrection, the final judgment and 
the eternal states of the new heavens and the new earth, and the lake 
of fire.

It was prophesied before the flood (Jude 14-15) and typified by that 
worldwide deluge (Matt. 24:37-39; II Pet. 3). It was sung by the psalm-
ists (e.g., Ps. 50; 98) and proclaimed by the Old Testament prophets 
(Acts 3:21). It is the subject of Christ’s Olivet Discourse (Matt. 24-25; 
Mark 13; Luke 21), the unifying theme of I and II Thessalonians, and 
the focus of Revelation, the last book of the Bible. Many other chap-
ters treat aspects of the last things (e.g., I Cor. 15; I Tim. 4; II Tim. 3) 
and, rightly understood, the whole of Scripture, especially the New 
Testament, is eschatological, calling us to the vital theological virtue 
of hope.

Heinrich Quistorp accurately describes the attitude of the Reform-
ers—and their true successors—regarding eschatology:

For the reformers the doctrine of the end is primarily a 
Gospel, a teaching about the joyful Day of Judgment (Lu-
ther) or about the day of our salvation and blessed resur-
rection (Calvin). For them too it is of course a day of judg-
ment, but of the judgment of Jesus Christ and His grace 
… Hope in the future determines the present life of the 
Christian and of the church … It is the orientation of the 
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Christian life towards the coming of Jesus Christ and thus 
towards the future generally.1

Hope is the orientation of this book too. As the following chapters 
expose end-times errors and develop eschatological doctrine, such 
as apostasy and the Antichrist, and issue practical warnings against 
lawlessness, disorderliness and earthly-mindedness, the call is always 
“lift up your heads; for your redemption draweth nigh” (Luke 21:28)!

The genesis of this work on the last things was the 14th British Re-
formed Fellowship (BRF) Family Conference in Castlewellan Castle, 
County Down, Northern Ireland (16-23 July, 2016), which the Lord 
blessed with lively speeches, warm fellowship and sunny weather! It 
was the resolute desire of the attendees that these lectures be written 
up as a book (with the same title as the conference): Behold, I Come 
Quickly: The Reformed, Biblical Truth of the End.

The two main authors of this book are both living in West Michigan, 
USA: Prof. David J. Engelsma, emeritus Professor of Dogmatics 
and Old Testament in the Protestant Reformed Seminary, and Rev. 
Andrew Lanning, pastor of Byron Center Protestant Reformed 
Church, though he was serving as the minister-on-loan in the 
Covenant Evangelical Reformed Church in Singapore, when he 
delivered the speeches which became his four chapters in this 
work.2 These two men are responsible for both Part 1 and Part 2 of 
this book, consisting of the six main lectures and the two Sunday 
sermons, respectively.

Part 3 begins with the introductory speech at the 2016 BRF Con-
ference by Rev. Martyn McGeown, editor of the British Reformed 
Journal (BRJ) and missionary-pastor of the Limerick Reformed Fel-
lowship (LRF) in the Republic of Ireland. It concludes with a histori-
cal lecture on the origins of dispensationalism with J. N. Darby and 

1 Heinrich Quistorp, Calvin’s Doctrine of the Last Things, trans. Harold Knight 
(Richmond, VA: John Knox Press, 1955), pp. 12, 15.
2 This led to the conference being graced by a number of saints from that island 
city-state in Southeast Asia, besides other believers from the British Isles, conti-
nental Europe, North America, the Philippines and Australia.

Foreword
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the stately mansion of Powerscourt, located south of Dublin, by Rev. 
Angus Stewart, the minister of the Covenant Protestant Reformed 
Church (CPRC) in Ballymena, Northern Ireland. 

Behold, I Come Quickly is the seventh BRF book. The first six were 
co-authored by Profs. Herman Hanko and David J. Engelsma: Keep-
ing God’s Covenant (2006), The Five Points of Calvinism (2008), The 
Work of the Holy Spirit (2010), The Reformed Worldview (2012), Ye 
Are My Witnesses (2014) and Be Ye Holy (2016).3

Holy Scripture presents us with this beautiful and entirely fitting, es-
chatological truth: Christ “shall come to be glorified in his saints, and 
to be admired in all them that believe” (II Thess. 1:10). Let us also 
glorify and admire our crucified and returning Saviour now! He tells 
us often that He is coming quickly (Rev. 3:11; 22:7, 12, 20). May the 
Lord strengthen your faith and hope, and deepen your worship as 
you read this soul-stirring book.

Rev. Angus Stewart
BRF Chairman

3 All seven of these books, plus many others by Profs. Hanko and Engelsma, as 
well as other fine Reformed literature and box sets of CDs and DVDs, are avail-
able from the Covenant Protestant Reformed Church (CPRC) Bookstore (www.
cprc.co.uk). The main distributor of Behold, I Come Quickly in North America 
is listed opposite the Contents page. Most of the works of Profs. Hanko and 
Engelsma are published by, and available from, the Reformed Free Publishing 
Association (RFPA) in Jenison, Michigan, USA (www.rfpa.org). 
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Part 1: Chapter 1

The Second and Quick Coming 
of Christ: The Signs
David J. Engelsma

Scripture: Matthew 24:1-31

Introduction

It is a joy to me that I may again be part of this conference of the 
British Reformed Fellowship (BRF). One reason is that it is a joy to 
witness God’s evident blessing upon the BRF. 

Many present at this conference are unaware of the history of the 
conferences. It was my privilege to speak at the very first, exploratory 
conference in 1990 in the north of Wales. That conference was a trial 
run. The ecclesiastical agents were the South Holland (now Crete) 
Protestant Reformed Church in the state of Illinois in the United 
States and the church out of which has come the Covenant Protestant 
Reformed Church in Northern Ireland. The attendance at that first 
conference was small, but encouraging enough that it was decided to 
continue the conference and to make it a permanent gathering every 
two years. Since then the conference has been held every two years 
in various regions of the United Kingdom.

Today, a much larger number participate in the conference, repre-
senting many more nations and races than were present in 1990.

What makes the British Reformed Fellowship Conference notable 
and worthwhile is especially that it brings together for a week of fel-
lowship about the Word of God men, women, young people and 
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children, not only from all over the British Isles but also now from 
all over the world, who love the Reformed, Presbyterian faith of Holy 
Scripture, which is the gospel of grace.

A second reason for my joy is that for my wife and me personally the 
conference makes possible meeting again and enjoying fellowship 
with old friends, brothers and sisters in Jesus Christ, whom we meet 
only at these conferences every two years.

Yet another reason for my joy at being able to be part of this con-
ference, and by no means the least, is that I count it a privilege to 
be able to develop and witness to the various subjects of Reformed 
doctrine, that is, of Holy Scripture that are the themes of the con-
ferences. At these conferences, we have studied a goodly number of 
prominent doctrines of the Bible. The Word of God has been sound-
ed to the people at the conferences; through these people, to others 
in the countries to which they return; and, of late, to many others by 
the printing of the speeches and sermons in attractively published 
books. The truth of the Word of God goes out in written form where 
otherwise it would not.

The matter of the biblical subjects treated at these conferences arous-
es yet more joy.

The subject at this conference, by decision of the attendees at the 
previous conference, is important aspects of the doctrine of the last 
things or eschatology, as it is known in theology.

For various reasons, over the course of my ministry I have developed 
a special interest in the Bible’s teaching about the last things. This is 
due in part to God’s putting me in circumstances in which I have 
had to contend with errors concerning the end times. During my 
long pastorate in the area of Chicago, Illinois, I had to contend with 
the prevalent, influential teaching of premillennial dispensational-
ism. This false doctrine was taught over the radio, on television, at 
conferences and by popular books by the Moody Bible Institute. 
Also, over the past thirty years or so, Reformed churches in North 
America have confronted an aggressive promotion of postmillenni-
alism, especially in the movement that calls itself Christian Recon-
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structionism.1 Such is my interest in the biblical, Reformed doctrine 
of the last things that recently I have completed writing the first of 
two or three sizable volumes on eschatology that are to be published 
by the Reformed Free Publishing Association (RFPA).

My increasingly strong interest in the last things is not due only to 
the calling of the Reformed churches and their ministers to combat 
errors. But more and more I am convicted that the end, the second 
coming of Christ with all the events that precede and signal it, is 
near. What I mean by the nearness of the end will become evident in 
the chapters of this book.

In addition, all of us can agree that the end is the great goal of God 
with all things—the goal of creation and providence, and the goal of 
the work of salvation. The biblical end is truly the goal. God’s goal or 
final purpose with all things makes the truth of the last things out-
standingly important.

In this chapter, I will show from the Bible that there are signs, what 
they are and how a Reformed Christian must observe them. Certain 
of the signs I will emphasize because of their importance and because 
we see them clearly today. It is the purpose of Jesus in Matthew 24 
that we see the signs—see them with spiritual sight and discernment.

That There Are Signs

A sign is a visible representation of an invisible reality, as a flag is a 
sign of a nation, as a darkening sky is a sign of an impending storm 
or as a sharply bent arrow on a post at the side of the road is a sign of 
a sharp curve and, therefore, of danger ahead.

At the present time, there is a dramatic appearance, both in the 
churches and in the world, of especially some of the signs that clearly 
show the nearness of Christ’s return. These signs warn us of looming 
danger for the children of God, and quicken our hope and fasten it 
on the soon coming of Jesus Christ.

1 Cf. David J. Engelsma, Christ’s Spiritual Kingdom: A Defense of Reformed Amil-
lennialism (Redlands, CA: The Reformed Witness, 2001).
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There will be a visible, bodily coming again of Jesus Christ as the goal 
of God with all things in creation and providence, and of the work of 
salvation. This was the promise of the angels upon the Lord’s ascen-
sion: “this same Jesus, which is taken up from you into heaven, shall 
so come in like manner as ye have seen him go into heaven” (Acts 
1:11). This was Jesus’ promise to the church as His last word to her in 
the New Testament: “Surely I come quickly” (Rev. 22:20). The signs 
confirm the truth of Christ’s return and assure the believer that His 
coming is near.

Not every church and professing Christian would agree that there 
are signs of Christ’s coming. In fact, most churches and most pro-
fessing Christians deny that there are any signs for the church of the 
second coming of Christ. Only the Reformed faith teaches that there 
are signs. The Reformed faith teaches signs because of its distinc-
tive doctrine of the last days, which distinctive doctrine is known as 
amillennialism. 

An explanation of this important theological term is necessary. Fun-
damental to the truth about the signs is a right understanding of the 
truth of the millennium mentioned in Revelation 20. The millen-
nium is a period of one thousand years. During this millennium, 
Satan is bound, so that he cannot deceive the nations. The people 
of God, who suffered and died for Christ’s sake, live and reign with 
Him in heaven, after their deaths and before Jesus returns bodily to 
the earth. After the millennium or one thousand years, Satan will 
be loosed from his prison, and he will gather all the wicked of the 
world in order to make one last, all-out attack upon the church and 
her members. The church is typically described in Revelation 20:9 
as “the beloved city.” That the reference cannot be to the physical 
city of Jerusalem is evident from the fact that that city had already 
been destroyed some twenty-five years before John wrote the book 
of Revelation in about AD 95. In addition, the New Testament clearly 
describes the church as “Jerusalem,” which is “above,” “free” and “the 
mother” of all believers, whether Jews or Gentiles (Gal. 4:26).

Basically, there are two explanations of this millennium. One is that 
it will be a future period when Christ will set up an earthly kingdom, 
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in which His people will exercise dominion over the whole world 
and enjoy earthly peace, prosperity and power. According to this ex-
planation, the millennium will be a golden age for the people of God 
prior to the end of the world. This explanation teaches millennialism, 
that is, a forced, exaggerated, carnal and false doctrine of the millen-
nium.

Millennialism appears in two distinct forms, although there are mi-
nor variations of each. Premillennialism holds that Christ will return 
to earth in order personally to set up His earthly kingdom as a re-
stored nation of the Jews. Christ will reign over this earthly king-
dom while history continues, that is, before the end of all things. 
This earthly kingdom of Christ will last for a thousand years (the 
millennium). In this view of the end, Christ returns before (pre) the 
millennium.2

Postmillennialism teaches that this world will gradually and eventu-
ally become Christian by the conversion of most of the people and 
that after a long time—the millennium of Revelation 20—Christ will 
return to conclude history and inaugurate the eternal state. In this 
view of the end, Christ returns after (post) the millennium.

In contrast to these two forms of millennialism, which interpret the 
millennium more or less literally as a period of one thousand years, 
the other explanation of the millennium of Revelation 20 is that it 
is a symbolic description of the present age from Christ’s ascension 
to the time shortly before He returns. We are not to expect a literal 
period of one thousand years in the future as a golden age within 
history for the church or the kingdom of Christ. This view of the last 
things is known as amillennialism. The prefix a- means “not,” that is, 
denying the literal, earthly, carnal kingdom of millennialism.

Amillennialism is the authoritative Reformed doctrine of the last 
things. Nowhere in the Reformed confessions can be found any 
teaching of a golden age for the church or kingdom of Christ within 
history. What the Reformed faith teaches about the present age in its 

2 In its premillennial dispensational form, this is the view of the last things that 
has been popularized in the Left Behind novels.
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entirety right up to the second coming of Christ is found in of the 
Heidelberg Catechism: 

What comfort is it to thee that “Christ shall come again to 
judge the quick and the dead”? 

That in all my sorrows and persecutions … I look for [Je-
sus Christ] … who shall cast all His and my enemies into 
everlasting condemnation … (Q. & A. 52).

Likewise, article 37 of the Reformed creed, the Belgic Confession, 
knows absolutely nothing of a future golden age within history dur-
ing which either a restored nation of Israel or a triumphant church 
will rule the world. If the Reformed faith had any sympathy whatever 
for the theories of premillennialism or postmillennialism, this would 
certainly have surfaced in this eschatological article of the creed. On 
the contrary, this article on the last things forecasts only persecution, 
oppression and torment for the righteous and elect at the hands of 
an evidently triumphant wicked world of ungodly men and women. 
Belgic Confession 37 rules out every notion of a coming golden age 
for the church and kingdom of Jesus Christ as an aspect—obviously a 
most important aspect—of the Reformed doctrine of the last things.

Basic to amillennialism is that the kingdom of Jesus Christ is spir-
itual and heavenly in nature, not carnal and earthly. That the king-
dom of God, its life and benefits are spiritual—not carnal as though 
consisting of earthly peace, power and prosperity—is taught by Ro-
mans 14:17: “For the kingdom of God is not meat and drink; but 
righteousness, and peace, and joy in the Holy Ghost.” That the New 
Testament kingdom of Jesus Christ is not a future physical reign 
of fleshly Jews or of fleshly Gentile believers in a particular plot of 
ground or over the present form of the earth, but the spiritual reign 
of Christ Jesus in and over elect believers, who are mainly Gentiles, 
already now in the present age, is proved by Colossians 1:13. Writing 
to a largely Gentile body of believers, the apostle declares that God, 
already in the middle of the first century AD, “hath translated us into 
the kingdom of his dear Son.” The kingdom of Christ was a reality 
already then. As the context in Colossians 1 makes abundantly clear, 
all believers were translated into the kingdom by the saving work of 
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the gospel and the Spirit. The teaching that the kingdom is a future, 
carnal reign of Christ, whether by premillennialism or postmillenni-
alism, is gross false doctrine. For all the emphasis on the kingdom by 
these two millennial errors, both are false doctrines concerning the 
blessed kingdom of Christ. On behalf of the truth of the kingdom, 
the Reformed faith denies and opposes the millennial errors. 

Both forms of the error of millennialism deny that there are any signs 
that the church or the Christian can and should see that signify the 
sure and quick coming again of Jesus. Premillennial dispensational-
ism denies any signs because it teaches that Christ will come for the 
church at any moment, in what this error calls the secret rapture of 
the church. At any moment implies that there are no signs at all of 
the coming of Christ. According to dispensationalism, what the Bible 
teaches about signs, for example, the Antichrist and the great tribula-
tion are events that will take place after the church is raptured. These 
events will happen to the Jews, who are supposed to be restored as 
the kingdom of Christ in the future. Premillennial dispensationalists 
advertise the rapture—the future coming of Christ to take the church 
out of the world—as taking place without any precursory signs.

John F. Walvoord, formerly president of Dallas Theological Seminary 
in the United States, a fountainhead of premillennial dispensational 
doctrine, has written,

The hope of the return of Christ to take the saints to heav-
en is … an imminent hope. There is no teaching of any 
intervening event. The prospect of being taken to heaven 
at the coming of Christ [i.e., the dispensational rapture] 
is not qualified by description of any signs or prerequisite 
events.3 

Postmillennialism also denies that there are signs of the second com-
ing of Christ. For postmillennialism, the future of earthly history is 
the gradual conversion of most humans and the Christianizing of 
the whole world—a golden age of a thousand years or more. What 

3 John F. Walvoord, The Rapture Question (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1979), 
p. 73; emphasis added.
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the Bible teaches about apostasy, the Antichrist and the great tribula-
tion simply does not apply to future history. According to postmil-
lennialism, all of the biblical prophecy of social strife, lawlessness, 
departure from the faith, the Antichrist and the persecution of the 
church was fulfilled in the destruction of Jerusalem in AD 70 or in 
the persecution of the early church by the Roman Empire, especially 
under Caesar Nero. What the Christian church has overwhelmingly 
understood to be signs of the end shortly before the second coming 
of Christ were, in fact, events in the past. Hence the postmillennial 
doctrine of the signs is known as preterism, which indicates past. 
Postmillennialist Gary De Mar is representative: “Can we point to 
any signs that would indicate that Jesus’ coming is imminent? The 
answer is no … There are no observable signs leading up to His bodily 
return”!4

Only the Reformed faith, that is, the amillennial doctrine of the 
last things, does justice to the Bible’s teaching that there are signs of 
Christ’s coming that believers must observe and that indicate both 
the certainty and nearness of Christ’s bodily return to earth for His 
church. In Matthew 24, Christ taught that there are signs. This is an 
extremely important passage on the last things, particularly on the 
signs, for the chapter contains the main teaching of Jesus on the end 
of all things. Fundamental to this teaching is the reality of signs of 
the end. 

The disciples asked Jesus, “what shall be the sign of thy coming, and 
of the end of the world?” (v. 3). In response, Jesus gave them and us 
a number of signs. After He had forewarned His disciples of these 
events, many of which constitute suffering for and danger to the elect 
believer, He said, “when ye shall see all these things, know that it 
[i.e., the coming of Christ or He, Christ Himself] is near, even at the 
doors” (v. 33). Jesus taught that there are signs of His coming and of 
the end of the world, contrary to both pre- and postmillennialism. 
They are not signs for Jews but for the believing disciples of Jesus 
Christ—members of His church, His spiritual kingdom. They are not 
signs merely for the early church concerning only AD 70 but also for 

4 Gary De Mar, Last Days Madness (Powder Springs, GA: American Vision, 
1999), pp. 150-151; emphasis added.
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the church today concerning the end of the world. These signs do 
not predict earthly peace, prosperity and power for the members of 
the church and the subjects of King Jesus. Rather the signs forecast 
antichrists, persecution and suffering for the sake of Jesus Christ. 

Another passage that clearly and conclusively establishes that there 
are signs of the coming of Christ—signs for the Christian and for the 
church—is II Thessalonians 2:1-3. The subject is the coming of Jesus 
Christ, which coming will gather all the church to Him (v. 1). That 
day is not—emphatically not—“at hand,” that is, imminent, impend-
ing, to be expected at any moment, when Paul wrote the letter to the 
Thessalonian church or any time thereafter. To teach or believe that 
the coming is “at hand,” or imminent, without any precursory signs, 
would be to deceive the church and to trouble the saints (v. 2). Here 
is the exact and decisive refutation of premillennial dispensational-
ism. If there is a single passage of the Bible that more than any other 
clearly exposes dispensationalism as a gigantic hoax, an inexcusable 
fantasy and grievous, troubling false doctrine, it is II Thessalonians 2. 

This says nothing yet about premillennial dispensationalism’s dis-
reputable origins in the nineteenth century in the novel, bizarre, 
heretical mythologizing of John Nelson Darby and his disciple, C. 
I. Scofield. That millions, indeed probably a majority, of professing 
Protestants embrace premillennial dispensationalism as the truth of 
the end in the face of II Thessalonians 2 would defy belief, were it not 
that Scripture predicted that some would follow “cunningly devised 
fables” or myths precisely regarding the “coming of our Lord Jesus 
Christ” (II Pet. 1:16).

II Thessalonians 2 makes plain that Jesus Christ does not come at 
any moment. Before the return of Christ, two tremendous, obvi-
ous events must take place—one in the sphere of the church and the 
other in the realm of nations: “that day shall not come, except there 
come a falling away first, and that man of sin be revealed, the son of 
perdition” (v. 3).

There are signs of Christ’s coming. These are signs that the church 
can and must see. They are a falling away and the revelation of the 
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man of sin, who is called “that Wicked,” literally, “the lawless one” (v. 
8). These are two of the signs of Christ’s coming but there are others.

What These Signs Are

The signs of the end are tremendous, public, world-shaking events 
in three spheres of creation and of human life. First, there will be ca-
tastrophes in nature. In Matthew 24, Jesus spoke of famines, diseases 
and earthquakes (v. 7). Although these are signs, they are only the 
beginning of the birth pangs or “sorrows,” that herald and give rise 
to a new world (v. 8). 

Second, there will be alarming developments in the world of nations. 
Wars among the nations result in the uniting of all the nations against 
the church, which Jesus prophesied in verse 9: “ye shall be hated of all 
nations for my name’s sake.” Especially the book of Revelation fore-
warns the church that one of the events that must come to pass is the 
emerging of the world power of the beast, the Antichrist, the devil’s 
kingdom of man opposed to God’s kingdom of Christ (Rev. 12-13). 
This antichristian world power, headed by the personal Antichrist, 
will unleash the great tribulation against those who confess that Jesus 
Christ is Lord (Matt. 24:21-22).

Third, there will be great happenings in the church. The church will 
be victorious in that she will preach the gospel in “all the world for 
a witness unto all nations” (v. 14). Thus all the elect from all nations 
will be saved! This is the victory of the church in history. But at the 
same time, false prophets and false Christs will deceive many (vv. 
5, 11, 24). The love of many will grow cold (v. 12). This is the great 
apostasy or falling away foretold as a sign in II Thessalonians 2. And 
the church will suffer great persecution (Matt. 24:21-22). 

Three signs deserve special attention. The primary sign, the sign that 
not only shows the nearness of the end but also determines the end, 
is the preaching of the gospel throughout the world. Matthew 24:14 
ascribes this significance to the worldwide preaching of the gospel: 
“this gospel of the kingdom shall be preached in all the world for a 
witness unto all nations; and then shall the end come.” The gospel 
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has a work to accomplish and only when this work is finished can 
Christ return. 

There is also a restraining of the man of sin, the Antichrist, so that 
he cannot come until the time God has planned for him (II Thess. 
2:6-8). This restraining is the work of a personal Restrainer, the Holy 
Ghost of providence. By His strategic government of history, God 
the Holy Ghost keeps the Antichrist, who is always straining to come 
to establish his world kingdom and to persecute the church out of 
existence, from coming until the gospel has run its course and saved 
all the elect.

Right along with the triumphant course of the gospel, there is the 
sign of apostasy in the churches. This is the sign of which Jesus spoke 
when He prophesied that false prophets would deceive many (Matt. 
24:11, 24) and when He predicted that the love of many would “wax 
cold” (v. 12). Paul foretold this apostasy as one of the two monstrous 
events that will take place before the day of Christ. He wrote that 
there will “come a falling away first” (II Thess. 2:3). Falling away, 
apostasy or the cooling of the love of many is departure from Christ 
as revealed in the truth of Holy Scripture by those who once con-
fessed Him and were members of a true church. This departure can 
be personal. It can also be a falling away in the generations of those 
who themselves once believed and confessed the truth of the gospel 
of Jesus Christ.

The causes of this falling away or apostasy include cowardice under 
the threat of persecution, deception by false teachers and the allure-
ment of a pleasurable life of sin. 

A third dramatic sign will be the Antichrist. Revelation 13 teaches 
that this sign will be a world of united nations under one charis-
matic, powerful, devilish man. The Antichrist will rule Satan’s fully 
developed kingdom, pitted against the kingdom of God. According 
to Revelation 20, at the end of the millennium, just before the end, 
Satan is loosed for a little season to deceive the nations and to make 
one final, all-out attack on the church of Jesus Christ. For a short 
while, which season Christ will abruptly bring to an end by awful 
judgments, there will be universal earthly peace and prosperity for 
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all humans, except those who worship God and confess Jesus Christ 
as Lord.

This satanic, antichristian kingdom is man-centred. It acknowledges 
and worships no god but Man—Man with a capital M. Man’s will 
is law. Man’s pleasure decides right and wrong. The number of this 
beast according to Revelation 13:18 is 666: the number of Man with-
out God; the number of Man striving for Godhood, for deity. I use 
the present tense of the verbs advisedly, for these things are being 
fulfilled at present. Mankind worships Man as god at the present 
time. Man’s will is law today. Man’s pleasure decides right and wrong, 
as I write. Divine Man decrees that divorce for any reason and re-
marriage after divorce (with the consequent disastrous effects on the 
children) are lawful (Matt. 5:32). Divine Man decides that sodomy 
and lesbianism are good and right (Rom. 1:26-27). Divine Man legal-
izes the butchery and murder of the unborn and the partially born 
because these horrors please Man (and Woman) (Ps. 139:13-16). 
What we witness at the present time in the nations of the nominally 
Christian West is the deifying of Man. There is no God but Man. All 
that remains of the fulfilment of biblical prophecy regarding the end 
is the coming to power of the Antichrist and the persecution of those 
who confess that the God and Father of Jesus Christ is God alone and 
that, therefore, His will as revealed in Holy Scripture is law.

During the reign of the Antichrist, there will be the great tribulation 
of the church and her members. The charge against the church will 
be rebellion—rebellion against the state, the world power, which is 
god. The evidence, probably in a solemn court of law, will be that 
the Christians will not worship the beast, who is god, and, thus, the 
dragon behind the scene who is Satan. No doubt there will be the 
literal requirement that all citizens of all nations honour the person-
al Antichrist as god, and in him the world power, by some definite 
act of obeisance. Think of the decree of Nebuchadnezzar’s Babylon 
(Dan. 3). Think of the worship of the Caesars of the Roman Empire. 

Think of the acts in Nazi Germany, proclaiming Adolf Hitler as vir-
tually divine—the godlike founder and embodiment of the divine 
state—and of the readiness of almost the entire, supposedly Chris-
tian nation to pay this homage. This observation is not at all intended 
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to single out Germany for opprobrium. It is intended to call attention 
to the susceptibility of the cultured, historically Christian nations of 
the West to the blandishments and threats of the Antichrist when he 
appears. 

Concerning these signs, first, they not only show that Christ is com-
ing and that His coming is near, but they are also the means by which 
He comes. We are not to think of the signs as merely comparable to 
road signs that inform us that Belfast is fifty miles away. Road signs 
do not bring Belfast nearer. The signs of the coming of Christ do 
bring His coming nearer. Christ is coming constantly. He is com-
ing quickly. He is coming in and by the preaching of the gospel, in 
and by the development of sin, and even in and by the rise of the 
Antichrist and his persecution of the church. All of these signs bring 
the coming of Christ nearer. Christ cannot come until every one of 
the elect is brought to faith and repentance (II Pet. 3:9). Therefore, 
the gospel must be preached to all nations. Christ can come only 
when the world has fully developed its wickedness, as it will do in the 
kingdom of the beast. Christ can come only when He has filled up 
the measure of His (non-atoning) sufferings in the great tribulation 
of His church (Col. 1:24). When the souls under the altar in heaven 
cry out, “How long, O Lord?” the answer is, be patient until your 
brothers on earth are also killed (Rev. 6:10-11). The martyrdom of 
the determined number of the saints realizes the coming of Christ. 

The signs are themselves preparatory for the coming of Christ and, 
thus, the realizing of His soon coming. That the signs are events that 
actually bring about the day of Christ was taught by Jesus in a lovely 
figure in Matthew 24:8. With reference to wars and natural calami-
ties, particularly earthquakes, the Lord said, “All these are the begin-
ning of sorrows.” The Greek word translated as “sorrows” is literally 
“birth pangs.” The thought is the same as in Romans 8:22, where the 
apostle teaches that the whole creation travails in pain. All creation 
presently convulses in order to bring forth the new world in the day 
of Christ. History is pregnant with the coming of Christ. What ac-
counts for this pregnancy is the promise of God that the goal of his-
tory and the future of this creation is a new world in which God shall 
be all in all at the glorious coming of Christ. Creation with its history, 
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therefore, is in the process of giving birth to the new world. We must 
think of this when the storms rage, the earth quakes and the volca-
noes erupt. We must think of this when we witness false doctrines 
in the churches and the apostasy of churches. We must think of this 
when we suffer for Christ’s sake. All are the pangs of giving birth to 
the second coming of Christ.

What we must notice, second, about the signs is that they show that 
the day of Christ is near—near to us today. The coming of Christ has 
always been near since His ascension, in the sense that it has always 
been the next event in the great programme of salvation and in the 
sense that Christ has always been coming as fast as possible. Always 
the church has been called to live in the expectation of Christ’s com-
ing. Outstanding signs are being fulfilled now, as never before. The 
gospel has been preached nearly everywhere in the world, as was not 
the case in ages past. There is great apostasy, apostasy that is more 
gross and more widespread than ever before. The Roman Catholic 
Church has long ago fallen away and become a false church. Since 
the Reformation of the sixteenth century, sheer liberalism or mod-
ernism has swept millions of Protestants away; Arminianism has de-
ceived millions more; and the Charismatic movement with its lying 
signs and wonders has bewitched millions of others.

In our day, grievous heresies are destroying the Reformed and Pres-
byterian churches: the questioning of the inspiration of Scripture; the 
denial of the biblical account of creation; the attack on the gospel of 
sovereign, particular grace; and, recently, the advocacy of justifica-
tion by faith and works.

Accompanying false teachings, as always, is wickedness of life on 
the part of those who profess to be disciples of the holy Lord Jesus. 
This wickedness is tolerated by the churches and their office-bearers. 
There is no discipline of impenitent sinners. Indeed the wickedness 
is defended. The lives of the people are not ruled by the Spirit of 
Christ in such a way as to conform to the law of God. In His great 
discourse on the end times, Jesus forewarned that a sign of the end 
would be that “because iniquity shall abound, the love of many shall 
wax cold” (Matt. 24:12). The Greek word translated as “iniquity” is 
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literally “lawlessness.” A sign of the coming of Christ is the abound-
ing of lawlessness.

The apostle’s prophecy in II Thessalonians 2 that there will be a fall-
ing away or apostasy in the churches continues with the warning that 
“God shall send” many members of churches “strong delusion, that 
they should believe a lie” because these people “had pleasure in un-
righteousness” (vv. 11-12). Apostasy of the churches is both doctri-
nal and ethical. It consists both of corruption of sound doctrine and 
of perversion of a holy life.

What do we see in the churches today—not in the world but in the 
churches? Self-willed worship rather than worship regulated by the 
will of God (Col. 2:23)! Gross Sabbath desecration (Isa. 58:13-14)! 
Tolerance, and thus approval, of young people living together sexu-
ally before and apart from marriage—what the Bible condemns as 
fornication (I Thess. 4:3-5)! Official approval of unbiblical divorce 
and subsequent remarriage, often to another man’s wife or another 
woman’s husband—what the Bible judges to be adultery (Luke 16:18)! 
Approval of sexual relations between people of the same sex—what 
the Bible calls perversity (Lev. 18:22)!

Abounding lawlessness!

Still another clear sign is the ecumenical movement. The churches 
are uniting not on the basis of God’s truth in Scripture, but on the 
basis of their mutual indifference to His truth or on the basis of their 
common rejection of the truth. Protestant churches are working at 
reunion with Rome. The churches are establishing relationships with 
the pagan religions. This spurious ecumenicity is a sign of the end 
because the union of apostate churches and false religions, likely un-
der the headship of the pope of Rome, will be the beast from the 
earth that serves the Antichrist (Rev. 13:11-18).

Yet another sign that is being fulfilled before our eyes is the coming 
together of the nations. Although this union has still some way to 
go before it is realized fully and even though the process is troubled, 
for example, by the hostility of the Islamic states toward the nations 
of the West, the movement toward a one-world government is well 
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under way. The forming of the European Union (EU) is nothing less 
than remarkable in view of Europe’s long history of nationalism. Nor 
does the recent referendum vote in the United Kingdom to withdraw 
from the European Union in Brexit indicate a complete break with 
the nations of the EU.

The collapse of the Soviet Union and the lessening of hostilities be-
tween Russia and its Cold-War adversaries, the United States and the 
nations of NATO, are significant for the development of a one-world 
government.

The financial dependency of the United States, and probably other 
nations of the West, upon communist China is both a sign of the 
coming together of the nations and a powerful force in effecting this 
coming together. Economically, the nations are interdependent.

The nations believe that globalization, a new world order or a world 
of united nations is not only best for mankind but also necessary, 
if the nations are to avoid mutually destructive warfare and for the 
prosperity of them all.

Making this union possible is the spiritual oneness of the nations. All 
increasingly have the same god and that god is Man.

The sign of the uniting of the nations is compelling especially be-
cause God wills the separation of the nations, as He made plain in 
effecting this separation by the confounding of language at the time 
of the tower of Babel (Gen. 11:6-9). Now, again, all nations commu-
nicate both by language and by a common purpose—the rebuilding 
of the tower of Babel.

This is where we are, then, in the last days. We are deep in the period 
of the lawlessness of the world of the ungodly and of the falling away 
of the churches. It will not be long before the man of sin is revealed. 
Satan has already been loosed for the final assault upon the kingdom 
of Christ for a little season. The signs are definite enough to encour-
age us to be vigilant in preparation for the true church’s final and 
most severe battle. They are indefinite enough that we do justice to 



The Second and Quick Coming of Christ: The Signs

17

Jesus’ word that no one knows the day and hour of His coming (Matt. 
24:36). 

How We Are to Observe the Signs

These signs can only be seen by faith. The unbeliever sees the events 
themselves alright—they are unmistakable, for how does one not see 
the increasing lawlessness, the apostasy of the churches and the unit-
ing of the nations?—but he does not see them as signs of the coming 
of Christ. To see them as signs of Christ’s coming requires that one 
views these events in the light of the Word of God that identifies 
them and explains their relationship to the second coming of Christ. 

But let us be sure that we see the signs in faith. We must notice the 
signs. When an earthquake is reported, we must not merely think, 
“Oh yes, one plate slides past another plate in southern California.” 
But we must think, “Creation is convulsed with labour pains to bring 
forth the new world!” As Romans 8:19-22 explains, “the whole crea-
tion groaneth and travaileth in pain together until now,” waiting “for 
the manifestation of the sons of God.” 

We may not ignore the fact that “conservative” Reformed and Pres-
byterian churches take a decision permitting the teaching that the 
days of Genesis 1 were millions of years, thus accommodating evolu-
tion and implying that the Bible is mistaken in teaching that death 
entered the world by the sin of Adam and opening the door to the 
teaching that humanity evolved from beasts. We must take note of 
this appalling unfaithfulness and register it in our minds as a step in 
the falling away of many, thus signifying the nearness of the return 
of Christ.

Seeing the signs in faith means also that they have a powerful spiritu-
al effect on our lives. It is wrong, it is being blind to the signs, that we 
note the signs with only an academic interest, even if the academic 
interest is theological.

First, and chiefly, the signs must motivate us to watch and be ready—
watch for Christ’s coming and be ready for that coming. A danger 
is that the churches and professing Christians are so wrapped up in 
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this life that they forget about the coming of Christ. This is one of the 
warnings of Christ in Matthew 24: “in the days that were before the 
flood they were eating and drinking, marrying and giving in mar-
riage” (v. 38). What is striking, even alarming, about this sign of the 
end is that all the activities mentioned by Jesus are legitimate, even 
necessary, for humans, including Christians. The evil is that men and 
women are absorbed in these activities. The earthly is all. Not only is 
the spiritual not dominant but also nothing of the spiritual is found 
in these persons, although they may well be members of churches. 
As earthly-mindedness characterized the days of Noah, “so shall also 
the coming of the Son of man be” (v. 37). We must live in the expec-
tancy of the coming of Christ. Hoping for the coming of Christ while 
eating, drinking and marrying is spirituality at its heart.

Second, and with specific reference to the sign of apostasy, we must 
“hold the traditions,” that is, maintain the truth of Scripture as sum-
marized in the Reformed confessions. This is the practical, spiritual 
application of the apostle’s warning of the rise of the Antichrist, of 
professing Christians’ not loving the truth and of nominal believers’ 
having pleasure in unrighteousness: “Therefore, brethren, stand fast, 
and hold the traditions” (II Thess. 2:15). It hardly needs to be noted 
that for many churches and professing Christians today holding the 
traditions is despised as contemptible traditionalism. True churches 
of Christ are rejected and scorned on the ground that they are tradi-
tional. Apostatizing churches advertise themselves, publicly and ap-
parently without shame, as progressive, that is, deliberately refusing 
to “hold the traditions.”

A professing Reformed or Presbyterian Christian who makes the 
progressivism of a church, rather than the traditionalism of the 
church, determinative for his or her membership is on the slippery 
slide to damnation, whether regarding himself or herself personally 
or concerning his or her children and grandchildren.

Third, regarding the great tribulation, we must prepare for it and pre-
pare the youth of the church for it. The practical sin of both pre- and 
postmillennialism is that they deny any coming persecution of the 
church. They leave the members of the church unprepared for the 
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Antichrist and persecution. We must expect it and we must remain 
spiritually prepared for that great trial of our faith.

Fourth, seeing the signs as evidences of Christ’s coming, we rejoice 
at the signs because they remind us of His coming and show us the 
nearness of His coming. We should be and can be fearless, even at 
the very end, when, as this world comes apart, the ungodly are per-
plexed—“men’s hearts failing them for fear” (Luke 21:25-26).

“And when these things”—the signs—“begin to come to pass, then 
look up, and lift up your heads; for your redemption draweth nigh” 
(v. 28)!
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Part 1: Chapter 2

The Reformed Belief Concerning 
the Rapture and the Antichrist
Andrew Lanning

For the Lord himself shall descend from heaven with a shout, with the 
voice of the archangel, and with the trump of God: and the dead in Christ 
shall rise first: Then we which are alive and remain shall be caught up 
together with them in the clouds, to meet the Lord in the air: and so shall 
we ever be with the Lord (I Thessalonians 4:16-17).

Introduction

The term “rapture” in the title of this chapter indicates that this chap-
ter will treat the peculiar eschatology of premillennial dispensation-
alism, of which the rapture is a prominent feature. The rapture is a 
supposed secret and sudden return of Jesus Christ to whisk believers 
off the earth into God’s presence, while the remainder of human be-
ings are left behind to continue their earthly lives, eventually result-
ing in an earthly, millennial kingdom. This supposed rapture is the 
hope of many, if not most, Protestant churches and has captured the 
imagination of popular culture. Especially through its doctrine of 
the rapture, dispensationalism has become a pervasive and popular 
theory of eschatology.

Over against premillennial dispensationalism stands the eschatology 
of the Reformed faith, which rejects its idea of the rapture and rejects 
dispensationalism as heresy. This chapter will outline the Reformed 
case against premillennial dispensationalism and against its dazzling 
but deceptive doctrine of the rapture.
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This chapter is not only negative. It will also briefly sketch the true, 
biblical, confessional Reformed doctrine of eschatology. Such Re-
formed eschatology is precious to Reformed believers because it is 
the doctrine of their Lord’s return. Jesus is coming quickly, as He 
said! His return will not be secret but public. His return will be the 
perfection of our salvation, so that being “caught up … to meet the 
Lord in the air” we shall “ever be with the Lord” (I Thess. 4:17). Such 
salvation is not accomplished by some secret rapture but by the final, 
decisive, public, glorious, personal return of our Lord for His church. 
Explaining this return of our beloved Lord, Reformed eschatology 
fills the believer with great hope, indeed with the believer’s greatest 
hope, as dispensationalism does not and cannot.

A Sketch of Premillennial Dispensational Eschatology

Premillennial dispensationalism teaches that the end times begin 
with an event called the rapture. The rapture will be a secret, sudden, 
temporary return of Jesus Christ from heaven. During this rapture, 
the majority of human beings will be entirely unaware that Jesus 
has returned. No announcements will herald His return and Jesus 
Himself will remain hidden during His return. Jesus’ purpose in this 
secret return is to snatch believers from the earth to Himself. One 
moment the earth will be populated by believers and unbelievers 
alike; the next moment all believers will suddenly disappear from the 
earth, having been instantly transported away by the Lord. There will 
be indications that people had been on earth a moment ago—their 
clothing will crumple to the ground; their cars will suddenly be driv-
erless—but the believers will be gone. Having raptured His people to 
Himself, the Lord will go back to heaven. The unbelievers, who were 
all left behind on the earth, will continue with their lives.

After the rapture, earth’s history will unfold in two distinct phases. 
The first phase will be a period of seven years, during which the earth 
is prepared for a return to the Old Testament Jewish religion. Old 
Testament Jewish religion is fundamental to dispensational premil-
lennialism. God’s great purpose with the earth is not the salvation of 
His church but the establishment of Old Testament Jewish religion, 
complete with an earthly temple, bloody sacrifices and the ceremo-
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nies of the law. The rapture removes the believing church to prepare 
the earth for the return of the Old Testament Jewish kingdom. Dur-
ing these seven years after the rapture, the Antichrist will come to 
power, gaining authority and influence over the whole earth. The 
Antichrist is significant especially for his interaction with the Jews. 
For the first three and a half years, the Antichrist will be friendly to 
the Jews, entering into a covenant with them. In the last three and a 
half years, the Antichrist will break his covenant with the Jews, turn-
ing on them and visiting tremendous suffering upon them. During 
this time, God will send judgments on the earth to punish the Anti-
christ for his faithlessness to the Jews.

The second phase of history, occurring after the rapture and after 
the seven-year phase, will be the millennium, a literal period of one 
thousand years. The millennium will begin with the second return 
of the Lord Jesus Christ. Whereas His first return in the rapture was 
secret, His second return will be visible and public. In this second 
return, the Lord will come to the earth to set up an Old Testament 
kingdom, with its headquarters in Jerusalem. He will hold sway over 
the whole earth. This view is identified as premillennialism because 
Jesus Christ returns to the earth before the thousand-year reign in Je-
rusalem. The thousand years will be glorious because the Jews and all 
those who were converted after the rapture will enjoy earthly peace, 
prosperity and power for the duration of the millennium.

This history all comes to a close at the end of the millennium. What 
happens at the end is not entirely clear. The focus of premillennial 
dispensationalism is not what happens at the very end, but the rap-
ture and the establishment of Jesus’ earthly millennial kingdom.

Notable Features of Premillennial Dispensationalism

The above sketch indicates a few notable features of premillennial 
dispensationalism. First, dispensational eschatology is complicated. 
Even the sketch above is complicated, though it is simplified to try 
to capture the overall timeline of dispensationalism: secret rapture, 
seven years (sometimes divided into two periods of three and a half 
years), then a thousand years and then the final end. Dispensational 
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premillennialism is filled with complicated calculations, detailed 
charts and timelines, and a multitude of permutations and varia-
tions. Premillennial dispensationalism does not fill the believer with 
the wonder of perfect salvation in the day of Jesus Christ, but wearies 
the heart with its drudgery of calculating potential dates and events.

Second, in dispensationalism most of the Bible’s instruction on es-
chatology is not intended for the believing church and, therefore, is 
of no use for the church today. The believing church, after all, will 
suddenly be raptured with no prior announcement or sign. Accord-
ing to dispensationalism, the Bible’s eschatological teaching describes 
what will happen during the seven years between the rapture and the 
glorious appearing of Jesus Christ. Similarly, the Bible’s instruction 
about the future glorious state is not a description of heaven but of 
the millennial, Jewish kingdom of Jesus on the earth. Therefore, most 
of the Bible’s teaching on the end times is of no use to the church of 
Jesus Christ today.

Third, and most important, premillennial dispensationalism is dis-
pensational. Dispensationalism teaches that there are various dis-
pensations of history. In these dispensations, God deals with people 
on earth in different ways, giving them different callings and even 
a different salvation from one dispensation to the next. The main 
dispensations are the Old Testament dispensation of the Jews and 
the New Testament dispensation of the church. According to dis-
pensationalism, these two dispensations are strictly separate. There 
is no unity or identity between the two. Therefore, there is no unity 
or identity between the Old Testament Jews and the New Testament 
church. The Old Testament is the dispensation of the kingdom, while 
the New Testament is the dispensation of the church.

Dispensationalists teach (or at least imply) that these two dispensa-
tions are not equal. The establishment of the Old Testament Jewish 
dispensation of the kingdom is God’s main purpose in history. God 
suspended that dispensation for a time because the Jews rejected 
Jesus Christ, who would have permanently established their king-
dom. In the meantime, God has initiated a new dispensation of the 
church. Nevertheless, the church is only a parenthesis in God’s plan. 
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His ultimate goal is still the establishment of an Old Testament Jew-
ish kingdom under Jesus Christ, which God will finally establish in 
the millennium after He removes the church by the rapture.

This sharp division between dispensations was the explicit teaching 
of John Nelson Darby, the father of dispensationalism. Darby’s dis-
pensationalism is expressed in his commentary on Matthew 24 and 
throughout his many writings. In Matthew 24, as we saw in the pre-
vious chapter, Jesus taught His church about the signs of His coming 
in response to His disciples’ question: “what shall be the sign of thy 
coming, and of the end of the world?” (v. 3). Although Jesus was 
clearly teaching His disciples, as representatives of His church, what 
the church should expect before Jesus returns, Darby insists that Je-
sus was referring only to the Jews during the seven-year period after 
the rapture:

The time and people to whom the prophecy applies
Thus it is proved that this passage refers to the last days 
and to the position of the Jews at that time …

The Jewish remnant in question, not the assembly
Besides this, other circumstances prove, if further proof 
were needed, that it is the Jewish remnant who are in 
question, and not the assembly.1

The Rapture

If not the most important feature of dispensationalism, its most 
prominent feature is certainly its doctrine of the rapture. The idea of 
the rapture captivates not only the minds of many church members 
but it has even penetrated popular Western culture. Bumper stick-
ers on cars in the United States proclaim, “In case of rapture, this 
car will be driverless.” Premillennial dispensationalists, Tim LaHaye 
and Jerry B. Jenkins promoted and popularized the idea of the rap-

1 J. N. Darby, Synopsis of the Books of the Bible: Matthew to John (Bellingham, 
WA: Logos Bible Software, 2008), p. 174. By “assembly,” Darby means the 
church, that is, all of the believers in the New Testament who have been rap-
tured up into heaven.
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ture through their series of novels entitled Left Behind. At the time 
of writing, more than eighty million copies of those books have been 
sold worldwide and some of the books have been converted into 
movies starring famous Hollywood actors.

What, then, is the doctrine of the rapture?

First, dispensationalism teaches that the rapture will be secret and 
sudden; that is, the rapture will be unannounced, both before the 
rapture and during the rapture itself. Supposedly, there will be no 
prior evidence that the Lord is about to return. There will be no signs 
that the church can observe and recognize to alert her that the rap-
ture is imminent. Therefore, the rapture could happen at any mo-
ment, day or night, many years from now or in the next few seconds. 
Not only will the rapture be unannounced beforehand but also there 
will be no announcement during the rapture itself that it is taking 
place: no signs in the heavens, no angelic fanfare and no appearance 
of the Lord. The only evidence that the rapture is happening will be 
that bodies are disappearing from places they occupied just a few 
moments before.

In the Left Behind series, the rapture is dramatized in the opening 
scene, which takes place in a passenger aeroplane in transit. The head 
stewardess, who is an unbeliever, bursts into the cockpit to exclaim 
to the pilot, who is also an unbeliever, “People are missing … a whole 
bunch of people, just gone!”2 The pilot races into the cabin to find 
that throughout the plane several people have disappeared, leaving 
only their slack clothes in their seats, seatbelts still fastened. Back in 
the cockpit, the pilot finds out from the control tower that the same 
thing has happened all over the world. Arriving home, the unbeliev-
ing pilot finds that his believing wife and child are also gone, with 
only their pyjamas still tucked into bed. Over the next few days and 
weeks, he comes to the frightening realization that the rapture has 
happened and that he has been left behind.

Such is the dispensational doctrine of the rapture: the secret, sudden 

2 Tim LaHaye and Jerry B. Jenkins, Left Behind: A Novel of the Earth’s Last Days 
(Carol Stream, IL: Tyndale House Publishers, 1995), p. 16.



Behold, I Come Quickly

26

return of Jesus Christ to snatch His people out of the earth, while 
history continues for those left behind.

Second, the purpose of the rapture is to conclude the New Testament 
dispensation of the church. God’s ultimate purpose in history is the 
establishment of the Old Testament kingdom of the Jews. God inter-
rupted this purpose for a time after the Jews rejected Jesus Christ 
but the rapture marks God’s return to His ultimate programme. The 
rapture signals the end of the church and conveniently removes the 
church from the earth, as God turns His attention once again to es-
tablishing a Jewish kingdom.

Third, the doctrine of the rapture is a handmaiden of Arminian free-
will theology. Many dispensationalists leave the decisive act in salva-
tion to man’s supposed free will. God desires the salvation of all head 
for head, leaving it up to man whether to accept or reject that salva-
tion. Only those who exercise their free will to accept God’s offer will 
be saved. In this Arminian system of salvation, the threat of being left 
behind at the rapture becomes a powerful motivation to accept God’s 
offer. The message is something like this: “Jesus is coming at any mo-
ment in the rapture to take His people to heaven in the rapture. You 
don’t want to be left behind, do you, when terrible judgments will fall 
on the earth? Accept Jesus into your heart now, before it is too late.” 
Thus the corruption of dispensational eschatology mingles with the 
corruption of Arminian soteriology.

The Reformed Condemnation of Premillennial 
Dispensationalism

The Reformed faith condemns dispensationalism as unbiblical and 
false doctrine. The Reformed faith condemns dispensationalism as 
dangerous doctrine that threatens to destroy a church that adopts 
it. By God’s grace, shown to the church in the formulation of faith-
ful Reformed confessions, the Reformed faith excludes premillennial 
dispensationalism from Reformed churches. Our criticisms of dis-
pensational eschatology are many. I will limit myself in this chapter 
to five objections.
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First, dispensationalism wrongly divides the covenant people of God 
into two separate and unrelated entities: the Old Testament kingdom 
of the Jews and the New Testament church of believers. Such dis-
pensational doctrine is a sin against God’s covenant. God establishes 
one covenant in the Lord Jesus Christ with His people and in that 
covenant saves His people, Old Testament Jews as well as New Tes-
tament Gentiles. The New Testament church is the Old Testament 
church, and the Old Testament church is the New Testament church. 
They are one and the same; they are one covenant people. 

Within the one people of God, there are distinctions. The Old Tes-
tament church was immature. It knew God through the types and 
shadows of Old Testament ceremonies. It knew salvation through 
the blood of Jesus Christ in the symbol of the blood of animals. The 
New Testament church is mature. Christ has been revealed and His 
Spirit has been poured out. No longer is there a need for the old sym-
bols, for the reality has come (I Pet. 1:10-12). In fulfilling those Old 
Testament types and shadows, our Lord marked the transition from 
the Old Testament to the New Testament. Nevertheless, the church 
of the Old Testament and the New Testament remains one in our 
Lord.

The essential unity of the church in Jesus Christ is the express tes-
timony of the Scriptures: “There is neither Jew nor Greek, there is 
neither bond nor free, there is neither male nor female: for ye are all 
one in Christ Jesus” (Gal. 3:28).

Peter applies descriptions of Old Testament Israel to the New Tes-
tament church: “ye are a chosen generation, a royal priesthood, an 
holy nation, a peculiar people” (I Pet. 2:9). These phrases are drawn 
from the Old Testament, where Israel is called “a peculiar treasure 
… a kingdom of priests, and an holy nation” (Ex. 19:5-6). By apply-
ing these terms to God’s New Testament church, Peter teaches that 
the church is one and the same as Israel, and is the fulfilment of Old 
Testament Israel.

The unity of the church is also the explicit teaching of the Reformed 
confessions. In the Apostles’ Creed, we confess that we believe “an 
[i.e., one] holy catholic church.” The Heidelberg Catechism explains 
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this to mean that “the Son of God, from the beginning to the end of 
the world, gathers, defends, and preserves to Himself … a church” 
(A. 54). Belgic Confession 27 declares, “We believe and profess one 
catholic or universal church … This Church hath been from the be-
ginning of the world, and will be to the end thereof.” In these confes-
sions, drawn from the Scriptures, there is nothing of dispensations. 
Rather, there is one covenant Head, one covenant people and one 
covenant church.

Second, dispensationalism teaches false doctrine concerning the na-
ture of Jesus’ kingdom. In dispensationalism, Jesus’ kingdom is an 
earthly kingdom. That Jesus’ kingdom is earthly does not merely 
mean that the kingdom can be found on the earth but also that the 
kingdom’s essential nature is earthly. The highest premillennial hope 
is that Jesus will rule on this earth for one thousand years from the 
earthly city of Jerusalem, presiding over earthly sacrifices of earthly 
animals on an earthly altar in an earthly temple. For dispensational-
ism, this earthly rule is the great kingdom of Christ, the most im-
portant manifestation of that kingdom. It is a thoroughly earthly 
kingdom.

The Reformed faith teaches that the kingdom of Jesus Christ is not 
earthly, but spiritual and heavenly. All of the earthly symbols of that 
kingdom in the Old Testament have their fulfilment in the cross of 
Jesus Christ, by which He ushers in the spiritual new heavens and 
new earth. The great hope of the Reformed Christian is not one 
thousand years of earthly life in earthly Jerusalem but everlasting life 
in the heavenly city that has foundations, whose builder and maker 
is God. It is true that the kingdom of God is manifested on this earth 
in the church, the members of which are the citizens of the king-
dom of heaven. Nevertheless, the nature of the church is spiritual. 
The church is a heavenly institution, although it is established on the 
earth.

The Bible teaches that Jesus’ kingdom is a spiritual, heavenly king-
dom. Overwhelmingly, the Bible teaches this. Jesus explicitly and 
emphatically denied that His kingdom was of the earth. “My king-
dom is not of this world: if my kingdom were of this world, then 
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would my servants fight, that I should not be delivered to the Jews: 
but now is my kingdom not from hence” (John 18:36).

The apostles, following the instruction of the Lord, also taught the 
spiritual nature of Christ’s kingdom. Peter identified the kingdom 
as a “new heavens and a new earth, wherein dwelleth righteousness” 
(II Pet. 3:13). Paul insisted that “the kingdom of God is not meat 
and drink; but righteousness, and peace, and joy in the Holy Ghost” 
(Rom. 14:17). John, in the book of Revelation, records his visions of 
the “things which must be hereafter” (4:1), which culminate in the 
new heavens, the new earth and the new Jerusalem, “coming down 
from God out of heaven” (21:1-2).

Strikingly, the Old Testament saints recognized that all of the prom-
ises of earthly land and wealth were not ultimately about earthly land 
and wealth, but about their spiritual, heavenly inheritance with God. 
Abraham “looked for a city which hath foundations, whose builder 
and maker is God” (Heb. 11:10). The patriarchs “confessed that they 
were strangers and pilgrims on the earth” (v. 13). Obviously, those 
who “say such things declare plainly that they seek a country,” which 
country is not earthly but “a better country, that is, an heavenly” (vv. 
14, 16). The Old Testament saints had a better understanding of es-
chatology than today’s dispensationalists! Even the patriarchs, who 
were promised the land of Canaan, rested their hope in heaven, not 
on the earth.

It is also the viewpoint of the Reformed confessions that the king-
dom of Jesus Christ is spiritual and heavenly. For example, Belgic 
Confession 27 teaches the doctrine of the church. In this article, the 
source, blessings and hope of the church are not earthly, but spiritual 
and heavenly: 

We believe and profess one catholic or universal church, 
which is a holy congregation of true Christian believers, 
all expecting their salvation in Jesus Christ, being washed 
by His blood, sanctified and sealed by the Holy Ghost … 
Christ is an eternal King, which without subjects He can-
not be … Furthermore, this holy church is not confined, 
bound, or limited to a certain place or to certain persons, 
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but is spread and dispersed over the whole world; and yet 
is joined and united with heart and will, by the power of 
faith, in one and the same Spirit.

According to this article, the church, which is found on the earth, is 
not earthly but is joined through spiritual means under her spiritual 
King by His Holy Spirit.

Third, dispensationalism practises an erroneous hermeneutic, that 
is, an erroneous theory of interpreting the Bible. Dispensationalism 
claims that it interprets the Bible literally. In practice, this means that 
dispensationalism interprets Old Testament promises of physical 
gifts, such as the land of Canaan, and earthly peace and prosperity, 
to mean strictly literal and earthly physical gifts. Dispensationalists 
hope for those Old Testament promises to be fulfilled in an earthly 
way in the future millennial kingdom.

However, the Word of God teaches that the physical gifts promised 
in the Old Testament were symbols of spiritual realities. The physi-
cal land of Canaan promised to the patriarchs pointed to the heav-
enly Canaan. Earthly peace and prosperity pointed to the spiritual 
riches of heaven. Scripture demands such a spiritual interpretation 
of prophecy and promise because all of the prophecies and promises 
are fulfilled in Jesus Christ.

This is the explicit teaching of II Corinthians 1:20, speaking of Jesus: 
“For all the promises of God in him are yea, and in him Amen.” Long 
life in “the land which the Lord thy God giveth thee” (Ex. 20:12) is 
not an earthly millennium in earthly Canaan but eternal life in heav-
en, which is received in the day of the Lord Jesus Christ, as He comes 
to take us to live with Him forever in the new heavens and earth.

This is the perspective of the entire book of Hebrews, which inter-
prets the Old Testament ceremonies of the law in the light of Jesus 
Christ. For example, Hebrews 10 teaches that the Old Testament sac-
rifices were fulfilled by Jesus’ death on the cross. “For it is not pos-
sible that the blood of bulls and of goats should take away sins … But 
this man, after he had offered one sacrifice for sins for ever, sat down 
on the right hand of God” (vv. 4, 12). The prophecies of the Bible all 
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must be interpreted in the light of the death and resurrection and 
ascension of Christ, the pouring out of the Spirit and the return of 
the Lord Jesus Christ in His spiritual kingdom.

This is also the view of the Reformed confessions. Article 25 of the 
Belgic Confession explains all of the ceremonies and figures of the law 
as symbols of our Lord and His work:

We believe that the ceremonies and figures of the law 
ceased at the coming of Christ, and that all the shadows 
are accomplished; so that the use of them must be abol-
ished amongst Christians; yet the truth and substance of 
them remain with us in Jesus Christ, in whom they have 
their completion.

The dispensationalists’ claim of biblical literalism can deceive the 
unwary because the Reformed faith also appeals to a literal inter-
pretation of Scripture. For example, against all evolutionists, the Re-
formed faith insists that Genesis 1 is literal. Genesis 1 is not myth, 
legend, poetry or rhetorical device; Genesis 1 is literal history. God 
created the heavens and the earth in six literal days, just as the first 
chapter of the Bible says. 

Nevertheless, when the Reformed faith says “literal,” it means some-
thing different from what premillennial dispensationalism does 
when it says “literal.” In dispensationalism, “literal” often means 
earthly. Dispensationalism does not recognize the symbolic lan-
guage of the Bible and thus attempts to make everything physical 
and earthly. Inasmuch as the promises of the Bible all find their fulfil-
ment in Jesus Christ, the dispensational hermeneutic is an implicit 
denial of Jesus Christ. The Reformed faith recognizes that some pas-
sages are symbolic. Within the Bible, there are various kinds of writ-
ing: history, song and poetry, prophecy, symbolism, etc. A proper 
literal interpretation of the Bible recognizes the genre of the writing 
and interprets accordingly.

Fourth, dispensationalism’s doctrine of a secret rapture is unbiblical. 
The Bible does teach that God’s people who are alive on earth at Je-
sus’ second coming will be caught up to the Lord in the air. “Then we 
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which are alive and remain shall be caught up together with them in 
the clouds, to meet the Lord in the air: and so shall we ever be with 
the Lord” (I Thess. 4:17). However, the context makes clear that the 
elect will be caught up to the Lord at the occasion of the final, public, 
personal return of the Lord from heaven: “For the Lord himself shall 
descend from heaven with a shout, with the voice of the archangel, 
and with the trump of God” (v. 16). There is nothing secret about 
this return. It is announced by the shout of Jesus Christ Himself, her-
alded with the voice of the archangel, and declared by God’s own 
clear and ringing voice. 

Furthermore, the context teaches that the living elect will be caught 
up to the Lord only after the final, public resurrection of the dead, 
which resurrection will be accomplished by the trump of God and 
the voice of Christ: “the dead in Christ shall rise first: Then we which 
are alive and remain shall be caught up together with them in the 
clouds, to meet the Lord in the air” (vv. 16-17). 

Finally, the passage makes clear that when the living elect are caught 
up to the Lord, this is the culmination of their salvation, and the end 
of the history of this old heaven and earth. There will not be seven 
years of tribulation and one thousand years of a kingdom on earth 
to follow. Rather, the living elect will be caught up to the Lord at the 
final, permanent coming of the Lord, for “so shall we ever be with 
the Lord” (v. 17).

Fifth, dispensationalism is absurd. It is a febrile hallucination of de-
praved men’s minds, a puerile dream unworthy of spiritual maturity, 
a vile folly of earthly imagination. The Reformed faith dismisses pre-
millennial dispensationalism as absurd by calling it “Jewish dreams.” 
This was the criticism levelled against millennial teachings by the 
Swiss Reformer Heinrich Bullinger in chapter 11 of his Second Hel-
vetic Confession (1566). In a line that could be aimed against pre-
millennialism and postmillennialism alike, both of which pine for a 
millennial golden age, Bullinger wrote, 

Moreover we condemn the Jewish dreams that before 
the day of judgment there shall be a golden world in the 
earth; and that the godly shall possess the kingdoms of the 
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world, their wicked enemies being trodden under foot: 
for the evangelical truth, Matthew 24 and 25, and Luke 
21, and the apostolic doctrine in the second epistle to the 
Thessalonians 2, and in the second epistle to Timothy 3 
and 4, are found to teach far otherwise.3 

Likewise, in his Institutes, John Calvin dismissed premillennialism as 
absurd. Some of the early church fathers hoped for an earthly millen-
nial kingdom. Referring to them as chiliasts (from the Greek word 
for one thousand), Calvin wrote, “the chiliasts ... limited the reign of 
Christ to a thousand years. Now their fiction is too childish either to 
need or to be worth a refutation.”4

The Reformed Doctrine of Eschatology

Having exposed premillennial dispensationalism as false doctrine, 
what is the true, positive Reformed doctrine of eschatology? Espe-
cially, what is the great hope of the Reformed believer?

First, Reformed eschatology is amillennial. The term amillennial ex-
presses the Reformed conviction that the thousand-year period de-
scribed in Revelation 20 is symbolic. Just as the dragon in Revelation 
20 is a symbol of the devil, the beast is a symbol of the Antichrist 
and the chain is a symbol of God’s binding of Satan, so also the thou-
sand years are symbolic. Thus the Reformed designation amillennial, 
meaning no millennium, expresses the Reformed conviction that 
Revelation 20 is not describing a literal span of one thousand years 
on the earth during which various Old Testament prophecies regard-
ing the Jews must literally come to pass. 

The reality designated by the symbolic millennium of Revelation 
20 is the current New Testament age. The millennium is all of New 
Testament history, beginning with Jesus’ birth; continuing with His 

3 James T. Dennison, Jr. (ed.), Reformed Confessions of the 16th and 17th Cen-
turies in English Translation, vol. 2 (Grand Rapids, MI: Reformation Heritage 
Books, 2010), p. 830.
4 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, ed. John T. McNeill, trans. Ford 
Lewis Battles (Philadelphia, PA: The Westminster Press, 1960), 3.25.5; 2:995.
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death, resurrection, ascension and outpouring of the Spirit; and end-
ing just before Christ returns on the clouds of glory in His final, vis-
ible, bodily, public appearing. Because the millennium is the entire 
New Testament age, we are living in the millennium right now!

Second, the hope of the Reformed Christian is not an earthly golden 
age in which God’s promises are literalistically fulfilled in earthly gifts 
of land, peace and prosperity. Nor is the Reformed Christian’s hope 
that he will be whisked off the earth in a secret rapture. Rather, the 
Reformed Christian hopes for the return of Jesus Christ, whose re-
ward is with Him (22:12). The Reformed Christian’s eyes are turned 
to heaven, and to the new heavens and the new earth, as the scene 
and setting of his greatest bliss. While on the earth, he receives from 
God his daily bread with thanksgiving but his hope is not fixed on 
daily bread, not even to a great abundance of daily bread. His hope is 
in the Bread of Life and the Living Water, into whose heavenly king-
dom he longs completely to enter in the day of the Lord Jesus Christ.

Third, regarding the Antichrist, the Reformed faith does not teach 
that Jesus will return in some secret rapture prior to the appear-
ance of the man of sin, as dispensationalism teaches. Rather, the Re-
formed doctrine is that the Antichrist will arise before the coming of 
Christ, because the Antichrist is only a sign leading up to the end at 
the return of Jesus. Christ will not come secretly in the rapture and 
then cede the floor to the Antichrist. When Jesus Christ returns, He 
will return decisively and with finality, to glorify His Father and to 
be glorified of Him, and to establish His eternal kingdom in the new 
heavens and the new earth, the kingdom of righteousness.

In close connection with this, the Antichrist’s enemy will not be 
the Jews, as dispensationalism teaches. Rather, his opponent will be 
Christ, as his name Antichrist indicates. As the adversary of Christ, 
the Antichrist’s main opponent on earth will be the true church of 
Jesus Christ. Just as the true church will identify the false church by 
her dracontine voice (13:11), so the Antichrist will identify the true 
church by her truth-speaking, as she preaches the gospel of salvation 
in Jesus Christ alone. Identifying her, the Antichrist will oppose her 
and seek her destruction.
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Therefore, the church must expect and be prepared for persecution. 
Dispensationalism is cruel, inasmuch as it fails to prepare the church 
for persecution. Dispensationalism promises that God’s people will 
be raptured, giving them the false hope that they will escape the great 
tribulation. The reality is that all who are faithful to the Lord Jesus 
Christ will suffer tremendously under the Antichrist. 

The true comfort of God’s people is not that they shall escape per-
secution but that God’s grace will enable them to endure it to His 
great glory. The history of the church demonstrates that God’s grace 
will sustain His people in that day, just as faithful martyrs suffered 
under antichristian forces in the past. The stories of their martyrdom 
inspire the church today. Redeemed by the blood of Christ, the mar-
tyrs offered their own blood as living sacrifices of gratitude to Him. 
The grace that sustained them will sustain us too. Already now, God 
prepares us to endure that suffering as we learn the truth about the 
last days. Already now, we set our hope in heaven, not on the earth. 
Already now, by God’s grace, we count our lives as nothing and the 
love of God in Jesus Christ as everything. The confession that God 
gives us now while we have life is, “thy lovingkindness is better than 
life” (Ps. 63:3). God will give us this confession in tribulation too: 
“thy lovingkindness is better than life.”

Finally, the hope of the Reformed believer, over against all premillen-
nial dispensationalism, is the covenant hope that we shall be caught 
up together with the Lord in the air. This is the explicit teaching of 
I Thessalonians 4:17, Matthew 24:40-41 and I Corinthians 15:52. 
However, being caught up to the Lord in the air, while others are not 
caught up, is not a secret rapture. Rather, it is the full redemption 
of the living elect in the day of our Lord’s public, final, visible, bod-
ily return. As He returns, He shall call forth the dead, whose bodies 
shall be raised in perfection. After the dead are raised, those who are 
alive and remain shall be raised as well, caught up to the Lord in the 
air. Then come the final judgment and our Lord’s work of making all 
things new. The point of I Thessalonians 4:17 is not a secret rapture 
but the covenant promise: “so shall we ever be with the Lord.” The 
great hope of the Reformed Christian is not that he or she will be 
removed from the scene, so that God can return His attention to an 
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Old Testament dispensation. Rather, the hope of the church is cov-
enantal: fellowship with the Lord Jesus Christ forever and ever.

Even so, come, Lord Jesus!
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Part 1: Chapter 3

The Coming World-Conquest of 
the Beast From the Sea
David J. Engelsma

Scripture: Revelation 13

Introduction

The subject of the beast from the sea is taken from Revelation 13, 
where we read in verse 1 of a beast rising out of the sea and where 
we are warned that this beast will conquer the entire world: “all the 
world wondered after the beast” (v. 3). The beast has power “over all 
kindreds, and tongues, and nations” (v. 7), such that “all that dwell 
upon the earth shall worship him” (v. 8). Clearly implied is that the 
whole world of nations unites under this beast.

History comes toward its end not with an earthly conquest by the 
church or by the kingdom of Christ, but with the beast’s making war 
upon the saints and overcoming them.

Therefore, this subject of Revelation 13 prepares the people of God 
for a threatening beast, his impending warfare against them and the 
prospect of his overcoming the people of God in the days that lie 
ahead. The earthly future of the saints is ominous. An attack upon 
them is already planned. It is sure to occur, as sure as the hatred of 
Satan for God’s church and as sure as the prophecy of the Bible. The 
attacker will be a ferocious, monstrous beast. This attack upon the 
saints will be successful. The beast will be victorious: “it was given 
unto him to make war with the saints, and to overcome them” (v. 7). 
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This makes it necessary that as the war against us looms, when the 
war breaks out in its fury and while we are being overcome, we re-
main steadfast in our faith in God, that we not despair, that we do not 
lose faith, that we hope confidently in Jesus Christ and that we expect 
the victory of His kingdom—our victory—in the end. This steadfast-
ness of our faith and confidence of our hope in the face of the beast 
and his beastly war upon us are the practical purpose of the apostle 
John in Revelation 13. This practical purpose of John, as of the Holy 
Ghost, speaking through the apostle, is stated in verse 10: “Here is 
the patience and the faith of the saints,” regarding the beast and his 
victory. On this hopeful note, this passage on the beast concludes. 
Even regarding the beast, the fiercest foe the church will ever have 
had to face in all the history of the church’s warfare, the outlook for 
the church is hopeful, not gloomy.

The Identity of the Beast

The first and basic aspect of a study of Revelation 13 is to identify the 
beast from the sea. What or who is the coming beast? The identity of 
the beast must be established not in light of wild, unbiblical specula-
tion, but on the basis of the solid, sober revelation of Holy Scripture 
in this passage and in related passages. I say related passages because 
the Bible has much more to say about this beast than what we read in 
the first ten verses of Revelation 13. The book of Revelation itself has 
more to say about this beast.

We learn more about the beast in the second part of Revelation 13. 
The beast from the sea is served by another beast—a beast out of the 
earth. This beast accomplishes the worldwide worship of the beast 
from the sea in an image of the beast from the sea. Further, all hu-
mans must receive a mark of the beast from the sea, without which 
one is ostracized from society. The number of the beast from the sea 
is 666, which number is explained in verse 18 as “the number of … 
man” (not “a” man as in the Authorized Version).

Elsewhere in Revelation, we are told that a woman rides the beast. 
She is a whore, indeed “THE MOTHER OF HARLOTS” (17:5). Rev-
elation 17 identifies the seven heads of the beast as seven kings who 
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precede the beast. The beast himself is an eighth king who in some 
way originates from the seven. The ten horns of the beast are ten 
kings who are contemporary with the beast and “give their power 
and strength unto the beast” (v. 13).

Extremely important for identifying the beast is the prophecy of 
Daniel, particularly Daniel 7. Daniel saw four great beasts rise out of 
the turbulent sea. One resembled a lion; the second, a bear; the third, 
a leopard. The fourth was such an unnatural monster, “dreadful and 
terrible, and strong exceedingly” (v. 7), as to be indescribable.

The similarity of John’s vision to Daniel’s is unmistakable. The fea-
tures of three of the wild animals are the same: the lion, bear and 
leopard. Also the beast itself of Revelation 13, as the fourth beast 
of Daniel 7, is not compared to any existing wild animal: both are 
uniquely strange monsters. In addition, the fourth beast of Daniel’s 
vision has ten horns, as does the beast from the sea. As the fourth 
beast of Daniel 7 speaks “great words against the most High” (v. 25), 
so does the beast from the sea of Revelation 13 speak “great things 
and blasphemies” (v. 5). Especially is the similarity, indeed the essen-
tial oneness, of the fourth beast of Daniel 7 and the beast from the sea 
of Revelation 13 indicated by the ferocious opposition of both to the 
kingdom of God and its citizens. The fourth beast of Daniel 7 “made 
war with the saints, and prevailed against them” (v. 21). The beast 
of Revelation 13 “make[s] war with the saints, and … overcome[s] 
them” (v. 7).

There is even agreement regarding the time of the domination of 
the beasts of Daniel and of Revelation. The beast of Revelation 13 
prevails in the world for forty-two months (v. 5), which is a period 
of three and a half years. According to the biblical mathematics re-
garding this period of time, three and a half years are one year, two 
years and half a year. This corresponds to the “time and times and 
the dividing of time” of Daniel 7:25, as the time of the reign of the 
fourth beast.

In the light of Daniel 7 and as more clearly identified in the rest of the 
book of Revelation, the beast out of the sea of chapter 13 is a political 
power, a kingdom formed by, headed by and virtually identified with 
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an extraordinarily capable, charismatic and mighty, human king, 
president, emperor or whatever title he may assume. Daniel 7:23 ex-
pressly calls the fourth beast “the fourth kingdom upon earth.” Rev-
elation 17 also describes the beast as a kingdom with its king.

Revelation 13 identifies the beast as a political power, a kingdom. The 
origin of the beast is the sea. The restless sea is a symbol in Scripture 
of the world of turbulent nations and kingdoms in history, always 
in movement, tossing up one powerful kingdom or empire after an-
other (Isa. 57:20; Dan. 7:2-3). The very appearance of the beast—a 
monstrous wild animal incorporating the appearance of lion, bear 
and leopard—describes the beast as a powerful, aggressive, danger-
ous political entity. Further, the beast has such power that none dares 
to make war with it. It has power over the nations, who respect only 
military force. Revelation 13:10 states that the beast has the power 
of “the sword”—the military might possessed by a kingdom (Rom. 
13:4).

This political power, this kingdom, is a world power. The beast has 
such obvious, dominating and frightening military might that all na-
tions submit to his beastly kingdom. “Who is like unto the beast? 
who is able to make war with him?” (Rev. 13:4), for “power was given 
him over all kindreds, and tongues, and nations” (v. 7).

Nevertheless, there is more to the beast’s rule over all nations than 
force, great as this force will be. All nations willingly submit to the 
beast. All nations with their populations worship the beast. Gladly, 
all nations become part of the beast’s world rule. This union of all 
nations under the beast is the working of the dragon, the devil. It is 
“the dragon which gave power unto the beast,” so that all the world 
“worshipped the beast” (v. 4). But the dragon accomplishes this one-
world government under the beast by making the beast attractive to 
all nations. This is readily understood. The beast offers world peace. 
He gives world prosperity. In him and in his political, military might, 
all nations can share in the glory of the beast. The beast fulfils the 
deep longing of all peoples for a one-world government in which 
Man shall be divine. This yearning of the fallen, sinful human race 
attempted realization of itself first in the incipient world power of 
Nimrod but was frustrated by God by means of the confusion of 
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tongues at Babel (Gen. 10:8-10; 11:1-9). That was the wounding of 
one of the heads of the beast, to which Revelation 13:3 refers. Espe-
cially the Roman Empire was the outstanding attempt of the dragon 
to establish an empire of all nations before the success of the king-
dom of the beast. Rome, in fact, was the historical type of the beast 
at the time of John, the typical kingdom of the beast in the book of 
Revelation.

It is of vital importance regarding the identity of the beast of Revela-
tion 13 that the beast is this grand, powerful, terrible world power or 
universal kingdom, as formed, governed and represented by its king, 
emperor or president—one remarkable, gifted, charismatic, powerful 
human. The kingdom is virtually the embodiment of this ruler. This 
is the way it always is with the great world powers. The kingdom 
forming at the tower of Babel was identified with Nimrod. Babylon 
was the creature of Nebuchadnezzar. Cyrus represented Persia. Rome 
was Caesar and Caesar was Rome. Such is the importance of the per-
sonal Antichrist for the existence and rule of the coming world king-
dom that Revelation 13 constantly refers to this kingdom with the 
personal pronouns “he” and “him.” The explanation is not merely 
that one man rules the kingdom, but also that this man founds and 
forms the kingdom. It is the creature of his wisdom, will and energy. 
It is as though he embodies himself in this kingdom. 

The reason for the virtual identity of the personal Antichrist and the 
antichristian kingdom is that the beastly kingdom is the creature of 
the dragon, who is Satan. Satan tries to imitate, even replicate, the 
kingdom of Jesus Christ. As the kingdom of Christ is His creation, 
His lordly rule identified with Himself; so, as much as lies in the 
power of the kingdom-building dragon, is it with the beastly king 
and his kingdom.

The king of the beastly kingdom is the personal Antichrist. He and 
his kingdom are the beast of Revelation 13, as the lordship of Satan 
over all nations and peoples. If Satan has his way, this will be an ev-
erlasting lordship.

This calls attention to a fundamental characteristic of the beast. The 
beast from the sea, aided and abetted by the beast from the earth, 
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in an extraordinary way is the kingdom of the devil. It is the final, 
grand and seemingly successful effort of Satan not only to replicate 
the kingdom of God in Christ but also to replace the kingdom of 
God—to replace the kingdom of God by destroying it. This is what 
we must see in Revelation 13, when we read of the beast’s attack upon 
the saints. This is what horrifies us when we read that, in the beast’s 
war with the saints, he overcomes them. At issue, fundamentally, is 
the war of Satan with God on the battlefield of the kingdom of Satan 
among humans against the kingdom of God among humans.

It is the dragon who gives the beast his power, seat and great author-
ity. The dragon is Satan, who was “cast out” of heaven (12:9). Such 
is the close relationship of the devil and the beast that the beast re-
sembles the dragon with his “seven heads and ten horns” (v. 3). Such 
is the relationship that, when men worship the beast, they are in re-
ality worshipping the dragon (13:4). The extraordinary relationship 
between the dragon and the beast, especially the personal beast or 
personal Antichrist, is so intimate that the dragon can impart some-
thing of his demonic power to the beast, for the dragon gives power 
to the beast (v. 4).

Satan comes as close to incarnating himself in a human as he can. He 
strives to replicate the incarnation of God in the man Jesus. The re-
sult is that the head of the beastly kingdom is Satan’s man in a unique 
way. This increases the Antichrist’s power and intensifies his hatred 
of the kingdom of God in the church.

Summing up, the full reality of the beast from the sea is a world king-
dom, uniting all the nations and peoples of the earth under one enor-
mously gifted, charismatic and powerful ruler who will be Satan’s 
man, as no man ever was before in history, and which kingdom will 
be satanic, as no kingdom ever was before. King and kingdom are 
both included under the biblical idea of the Antichrist.

This kingdom is the future of human history. This kingdom is what 
we see developing in the world of nations today. This is what the 
church of Jesus Christ faces, what she must expect and for which 
she must prepare. This is the meaning of the United Nations, of the 
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European Union (EU) and of the efforts by the West to reach some 
kind of accommodation with Islam. The world of nations desires and 
strives to become one, great union of mankind. 

All that is needed is the appearance of a mighty, gifted ruler of an 
overwhelmingly powerful nation, who by threat and appeal unites all 
nations and peoples under his banner.

There is still more to the identity of the beast that Revelation, and es-
pecially chapter 13, discloses and that the church must know. First, as 
the creature of the dragon, who is Satan, the beast is the determined, 
mad enemy of God. Hatred of, and opposition to, the one, true God 
are not merely one aspect of the beast’s existence but the very pur-
pose of his existence and policy. Opposition to Christ (anti-Christ) 
and opposition to the Triune God (anti-God) are the essence of the 
beast. Hatred of God is his beastliness. This fierce, consuming hatred 
of God expresses itself in blasphemy against God (vv. 5-6). The beast 
speaks evil of God. He curses God, damns God and ridicules God.

The form of this blasphemy is not necessarily uncultured, uncon-
trolled, foaming rage. The Antichrist’s blasphemy takes form also in 
polite, sophisticated, scholarly denial that God exists; in academic 
affirmation that the world came into existence not by the creation of 
God but by evolutionary chance; in sophisticated ecclesiastical rejec-
tion of God’s authority and righteousness, by considered synodical 
decrees of the legitimacy of the adultery of remarriage after divorce 
and of the goodness of sodomy and lesbianism. All of these calm, 
learned denials of God, His works and His will also are blasphemy 
of God.

This blasphemy of God has a threefold expression according to Rev-
elation 13:6. First, there is blasphemy of God’s name, which is Jesus 
Christ, revealed in the Bible. Second, there is blasphemy of His tab-
ernacle or sacred dwelling-place, which is the church—the church 
institute. Third, there is blasphemy of the saints in heaven. This last 
consists of criticizing and demeaning the earthly lives and labours 
of those who are now in heaven. The beast does this by criticizing 
the doctrines taught by the apostle Paul, by condemning the life and 
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theology of Martin Luther, and by ridiculing the church reformatory 
work of men such as Herman Hoeksema.

A second aspect of the identity of the beast that may not be over-
looked or slighted is that, as the enemy of Jesus Christ, who is as to 
His Person divine, the beast will show himself as the divinization of 
man. Thus will climax the original sin of man—of Adam in the gar-
den. Man desired to be God and attempted to become God. That was 
the temptation of Eve by Satan: “ye shall be as gods, knowing good 
and evil” (Gen. 3:5). Indeed the desire to be God in the place of God 
was the sin of Satan as an angel in the very beginning in heaven. Both 
in heaven, in pre-history among the angels, and on earth among hu-
mans from the beginning, the issue, the basic issue, is the issue of 
Godhood and worship. All other issues that engage the human race, 
whether political, social or ethical, are subservient to this issue: who 
shall be God and worshipped? 

The beast will be the supreme effort of fallen man to usurp the sta-
tus of deity. In this effort of fallen man, Satan will come the closest 
to achieving his purpose of being worshipped as God by the entire 
human race. This is why the worship of the beast and the dragon is 
so prominent in Revelation 13. The number of the beast, which is 
described as “the number of … man” (v. 18), is 666. As seven is the 
number of God in covenant fellowship with man (one plus six), the 
number, therefore, of the blessedness of man and of the glory of God 
in His saving work in Jesus Christ; so six is the number of man with-
out God and the number of the deliberate exclusion of God from any 
role in man’s attainment and enjoyment of supreme glory and hap-
piness. Thus 666 is the number of man’s striving to the uttermost to 
attain to blessedness apart from God. 

If 666 represents the rebellion of man, determined to have the bless-
edness of salvation that is found only in man’s covenant commun-
ion with God, it also expresses the folly of man under the influence 
of the dragon. The number six will always fall short of the number 
seven. Though it be multiplied to the third power, indeed to infin-
ity, six will never attain to seven. Apart from communion with God, 
which implies man’s worshipping God, man will always fall short of 
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bliss. Bliss for man is found and enjoyed only in communion with 
the ever-blessed God. The biblical name for this blissful communion 
is covenant. 

At issue, therefore, in the last days is the reality of the covenant. The 
Antichrist represents the repudiation of the covenant. Because the 
covenant is realized in Jesus Christ, who is the head of the covenant, 
Satan’s man is anti-Christ.

A second aspect of the all-important worship of the beast in Rev-
elation 13 is the service of him by a false prophet. This is the beast 
from the earth (vv. 11-18). The lamb-like appearance of the beast 
from the earth and his speaking as a dragon identify him as “the 
false prophet.” So he is explicitly identified in Revelation 19:20. By 
his false prophecy, basically the extolling of the beast from the sea as 
the one, only true god of mankind, which message is supported by 
the miracles that the beast from the earth performs in the name of 
the beast from the sea and is enforced by the threat of persecution, 
the beast from the earth accomplishes the worship of the beast from 
the sea by “the earth and them which dwell therein” (13:12). Just as 
God accomplishes the worship of Himself by the true prophet, Jesus 
the Christ, so the beast from the sea achieves the worship of himself 
by his false prophet. The fundamental issue is worship. 

The beast from the sea will be worshipped by the whole world: “all 
that dwell upon the earth shall worship him,” except those whose 
names are written in the Lamb’s book of life (v. 8).

What we are to expect, therefore, is not merely a world kingdom, but 
a world kingdom in which Man is proclaimed as God in the person 
of the Antichrist and in which Man is worshipped as the only God 
there is or ever has been. 

Today, this future reality does not strike us as strange. Philosophy 
openly teaches that the old religion and even the earlier philosophy 
in recognizing God and the divine were actually giving expression to 
the truth that man is divine. Evolutionary science and the education 
of the masses of the children and young people of all nations in the 
theory of evolution regard humanity as the divine goal of the evolu-
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tionary process. Politics allows for no divine authority over the state 
and its officials, whether president, legislature or Supreme Court, but 
bows before humanity, its rulers and its current practices. Even apos-
tate Christianity now preaches that there is no God “up there” but 
that the reality of deity is mankind itself. 

Salvation for the overwhelming majority of humanity is not cove-
nant communion of humans with the one, true God in Jesus Christ 
but the uniting of humanity among themselves. Not seven but 666!

These things of the beast from the sea are not in the distant future but 
are being fulfilled before our eyes. Even the attributing of miracles 
to the beast from the earth on behalf of the beast from the sea does 
not strike us as altogether unusual. The stunning accomplishments 
of science seem to us to be well-nigh miraculous. A speaking image 
that records the worship of itself by humans and that identifies those 
who refuse this worship does not defy the imagination today, even 
apart from the special powers given to the two beasts by Satan. Nor 
does it seem impossible that one should call down fire from heaven, 
again imitating the miraculous deeds of the true prophets of the one, 
true God on behalf of the worship of Jehovah.

The Beast’s Temporary and Apparent Conquest

Although the prophecy of the beast is frightening to believers, who 
love the one, true God revealed in Scripture and honour Jesus the 
Christ as universal King of the kingdom of God, what is most alarm-
ing, indeed appalling, is that the beast will be victorious. Revelation 
13 tells us that in his war against the saints, the beast will “overcome 
them” (v. 7). In that the beast’s warfare is directed against the king-
dom of Jesus Christ, which the saints represent, the beast is victori-
ous over the kingdom of Jesus Christ. Because the kingdom of the 
saints and of Jesus Christ is God’s kingdom in the world, the beast 
overcomes the kingdom of God. This is the force of the prophecy that 
the beast’s blasphemy against God goes on worldwide, without check 
or refutation, for the period of forty-two months. All the nations and 
peoples on earth are the willing subjects of the beast, indeed they 
worship the beast. Obviously, this is the triumphant counterpart to 
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the kingdom of God in Jesus Christ: what God has purposed in Jesus 
Christ, what God has designed for His Christ, is instead enjoyed by 
the worldwide kingdom of the beast. 

Apparently, King Jesus has been defeated. Evidently, not only will the 
beast oppose King Jesus and His kingdom, but he will also dethrone 
King Jesus and destroy His kingdom, setting up in the place of it the 
rival kingdom of the beast. The great conflict of the ages—the con-
flict between two mighty lords and two world kingdoms—ends with 
a beastly victory. Or so it seems. “Thy kingdom come” (Matt. 6:10), 
the church has prayed to the Triune God of Jesus and of herself, but 
apparently the kingdom of the devil and of the Antichrist has come, 
defeating the kingdom of God.

We must do justice to the declaration of the victory of the beast, for 
something significant will take place toward the end of history. There 
will be worldwide persecution of the believers who confess King Je-
sus and worship the true God. This is coming. We must expect and 
prepare for this. We must not be taken by surprise by this persecu-
tion. It is no small element of the two millennial errors that they 
expose their followers to surprise when the great tribulation breaks 
out against those who confess that Jesus is Lord. 

In the beast’s war against the saints, those who will not worship the 
image of the beast will be killed (Rev. 13:15). Those who refuse the 
mark of the beast will be excluded from all society, which will be 
controlled by the beast: genuine Christians may not “buy or sell” (v. 
17). Persecution of those who confess Jesus Christ as the King of 
the kingdom of God, and who worship the God and Father of Je-
sus Christ is coming. This will be the most severe persecution that 
the citizens of the kingdom of heaven have ever endured. This is the 
warning of Revelation 13. It is the warning elsewhere in the New 
Testament (e.g., Matt. 24:21-28; I Pet. 4) but especially the book of 
Revelation. 

The breaking out of hatred in this persecution is already the experi-
ence of the true church. This is the case not only in Islamic states 
but also such hatred becomes increasingly evident in the nations of 
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the West. Those who confess the gospel of salvation by grace alone, 
only in the atoning cross and bodily resurrection of Jesus Christ, 
condemning all other pretender-gospels as false; those who proclaim 
justification by faith alone, condemning the message of justification 
by faith and works as heresy; those who announce the law of God 
as the authoritative guide of the Christian, holy life, condemning all 
those whose lives are impenitent disobedience to the law as under the 
wrath of God in time and in eternity, are hated by the false churches 
and by the ungodly world with a hatred that will soon show itself in 
open persecution. Already today, the condemnation of the perver-
sion and lawlessness of sodomy and lesbianism exposes the church 
and other Christian institutions, as well as the individual Christian, 
to the punishments of a lawless, antichristian state!

The coming victory of the kingdom of the beast over the kingdom 
of God will not consist only of persecution. The victory of the beast 
also will be the utter destruction of the church as institute. There 
will be no public worship of the true God. There will still be indi-
vidual Christians. Elsewhere, Scripture teaches that some Christians 
will still be living at the second coming of Christ (I Cor. 15:51-52; 
I Thess. 4:15-17). But, for the first time in history, the worshipping 
congregation will have been outlawed and destroyed in the entire 
world. There will be no public worship of God on the Lord’s day any-
where on earth. There will be no rising to heaven of public prayer or 
of the singing of the Psalms as sweet incense unto God. There will be 
no proclamation of the gospel—the gospel of the kingdom of Christ. 
Everywhere and by all means, there will only be the proclamation of 
the “gospel” of the kingdom of the beast. 

The beast will have made war with the saints and the beast will have 
overcome! As never before!

That Revelation 13:7 describes the destruction of the church and the 
defeat of the kingdom of Christ by the Antichrist as the church’s be-
ing overcome in the war against her by the kingdom of the beast 
implies that the church will not roll over and play dead before the 
beast. There will be no abject, cowardly surrender. Rather, she will 
fight, fight to the death, in that coming conflict with all the spiritual 
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weapons that her King has given her, especially the preaching and 
confession of the truth. The saints will go down to defeat heroically. 
Their last breaths at the stake or with the hangman’s noose about 
their necks or in the firing line will be, “Jesus Christ is Lord!” “The 
Triune God revealed in Scripture is God and is God alone!” And 
because the confession of the truth of the gospel is essentially and al-
ways antithetical, the last words of the martyrs will be, “Your impres-
sive kingdom with its mighty king is nothing but a beast—a satanic 
beast.”

Nevertheless, in the war the church will be overcome.

Why, in the plan and under the sovereign power of God in these 
coming days, will the church be overcome?

The beast’s victory is the wicked accomplishment of depraved hu-
manity. It occurs as the working in history of Satan. The dragon gives 
the beast his power (v. 2). But this coming to power of the beast takes 
place according to the decree of God and by His governing power 
of almighty providence. According to the Reformed creed, the Hei-
delberg Catechism, “all things come, not by chance, but by … [the] 
hand” of God, which is always a “fatherly” hand to those who believe 
on Him (A. 27). Verse 7 of Revelation 13 states that “it was given” to 
the beast “to make war with the saints, and to overcome them.” Ul-
timately, it is God by whom this victory over the saints will be given 
to the beast. 

Referring to this same event toward the end of history, Revelation 
20:7 teaches that “Satan shall be loosed out of his prison,” so that 
he can battle against all the saints (vv. 8-9). This loosing of the devil 
from his prison will be the doing of God. 

The question is, why this disturbing, appalling, seemingly total vic-
tory of the beast over Jesus Christ and the kingdom of God toward 
the end of history? There are good reasons.

First, God will demonstrate the rebellion and depravity of fallen 
mankind—mankind apart from Jesus Christ and the grace of God in 
Jesus Christ. God will demonstrate this just prior to the full, glorious 
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establishment of the kingdom of Christ. This is what mankind truly 
is apart from Christ: a kingdom of blasphemy; a race that worships 
the beast and the dragon; a humanity that hates and kills the children 
of God; people who, when they have the opportunity, eradicate from 
God’s creation the church and kingdom of God. What the world 
of the ungodly truly is, the world often obscures under a veneer of 
decency. The kingdom of the beast will be fallen mankind with the 
mask removed.

What the world of the ungodly truly is, as this is revealed in the king-
dom of the beast, will contrast starkly with the holy children of God, 
who worship God, confess His Son in the flesh and obey His law out 
of gratitude for their salvation. The rebellion and depravity of the 
world of the ungodly citizens of the kingdom of the beast will mag-
nify the grace of God, which has brought the saints out of this world 
and made them holy citizens of the kingdom of Christ.

Second, toward the end, God will harden the human race outside of 
Jesus Christ, so that fallen mankind is fully deserving of the awful 
punishment that comes upon the sinful race of mankind then. God 
must be just when He judges.

Third, the history of the beast will prove that humanity in its own 
natural power will not and cannot establish on the earth a glorious, 
peaceful and beautiful kingdom, but only, at the height of its powers, 
this repulsive, beastly kingdom. This, this, is what mankind estab-
lishes apart from Jesus Christ and the grace of God. 

The kingdom of the beast overcomes the kingdom of Jesus Christ, to 
be sure, but only temporarily and seemingly.

The Beast’s Real and Everlasting Defeat

In reality, the beast and his kingdom are defeated. The beast, that is, 
the Antichrist and his satanic kingdom, are defeated already in his-
tory, not only at the very end when Jesus Christ, the King of kings 
and Lord of lords, returns with myriads of His mighty angels. That 
will be the climax of the defeat of the beast. At His second coming, 
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the Lord Jesus will consume the personal beast, the Antichrist, “with 
the spirit of his mouth” (II Thess. 2:8). There will be a dramatic, per-
sonal confrontation of God’s man and the dragon’s man. God’s man 
has the victory. In a lordly fashion, God’s man has the victory over 
Satan: “whom the Lord shall consume with the spirit of his mouth, 
and shall destroy with the brightness of his coming” (v. 8).

But the dragon and the beast are defeated already before Christ’s 
coming. For one thing, those whose names are “written in the book 
of life of the Lamb slain from the foundation of the world” will not 
worship the beast or his image (Rev. 13:8). These are the elect for 
whom Christ died. Not one in those days will fall away to the beast, 
whether by fear of persecution or by deception. God preserves them, 
every one. The basis for their preservation is the atoning death of 
Christ, redeeming them from Satan’s power and achieving for them 
the right to belong to Christ, and to be saved from the beast and 
for the Lamb. The source and foundation of the preservation of the 
Lamb’s flock is God’s election of them in eternity unto salvation in 
Christ: “names … written in the book of life” (v. 8). 

All of the citizens of the kingdom of Jesus Christ prevail, although 
they die physically. In them, God and His Christ are victorious.

In addition, the beast is defeated already in history in that, prior to 
the return of Jesus, the kingdom of the beast disintegrates, so that 
the scene upon which Christ returns is the world war of the battle of 
Armageddon (16:14, 16). Both armies in this battle were once united 
in the kingdom of the beast. This is the message of Revelation 16. 
The world kingdom of the beast lasts only forty-two months or a 
time, times and half a time. Exerting himself to the uttermost with 
all the supernatural power that is his, the dragon cannot establish a 
kingdom of humans that endures. His monumental effort is a fail-
ure already in history. Only God establishes a kingdom that endures 
forever. 

That the overcoming of the kingdom of Christ by the Antichrist 
is only seeming and temporary is clearly made known in Revela-
tion 14. This chapter is an integral part of the message of chapter 
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13, something that is often ignored in the explanation of Revelation 
13. Chapter 14 gives expression to the victory of the Lamb and His 
kingdom for, all the while that the beast rages on earth, the Lamb 
stands calmly and triumphantly on Mount Sion (v. 1). During the 
rampaging on earth of the beast, from heaven sounds the message 
that the Babylon that is the beast’s kingdom is as good as fallen (v. 8), 
that all those who take the beast’s mark will be everlastingly damned 
(vv. 9-11) and that those who die in the Lord, particularly the mar-
tyrs under the beast’s persecution, are blessed at the moment of their 
deaths and will everlastingly be rewarded (v. 13). This is a message of 
the triumph of Christ the King and all the citizens of His kingdom. 

The defeat of the beast is necessary and inevitable. This is the truth 
of the conclusion of Revelation 13 concerning the beast: “He that 
leadeth into captivity shall go into captivity: he that killeth with the 
sword must be killed with the sword. Here is the patience and the 
faith of the saints” (v. 10). This is not only a general truth concern-
ing nations in history, although it is this. But it also expresses a truth 
concerning the fortunes of all efforts to erect world kingdoms in op-
position to the kingdom of God. Where are Babel, Babylon, the Syria 
of Antiochus Epiphanes IV and the Roman Empire? All kingdoms 
that rise by force of arms go under by the same force of arms. Only 
the kingdom of Christ, which comes by the Word of God, by the 
gospel and Spirit of Jesus Christ, endures forever. 

This, then, is our patience and faith in the days of the beast from the 
sea. The beast will not and cannot ultimately be victorious. Our king-
dom—the kingdom of God in Jesus Christ—triumphs in the end. 
Let us be patient then in the short time of the apparent victory of the 
beast—the time of his overcoming. Let us patiently endure the per-
secution and the seeming victory of the beast that goes on for a time 
and times from strength to strength. Let us endure with hope—the 
sure confidence that the victory is ours and will be ours: “the divid-
ing of time” of the beastly kingdom (Dan. 7:25).

For such patience, we have and exercise faith. This is knowledge of, 
and trust in, King Jesus, triumphant at God’s right hand in heaven 
and about to return on the clouds with His host of angels to cast the 
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personal beast and all his followers, with the dragon, his spiritual 
overlord, into the abyss of hell and to receive His own, who have re-
fused to take the mark of the beast, into eternal life and glory.

We are saved from the Antichrist and the doom that falls upon him, 
as we are saved in all respects: by faith, by faith alone. This faith works 
faithfulness, particularly faithfulness in confessing, “Jesus Christ is 
Lord!”
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Part 1: Chapter 4

Jesus’ Coming as a Thief in View of
Great Apostasy and Abounding 
Lawlessness
Andrew Lanning

For yourselves know perfectly that the day of the Lord so cometh as a 
thief in the night. For when they shall say, Peace and safety; then sudden 
destruction cometh upon them, as travail upon a woman with child; and 
they shall not escape. But ye, brethren, are not in darkness, that that day 
should overtake you as a thief … Therefore let us not sleep, as do others; 
but let us watch and be sober (I Thessalonians 5:2-4, 6).

And many false prophets shall rise, and shall deceive many. And because 
iniquity shall abound, the love of many shall wax cold (Matthew 24:11-
12).

Introduction

One of the most unusual aspects of eschatology is the teaching that 
Jesus will return as a thief in the night. This was Jesus’ declaration 
about His return: 

But know this, that if the goodman of the house had 
known in what watch the thief would come, he would 
have watched, and would not have suffered his house to 
be broken up [i.e., into] (Matt. 24:43). 

Paul echoed our Lord’s teaching when he reminded the Thessalo-
nians, “For yourselves know perfectly that the day of the Lord so 
cometh as a thief in the night” (I Thess. 5:2). 
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Part of the puzzle of this teaching is that a thief is bad but Jesus is 
good. It seems unusual to us that Christ would compare Himself to 
a thief, and His coming to the crime of breaking and entering. Nev-
ertheless, in spite of how it may seem to us, Jesus taught that the goal 
of all history and the great hope of the church will be like the coming 
of a thief.

By this comparison, Jesus taught that His coming will be unexpected. 
The world will not be looking for Christ to return, so that, being un-
prepared for Him, they will be shocked when He appears. Not only 
will the wicked world be surprised to see Jesus’ coming on the clouds 
of glory but the false church also will be caught unawares. At the 
end, most of humanity will be unbelieving pagans or false Christians 
and most of the world will be caught by surprise. In this sense, Jesus’ 
return will be as the coming of a thief in the night.

This unexpected nature of Jesus’ return is especially puzzling. The 
fact that Jesus is returning is one of the clearest and most explicit 
teachings in the entire Bible. In His perfect wisdom, Christ even saw 
fit to make His return the final thing that He said in the written Word 
of God: “I come quickly.” He also affirmed the certainty of His prom-
ise: “Surely I come quickly” (Rev. 22:20). How is it possible, then, that 
He will not be expected? How can it be that not only the world but 
also most of the church will be as surprised as if a thief had broken 
into their homes? In spite of the clear testimony of Jesus, the apostles 
and the entire Word of God that Christ is returning, most of human-
ity will not expect Him and will be stupefied with dismay to hear 
Him shout, to see the heavens opened and to see Jesus descending 
on the clouds of glory. 

The solution to this puzzle is that most of humanity will be lulled into 
the deep spiritual sleep of unbelief before our Lord returns. In their 
unbelieving slumber, they will be insensible to the Word of the Lord 
that He is coming. Drowsing in spirit, they will think only of the 
things of the earth, so that the opening of the heavens and the return 
of the Lord are as shocking to them as when one is suddenly startled 
awake in the small hours of the morning. 
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This spiritual slumber of the world will be accomplished by two 
powerful lullabies. These lullabies, sung by the false church and by 
the world today, have the powerful effect of drawing men deep into 
slumber, so that they are not ready for the coming of Christ. The 
spiritual slumber that these lullabies accomplish is the sleep of unbe-
lief, so that humanity cares only for earthly things to the exclusion of 
heavenly things. One lullaby that caresses men’s minds into slumber 
is apostasy, a great falling away from the truth. The other lullaby that 
dissipates man’s spiritual consciousness is abounding lawlessness. 
Through these lullabies, the world and the false church are rendered 
insensible to the return of the Lord Jesus Christ, so that His coming 
will be as a thief in the night.

As God’s people, we must be aware of these lullabies so that we 
are not enticed by them. Our calling is not to drowse in the sleepy 
warmth of unbelief, but to watch in faith and hope. Over against the 
spirit-numbing lullabies of apostasy and lawlessness, the promise of 
our Lord rouses us to spiritual alertness. “Surely I come quickly,” He 
says in Revelation 20. This promise kindles our faith to eager readi-
ness and fills us with wakeful anticipation of the new day with Him. 
“Surely I come quickly,” He says (v. 20). And so, “the Spirit and the 
[awakened] bride say, Come” (v. 17)!

Watch, beloved, for the day of the Lord so cometh as a thief in the 
night.

Jesus’ Coming as a Thief

So important is the fact of Jesus’ coming as a thief that it is one of the 
most oft-repeated teachings about His return, regularly spoken by 
Christ, both personally and through His apostles: 

But know this, that if the goodman of the house had 
known in what watch the thief would come, he would 
have watched, and would not have suffered his house to 
be broken up. Therefore be ye also ready: for in such an 
hour as ye think not the Son of man cometh (Matt. 24:43-
44).
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And this know, that if the goodman of the house had 
known what hour the thief would come, he would have 
watched, and not have suffered his house to be broken 
through [i.e., into]. Be ye therefore ready also: for the Son 
of man cometh at an hour when ye think not (Luke 12:39-
40).

But of the times and the seasons, brethren, ye have no 
need that I write unto you. For yourselves know perfectly 
that the day of the Lord so cometh as a thief in the night. 
For when they shall say, Peace and safety; then sudden 
destruction cometh upon them, as travail upon a woman 
with child; and they shall not escape. But ye, brethren, are 
not in darkness, that that day should overtake you as a 
thief (I Thess. 5:1-4).

But the day of the Lord will come as a thief in the night; in 
the which the heavens shall pass away with a great noise, 
and the elements shall melt with fervent heat, the earth 
also and the works that are therein shall be burned up (II 
Pet. 3:10).

Behold, I come as a thief. Blessed is he that watcheth, and 
keepeth his garments, lest he walk naked, and they see his 
shame (Rev. 16:15).

Obviously, the point of Jesus’ metaphor is not to compare His own 
spiritual character with the spiritual character of a thief. A thief 
wickedly breaks the eighth commandment: “Thou shalt not steal” 
(Ex. 20:15). Jesus perfectly kept the eighth commandment. Not only 
did Jesus not steal the wealth of others but He gave His own riches of 
salvation to His people: “I restored that which I took not away” (Ps. 
69:4). Regarding His spiritual character, Jesus is not at all like a thief. 
Therefore, the metaphor of a thief is not meant to teach something 
about Jesus’ character. Jesus emphasizes this by teaching that not He 
personally, but His day and His coming are like a thief in the night: 
“The day of the Lord will come as a thief in the night” (II Pet. 3:10); “I 
come as a thief ” (Rev. 16:15).
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The point of the thief metaphor is not Jesus’ character but the spir-
itual condition of those to whom Jesus comes. When Jesus returns, 
humanity’s spiritual condition will be insensible sleep. An earthly 
thief does not come to those who are alert. He does not break and 
enter during broad daylight, when everyone can see what he is doing. 
If he did come then, he would be confronted and routed by the head 
of the home, “the goodman of the house” (Matt. 24:43). Rather, the 
thief waits for the night, when his actions will be shrouded in dark-
ness. Perhaps he lurks outside the home, watching as first the light in 
one room is extinguished and then the light in the next room, until 
all is dark. Then the thief breaks and enters in order to steal. In the 
night, the goodman of the house and his family slumber, insensible, 
deep in their dreams. The thief ’s work must be carried out among 
those who are asleep.

Here is the point of the metaphor: when Jesus returns, humanity will 
be asleep. The spiritual condition of the world will be that of slum-
ber. The light of the gospel will have gone out in most churches of 
the world, extinguished first in that denomination, then in one over 
there, until only a few night lights remain. Then the Lord Jesus Christ 
will return. The world and the false church will be spiritually sleep-
ing, deep in their dreams, so that Jesus’ coming is a great surprise to 
them.

The Sleep of Humanity

What does it mean that the world and the false church sleep? Their 
spiritual sleep is essentially unbelief, arising out of their unregener-
ated hearts. They have no spiritual eyes to see the kingdom of God; 
they have no spiritual ears to hear the gospel of salvation; they have 
no spiritual feet to walk in God’s ways; they have no spiritual heart 
to love God and the neighbour. In their unbelief, they are insensi-
ble to the Lord, too drowsy to acknowledge that He shall return. It 
is with them as Isaiah prophesied concerning Israel, “For the Lord 
hath poured out upon you the spirit of deep sleep, and hath closed 
your eyes: the prophets and your rulers, the seers hath he covered” 
(29:10). As Paul explains, the unbelievers in Israel were “blinded” 
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with “the spirit of slumber” (Rom. 11:7-8). The spiritual sleep of the 
world and the false church is her unbelief. 

The world’s unbelief concerning Jesus’ return manifests itself in es-
pecially three ways. First, unbelievers are deliberately ignorant that 
Jesus is coming. Our Lord indicated the unbelievers’ ignorance of 
His return when He compared His return to the coming of the flood: 

But of that day and hour knoweth no man, no, not the an-
gels of heaven, but my Father only. But as the days of Noe 
were, so shall also the coming of the Son of man be. For 
as in the days that were before the flood they were eating 
and drinking, marrying and giving in marriage, until the 
day that Noe entered into the ark, And knew not until the 
flood came, and took them all away; so shall also the com-
ing of the Son of man be (Matt. 24:36-39). 

In the days of Noah, unbelievers “knew not until the flood came.” 
They were blissfully ignorant, happily unaware that judgment was 
coming. So also the world and the false church today are drowsing, 
unaware that the Lord shall return. 

Unbelievers’ ignorance of Jesus’ return is deliberate, just as it was 
in the days of Noah (II Pet. 3:5-7). The wicked world in Noah’s day 
should have known about the coming judgment. Enoch, the sev-
enth from Adam, warned them of the coming judgment of the Lord 
(Jude 14-15). Noah was “a preacher of righteousness” (II Pet. 2:5), 
declaring God’s judgment by word and by deed, as he built the ark 
for one hundred and twenty years. Yet the wicked world, including 
those from the line of Seth who had apostatized, would not listen. 
With scathing disregard and murderous hatred, they dismissed the 
message of coming judgment. They deliberately “knew not” until the 
flood came and took them all away. So today, the world and the false 
church should know that the Lord is returning. His own announce-
ment of His return is clear and compelling in the pages of Scripture. 
His return is proclaimed and eagerly anticipated by the true church. 
Yet unbelievers dismiss it and deliberately know not that He is com-
ing.
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Second, unbelief expects safety and peace for itself, instead of ex-
pecting judgment: 

For yourselves know perfectly that the day of the Lord so 
cometh as a thief in the night. For when they shall say, 
Peace and safety; then sudden destruction cometh upon 
them, as travail upon a woman with child; and they shall 
not escape (I Thess. 5:2-3). 

Not only does unbelief know not that the Lord is coming, but unbe-
lievers also declare “peace and safety” for themselves. The peace and 
safety that unbelief expects is not the spiritual peace and safety of 
redemption in Jesus Christ, but the earthly peace and safety that the 
Antichrist will provide for a time in his united world kingdom.

The expectation of peace and safety is also the reason unbelievers 
will be deliberately ignorant that the Lord is returning. Christ’s sec-
ond coming will bring the destruction of unbelievers. The Lord’s re-
turn will bring the end of their godless pursuits. Only those who be-
lieve in Jesus Christ will have peace and safety at His return. Unbelief 
wants nothing to do with that message, deliberately rejects it, and 
assures itself that the future holds peace and safety outside of Christ.

Third, unbelief concerning Christ’s return is entirely earthly-
minded. The only thoughts that fill its heart are of earthly things. 
It is consumed with eating, drinking and marrying. As it was in the 
days of Noah, so it shall be again: “they were eating and drinking, 
marrying and giving in marriage, until the day that Noe entered into 
the ark, And knew not until the flood came, and took them all away” 
(Matt. 24:38-39).

These earthly things to which unbelief is devoted are not wrong in 
themselves. Food and drink, and the means to obtain them, are good 
gifts from God. Marriage is a great gift from God by which He con-
tinues His covenant in the line of continued generations. The sin of 
unbelief is not in the gifts of food, drink and marriage, but in the 
unbelieving reception of these gifts. Unbelief receives the gift without 
gratitude to God and sets its heart on the gift. No spiritual concern 
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animates unbelievers’ souls but only a covetous desire for more gifts. 
In eating, they were ungrateful; in drinking, they exceeded; in mar-
rying, they lusted.

Such will be the condition of the church when our Lord comes back: 
utterly earthly-minded, so that there will be no love for the Saviour 
who returns, no longing for the God who sends Him but only love 
for the things of this earth.

Two Powers That Lull the Church to Sleep

The unbelieving world has no excuse for its spiritual slumber regard-
ing Jesus’ return but even more culpable is the apostate church. The 
church, including the apostate church, has the Bible in its hand. Jesus 
made it abundantly clear in the Scriptures that He is returning. So 
emphatic was our Lord on this point, that He made it the last prom-
ise in the entire Bible. Of all of the thousands of promises made in 
Scripture, this is the one with which Jesus concluded: “Surely I come 
quickly” (Rev. 22:20). It is as if the Lord wanted this message ringing 
in our ears and in our hearts, as we close the Word of God. As the 
last word, so to speak, this promise is emphasized and underscored: 
“Surely I come quickly.” Therefore, it is inexcusable for the church to 
be caught unawares at Jesus’ return. 

There must be great powers at work to deaden the church to Christ’s 
clear promise that He is coming. These great powers that put the 
apostate church to sleep are a threat to the true church of Jesus 
Christ. Regarding one of these powers, our Lord warned, “if it were 
possible, they shall deceive the very elect” (Matt. 24:24). Alarming 
warning! The goal of the devil, the world and the false church is to 
deceive even God’s chosen ones. So convincing will they be that “if it 
were possible, they shall deceive the very elect.”

By saying “if it were possible” to deceive the elect, Jesus was not over-
turning the doctrines of unchangeable, unconditional election and 
the preservation of the saints. He did not say that the elect will be 
deceived or could be deceived. But He even said that it is impossible; 
for when He said “if it were possible,” He made plain that it is not 



Behold, I Come Quickly

62

possible to deceive the elect. Nevertheless, our Lord emphasized how 
grievous the threat will be to the true church that she also slips into 
the spiritual slumber of unbelief. 

Therefore, the church must know the threats. What are the threats 
to the church, so that she would not look for the coming of the Lord 
from heaven? The powers that would deceive the church are two lull-
abies that Satan murmurs, in order to deaden our senses and send us 
drifting off into spiritual slumber. The two lullabies are false doctrine 
and lawless living. The respective results of these lullabies are the 
great apostasy and abounding lawlessness. By these, the church goes 
to sleep, so that the coming of the Lord will be as a thief in the night.

Awake, O church, and watch!

Great Apostasy

The first lullaby that threatens the church is false doctrine, which 
results in a great apostasy. Jesus identified the threat of false doctrine 
when he warned against “false Christs” and “false prophets” in Mat-
thew 24: 

For many shall come in my name, saying, I am Christ; and 
shall deceive many (v. 5). 

And many false prophets shall rise, and shall deceive 
many (v. 11). 

For there shall arise false Christs, and false prophets, and 
shall shew great signs and wonders; insomuch that, if it 
were possible, they shall deceive the very elect (v. 24).

Paul identifies the result of these false Christs and false prophets as 
apostasy. The day of the Lord shall not come “except there come a 
falling away first” (II Thess. 2:3).

The first great threat to the church, then, is apostasy driven by false 
doctrine.
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Apostasy is departure. Apostasy is “falling away” (v. 3). This prompts 
the question, departure and falling away from what? God has built 
the church upon the cornerstone, Jesus Christ (I Pet. 2:7). Christ, 
the Son of the living God, is the rock upon which Jesus Himself has 
founded, and is building, His church (Matt. 16:16-18). Jesus Christ 
is known, believed and confessed in the church out of the Scriptures. 
Christ’s Spirit is the author of the Bible (II Tim. 3:16). Jesus Himself 
is the message of Scripture (John 5:39), and Christ’s people believe 
in Him and are saved through the preaching of the biblical gospel 
(Rom. 10:13-17). Therefore, the church is built upon “the founda-
tion of the apostles and prophets,” the inspired writers of God’s Word 
(Eph. 2:20). This is to say that the church is built upon Jesus Christ 
as He is revealed in the Bible. Apostasy is departure and falling away 
from this foundation. Apostasy is the tolerance and adoption of a 
message that is contrary to the message of the Scriptures. When a 
church falls away from the Bible into apostasy, she no longer believes 
the truth but tolerates and confesses the lie.

The engine of apostasy is false doctrine. It was against this dreadful 
reality of false doctrine that Jesus warned when he identified “false 
prophets” and “false Christs” (Matt. 24:11, 24). False Christs and false 
prophets teach false doctrine. Coming in Christ’s name falsely and 
coming with the authority of a prophet of God falsely, they teach the 
church to believe lies instead of the truth. Bringing their own vain 
philosophies, their own corruptions of the Scriptures and doctrines 
contrary to the Word of God, they persuade the church to believe a 
lie. The result is that the church rejects the truth and embraces the lie. 
Through this embrace of the lie, the church falls away into apostasy. 

The false church often “confirms” its lies by miracles: 

For there shall arise false Christs, and false prophets, and 
shall shew great signs and wonders; insomuch that, if it 
were possible, they shall deceive the very elect. Behold, I 
have told you before (vv. 24-25).

These miraculous signs will convince the unwary that the false 
preacher who performs the miracles is from God. Dazzled by the 
wonders that the false teacher performs, his audience will find his 
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lies to be irresistible. Who could even imagine doubting the words of 
a man who can wield such power? The false prophet’s lying tongue 
will be confirmed by his lying wonders and he shall deceive many.

Knowing this apostasy, the church is called to stand by God’s grace. 
Knowing the engine of apostasy, the church is called to hold fast to 
the Word of God. Knowing that miracles will be used to confirm 
the lie, the church is called to “try the spirits” (I John 4:1). When a 
teacher comes into our midst, evaluate him by what he says but do 
not be dazzled by what he does, even if he works miracles! 

The necessity of judging a teacher by his message, rather than by his 
miracles and appearance is emphasized in Revelation 13, where we 
read of the beast that arises out of the earth. This beast represents the 
apostate church, which will serve the Antichrist by convincing the 
world to follow him. Strikingly, the beast out of the earth has “two 
horns like a lamb” (v. 11). A lamb is one of the Bible’s outstanding 
symbols of Jesus Christ; as John the Baptist said of Jesus, “Behold 
the Lamb of God” (John 1:29, 36). The “two horns like a lamb” on 
the beast indicate that the apostate church outwardly will appear to 
be Christ’s church. She will take Jesus’ title to herself, calling herself 
a Christian church. She will hold worship services on Sunday, com-
plete with sermons, singing, prayers and sacraments. In some of the 
apostate churches, there will be miracles to accompany the message. 
The people who attend her services will seem kind and sincere. All 
outward appearances will proclaim the apostate church to be the true 
church and bride of Jesus Christ, although in reality she is a beast and 
a whore.

How will God’s people recognize her for the beast that she is? Her 
true character can only be detected by her voice. In spite of all of 
her deceiving appearances as a lamb, she speaks “as a dragon” (Rev. 
13:11). It is not the Lamb’s voice that proceeds from her mouth but 
the dragon’s. It is not Christ’s message that she proclaims but the dev-
il’s. The doctrine that the false church teaches will be false doctrine. 
It will be the philosophy of man and the twisting of the Scriptures. 
By her false doctrine, the apostate church identifies herself as an anti-
christian beast.



Jesus’ Coming as a Thief

65

While the masses are lulled to sleep by the miracles and the church-
like appearance of the false church, God’s people must discern the 
message. We could almost say it this way: “Keep your eyes shut and 
your ears open. Do not be dazzled by the wonders that will be done. 
Do not be deceived by appearances. Listen to the doctrine that is 
being taught; discern the message. Then follow the truth and reject 
the lie.”

Apostasies in Our Day

Apostasy is widespread in our day. Liberal churches deny the Bible. 
Some even deny that there is a God, so that their members either are 
atheists or tolerate atheists in their midst. These modern Protestant 
churches are deep in sleep, denying cardinal doctrines of the Chris-
tian faith, including the virgin birth of Jesus, His identity as God and 
man, and the resurrection of the dead.

Another great apostasy in our day is the millennial errors that lull 
the church to sleep. Postmillennialists teach that the world will in-
creasingly be Christianized. This lulls the church to sleep by teach-
ing her to look not for the coming of Christ but for a golden age of 
the church on the earth. Premillennial dispensationalists declare that 
there will be a sudden rapture of the church to heaven, removing her 
from the earth, so that she will not suffer under the Antichrist. This 
lulls the church to sleep by leaving her unprepared for the suffering 
she must endure and by teaching her to look only for some secret 
rapture.

Another great apostasy in our day is the Charismatic and Pente-
costal movement. This movement claims that it displays the earthly 
signs of the apostolic age, including healing miracles and speaking in 
tongues. This lulls the church to sleep by focusing her mind on her 
earthly health and wealth, and on visible signs of the Spirit, rather 
than on the things of the kingdom of heaven.

All of these apostasies constantly and repeatedly promote man: man’s 
kingdom, man’s will, man’s works, man’s glory, man’s civilization and 
man’s comfort. 
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Two Special Threats to the British Reformed Fellowship 

In our day of apostasy, there are especially two threats to the British 
Reformed Fellowship (BRF) and her friends, including the Covenant 
Protestant Reformed Church in Northern Ireland, the Protestant Re-
formed Churches in America, the Covenant Evangelical Reformed 
Church of Singapore, the Protestant Reformed Churches in the Phil-
ippines, the Evangelical Presbyterian Church of Australia, and all 
other godly men and women around the world who love the biblical 
and creedal Reformed faith. 

The first threat is silence in the face of false teachers. The church does 
not only fall away from the Bible by officially adopting heresy as her 
confession. The church also falls away by maintaining silence when 
confronted by a false teacher. Such silence is often motivated by fear, 
whether it is fear of conflict in general, fear that confrontation will 
hurt someone’s feelings or fear that condemning false doctrine will 
gain us a bad reputation as contentious. Emasculated by fear, the 
church maintains her timid silence and the false teacher finds room 
to spread his lies.

Silence is a temptation for individual members of the church. Fear-
ing what others will think of us if we speak out against the wrong, 
we keep still. Silence is a temptation for office-bearers in the church. 
Out of a misguided attempt to keep peace at all costs, we keep still 
rather than expose and oppose the lie. Silence is a temptation for 
ecclesiastical assemblies: consistories and sessions, classes and pres-
byteries, and synods and general assemblies. When a false teacher is 
exposed, we fear to withstand him to his face, as Paul withstood Peter 
(Gal. 2:11ff.). We fear to call down God’s curse upon him by putting 
him out of office and out of the kingdom of heaven through excom-
munication (1:6-9). Perhaps excuses are made for the false teacher 
or a mild rebuke at most is delivered, while he continues to destroy 
Christ’s church from within.

Our Lord warns us of the threat of timid silence. Near the end of the 
Bible, Christ declares, “He that overcometh shall inherit all things; 
and I will be his God, and he shall be my son” (Rev. 21:7). In the next 
verse, our Lord declares that there are many who shall not inherit 
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all things. First in the list of those who “shall have their part in the 
lake which burneth with fire and brimstone” are “the fearful” (v. 8). 
The fearful!—those who were afraid to speak, those who were afraid 
to stand for the truth. When they should have opposed the lie, their 
mouths were silent. In their timidity, they lost the truth to the lie and 
in their generations they fell away, not inheriting the kingdom. Fear-
ful silence is a grave threat!

An Old Testament picture of the church’s spiritual fear was Ephraim’s 
fleeing from the face of the enemy. “The children of Ephraim, be-
ing armed, and carrying bows, turned back in the day of battle” (Ps. 
78:9). Ephraim had been called to battle. The enemy had been iden-
tified. The men of Ephraim were armed and ready: their bows were 
strung, their quivers filled with arrows. But when the day of battle 
arrived, they turned back. They turned back! Their hearts failed and 
they fled. There was no victory for Ephraim that day but defeat, with-
out even an arrow loosed.

The British Reformed Fellowship and her friends must not be afraid 
to face the enemy of false teachers and their false doctrines. If this 
generation is silent concerning the truth, if we hold our peace con-
cerning the lie, the next generation will be swept away with that lie. 
We are armed with the sword of the Spirit, which is the Word of God. 
We are carrying bows, our quivers filled with the Reformed confes-
sions. When we come to the conflict and battle is joined, let us not 
turn back. Let us not maintain an embarrassed, fearful silence. Let us 
not be mute for the sake of hurt feelings or damaged reputations. But 
going forth in the power of God’s might, let us “earnestly contend for 
the faith” against all incoming assaults (Jude 3).

The second threat is any form of works-righteousness. There may be 
a temptation for the British Reformed Fellowship and her friends to 
suppose that, of all the threats to the BRF, the false doctrine of works-
righteousness is not one of them. After all, as Reformed and Presby-
terian Christians, we stand in the shadow of the great Reformation. 
We reject the well-meant offer, the foolish notion of a weak God who 
loves and wants to save everybody head for head but fails miserably 
(Ps. 115:3); the theory of a conditional covenant that depends on sin-
ful man for its establishment, maintenance or perfection (Jer. 32:38-
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40); and the teachings of the Federal Vision. How could any form of 
works-righteousness be a threat to us? 

However, the history of the church testifies that Satan has always 
targeted the doctrines of grace: the scribes and Pharisees in Jesus’ 
day; the Judaizers in Paul’s day; Pelagianism and semi-Pelagianism 
in the days of Augustine; the meritorious works of Roman Catholi-
cism; justification by faith and works against which the Reforma-
tion prevailed; Arminianism in the Netherlands against which the 
Synod of Dordt prevailed; the well-meant offer of the gospel and its 
handmaiden, common grace; the conditional covenant; the Federal 
Vision. There have been many false teachers and many names given 
to their theories, but they have this in common: they teach that man’s 
salvation is due in some respect to man’s own will or work. This is 
where the battle has always been fought and we ought to be alert for 
that battle again in our own day.

There may be other threats too. We deal with them too. But we never 
take our eyes off this threat.

Abounding Lawlessness

The second great lullaby that lulls the church to sleep is abounding 
lawlessness. In His discourse on the signs of the times, Jesus warned 
against the evil of lawlessness, “because iniquity shall abound, the 
love of many shall wax cold” (Matt. 24:12). In Jesus’ warning, the 
word translated as “iniquity” is literally “without law” or “lawless-
ness.”

Lawlessness is a complete disregard for God’s law as the rule of life. 
Lawlessness may take the form of open rebellion against God’s law, 
so that the lawless man deliberately defies the law of God in his life. 
Knowing that God’s law forbids having any other god, the man leaves 
the church and enthrones himself as the sovereign of his own life. 
Knowing that God’s law commands honour of father and mother, 
the woman despises all authority and asserts her independence of 
authority at every opportunity. Knowing that God’s law forbids adul-
tery, the godless state sanctions every perversion and fails to protect 
those who oppose the perversions. Lawlessness may also take the 
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form of cold indifference to God’s law, so that the individual follows 
his own moral code or that of his friends or society, but dismisses or 
ignores the law of God.

The examples of lawlessness in our day are legion. Young men and 
women, though raised in Christian churches, are fascinated by, and 
dabble in, pagan religions, contrary to the first commandment. 
Churches introduce bizarre, trivial and silly practices into their wor-
ship to cater to the whims of man, contrary to the second command-
ment. The whole world blasphemes God by making His holy name 
and that of Christ the universal expression of its own shallow sur-
prise, joy or disgust, contrary to the third commandment. Church 
members give an hour or so to the Lord on Sunday before taking 
the rest of the day for their own pleasure and pursuits, contrary to 
the fourth commandment. Certain elements of society defy the po-
lice and deliberately provoke confrontation with peaceful citizens, 
contrary to the fifth commandment. Mothers kill their unborn ba-
bies, with society’s consent and encouragement, contrary to the sixth 
commandment. Society drowns in pornography and obsession with 
the flesh, contrary to the seventh commandment. Men and women 
consume the Lord’s time and gifts for themselves, contrary to the 
eighth commandment. Godless parents and public schools deceive 
their children with the lie of evolution and its accompanying materi-
alistic worldview, contrary to the ninth commandment. Advertisers 
stoke discontent in the hearts of their willing dupes, convincing each 
other that happiness will finally be achieved by possessing the newest 
and best, contrary to the tenth commandment. 

So lawless is today’s culture that it declares that a man can be a wom-
an and a woman a man in flat contradiction to God’s creation law 
that men are men and women are women, for “male and female cre-
ated he them” (Gen. 1:27; Matt. 19:4).

Whatever wickedness men cannot personally indulge in, they can 
vicariously indulge in through the modern entertainment that ac-
commodates every depraved inclination. Lawlessness abounds!

Lawlessness lulls the church to sleep, so that she is not looking for, 
and does not desire, the return of the Lord. Jesus taught that law-
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lessness has a soporific effect on the church: “because iniquity shall 
abound, the love of many shall wax cold” (24:12). When men disre-
gard or defy the law of God, their hearts are filled with the pleasures 
and pursuits of this earth. The knowledge of God brings them no 
pleasure and the gospel of salvation in Jesus Christ does not warm 
them, because they are given over to themselves. Their love waxes 
cold.

Paul taught the same thing about those who perish: 

… they received not the love of the truth, that they might 
be saved. And for this cause God shall send them strong 
delusion, that they should believe a lie: That they all might 
be damned who believed not the truth, but had pleasure 
in unrighteousness (II Thess. 2:10-12). 

Having pleasure in unrighteousness, they believe not the truth. Their 
hearts are given to the earthly and they have no love for the heavenly. 
God judges such lawlessness with a strong delusion, so that the law-
less believe the lie and are damned.

To this church, lulled into sleep by her lawlessness and pleasure in 
unrighteousness, the Lord Jesus Christ will come as a thief.

Our Calling

Over against the lullabies that rock the church to sleep, we have the 
calling to be awake and watching. Paul, echoing our Lord, taught, 
“For yourselves know perfectly that the day of the Lord so cometh as 
a thief in the night” (I Thess. 5:2). Paul then explained our calling as 
children of the light. Our calling, first, is to watch: “Therefore let us 
not sleep, as do others; but let us watch and be sober” (v. 6). Watch-
ing means knowing the biblical signs of Christ’s coming and mark-
ing the appearance of these signs as confirmation that the Lord is 
coming. Watching especially means eagerness for the Lord’s return. 
The young bride, eager for her husband’s return from his daily work, 
watches for him. The signs of his coming—the hum of his tires on 
the driveway, his foot on the doorstep, his key in the lock—fill her 
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with fervent joy. So also the church is to watch for our Lord’s return 
not with a mere academic interest, but with the glowing interest of a 
loving and beloved bride, so that “the Spirit and the bride say, Come” 
(Rev. 22:17)!

Our calling, second, is to be sober. “Therefore let us not sleep, as do 
others; but let us watch and be sober” (I Thess. 5:6). Sobriety means 
to be calm and collected, so that we may be appropriately prepared 
for the Lord’s coming. Before battle a soldier cannot run about in a 
panic or dizzy himself with drink; he must be sober-minded. Sober, 
he can prepare for the battle by donning his breastplate and helmet: 
“let us, who are of the day, be sober, putting on the breastplate of faith 
and love; and for an helmet, the hope of salvation” (v. 8). As we await 
the Lord’s return, we must not faint with fear or dizzy ourselves with 
the spirits of this world but be sober. Armed with faith in the Lord 
Jesus Christ, love for God and hope for the full salvation that shall be 
given us at our Lord’s return, we patiently wait for Him. 

Our calling, third, is to exhort each other. “Wherefore comfort your-
selves together, and edify one another, even as also ye do” (v. 11). 
Comforting ourselves together and edifying one another means 
encouraging each other in the sound doctrine of Scripture, which 
sound doctrine fortifies us as we wait for the Lord. The days leading 
up to the Lord’s return will be difficult for the church. Many will de-
sire to sleep and may even begin nodding off to the dangerous lulla-
bies. Let us turn to each other and encourage each other to watch and 
be faithful as we await the Lord. The British Reformed Fellowship 
Conference is an excellent opportunity to exhort each other: many 
different denominations, all loving the Reformed faith; many differ-
ent believers in Christ coming together, and exhorting one another 
to watch and be sober.

Our Comfort

The true church of Jesus Christ, watching soberly and comforting 
one another, will not be overcome by the spiritual sleep of unbelief. 
Not one of God’s elect people, washed in the blood of the Lamb, will 
be caught unawares in the day of Jesus Christ. It is our Lord’s own 
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promise that each of His own shall be “a faithful and wise servant” 
when He returns, and “blessed is that servant” (Matt. 24:45-46). Our 
Lord more fully explains this promise through His apostle: “But ye, 
brethren, are not in darkness, that that day should overtake you as a 
thief. Ye are all the children of the light, and the children of the day: 
we are not of the night, nor of darkness” (I Thess. 5:4-5). 

As children of the day, by God’s grace, we belong to churches where 
the light of the gospel has not been extinguished by false doctrine 
and lawlessness. Looking for the day of the Lord with joy, we shall 
not be asleep when it arrives. His day shall not overtake us as a thief.

The reason that we shall not sleep in unbelief, and cannot sleep in 
unbelief, is that our Lord has died for us and thus has secured for 
us eternal life. As Paul says about Jesus Christ, He “died for us, that, 
whether we wake or sleep, we should live together with him” (v. 10). 
Those who “wake” are those who live on the earth. Those who “sleep” 
are those who have already died and gone to heaven. “Living to-
gether with him” refers to the gift of eternal, covenant life with God, 
dwelling in His presence and His love. All of God’s people, whether 
currently living or already dead, have this great covenant blessing of 
eternal life, earned by the blood of Jesus Christ on the cross. Living 
this eternal life, God’s people are awake and alert, believing in the 
Saviour, enjoying life with our Lord and looking for its perfection in 
the life to come.

This life is created in our hearts by the gospel of salvation in Jesus 
Christ. Our Lord’s gospel promise is powerful, stimulating our sens-
es to spiritual wakefulness and longing. The Lord’s promise that He is 
coming awakens our longing to see Him. “Surely I come quickly,” He 
says. “Even so, come, Lord Jesus,” responds the church (Rev. 22:20). 

The ultimate explanation for our spiritual safety in the day of Jesus 
Christ is God’s eternal decree of election. “For God hath not appoint-
ed us to wrath, but to obtain salvation by our Lord Jesus Christ” (I 
Thess. 5:9). To be appointed to wrath means to be eternally reprobat-
ed by God. To be appointed to obtain salvation means to be eternally 
chosen by God as His beloved people. God has not appointed us to 
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wrath! God has appointed us to obtain salvation by our Lord Jesus 
Christ! The entire world may drift into unbelieving sleep but God’s 
elect cannot fall away, even when the powerful lullabies are sung to 
them. They cannot fall away because they are not appointed to wrath 
but to salvation. Here, in God’s sovereign good pleasure, everlasting 
love and undeserved favour, we find our hope and comfort as we 
look for the coming of Jesus Christ.

The day of the Lord comes as a thief in the night. Watch, beloved 
church, with eager longing, as those who have been appointed to 
wakeful life and salvation through His blood!
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Part 1: Chapter 5

The Two Witnesses of Revelation 11
David J. Engelsma

Scripture: Revelation 11

Introduction

For a right understanding of the two witnesses of Revelation 11, we 
must remind ourselves of the nature of the book of Revelation. First, 
Revelation is the outstanding book in the New Testament concern-
ing the second coming of the risen Lord Jesus Christ, concerning the 
end of this world, and concerning the events that precede and serve 
to bring about His return. The content of Revelation is the “things 
which must shortly come to pass” (1:1). The theme of the book or 
main subject is, “Behold, he [i.e., Jesus Christ] cometh” (v. 7) or, in 
the words of Jesus Himself, “Behold, I come quickly” and “Surely I 
come quickly” (22:7, 12, 20).

Second, concerning the nature of the book of Revelation, Revelation 
describes in symbolic language the events leading up to Christ’s com-
ing. Like all the books that instruct the church regarding the end, for 
example, the prophecy of Daniel in the Old Testament, Revelation 
is highly symbolic. Revelation uses figures, vivid figures, to describe 
spiritual realities. Revelation cannot and must not be explained liter-
ally, as is the foolish, fatal error of premillennial dispensationalism. 
For example, Revelation 13 describes the beast spoken of in Revela-
tion 11:7 as a wild animal, with the features of a leopard, a bear and 
a lion, having seven heads, ten horns and ten crowns. Such an actual 
animal there is not and never will be. Besides, the reference is not 
to any animal at all but to a monstrous kingdom, empire or world 
power. 
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Also in Revelation, the two witnesses, who are the subject of chapter 
11, are said to be “two olive trees, and … two candlesticks” (v. 4). In 
addition, fire is said to come out of their mouth (v. 5). No one, not 
even the most determined and imaginative dispensationalist, can ex-
plain this literally. All is obviously symbolic, not literal. 

By its symbolic language, Revelation prophesies real, future, histori-
cal events. Revelation, particularly chapter 11, is prophetic. Look-
ing forward in history, especially in the history of the church, from 
the vantage point of the apostle in about AD 95, there will be two 
witnesses. A beast will make war with the witnesses and kill them. 
Although the description of all this is symbolic, the witnesses, the 
beast, the war and the death of the witnesses will be historical reality. 

This war of the beast against the witnesses, culminating in the death 
of the witnesses, is still a future event today.

One more feature of Revelation ought to be carefully noted. The 
book is not chronological from the first chapter to the last. One event 
does not follow preceding events chronologically from chapter 1 to 
chapter 22, as ordinarily in a book of merely earthly history. Rather, 
a certain section of the book takes the reader to the very end of time 
and history from a definite viewpoint or regarding a certain theme. 
The next section of the book returns to the beginning, in order to 
cover the same period of time to the very end from another view-
point or regarding another theme. 

Applying this characteristic of Revelation to chapter 11, it prophesies 
events at the very end of history: the death of the two witnesses (v. 
7), the resurrection of the two witnesses (v. 11), the destruction of 
the present form of creation by a great earthquake (v. 13) and the 
final judgment (v. 18). Although this is not mentioned explicitly in 
the chapter, Christ comes again in connection with the resurrection 
of the witnesses. The fact that the book of Revelation does not end 
with chapter 11 must not keep us from understanding that Revela-
tion 11 describes events at the very end of history, concluding with 
the return of Christ and the final judgment. The great voice from 
heaven that calls out to the witnesses, “Come up hither” (v. 12) is the 
voice of Jesus Christ, publicly appearing on the clouds to raise the 
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dead and to conduct the final judgment. Jesus’ voice will raise the 
dead. The great voice is the shout of I Thessalonians 4:16: “For the 
Lord himself shall descend from heaven with a shout, with the voice 
of the archangel, and with the trump of God: and the dead in Christ 
shall rise first.”

For the right understanding of the two witnesses, we must also take 
note of the close connection between the witnesses and the measur-
ing of the temple, the altar and the worshippers of God in the temple 
(Rev. 11:1-2). The reference is not to a literal, physical temple in the 
literal city of Jerusalem. When John saw the visions of Revelation in 
about AD 95, the Jerusalem temple had long been destroyed (in AD 
70 by the Romans). That temple will not and may not be rebuilt as a 
place of worship with an altar for, as Hebrews teaches, the Old Testa-
ment temple has been fulfilled in Jesus Christ. I Corinthians 3:16, 
Ephesians 2:20-22 and other New Testament passages declare that 
the church is the real, spiritual temple of God. 

The book of Revelation describes spiritual realities by symbols: the 
temple is the church; the altar of incense is the prayers of the church; 
the worshippers are the true, elect, believing, worshipping body of 
Christ. 

In closest relation to the true church in the world, especially in the 
New Testament, are the witnesses and their witness, climaxing in 
their death.

Who are the witnesses?

Their Identity

The two witnesses in Revelation 11 are Christ’s witnesses: “my … wit-
nesses” (v. 3). A witness is one appointed by Jesus Christ and quali-
fied by Him to speak the truth that the witness has received from 
Christ by revelation. 

In harmony with their designation as “witnesses,” they are identified 
in verse 10 as “two prophets.” A prophet is one who speaks forth 
God’s Word, which He has made known to the prophet. Prophesy-
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ing includes foretelling future events but it is not limited to this. The 
prophet also instructs, exhorts and warns. Of the greatest impor-
tance is that the prophet is a man who is divinely appointed and 
qualified. He holds office in the kingdom of God. As an office-bearer, 
the prophet represents, promotes and defends the kingdom of God 
against its foes, especially the kingdom of the devil. 

Verse 4 describes the two witnesses symbolically as “two olive trees” 
and “two candlesticks.” These descriptions identify the two witnesses 
as the fulfilment of the vision of the Old Testament prophet Zecha-
riah in Zechariah 4. Zechariah saw a golden candlestick with a bowl 
on the top to hold the oil that the seven lamps needed in order to 
shine. The oil flowed into the bowl from two olive trees next to the 
candlestick. In response to Zechariah’s question, what are the olive 
trees? Jehovah identified them as “the two anointed ones, that stand 
by the Lord of the whole earth” (v. 14).

By describing the two witnesses as the two olive trees of Zechariah’s 
prophecy, Revelation 11:4 identifies the witnesses as preachers of the 
gospel by whose ministry it pleases Christ to give His Spirit into His 
church, so that the church will shine like a candlestick with the con-
fession of the truth and with the confirming of the confession by a 
life of holiness. The candlestick represents the church. The oil is the 
Holy Ghost. The olive trees are the “anointed ones” (Zech. 4:14), that 
is, preachers of the gospel, whose ministry is the means by which the 
Spirit flows to the church. That the witnesses of Revelation 11 are 
the olive trees is in harmony with their being Christ’s witnesses and 
prophets. 

Revelation 11:4 also describes the witnesses as the very candlestick of 
Zechariah’s vision. This is important for understanding the identity 
of the witnesses. They are not preachers, apart from the instituted 
church, apart from the congregation of believers and their children. 
Rather, they are preachers as those who occupy office in the church 
and who function in the ministry of the church. Indeed the two wit-
nesses are the true church of Jesus Christ in the world—the visible, 
instituted congregation—as this church functions in her main and 
most glorious calling, namely, witnessing to Jesus Christ and the 
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truth of the gospel of grace. This witness the church gives, chiefly, by 
the preaching of the Word by her ordained ministers. 

Summing up what is told us about the two witnesses, they are the 
true church of Jesus Christ in the world, herself enabled to shine as 
the light of truth and holiness by the preaching of the gospel and 
the testimony by her ministers to the truth, both to the members of 
the church and to those outside the church. To make the witnesses 
definite and concrete, they are the Covenant Protestant Reformed 
Church of Northern Ireland, preaching and witnessing by her min-
ister, and every other instituted true church of Jesus Christ in the 
whole world. 

The witnesses are not two individuals, whether Enoch and Elijah 
come back to earth, or Luther and Calvin, or Herman Hoeksema 
and G. M. Ophoff, or any others. 

Certain, important aspects of the true church’s ministry of witness-
ing ought to be noticed from Revelation 11. First, there is the mes-
sage of the witnesses, the content of their witness, what they wit-
ness to. That they are “my … witnesses” (v. 3), that is, Jesus Christ’s 
witnesses, means not only that Jesus sends them out and authorizes 
them, but also that they witness of Him: they proclaim the gospel of 
Jesus Christ, of Him crucified and risen, as the only Saviour and as 
the mighty Lord, to whom every knee must bow.

To an ungodly world and to apostate churches, the witnesses cou-
rageously testify of their wickedness and rebellion, and boldly warn 
of impending punishment, calling for repentance. The witnesses are 
“clothed in sackcloth” (v. 3). Penitent themselves, they call the world, 
including the apostate churches and their members, to repent of 
their sins in sackcloth and ashes. They are not the smiling television 
evangelists, clad in expensive, gay garb and proclaiming an entirely 
positive, feel-good gospel. The true church and her ministers preach 
sin and repentance. They preach sin and repentance, because the 
heart of their witness is Jesus Christ and Him crucified as the gospel 
of salvation from sin.
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According to Revelation 11:2, the witnesses have a calling regarding 
the outer court of the temple, which is given over to the Gentiles. 
Symbolically, this refers to the ungodly world, outside the church, 
including nominal, apostate churches. The bold, candid, condem-
natory testimony of the witnesses to the wicked world and to the 
apostate churches goes far to explain why the witnesses have enemies 
who try to kill them and why at the end, when they are killed, all na-
tions and peoples rejoice at their death (vv. 9-10). 

The witnesses “tormented” the wicked world by exposing and con-
demning their unbelief and depravity (v. 10). The description of the 
ministry of the witnesses as tormenting a wicked world, including 
apostate churches, amounts to a secondary mark of a true church. A 
true church torments the apostate churches and the ungodly world. 
If a church fails to torment anyone, if a church is only sweetness and 
light to everyone, and especially if being only sweetness and light is 
the deliberate policy of a church and its preachers, this church is not 
the two witnesses of Revelation 11. Revelation 11 makes plain what 
the alternative is. 

A second important aspect of the two witnesses is that the message 
of the witnesses is true. As true, the message convicts everyone who 
hears the message, even though many hate the message and reject 
it. This is the significance of the witnesses being two, not one or one 
hundred. Both in the Old Testament (Deut. 17:6) and in the New 
Testament (Matt. 18:16), God requires the testimony of two wit-
nesses to establish the truth of a charge of sin worthy of death or 
excommunication. 

Third, the two witnesses, that is, the true church through her preach-
ers, carry out their great calling and work for 1,260 days (Rev. 11:3). 
This is the time of the church’s grand labour of proclaiming the gos-
pel and preaching repentance. These 1,260 days are the same period 
of time as the forty-two months during which the wicked world 
tramples on the holy city (v. 2). As to their meaning, both of these 
designations of time are the same as the time, times and half a time 
of Daniel 7:25 and Revelation 12:14. All of these designations of time 
are symbolic, not literal. Their idea is that the Antichrist establishes 
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himself and his kingdom (time); develops in power and splendour 
(times); and then, suddenly, in the midst of his apparently invincible 
reign, is brought down and destroyed (half a time).

With application to the two witnesses, the designation of the time of 
their witness teaches that they witness throughout much of the time 
of the Antichrist, in fact, until shortly before his fall and the break-
ing up of his kingdom. When the witnesses are killed, Christ must 
act to destroy the beast, for the great purpose of God with history is 
His church. History is meaningless, indeed purposeless, without the 
church. 

The true church, therefore, will engage in face-to-face, as it were 
hand-to-hand, combat with the Antichrist and his minions. That 
will be the greatest warfare in all the history of the church, indeed 
of mankind. What a privilege to be honoured to engage in this last 
battle!

This does not deny the application of the reality of the witnesses’ war 
with the wicked world and the apostate churches throughout New 
Testament history. Nor does this deny that, in her war with the un-
godly, the true church has always been engaged with the Antichrist. 
Always the true church has witnessed to King Jesus and has done 
so victoriously. And always, throughout New Testament history, the 
true church has been engaged in spiritual warfare with the spirit of 
the man of sin (II Thess. 2:7; I John 4:3).

Their Career

The fact that the two witnesses are defeated and killed at the very 
end may not hide from us that they were victorious at first, indeed 
throughout most of their ministry. They witness and prophesy for 
a long time: 1,260 days. Putting the time of their ministry in days 
emphasizes the length of the time of their witness. 

Throughout history and throughout much of the period of her 
witness toward the very end, the true church—the true instituted 
church—is invincible. This is the heartening message of Revelation 
11:5-6:
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And if any man will hurt them, fire proceedeth out of 
their mouth, and devoureth their enemies: and if any man 
will hurt them, he must in this manner be killed. These 
have power to shut heaven, that it rain not in the days of 
their prophecy: and have power over waters to turn them 
to blood, and to smite the earth with all plagues, as often 
as they will. 

The church has power over her enemies. She has power over the forc-
es of creation and history.

How the huge, powerful Roman Empire raged against the church 
for some 250 years soon after Christ’s ascension! How the nations 
persecuted the Reformed churches in the Netherlands, France, Great 
Britain and other countries at the time of the Reformation with the 
help of the mighty Roman Catholic Church!

The church survived and thrived! The foes could not hurt her spiritu-
ally. They could not destroy her physically.

The true church has conquered her foes: “fire proceedeth out of their 
[i.e., the witnesses’] mouth, and devoureth their enemies” (v. 5). Fire 
coming from the mouth of the witnesses is a reference to Jeremiah 
5:14, where God says that He will make Jeremiah’s words a fire. This 
fire is the spiritual destruction of the enemies of the gospel. If the 
Word of God does not bring repentance and salvation, it hardens 
and damns. 

It is also the case that the true church brings physical calamities upon 
a wicked world, just as Elijah brought drought and famine on diso-
bedient Israel, and as Moses inflicted plagues on Egypt. We are not 
aware of this punitive power of the church as we ought to be. The 
main reason that God brings earthquakes, floods, drought and wars 
upon nations and peoples is their rejection of the witnesses and their 
testimony; all these calamities are divine judgments for despising the 
true church and her gospel. The French Revolution of 1789 with all 
its horrors was divine judgment upon France for its cruel persecu-
tion of the Huguenots in the sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries. World War I was judgment especially on the nations of 
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Europe for corrupting the gospel and denying Holy Scripture by lib-
eral theology in the nineteenth century and in the beginning of the 
twentieth century. The catastrophes—fires, floods, diseases, Islamic 
terrorism and more—now striking the world are not blind forces 
of nature or mere instances of man’s inhumanity to man but divine 
judgments on a world that is developed in sin. 

It is no wonder that the wicked world and the apostate churches hate 
the witnesses. The true church is not a harmless entity in history, 
even though, as Stalin observed, the church has no military force. 

The victorious career of the witnesses is evident even at the time of 
their seeming defeat and death: “when they shall have finished their 
testimony” (Rev. 11:7). The beast will not finish the testimony of the 
witnesses. They themselves finish their testimony. Only when the 
God-appointed work of the church has been completed can and may 
the beast overcome the church. We think here of the restraining of 
the man of sin in II Thessalonians 2:6-7. The last of God’s elect will 
have been born and born again; the entire elect church will have 
been gathered; by the warning of the church, the wicked world will 
have been rendered inexcusable. Until then the beast cannot kill the 
two witnesses. The church—the instituted church—conquers!

In addition, the two witnesses are victorious in their death—not 
only in their life but also in their death. They become martyrs, giv-
ing up their lives for the sake of Jesus Christ. By their martyrdom, in 
that very act, they give a powerful, indeed supreme, witness to Jesus 
Christ as Lord. The Greek word translated as “witness” is literally 
“martyr.”

Nevertheless, at the very end the two witnesses are slain: “when 
they shall have finished their testimony, the beast … shall make war 
against them, and shall overcome them, and kill them” (Rev. 11:7). 
This is the first mention in Revelation of the “beast.” The beast is 
more fully identified in Revelation 13 and 17 as the Antichrist: a 
grand world power of all nations, under a mighty, charismatic, per-
sonal, powerful, demonic head, whether king, emperor or president. 

The spiritual origin of this world leader is hell. He and his kingdom 
arise out of the abyss or “bottomless pit” (11:7). Satan produces the 
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king and the kingdom. This king, with his kingdom, is a monstrous 
enemy of God, of Christ and of the true church. He is a “beast.” And 
this mighty political and spiritual power makes war against the wit-
nesses (v. 7). 

The two witnesses will be overcome and killed by the Antichrist. The 
Antichrist will destroy—utterly destroy—the instituted church. The 
public worship of the true God and the preaching of the gospel of 
Jesus Christ will not only be banned, but also eradicated from the 
whole earth. In this all-out war against the church, the Antichrist will 
persecute, imprison and kill believers, especially the office-bearers. 
Here and there, individual Christians will remain, for Paul teaches in 
I Corinthians 15:51-52 that some believers will be alive at the return 
of Jesus. But the instituted church will be dead: no public worship, 
no preaching, no missions and no sacraments. Nowhere in the whole 
world! For the first time in the history of mankind!

At this destruction of the church, the ungodly world and the nomi-
nal, false church will rejoice (Rev. 11:9-10). That Sodom and Egypt—
one great city and people—are the site of the death of the witnesses 
(v. 8) describes the wicked world as developed in gross sensual pleas-
ures (Sodom) and as developed in cultural achievements (Egypt). 
But both Sodom and Egypt alike are hostile to the children of God. 
Historical Sodom was bent on the destruction of Lot. Egypt reduced 
Israel to slavery. 

Also the apostate church will cooperate in the persecution of the true 
church and will rejoice over the church’s death: “where also our Lord 
was crucified” (v. 8). Christ was not crucified in Sodom or Egypt. He 
was put to a shameful and painful death in Jerusalem, the centre of 
the apostate church of its day. At the death of the witnesses, Rome 
will rejoice; liberal Protestantism will rejoice; free-will, Arminian 
churches will rejoice; Presbyterians and Reformed who have fallen 
away from the Westminster Confession and from the Canons of Dordt 
will rejoice. 

Likely, all these foes of the true church will decree and celebrate an 
international, religious holiday: Day of the Destruction of the En-



Behold, I Come Quickly

84

emy of Mankind (or, because these hypocrites will pursue their hu-
manistic religion, even while they are celebrating their destruction 
of Christ’s church, Day of the Destruction of the Enemy of Human-
kind).

Christ forewarned His church of this persecution, as John, the writer 
of Revelation, recalled: “If the world hate you, ye know that it hated 
me before it hated you” (John 15:18), and “ye shall weep and lament, 
but the world shall rejoice” (16:20). 

If someone asks, why this must be, why the church must be defeated 
and destroyed, the answer is, first, that the true church must complete 
in her members the sufferings of Christ at the hands of the wicked 
world (Col. 1:24). Second, the persecution of the church is necessary 
in order to fill up the world’s cup of iniquity, so that God may be 
just when He judges the world on the day of Christ. And third, the 
church must go under, so that it may be unmistakably manifest that 
the final victory of the church is God’s work of almighty grace and 
not the work of the church herself. It is one of the weaknesses of the 
error of postmillennialism that it leaves the impression that the su-
preme victory of the church is the accomplishment of men—the men 
of Christian Reconstructionism, Gary North, Doug Wilson, Norman 
Shepherd, R. J. Rushdoony and others. Amillennialism attributes the 
church’s victory to God.

It will be a supreme victory of the church because the defeat of the 
church toward the end of history will be brief and merely apparent. 
In reality, the church will be victorious, will be victorious decisively. 
By a wonder, the church’s defeat will be swallowed up in victory. At 
the very end, the church will overcome, will be victorious. This is the 
promise of Revelation 11:11-12:

And after three days and an half the Spirit of life from 
God entered into them [i.e., the two witnesses], and they 
stood upon their feet; and great fear fell upon them which 
saw them. And they heard a great voice from heaven say-
ing unto them, Come up hither. And they ascended up to 
heaven in a cloud; and their enemies beheld them.
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The time of the church’s defeat, that is, the time of the non-existence 
of the church institute, is very brief: three and a half days. This short 
period of time occurs toward the very end of history, immediately 
before the return of Christ. It is not a literal period of time but a 
short period—not months, not years but days. We recognize in the 
three and a half days the same symbolic description of time found in 
Daniel 7:25 and in Revelation 12:14: time, times and half a time. Now 
the symbolic description is applied to the time of the church’s defeat 
at the hands of the Antichrist, the time of his apparent triumph over 
Christ’s kingdom in history. 

After this very short time of the church’s defeat and of the Antichrist’s 
victory, the church is raised from the dead and taken up into heaven. 
This will be a public, noisy spectacle. The whole world will see it: 
“their enemies beheld them” (11:12). There is nothing secret about it. 
It is the resurrection of the dead at the second coming of Jesus Christ. 
His is the voice that says to the members of the church, “Come up 
hither” (v. 12). This will be the victory of the two witnesses. Immedi-
ately, the final judgment will take place (v. 18). 

For this great, glorious, solidly biblical good, we Reformed Chris-
tians hope. We have no interest in, indeed we repudiate, the bizarre 
fantasy of the rapture of dispensationalism and the dream of post-
millennialism of a golden age within history. Ours is the hope of the 
heavenly victory that is the end of history at the appearing of Jesus 
Christ on the clouds of heaven. Ours is the hope of the victory of 
the church, the spiritual kingdom of Christ, not of a restored, carnal 
kingdom of Jews. Ours is the hope of the victory that consists of the 
resurrection of the body; the destruction of the reprobate enemies 
of Christ; the justification of the final judgment; the inheritance of 
the renewed creation in which there is no sin, no death, no ungodly 
enemies of God and His Christ; and our presence with God in Jesus 
Christ in face-to-face fellowship.

The Testimony of the Two Witnesses to Believers Today

Now we may answer the practical question, what is the testimony of 
the truth of the two witnesses to us?
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The existence and witnessing to the truth of the gospel of Jesus Christ 
of the two witnesses, that is, the true church—throughout the en-
tire new dispensation, from the ascension of Christ to today, and 
especially today, toward the end of history—are a wonder of God’s 
sovereign grace. This is the message of Revelation 11. Always, the 
power of antichrist makes war against the church. Always, there are 
the wicked world and the unfaithful churches that hate the church, 
and would silence and harm her. Always, heretics rise within true 
churches to corrupt the pure gospel of the churches. But always, 
there are true churches, with their faithful ministers, and they wit-
ness. The only explanation is that the risen Jesus Christ gives the two 
witnesses power: “I will give power unto my two witnesses, and they 
shall prophesy” (v. 3). By this, true churches and their ministers are 
humbled and encouraged. We must know our power.

A second testimony to us from this revelation of the two witnesses 
is that the true church and her ministers have a high and glorious 
calling. They are Christ’s witness in the world. They are privileged 
to proclaim Christ and salvation in Him in the way of faith and re-
pentance, while the time of their witness continues. They make this 
witness in the worship services of the congregation, as well as in the 
catechism classes of the children of the church. They make this wit-
ness also in missions and evangelism. Nor may it be overlooked that 
they make this witness in doctrinal controversy with churches and 
theologians that corrupt the truth.

The true church is also called and privileged to expose and condemn 
the wicked world, including apostate churches. She must torment 
those who dwell on the earth (v. 10). She does this not by any physi-
cal assaults upon the wicked world and apostate churches, but exactly 
by the very same witness she gives to her members by the preaching 
of the gospel. She torments the wicked by witnessing that the Triune 
God of the Christian church is God alone and that all other gods are 
idols; that the crucified and risen Jesus is the only Saviour and that 
all other pretender saviours, for example, Mohammed, are false and 
helpless; that the worship of the God revealed in Holy Scripture is 
the only right and acceptable worship, and that any other worship 
is will-worship, which God condemns; that the one and only way of 
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salvation by God in Jesus Christ is faith alone, apart from any and all 
human works, including the good works of believers; and that the 
Christian life of gratitude for gracious salvation consists of heartfelt 
obedience to the ten commandments of the law of God. 

To these truths and more that are revealed in the Bible, as the inspired 
and, therefore, infallible Word of God, we must witness. When we do 
witness, we will torment Satan’s hordes. 

Third, we learn from the account of the two witnesses that we will 
be defeated in history. The beast will overcome us and kill us. The 
true church and her members must be prepared for this toward the 
end of history. It is no insignificant aspect of both millennial errors 
concerning the last things that they leave the church totally unpre-
pared for the coming persecution and destruction of the church. 
Premillennial dispensationalism raptures the church away from the 
attack of the Antichrist and directs the great tribulation against the 
Jews. Postmillennialism puts the Antichrist and his persecution of 
the church safely in the past, at the time of the Roman Empire, and 
predicts earthly victory for the church in the future, right up the day 
of Christ’s appearing. 

Of course, the church is always spiritually victorious. But the public, 
visible, final victory of the church is not within history. The victory 
is at the goal of history, at the second coming of Christ. Within his-
tory, specifically as history draws to a close, we must expect the beast 
and his defeat of the church institute. We must expect martyrdom. 
It is not some gloomy, pessimistic amillennialist, but the inspired 
apostle John who wrote in Revelation 11 that toward the very end of 
the time of the church’s witnessing “the beast that ascendeth out of 
the bottomless pit shall make war against them, and shall overcome 
them, and kill them” (v. 7). Not a Reformed amillennialist, but the 
apostle John identified the time of this overcoming of the church by 
the beast as three and a half days immediately preceding the second 
coming of Christ and the resurrection of the dead (vv. 11-12).

Finally, the clear message of the witnesses to us is this: carry out your 
calling as a church of Christ in the hope—the certain expectation—of 
the final, everlasting victory. The defeat of the church within history, 
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toward the end of time, will not be final, will not be decisive, will 
only be seeming. Even then, it will be very brief—a mere three and 
a half days.

Then the church will rise from the dead, both regarding the bodies 
of all the members and regarding the great body of Jesus Christ in 
all her glory.

A great voice from heaven—the voice of the returning Lord Jesus 
Christ—will honour the church and all her members, particularly 
the members who witnessed faithfully in the time of the beast, before 
the Antichrist, before Satan and before the whole world: “Come up 
hither” (v. 12)!

We will ascend in a cloud of glory to live and reign with Christ for-
ever.

Thus Christ Himself will witness to, and on behalf of, His witnesses: 
“The true church was my witness.”
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Part 1: Chapter 6

The Final Judgment
Andrew Lanning

And I saw the dead, small and great, stand before God; and the books 
were opened: and another book was opened, which is the book of life: and 
the dead were judged out of those things which were written in the books, 
according to their works (Revelation 20:12).

Nevertheless we, according to his promise, look for new heavens and a 
new earth, wherein dwelleth righteousness (II Peter 3:13).

Introduction

Ultimately, eschatology is the study of one event: the bodily, visible 
return of Jesus Christ from heaven. All eschatology is the study of 
this one event. The millennium, the signs, the Antichrist and the 
great tribulation all lead up to and bring about the bodily, visible 
return of Jesus Christ from heaven.

From beginning to end, God’s Word promises the coming of Christ 
as the great hope of God’s people and as the ultimate eschatological 
event. The first promise given in Scripture was the promise of “her 
seed,” that is, the seed of the woman who “shall bruise thy head,” that 
is, the head of the serpent (Gen. 3:15). The final bruising of the ser-
pent’s head occurs when Jesus, the seed of the woman, returns to cast 
“the devil that deceived them … into the lake of fire and brimstone” 
(Rev. 20:10). The first promise of the Bible is a promise of the bodily, 
visible return of Jesus Christ from heaven.

So also the last promise given in Scripture is the promise from our 
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Lord’s own mouth that He will come bodily and visibly: “Surely I 
come quickly” (22:20). 

Echoing these promises, every Reformed believer confesses, “Finally, 
we believe, according to the Word of God … that our Lord Jesus 
Christ will come from heaven, corporally and visibly” (Belgic Confes-
sion 37).

When all is said and done, eschatology is the study of one great event: 
the return of Jesus Christ from heaven.

Thus far in this book, we have noted several events that precede this 
ultimate event, including the signs of Christ’s coming, the truth of 
the millennium and the rise of the Antichrist. In this final chapter of 
Part 1, it remains for us to turn our eyes to heaven and behold our 
Lord’s return itself, to behold the great day of the Lord, as that return 
is revealed in the pages of Scripture. 

The day of the Lord will be awesome, majestic, spectacular and ter-
rible. Human language is entirely insufficient to capture the grandeur 
and the glory of that day. Amazing things will be happening: the sun 
darkened, the moon turned to blood, the stars falling to earth, the 
powers of heaven shaken, the resurrection of the dead, the trans-
formation of the living and the final judgment. More amazing than 
any of these will be the revelation and appearance of Jesus Christ 
Himself: shining, glorious, attended by the angels, majestic in the 
clouds and beheld by every eye. The day of the Lord will be awesome 
and majestic because Jesus Christ Himself is awesome and majestic.

The Setting for Christ’s Return

Immediately before Jesus returns, the final signs of His coming will 
be seen. On earth, the kingdom of man under the Antichrist, which 
had seemed victorious, will be suffering the vials of God’s wrath 
(Rev. 16). Included in this suffering will be the breaking out of war 
between different factions of the Antichrist’s kingdom in the last bat-
tle of Armageddon (vv. 12-16). In heaven, the sun shall be darkened, 
the moon turned to blood and the stars shall fall to earth, as when a 
fig tree casts her fruit in a powerful wind (Matt. 24:29; Rev. 6:12-13). 
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These signs in the heavens will be accomplished by a tremendous 
heaven-quake, in which the powers of the heavens shall be shaken 
(Matt. 24:29).

These events immediately preceding Jesus’ return will be terrible to 
behold. In a great earthquake, when the Lord takes hold of the earth 
by His index fingers and thumbs, and flicks His wrists a little, men 
are terrified. Right before the Lord returns, God will take hold of the 
heavens and earth in His fists, and shake them in a stunning display 
of His power and wrath. In their terror, godless men will blaspheme 
God’s name and call for the mountains to bury them rather than face 
the wrath of almighty God.

Into this world—its powers shaken, its men terrified, its light gone—
the Lord Jesus Christ shall return. 

The Appearance of Christ

Jesus’ return will be announced by three great voices: the shout of 
Jesus Himself, the voice of the archangel and the trumpet-voice of 
God (I Thess. 4:16). There will be nothing secret about Jesus’ noisy 
return. It is not God’s intention to keep Jesus’ return a secret. It will 
be announced with the fanfare of God’s own trump, God’s own voice. 
Every ear shall be alerted, so that every eye is turned toward the sight 
that these voices herald.

Out of heaven, Jesus shall descend on the clouds, just as He ascend-
ed on the clouds forty days after His resurrection (Acts 1:9, 11; Rev. 
1:7). Even now a towering cloud is a majestic sight. Standing on the 
seashore watching a thunderstorm build, men are impressed by the 
thunderheads that billow higher and higher until they tower into the 
heavens. The majestic clouds of heaven will be Jesus’ glorious chariot 
when He returns. Standing upon the clouds, Jesus will be visible to 
all, shining with all the brightness of the glory of God (Heb. 1:3), so 
that “every eye shall see him” (Rev. 1:7).

At His return, Jesus will be attended by all of His holy angels (Mark 
8:38). Principalities and powers, cherubim and seraphim, rank upon 
rank and file upon file, all of the heavenly host shall follow their Lord 
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in His return. Also coming with the Lord will be His saints who have 
already died and whose souls have gone to heaven (I Thess. 3:13; 
Jude 14). Heaven will be emptied as its inhabitants joyfully exit with 
their Lord in His glorious return to earth.

In His return, Jesus’ first great work will be to raise the dead. The 
shout of the Lord and the trump of God that announced Jesus’ return 
are also the powerful summons to the dead to arise (I Cor. 15:52). 
The reprobate shall arise fit for destruction, but the elect shall arise 
glorified and fit for eternal life. After the resurrection of the dead, 
the elect who were alive on the earth at the Lord’s return shall also be 
changed in a moment, being given their resurrection bodies without 
having died (I Cor. 15:51-53; I Thess. 4:13-17). All of God’s people, 
being thus changed from mortality to immortality, shall be caught up 
to meet the Lord in the air to share in the glory of His return.

Jesus’ second great work at His return will be the final judgment, 
which we will look at in more detail below. 

Jesus’ third and final great work in His return will be the making of 
all things new, including the shaking and burning of this old heaven 
and earth, and out of its ashes making a new heaven and earth, where 
righteousness dwells and where we will dwell with our Lord in per-
fection forever (II Pet. 3:10-13).

The day of the Lord will be an awesome day, a majestic day, the best 
day that has ever been seen in the history of the world. There have 
been some good days in the history of the world: the days of creation, 
the day of our Lord’s incarnation, the day of our Saviour’s atonement, 
the day of our Lord’s resurrection, the day of His ascension. The best 
day of them all is still coming for, in the great day of the Lord, the 
purpose of God from the beginning will be fully realized and His 
covenant mercies will be fully consummated in the final salvation of 
His church.

The Final Judgment

One of the outstanding works that Christ will perform at His return 
is the final judgment. So prominent is the final judgment on the great 
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day of the Lord that Belgic Confession 37 confesses all of its eschatol-
ogy under the title “The Last Judgment.”

The Judge in the final judgment is Jehovah Himself: 

And I saw a great white throne, and him that sat on it, 
from whose face the earth and the heaven fled away; and 
there was found no place for them. And I saw the dead, 
small and great, stand before God (Rev. 20:11-12).

It is appropriate that God should sit in judgment over all men at the 
culmination of the history of the heaven and the earth that He cre-
ated. In the beginning, God created the heaven and the earth. In the 
end, God will judge the heaven and the earth.

Although God is the great Judge, He will honour Jesus Christ by giv-
ing to His Son the privilege and responsibility of actually carrying 
out the judgment: “for we shall all stand before the judgment seat of 
Christ” (Rom. 14:10). Just as Jesus Christ at the ascension was given 
a seat on God’s own throne at God’s right hand, so also Jesus Christ 
at His return will be given a seat on God’s own throne of judgment in 
order to judge the quick and the dead.

Conducting the final judgment will be part of the magnificent hon-
our and glory of our Lord at His return. Even in earthly courts, a 
judge holds a position of great dignity. There is a certain sober awe 
that attends a courtroom. In the courtroom, the judge holds in his 
hands the future of the men who appear before him. With a word 
from his mouth and a stroke of his pen, he sends some men to their 
freedom and other men to their doom. Those who look on tremble, 
as they fervently hope to avoid ever standing before such a judge. 
If even an earthly judge commands such awe, how much more the 
great Judge of heaven and earth! No wonder that the earth and the 
heaven flee from His face (Rev. 20:11). In the great judgment, all men 
shall behold the glory of the Lord Jesus Christ as they stand before 
their final Judge. Every tongue shall confess that this great Judge, this 
Jesus Christ, is Lord, to the glory of God the Father (Phil. 2:11).

The identity of the Judge affords God’s people great consolation. Per-
haps we tend to think of the final judgment with fear. After all, no 
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one likes to stand before a judge to have his deeds sifted and weighed. 
Nevertheless, God’s people have no reason to fear the judgment, for 
the Judge is our Father and the judgment is conducted by our elder 
Brother. The Judge will certainly judge righteously, but He will also 
judge with mercy in His heart and on His lips for His beloved chil-
dren. With no reason to be terrified of the Judge, we have no reason 
to be terrified of His judgment.

Those who will be judged in the final judgment are all rational, mor-
al creatures. This includes every single human, elect and reprobate 
alike. “For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ; that 
every one may receive the things done in his body” (II Cor. 5:10). 
The elect angels and the fallen devils are also rational, moral crea-
tures, so they also shall be judged by Christ at the last judgment.

Intriguingly, God’s elect saints will participate in the final judgment, 
not only as those who are judged by Christ but also as those who 
judge with Christ. Somehow (God knows), the saints will participate 
in rendering the everlasting verdict of God upon men: “Do ye not 
know that the saints shall judge the world?” (I Cor. 6:2). What is 
more, God’s elect saints shall also judge the angels: “Know ye not that 
we shall judge angels?” (v. 3). Such is the greatness of Christ’s mer-
cy for us that in the moment of His greatest glory and triumph, as 
He judges men and angels, He thinks of His lowly people and raises 
them to His side to participate in the judgment of men and angels, 
thus reflecting His honour in them.

The final judgment will be public. In some earthly courtrooms today, 
television cameras are rightly banned to prevent the trial from be-
coming a media circus. The general public, by and large, are excluded 
from being spectators to the judgment. Not so in the final judgment. 
Although the final judgment will be orderly and sober, and although 
it will be the furthest thing from a circus, nevertheless the final judg-
ment will be public and witnessed by everyone. Before Christ’s great 
throne of judgment shall be gathered all of the sheep on His right 
hand and all of the goats on His left. Openly, and in the sight and 
hearing of all, Jesus shall bless the sheep and curse the goats (Matt. 
25:31-46). Thus Paul declares,
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Therefore judge nothing before the time, until the Lord 
come, who both will bring to light the hidden things of 
darkness, and will make manifest the counsels of the 
hearts: and then shall every man have praise of God (I 
Cor. 4:5). 

This public nature of the judgment is one reason that God’s people 
need not fear the slander of evil men on this earth. In the last judg-
ment, their slander will be revealed before all as a lie. “Fear them not 
therefore: for there is nothing covered, that shall not be revealed; and 
hid, that shall not be known” (Matt. 10:26). God’s people have noth-
ing to fear in the final judgment. Even the public nature of the final 
judgment is a consolation to them, as their names are publicly vin-
dicated against all of the false charges of their persecutors in this life. 
In the confession of a Reformed believer, his comfort is that “then the 
secrets and hypocrisy of men shall be disclosed and laid open before 
all” (Belgic Confession 37). 

The conclusion of the final judgment will be the pronouncement 
of the verdict by the Judge. There are only two possible verdicts: 
“Come,” which will be spoken to all of the elect sheep and which will 
correspond to their status as righteous in the blood of Christ; or “De-
part,” which will be spoken to all of the reprobate goats and which 
will correspond to their status as unrighteous outside the blood of 
Christ (Matt. 25:31-46).

Following the pronouncement of the verdict, the sentence will be ex-
ecuted. The sheep shall inherit the kingdom prepared for them from 
the foundation of the world, but the goats shall go away into the ev-
erlasting fire prepared for the devil and his angels (vv. 34, 41, 46).

Such is the final judgment, the consideration of which “is justly ter-
rible and dreadful to the wicked and ungodly, but most desirable and 
comfortable to the righteous and the elect” (Belgic Confession 37).

The Believer’s Good Works and the Final Judgment

One particular aspect of the final judgment that needs fuller explana-
tion is that the standard of the final judgment will be the works of the 
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individual. The Word of God emphasizes that the judgment will be 
according to works. As almost the last thing He said to His church 
in the Scriptures, Jesus promised, “behold, I come quickly; and my 
reward is with me, to give every man according as his work shall be” 
(Rev. 22:12). So also, as almost the last thing He said to His church 
during His earthly ministry, Jesus had taught that at the final judg-
ment He would grant the sheep their inheritance according to their 
works: 

Come, ye blessed of my Father, inherit the kingdom pre-
pared for you from the foundation of the world: For I was 
an hungred, and ye gave me meat: I was thirsty, and ye 
gave me drink: I was a stranger, and ye took me in: Naked, 
and ye clothed me: I was sick, and ye visited me: I was in 
prison, and ye came unto me (Matt. 25:34-36). 

So also Jesus will curse the reprobate according to their works: 

Depart from me, ye cursed, into everlasting fire, prepared 
for the devil and his angels: For I was an hungered, and ye 
gave me no meat: I was thirsty, and ye gave me no drink: 
I was a stranger, and ye took me not in: naked, and ye 
clothed me not: sick, and in prison, and ye visited me not 
(vv. 41-43).

What Jesus taught about the standard of the final judgment, the 
apostles repeatedly echoed. For example, Paul: “we must all appear 
before the judgment seat of Christ; that every one may receive the 
things done in his body, according to that he hath done, whether it 
be good or bad” (II Cor. 5:10). And John: “the sea gave up the dead 
which were in it; and death and hell delivered up the dead which 
were in them: and they were judged every man according to their 
works” (Rev. 20:13).

Decisively and in the picturesque, symbolic language of his vision 
of the great white throne, John teaches that the final judgment will 
be according to works. In this vision, John sees God’s library filled 
with books. In these tomes, there is a written record of the deeds 
of every rational, moral creature. We could imagine it as a library 
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whose individual books each represent the life of a human, angel or 
devil. In that library, there is a book that represents you, with your 
name written on the spine or printed on the outside of the scroll. As 
John watches this vision of the final judgment unfold, “the books 
were opened … and the dead were judged out of those things which 
were written in the books, according to their works” (v. 12). The idea 
is that God in His library keeps a record of every thought, word and 
deed. At the final judgment, the books will be opened and all of men’s 
works will be brought to light.

Belgic Confession 37, in a parenthetical aside, identifies the books of 
Revelation 20 as “the consciences” of men. This explanation does 
not conflict with the idea that the books are God’s own record of 
all things that men have ever done because God has more than one 
record. He has His own record that He keeps, with all of men’s works 
recorded. But God also has an additional record in the conscience 
of every man, so that, as we live on this earth and as we do good or 
evil, our consciences either accuse us or excuse us (Rom. 2:15-16). 
God Himself witnesses in the conscience of every man regarding the 
goodness or the evil of his works. In the last day, when a particular 
man’s book is opened, his conscience will also be opened. What is 
written in that man’s book will harmonize with the record of God in 
that man’s conscience.

What the Scriptures teach about man’s works in the last judgment, 
the Reformed confessions echo. In Belgic Confession 37, every Re-
formed believer confesses, “the dead [shall be] judged according to 
what they shall have done in this world, whether it be good or evil.”

The Scriptures and the Reformed confessions are emphatic: men 
shall be judged in the final judgment according to their works. The 
Reformed believer who confesses this truth must have a clear under-
standing of its meaning. For the right understanding of God’s prom-
ise of gracious salvation, the believer must know what it means that 
God shall judge men according to their works. For the defence of 
the faith against contemporary error, the believer must know what 
it means that God shall judge men according to their works. For his 
own comfort and hope, the believer must know what it means that he 
personally will be judged according to his works.
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An increasingly popular theory of the final judgment is that men’s 
good works will contribute to their final justification and salvation in 
the final judgment. This theory teaches that although men are justi-
fied by faith alone in this life, they will finally be saved in the last 
judgment by their perseverance in good works. Such is the eschatol-
ogy, for example, of John Piper, a Baptist who has considerable in-
fluence within the broader Reformed and Presbyterian ecclesiastical 
world. In the title of an article, Piper asks, “Does God Really Save Us 
by Faith Alone?” Piper answers his own question with a resound-
ing, No! According to Piper, “faith alone” applies only to justification 
in this life but not to our final salvation at the last judgment. Final 
salvation, according to Piper, is through faith and faith’s fruits—final 
salvation is by faith and works. He writes, “In final salvation at the 
last judgment, faith is confirmed by the sanctifying fruit it has borne, 
and we are saved through that fruit and that faith.” And again, “So, 
we should not speak of getting to heaven by faith alone in the same 
way we are justified by faith alone.”1

Piper’s doctrine of final salvation by faith and works is not what the 
Bible and the Reformed confessions mean when they teach that men 
shall be judged according to their works. The Scriptures and the Re-
formed confessions emphatically teach that we are never justified on 
the basis of or by means of our works. Everywhere Scripture and the 
Reformed confessions teach that we are justified only on the basis 
of Christ’s merits, received by means of faith alone without regard 
to our works. To be sure, the believer truly does good works by the 
grace of God. Nevertheless, the believer is not justified because of 
those good works or by means of those good works. In the present, 
we are justified on the basis of Christ’s atonement, without works, 
which judgment we receive and in which we rest by faith alone, with-
out works. In the future, we shall be judged on the basis of Christ’s 
atonement, without works, which judgment we shall receive and in 
which we shall rest by faith alone, without works. Not now, not in the 
final judgment and not ever are the good works of the believer either 

1 John Piper, “Does God Really Save Us by Faith Alone?” (www.desiringgod.org/
articles/does-god-really-save-us-by-faith-alone).
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the ground or the means of his justification. Always we are justified 
by faith alone in Christ alone, without works. 

Against the theory of Piper and many like him stands the Word of 
God in Ephesians 2:8-9: “For by grace are ye saved through faith; and 
that not of yourselves: it is the gift of God: Not of works, lest any man 
should boast.” Salvation—not only justification but all of salvation—
is by grace, not by works. Salvation—not only justification, but all 
of salvation—is received by faith, not by works, and that faith itself 
is a gift of salvation. Final salvation at the final judgment will not be 
by faith and works, but will be the free gift of God’s grace, just as it 
always has been.

What, then, does it mean that we shall be judged according to our 
works?

First, it does not mean that we shall be judged on the basis of our 
works or by means of our works. In every case in which the Bible 
brings up our works in connection with the final judgment, it uses 
specific grammatical constructions that mean according to and never 
specific grammatical constructions that mean on the basis of or by 
means of.

Second, it does not mean that our works shall somehow determine 
our final judgment. The determinative will in our final judgment is 
not our will or works, but God’s sovereign and eternal will according 
to which He elected us. God’s election, not man’s works, determines 
our final judgment. That God’s election is determinative for our final 
judgment is strikingly and emphatically taught in some key scrip-
tural passages on the final judgment. Our Lord taught that those who 
stand on His right hand and who are given the kingdom are “the 
sheep” (Matt. 25:33). “Sheep” is Jesus’ way of identifying His elect 
people (John 10:11, 27-29). Our Lord also taught that the kingdom 
that is given to the sheep is the kingdom “prepared for you from 
the foundation of the world” (Matt. 25:34). The kingdom was pre-
pared for us before we were ever born or had ever done good or evil. 
Therefore, the kingdom was not prepared for us on the basis of our 
works or by means of our works but solely according to the deter-
minative will of God in election. Finally, in John’s vision of the great 
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white throne of God’s judgment, there is one prominent book that 
is opened along with all of the other books. The prominent book, 
being the only one named in John’s vision, is “the book of life” (Rev. 
20:12). In this book are written the names of God’s elect people (Phil. 
4:3). Not man’s works, but election and reprobation are determina-
tive for the final judgment, for “whosoever was not found written in 
the book of life was cast into the lake of fire” (Rev. 20:15).

Third, being judged according to works means that our works will 
be in harmony with—they will be in accord with—the righteousness 
that has been earned by Christ alone and which we have received 
by His gift of faith alone. Our works will be demonstrations of our 
righteousness and salvation. Our works will be evidence of our right-
eousness and salvation. Our works will be proof of our righteousness 
and salvation. Our works will be the fruit of our righteousness and 
salvation. Never the cause, the basis, the means or the reason for our 
salvation, our works are always the effect, the fruit, the evidence and 
the demonstration of our salvation. That we shall be judged accord-
ing to works means that our works shall be the evidence to all who 
witness our judgment that we are righteous in Christ. 

The apples on an apple tree illustrate the way our good works func-
tion in the final judgment. The apples on an apple tree do not cause 
that particular tree to be an apple tree. Rather, the cause of that tree’s 
identity is found in God’s creation of it as an apple tree. The cause 
is found in the tree’s DNA, so to speak. The apples demonstrate that 
the tree is an apple tree. They are the incontrovertible proof that the 
tree is an apple tree. The fruit is in harmony with the identity of the 
tree. Nevertheless, the fruit is not the reason for the tree’s identity. 
So it is with our judgment according to works. Our good works, our 
fruit, are not the cause of our judgment as righteous in Christ. Our 
good works are not the reason or basis for our vindication. Rather, 
our works, our fruit, are the demonstration that we are the children 
of God, that we are righteous in Christ. Our works testify to who we 
are, without making us who we are.

This does not minimize the importance of good works. Even in an 
earthly apple tree, the fruit is a powerful demonstration that the tree 
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is an apple tree. Only an apple tree could bear such fruit. By a glance 
at the apples, one can immediately discern that the tree is indeed an 
apple tree. So also in the final judgment, our works will be a power-
ful demonstration that we are sheep. Only a child of God could do 
truly good works. By a glance at our good works, all will be able to 
see that we are truly children of God. Our salvation and inheritance 
will not be granted on the basis of those good works or by means 
of those good works. Our salvation will be granted on the basis of 
Christ alone by means of faith alone and our good works will be the 
evidence of that salvation.

Therefore, the hope of the believer at the final judgment is not that 
he has done enough to merit a place in the new heavens and the new 
earth. His hope is not even that he has done enough to prove that he 
believes. The believer’s sole hope at the final judgment, just as it is 
his sole hope in this life, is that God will graciously grant to him the 
promised salvation earned by Christ alone. The cross of Christ, with-
out our works, is the ground of our confidence as we stand before 
God now and in the day of our Lord: 

Therefore being justified by faith, we have peace with God 
through our Lord Jesus Christ: By whom also we have ac-
cess by faith into this grace wherein we stand, and rejoice 
in hope of the glory of God (Rom. 5:1-2).

The Purpose of the Final Judgment

Another particular aspect of the final judgment that needs fuller ex-
planation is the purpose of the final judgment. Why must there be a 
public, final judgment of all rational, moral creatures? Each man is 
already judged in this life: the reprobate wicked are set in slippery 
places unto destruction (Ps. 73:18) and the elect righteous are guid-
ed by God’s eternal counsel unto glory (v. 24). Each man is already 
judged at the moment of his death (Heb. 9:27). What need is there of 
yet another judgment in the day of our Lord? 

The purpose of the final judgment is not for God to find out whether 
we are innocent or guilty, as though He must conduct a trial to learn 
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the facts of our lives in order to render a just judgment. God already 
knows the innocence or guilt of His creatures, for He has sovereignly 
decreed that innocence or guilt in His eternal counsel.

Nor is the purpose of the final judgment for men themselves to learn 
their innocence or guilt, for each individual already knows the verdict 
that will be pronounced over him in the judgment. The elect already 
know their verdict by means of faith in God’s promise. The verdict of 
innocence that God pronounces to them in the gospel even now is 
the very verdict that shall be pronounced over them in the day of our 
Lord. That verdict will not change between now and then, for their 
salvation shall not be taken away between now and then. All those 
who live in unbelief already now hear God’s testimony through their 
consciences that they are unrighteous and condemned. Through the 
preaching of the gospel, all who live in unbelief hear that they remain 
condemned, except they repent and believe in the Lord Jesus Christ. 
All those who do not repent, that is, the reprobate, shall hear that 
same verdict of condemnation on the last day.

The purpose of the final judgment is that God is vindicated before 
the eyes of all. In the final judgment, as the books are opened, all men 
shall behold that God has always been just. God has always done ex-
actly what is right and His counsel has always been perfect. All of the 
events of history, willed and governed by God; all of the salvation of 
God’s people, decreed and worked by God; and all of the condemna-
tion of the wicked, determined and executed by God, will be seen to 
be exactly in harmony with perfect justice.

In Romans 2:5, Paul refers to the final judgment as “the day of wrath 
and revelation of the righteous judgment of God.” In the day of God’s 
executing His wrath upon the reprobate, as well as His showing mer-
cy unto His chosen people, there will be a “revelation” to all men. The 
content of that revelation will be “the righteous judgment of God.” 
All of God’s dealings with men will be revealed to be righteous. To 
the eyes of men now, this does not always appear to be the case. The 
righteous suffer, while the wicked prosper. Powerful and wicked men 
go unpunished, while the law-abiding citizen is slowly squeezed of 
his very life. The church is but a remnant, while the godless are a 
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galloping horde. However, in the day of wrath and revelation of the 
righteous judgment of God, all men will see and say that God is just 
and that Jesus Christ is Lord. He was right and sovereign and just in 
all His ways.

For the child of God, this is marvellous. All men shall confess the 
lordship of our Saviour! Not all shall confess this willingly. Every rep-
robate goat shall confess it under the rod of iron (Ps. 110:2). But con-
fess it all men shall (Phil. 2:11). By God’s grace, His elect sheep shall 
lead the confession, willingly and jubilantly, for we shall be willing in 
the day of His power (Ps. 110:3).

Life Everlasting

The aftermath of the final judgment will be life everlasting for the 
people of God. This everlasting life is already enjoyed now as Christ 
dwells with His people by His regenerating Spirit. At the return of 
Christ, this everlasting life will be brought to its consummation and 
its fullest glory.

The essence of life everlasting is covenant fellowship with God in 
Jesus Christ. It will be entrance into the joy of our Lord, according to 
Christ’s own declaration, “enter thou into the joy of thy Lord” (Matt. 
25:21, 23). The joy of the Lord is His own presence and communion 
with us, for “in thy presence is fulness of joy; at thy right hand there 
are pleasures for evermore” (Ps. 16:11).

The setting for our everlasting life will be the new heavens and the 
new earth: “I saw a new heaven and a new earth: for the first heaven 
and the first earth were passed away; and there was no more sea” 
(Rev. 21:1). The passing away of the first heaven and first earth is not 
the annihilation of everything, as if God will start over from scratch 
and make something brand new. Rather, the earth and the heavens 
will be burned up in the day of judgment (II Pet. 3:10, 12), and from 
the ashes of this old creation He will make a new heavens and a new 
earth. The making of the new heavens and new earth is similar to the 
resurrection of the dead. Just as God will raise the bodies of His peo-
ple from corruption to incorruption, from mortality to immortality, 
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so also from the melted elements and ashen heavens will he make a 
new, incorruptible heaven and earth where righteousness dwells (v. 
13).

The outstanding feature of the new heavens and new earth will be 
the throne of God, before which all nations shall worship the risen 
Lord and the glorious God (Rev. 21:22; 22:1, 3). Because of the Lord’s 
glorious presence and His eternal mercy, there shall be no sin, no suf-
fering, no tears and nothing to make God’s people afraid. Above all, 
we shall see His face (22:4)! Then, finally and forever, He shall lift up 
His countenance upon us and give us peace (Num. 6:26).

The Great Hope of the Elect Believer

Ultimately, eschatology is the study of one event: the bodily, visible 
return of Jesus Christ from heaven. This one event is the great hope 
of the elect believer. At the end of our study of the last things, we 
confess with the church of Jesus Christ of all ages using the words of 
Belgic Confession 37:

And therefore the consideration of this judgment is justly 
terrible and dreadful to the wicked and ungodly, but most 
desirable and comfortable to the righteous and the elect; 
because then their full deliverance shall be perfected, and 
there they shall receive the fruits of their labor and trouble 
which they have borne. Their innocence shall be known 
to all, and they shall see the terrible vengeance which 
God shall execute on the wicked, who most cruelly per-
secuted, oppressed, and tormented them in this world; 
and who shall be convicted by the testimony of their own 
consciences, and, being immortal, shall be tormented in 
that everlasting fire which is prepared for the devil and 
his angels.

But on the contrary, the faithful and elect shall be crowned 
with glory and honor; and the Son of God will confess 
their names before God His Father and His elect angels; 
all tears shall be wiped from their eyes; and their cause, 
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which is now condemned by many judges and magistrates 
as heretical and impious, will then be known to be the 
cause of the Son of God. And for a gracious reward, the 
Lord will cause them to possess such a glory as never en-
tered into the heart of man to conceive.

Therefore we expect that great day with a most ardent de-
sire, to the end that we may fully enjoy the promises of 
God in Christ Jesus our Lord. Amen. 

Even so, come, Lord Jesus (Rev. 22:20).
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Part 2: Chapter 7

Methuselah
Andrew Lanning

And all the days of Methuselah were nine hundred sixty and nine years: 
and he died (Genesis 5:27).

Introduction

What do we know about Methuselah? Very little it seems. Only a 
couple of facts spring to mind. First, Methuselah is well-known as 
the man who lived the longest. Genesis 5:27 records his age as 969 
years old when he died. Second, Methuselah lived before the flood, 
during the very early history of God’s people, being one of the first 
ten generations on the earth. Beyond this it seems that there is very 
little to say about Methuselah. 

It is understandable that we do not know very much about Methu-
selah because the Bible does not reveal very much about him. He is 
only mentioned, though with different spellings, in three passages 
of Scripture, all of them genealogies. I Chronicles 1:3 only records 
his name: “Henoch, Methuselah, Lamech.” Luke 3:36-37 says little 
more: “Lamech, which was the son of Mathusala, which was the son 
of Enoch.” Genesis 5:25-27 provides the additional information of 
Methuselah’s age but nothing more: 

Methuselah lived an hundred eighty and seven years, and 
begat Lamech: And Methuselah lived after he begat La-
mech seven hundred eighty and two years, and begat sons 
and daughters: And all the days of Methuselah were nine 
hundred sixty and nine years: and he died. 
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These three passages are the entire record of Methuselah in the Scrip-
tures.

However, there is one more thing that we should know about Me-
thuselah: the meaning of his name. The name Methuselah was a 
prophecy given to him by his prophet-father, Enoch. Jude 14-15 de-
scribes Enoch as a prophet, who prophesied God’s judgment against 
the ungodly men of his day. The judgment that Enoch prophesied 
was fulfilled by God in the great flood, nearly one thousand years 
later, which flood destroyed the world of ungodly men. When Enoch 
named his son Methuselah, he was continuing his prophecy against 
the ungodly through the very name of his son. By virtue of his name, 
Methuselah himself was a prophecy of God’s impending judgment 
against sin. In Methuselah’s name we find the spiritual significance 
of the flood as God’s judgment against the ungodly. 

This has a bearing on our study of the end times because the flood 
was a type of the final judgment. Just as God once destroyed the 
world by water, so He will destroy the earth with fire (II Pet. 3:6-7). 
Methuselah’s name, which explains the flood as judgment, prepares 
us for the final judgment. Knowing that judgment is coming, we seek 
our safety and salvation in the only Saviour, Jesus Christ.

For the increase of our faith and as part of our watching for the Lord’s 
return to judgment, let us study Methuselah.

Methuselah’s History

Methuselah was the oldest man ever to live, reaching the astonishing 
age of 969 years: “all the days of Methuselah were nine hundred sixty 
and nine years: and he died” (Gen. 5:27). Methuselah lived before the 
flood, during which age most men lived to be very, very old. There 
are ten generations from Adam to Noah recorded in Genesis 5. Of 
these ten men, only three of them failed to reach the age of 900 years. 
Mahalaleel, of the fifth generation, lived to be 895 (v. 17). Enoch, the 
seventh from Adam, was only 365 years young when God translated 
him to heaven (vv. 23-24). Lamech, of the ninth generation, who was 
Methuselah’s son and Noah’s father, lived to be only 777 (v. 31). The 
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other seven men, including Adam, Seth and Noah, all lived well past 
900 years. In this age of longevity, Methuselah surpassed them all by 
living 969 years.

Think of it: 969 years old! It is almost impossible for us to imagine 
living that long. Very few in our day expect to live nearly a century, 
yet Methuselah lived nearly a millennium. How can we get a sense of 
how long this is? When grandparents are telling their grandchildren 
how old they are, they might illustrate it by saying something like 
this: “I was born before iPhones were invented.” The grandchildren 
are impressed that there was such a thing as a time before iPhones 
and that grandpa saw such a time! But what about Methuselah? If we 
would take Methuselah from his own day and put him in ours, im-
agining that he were 969 years old in the year 2018, that would mean 
he would have been born in the year 1049. Then Methuselah would 
say things like this to illustrate how old he was: “I was born before 
there was a nation called the United States of America. I was even 
born before 1492, when Columbus sailed the ocean blue and arrived 
in North America.” Or Methuselah could say, “I was born before the 
Authorized Version of the Bible was published (1611). I was born be-
fore Martin Luther nailed his Ninety-Five Theses to the church door 
in Wittenberg (1517). I was born before John Calvin’s birth (1509). I 
was even born before the First Crusade (1095-1099) or the Battle of 
Hastings (1066).” Indeed, 969 years is a long time!

But, of course, Methuselah is not 969 years old today, so let us resettle 
him in his proper time. Methuselah belonged to the first ten genera-
tions of men, from the creation of the world until the flood, from 
Adam to Noah. Methuselah was the eighth of those generations: 
Adam, Seth, Enos, Cainan, Mahalaleel, Jared, Enoch, Methuselah, 
Lamech and Noah.

In these generations, there are some significant men. For example, 
there is Adam, the first man created by God of the dust of the earth. 
His name, meaning earth, reminds us all that from dust we were 
taken and unto dust we shall return. Adam, as the representative and 
organic head of the human race, plunged all of humanity into sin by 
his disobedience against God (Rom. 5:12ff.).
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Enoch was also among those first ten generations. Enoch walked 
with God and was His prophet. Enoch announced the judgment 
coming upon wicked men for their ungodliness. Enoch’s prophecy 
apparently stirred those ungodly men to such anger against him 
that they went looking for him to kill him and thus to silence him. 
Though they looked for Enoch, he “was not found, because God had 
translated him” (Heb. 11:5). 

Noah was among the first ten generations as well. In his day, God 
sent the flood to destroy all living things upon the earth as His judg-
ment upon the ungodliness of the world, saving Noah and his family 
in the ark. 

It is there in those first ten generations of men that we find Methu-
selah, the eighth generation, son of Enoch and grandfather of Noah.

Significantly, Methuselah was the last godly man to die before the 
flood. In the days of Methuselah, the earth’s population was rapidly 
expanding and “men began to multiply on the face of the earth” (Gen. 
6:1). However, ungodly men and women comprised the great major-
ity of the earth’s population. The seed of the serpent dominated, while 
the seed of the woman dwindled. Young men from covenant families 
took unbelieving wives, with the consequence that their subsequent 
generations were ungodly, for “the sons of God saw the daughters of 
men that they were fair; and they took them wives of all which they 
chose” (v. 2). The elect remnant grew smaller and smaller, until it had 
diminished to only a few godly men and women amid the teeming 
multitudes of the ungodly. Only Methuselah was left, with his son 
Lamech, and his grandson Noah and his family. Then Lamech died 
at 777 years old, five years before the flood. Finally, Methuselah died 
at 969 years old and that very year God sent the flood. Methuselah 
was the last godly man to die before the flood, leaving only Noah and 
his family as the remnant of God, who were saved in the flood.

Methuselah’s Name

That Methuselah was the last godly man to die before the flood is 
significant. In Methuselah’s death and the sending of the flood, God 
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fulfilled the prophecy that He had made in the name Methuselah. 
The name was a prophecy that God would send the flood when Me-
thuselah died. The name literally means, “When he dies, it shall be 
sent.” The “he” is Methuselah. The “it” is the flood. Thus the name 
Methuselah means, “When Methuselah dies, the flood shall be sent.”

Methuselah! When he dies, it shall be sent!

The ages given in Genesis 5 and 7 confirm that Methuselah’s name 
was in fact a prophecy, for we find that Methuselah died the same 
year God sent the flood. Methuselah was 187 years old when his son 
Lamech was born (5:25). Lamech was 182 when his son Noah was 
born (v. 28). Adding those years together, we find that Grandpa Me-
thuselah was 369 years old when his grandson Noah was born. Six 
hundred years later, when Noah was 600 years old, God sent the flood 
(7:6, 11). That year Methuselah reached 969 years old: 369 years old 
when Noah was born plus 600 years of Noah’s life equals 969 years. 
In the year Methuselah died, God sent the flood.

Methuselah! When he dies, it shall be sent!

Therefore, during Methuselah’s entire lifespan, he personally was a 
prophecy of the impending flood. Every time someone spoke Me-
thuselah’s name, that person was announcing, “When he dies, it shall 
be sent.” Every time Methuselah had a birthday, it was a reminder 
that the flood was that much closer. Methuselah’s life was a count-
down and his death was the deadline. As he passed 900 years, all 
must have known that the flood was coming soon. When he reached 
962 years, the age at which Jared had died, and the longest that any-
one had lived to that point, all must known that the flood was immi-
nent. Methuselah’s name and his very life were God’s prophecy that 
the flood was coming.

Methuselah! When he dies, it shall be sent!

This does not mean that Methuselah died in the flood. This, appar-
ently, was ungodly Hollywood’s interpretation of that history in its 
recent, popular movie entitled Noah. According to the movie crit-
ics who reported on that movie, Hollywood’s portrayal of the flood 
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shows the Methuselah character as being destroyed in the flood 
along with the rest of the world. That portrayal is not correct. Re-
jecting God’s Word and law for their lives, the people of Hollywood 
cannot understand biblical history and apparently cannot even get 
the facts correct. The truth is that Methuselah died in the year of 
the flood but he died before the flood. When God sent the flood, 
Methuselah’s soul was already safely in heaven. God sent the flood 
to destroy ungodly men and women, not to destroy His covenant 
people. All of the righteous who were alive on the earth, which was 
only Noah’s family, God saved in the ark. Methuselah’s name does 
not mean, “It shall be sent, and he shall die.” Rather his name means, 
“When he dies, it shall be sent.”

Methuselah! When he dies, it shall be sent!

There is some disagreement among scholars about the precise trans-
lation of Methuselah’s name. In many popular and reputable Bible 
dictionaries and encyclopaedias, it is suggested that Methuselah’s 
name means “man of the dart [or javelin or spear].”1 However, this 
translation of Methuselah’s name assumes that the Hebrew words 
found in the name Methuselah are actually words from a different 
Semitic language. In reality, the most straightforward translation of 
Methuselah’s name is, “When he dies, it shall be sent.” There are sev-
eral arguments in favour of this translation. First, there are two clear 
Hebrew words that comprise Methuselah’s name. The first word is 
the Hebrew root for death; the second is the Hebrew root for send-
ing. Together, these roots convey the idea, “When he dies, it shall 
be sent.” Second, events themselves confirm the meaning of Methu-
selah’s name, for in the very year Methuselah died, God did indeed 
send the flood. Third, reputable Bible dictionaries also acknowledge 
this meaning of Methuselah’s name.2

Methuselah! When he dies, it shall be sent!

1 See, for instance, “Methuselah” in James Orr (gen. ed.), International Standard 
Bible Encyclopedia (USA: Hendrickson Publishers, 1996), vol. 3, p. 2045.
2 S. Smith and J. Cornwall state, “Methuselah (me-thu’-se-lah) = When he is 
dead it shall be sent; i.e., the flood (root = to send; to dismiss; to stretch out; to 
be cast out)” (The Exhaustive Dictionary of Bible Names [North Brunswick, NJ: 
Bridge-Logos, 1998], p. 173).
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The Coming of Judgment

Methuselah’s name was a prophecy of the coming flood. However, 
his name was not merely the announcement of an event. The flood 
was no mere event. The flood was God’s righteous judgment. The 
flood was the outpouring of the wrath of a just and holy God against 
the lawless iniquity of mankind. Therefore, in announcing the com-
ing flood, Methuselah’s name is a lasting testimony that God judges 
ungodliness.

This full impact of Methuselah’s name becomes evident when we 
read his name in light of the man who named him: his father, Enoch. 
Enoch was a prophet, whose prophecy is recorded in Jude 14-15: 

Enoch also, the seventh from Adam, prophesied of these, 
saying, Behold, the Lord cometh with ten thousands of his 
saints, To execute judgment upon all, and to convince all 
that are ungodly among them of all their ungodly deeds 
which they have ungodly committed, and of all their hard 
speeches which ungodly sinners have spoken against him.

As a prophet, Enoch’s message was one of judgment. Enoch an-
nounced to the ungodly men committing their ungodly deeds that 
the Lord was coming to “execute judgment.” Methuselah’s name was 
an extension and development of Enoch’s prophecy of judgment. 
Methuselah’s name identified when the threatened judgment would 
befall the ungodly: when Methuselah dies, judgment shall be sent. 
Methuselah himself became the prophecy against the ungodly. In 
Methuselah, they could see a countdown to their own destruction at 
the hands of God. When he dies, it shall be sent.

As a message of judgment, Methuselah’s name highlights several 
truths about God’s judgment. 

First, our God judges ungodliness. He is not a God who ignores sin, 
winks at sin or trivializes sin. He is a God who hates ungodliness 
with all of His holy Being. God’s hatred of sin was evident in Methu-
selah’s day. Regarding the wicked men of that age, we read, 
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God saw that the wickedness of man was great in the 
earth, and that every imagination of the thoughts of his 
heart was only evil continually. And it repented the Lord 
that he had made man on the earth, and it grieved him at 
his heart (Gen. 6:5-6). 

“Repented” in this passage does not signify that God changed His 
mind or that He regretted His decision to make man, as though it were 
a mistake. God’s repenting is an example of an anthropomorphism 
or more precisely an anthropopathism, the ascribing of human char-
acteristics to Jehovah, in order to help us lowly and finite creatures 
understand the infinite and exalted One. So great was God’s anger 
against sin that, from man’s viewpoint, He would reverse course and 
disavow man as the work of His hands. From God’s viewpoint, there 
was no reversal, of course, for the flood was eternally decreed in His 
counsel. Nevertheless, the anthropomorphizing of God’s repentance 
emphasizes to man how terrible is the wrath of God against sin. So 
also with the word “grieved” in this passage, which emphasizes the 
heartfelt anger of God against man’s sin.

God’s hatred of man’s sin is further emphasized by Enoch’s prophecy, 
recorded in Jude 15: 

To execute judgment upon all, and to convince all that 
are ungodly among them of all their ungodly deeds 
which they have ungodly committed, and of all their hard 
speeches which ungodly sinners have spoken against him.

“Ungodly” means irreverent or impious. It denotes one who has no 
reverent fear and awe of God, but brazenly defies God and His law. 
“Ungodly” is repeated to emphasize God’s great anger against such 
ungodliness. Even the most hardened sinner cannot help but get the 
message that God hates ungodliness.

God judges ungodliness. This truth gives us pause because we are 
ungodly by nature. All our sin is ungodliness. Our old man of sin is 
ungodly. Such ungodliness God hates. Such ungodliness God judges. 
Let this message of judgment, witnessed by Methuselah’s name, drive 
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us to broken-hearted repentance for all of our transgressions. A bro-
ken and a contrite heart God will not despise (Ps. 51:17).

Second, God’s judgment destroys those upon whom it falls. God’s 
judgment is not a slap on the wrist, but is fierce and even violent. The 
fierceness of God’s judgment was demonstrated by the flood, which 
Methuselah’s name threatened. While Methuselah was still alive, God 
announced the flood to Noah with these words: “The end of all flesh 
is come before me; for the earth is filled with violence through them; 
and, behold, I will destroy them with the earth” (Gen. 6:13). God’s 
judgment is to “destroy” the wicked and to make an “end of all flesh.”

The fierceness of God’s judgment is further demonstrated by the ac-
tual event of the flood. In the flood, the earth was blasted under the 
righteous judgment of God. The Bible’s descriptions of it are chilling: 
“the same day were all the fountains of the great deep broken up” 
(7:11). “The fountains of the great deep” refer to the great reserves of 
water upon which God founded the earth in the beginning (Ps. 24:2; 
136:6; II Pet. 3:5). Under the earth was the great deep, the waters of 
which replenished the earth through her fountains and springs. In 
the flood, those fountains and springs were broken up, so that the 
waters of the great deep came exploding up from the earth to cover 
it. The idea is not that a few geysers spurted out of the earth, like one 
might see in Yellowstone National Park in the United States. Rather, 
the idea is more like enormous subterranean bombs blowing up, 
shaking the earth, with water erupting out of the ground, carrying 
mud and rocks high into the air to rain down on the earth. The great 
deep exploded onto the earth as its fountains were broken up. That is 
violent, fearsome judgment.

During the flood, “the windows of heaven were opened” (Gen. 7:11). 
The opening of heaven’s windows does not refer to mere rain. There 
certainly was rain during the flood for “forty days and forty nights” 
(v. 12). Nevertheless, the rain was a separate event from the opening 
of the windows of heaven.3 The opening of the windows of heaven 

3 Evidence that rain was a separate event from the opening of the windows of 
heaven is found at the end of the flood, recorded in Genesis 8:2. There were three 
distinct sources of water that God stopped: “The fountains also of the deep and 
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refers to the dropping down of the great reserves of water that were 
above the firmament. During the creation week, God had created the 
firmament on the second day, which firmament or expanse “divided 
the waters which were under the firmament from the waters which 
were above the firmament” (1:7). Just as the waters below the firma-
ment were later gathered into one place and called “Seas” (v. 10), so 
those waters above the firmament were a great ocean of water. The 
waters above were held back from covering the earth by the firma-
ment, which divided the waters above from the waters below. During 
the flood, God opened the windows of heaven, so that that ocean 
of water came falling down upon the earth. If even a hard rain can 
churn the earth to mud and send swollen rivers flooding over their 
banks, then how much more destructive must have been the opening 
of the windows of heaven. So violent was it that “the world that then 
was, being overflowed with water, perished” (II Pet. 3:6). 

The judgment of the Lord is severe. It destroys those upon whom it 
falls. Let this message of judgment, witnessed by Methuselah’s name, 
drive us to seek mercy from our God, before whom no ungodly man 
can stand. “If thou, Lord, shouldest mark iniquities, O Lord, who 
shall stand? But there is forgiveness with thee, that thou mayest be 
feared” (Ps. 130:3-4).

The Flood as a Type of the Final Judgment

As an announcement of the coming judgment of the flood, Methu-
selah’s name is eschatological. The flood was God’s judgment upon 
ungodliness but it was not the final judgment of God upon ungodli-
ness. Judgment remains and judgment is a prominent feature of the 
end times. It is true that judgment is not the main theme of eschatol-
ogy. The main theme and event of eschatology is the return of Jesus 
Christ from heaven, which return will be for the final salvation of the 
church to the everlasting glory of God. Nevertheless, judgment is a 
prominent feature of the Lord’s return.

the windows of heaven were stopped, and the rain from heaven was restrained.” 
One source of water was the windows of heaven, which were then stopped. An-
other source was the rain from heaven, which was then restrained.
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The Bible makes clear that judgment is a prominent theme of es-
chatology. First, many of the signs of our Lord’s return are them-
selves judgments: wars and rumours of wars, famines, pestilences 
and earthquakes in diverse places are all judgments of God upon the 
wickedness of mankind (Matt. 24:6-7). These signs culminate in the 
great signs in the heavens and earth immediately before the return of 
Christ, when the wicked shall cry out to the mountains, “Fall on us, 
and hide us from the face of him that sitteth on the throne, and from 
the wrath of the Lamb: For the great day of his wrath is come; and 
who shall be able to stand?” (Rev. 6:16-17). 

Second, at His return, our Lord will raise the dead and then sit as the 
Judge, presiding over the final judgment. In this final judgment, all 
men will stand before Jesus Christ, in order that the verdict of their 
guilt or innocence may be publicly declared to all present. “For we 
must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ; that every one 
may receive the things done in his body, according to that he hath 
done, whether it be good or bad” (II Cor. 5:10). In this judgment, 
all of God’s elect people, covered in the blood of Jesus, shall be vin-
dicated, as Christ declares their blessedness and ushers them into 
their everlasting inheritance with these words: “Come, ye blessed of 
my Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the founda-
tion of the world” (Matt. 25:34). All of the reprobate ungodly shall 
be publicly condemned, as Christ curses them and banishes them to 
everlasting destruction in hell with these words: “Depart from me, 
ye cursed, into everlasting fire, prepared for the devil and his angels” 
(v. 41).

Third, at the return of Christ, the reprobate shall suffer God’s eternal 
judgment in hell. Hell is a real place that God has prepared for all of 
the ungodly, in which they shall be destroyed eternally. Part of the 
horror of hell is that the ungodly shall be eternally consumed under 
God’s just wrath without ever being annihilated by it. Their punish-
ment shall be eternal, as Jesus taught: “these shall go away into ever-
lasting punishment” (v. 46).

In these ways, judgment is a prominent feature of eschatology. 
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Inasmuch as the flood was God’s judgment upon ungodly men, it 
was a type of God’s final judgment upon ungodliness at the return 
of Christ. The Scriptures explicitly connect God’s judgment in the 
flood to the final judgment, so that the flood serves as a pointer to 
the coming judgment. Our Lord connected these events in His great 
discourse on eschatology in Matthew 24 and 25. Speaking of His re-
turn to judge, Jesus declared, 

But of that day and hour knoweth no man, no, not the an-
gels of heaven, but my Father only. But as the days of Noe 
were, so shall also the coming of the Son of man be. For 
as in the days that were before the flood they were eating 
and drinking, marrying and giving in marriage, until the 
day that Noe entered into the ark, And knew not until the 
flood came, and took them all away; so shall also the com-
ing of the Son of man be (24:36-39). 

In his second epistle, Peter teaches that the flood, which was God’s 
judgment through water, was a type of God’s final judgment, which 
will be God’s judgment through fire: 

For this they willingly are ignorant of, that by the word 
of God the heavens were of old, and the earth standing 
out of the water and in the water: Whereby the world that 
then was, being overflowed with water, perished: But the 
heavens and the earth, which are now, by the same word 
are kept in store, reserved unto fire against the day of 
judgment and perdition of ungodly men (3:5-7).

In the context of this final judgment, Methuselah’s name has signifi-
cance for the church of Jesus Christ today. Methuselah’s name an-
nounced God’s coming judgment by the flood. Inasmuch as the flood 
was a precursor of the final judgment, Methuselah’s name is a per-
petual testimony that God is coming to judge the ungodly. Regard-
ing the judgment of the flood, Methuselah’s name promised, “It shall 
be sent.” So also regarding the judgment by fire, Methuselah’s name 
testifies, “It shall be sent.”
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In fact, we could even say that Methuselah’s name was a prophecy 
primarily of the final judgment, not of the flood. Yes, the flood was 
the historical type and shadow of coming judgment, so that Methu-
selah’s name was a prophecy of the flood: “When he dies, the flood 
shall be sent.” Nevertheless, the ultimate judgment that Methuselah’s 
name announced was not the historical type but the spiritual reality 
in the day of Jesus Christ. This is evident from Enoch’s prophecy: 
“Behold, the Lord cometh with ten thousands of his saints, to execute 
judgment upon all” (Jude 14-15). Enoch described the judgment as 
the Lord’s coming with ten thousands of His saints. That judgment 
happened as a type in the flood but the ultimate fulfilment of that 
judgment awaits the coming of the Lord with myriads of His saints. 
That coming of the Lord is still a future event, described by Paul as 
“the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ with all his saints” (I Thess. 
3:13). Just as Enoch’s prophecy was ultimately a prophecy of the final 
judgment with the flood as its type, so also Methuselah’s name is ul-
timately a prophecy of the final judgment with the flood as its type.

Therefore, Methuselah’s name still announces to the world, “Judg-
ment shall be sent.” The world is still under a countdown to judg-
ment and there is still a deadline when it shall be sent. The count-
down is not marked by the years of Methuselah’s life anymore; no 
man knows the day or the hour of the glorious appearance of the 
Lord on the clouds of heaven (Matt. 24:36). Nevertheless, the judg-
ment is still counting down, marked by the clock of God’s eternal 
counsel. There is still a deadline for judgment, marked on the cal-
endar of God’s eternal decree. When the time for that judgment is 
fulfilled, “It shall be sent.”

The certainty of this coming judgment exposes all denials of this 
judgment as unbelieving folly. Denial of a coming judgment is popu-
lar in our day. The reigning evolutionary worldview has no room for 
the doctrine of a final judgment. Atheistic evolutionists speak of the 
cessation of life millions and billions of years in the future when the 
sun cools. Today, atheistic evolutionists imagine the advancement of 
life to an even higher evolutionary tier, by which life will ascend be-
yond the limits of our present world. However, in all of their dream-
ing there is no judgment because there is no God to whom all crea-
tures must answer. 
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So also universalists deny the coming of judgment. Universalists 
teach a universal love of God for all men. Such a universal love pre-
vents God from destroying anyone in judgment or at least prevents 
God from destroying anyone in everlasting judgment. In the end, 
God’s universal love will conquer every human heart, so that there 
can be no such thing as hell or at least no such thing as an everlasting 
hell.

This is to say nothing of the widespread pagan religions, which teach 
that life is an everlasting cycle of rebirth and reincarnation, so that 
whatever judgment (or karma) exists is only temporary. Eventually, 
it can be overcome by one’s own merits.

Over against all of these denials of God’s judgment stands the testi-
mony of Methuselah, “Judgment shall be sent!”

The Salvation of God’s Church

Judgment shall be sent.

It is judgment that we deserve. God’s people carry with them the old 
man of sin, who is corrupt, totally depraved and worthy of judgment. 
God’s people transgress God’s law, with the smallest sin deserving 
“extreme, that is … everlasting punishment of both body and soul” 
in hell (Heidelberg Catechism, A. 11). Apart from God’s grace, Me-
thuselah’s name would stand as a testimony of our impending doom: 
“Judgment shall be sent.”

However, in God’s mercy His judgment does not consume us. God’s 
people have a refuge from His judgment through their Lord Jesus 
Christ. Each saint appeals to God’s covenant faithfulness as he or she 
beseeches Jehovah to “enter not into judgment with thy servant: for 
in thy sight shall no man living be justified” (Ps. 143:2). In His mercy, 
He Himself becomes our refuge from judgment, having sent His only 
begotten Son to bear the curse that we deserved. The fountains of 
the great deep of God’s curse were broken up upon Jesus Christ, the 
windows of God’s judgment were opened in a deluge upon Him and 
the flood of God’s wrath fell upon our Lord. Submerged in that flood 



Behold, I Come Quickly

120

of judgment, He cried out with a loud voice, “My God, my God, why 
hast thou forsaken me?” (Matt. 27:46). Judgment shall be sent, but 
every last drop of the flood of God’s judgment regarding the elect 
broke upon the head of our Lord and He bore it all in our place. We 
are delivered from the wrath of God through the death of Jesus.

What is more, in God’s mercy, His just judgment that destroys the 
ungodly becomes a powerful aspect of our salvation. The flood that 
destroyed the wicked world was the salvation of Noah and his fam-
ily. What sorrow the godly remnant must have endured in the days 
before the flood, as the ungodly steadily increased and the righteous 
decreased. Godly Methuselah, Lamech, Noah and his family must 
have mourned, as they watched brothers and sisters, cousins, uncles 
and aunts slowly leaving the church. Through the intermarrying of 
the parents, the children were cut off, until only a very few were left. 
Then Lamech died, and it was only Methuselah, his grandson Noah 
and Noah’s family. How they must have beheld with spiritual horror 
the encroachment of the wicked world. How they must have warned 
their children of the spiritual threat of the ungodly. How they must 
have prayed to be preserved from apostasy and not be cut off in their 
generations. And how much more precious Methuselah’s name must 
have become to them every year as a promise of their deliverance. 
When he dies, it shall be sent! 

So it is with the people of God today who watch the wicked world 
encroach into our own lives, and the lives of our families and chil-
dren. What grave spiritual threats a covenant family faces today, as 
the means for accessing the world’s corruption proliferates through 
modern technology and ever-expanding social media. What dangers 
our covenant youth face, as the wicked world targets their hearts to 
draw them away with all of the pleasures of the world. Just as the 
daughters of men were the bait in Methuselah’s day, so all of the 
pleasures of the flesh are the bait today, and the bait is remorselessly 
and aggressively pushed at them. How the covenant member today 
prays to be preserved from apostasy and not to be cut off in his gen-
erations. How we long more and more for the final coming of our 
Lord Jesus Christ, when the wicked world shall be judged and we 
shall be brought to everlasting glory. How much more precious does 
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the promise of the Lord’s coming become to us every year, as a prom-
ise of our deliverance. It shall be sent!

For the saints in Methuselah’s day, his name was not a threat of judg-
ment, filling them with terror. His name was a gospel promise of 
their deliverance: “When he dies, it shall be sent!” In this respect, 
Methuselah’s name was an Old Testament echo of the rich promise 
of Jesus Christ that He is returning. The New Testament equivalent 
of Methuselah’s Old Testament name is the promise of Jesus Christ: 
“Behold, I come quickly” (Rev. 22:7).

Methuselah!

It shall be sent!

Surely I come quickly!

The flood, although judgment upon the wicked world, was salvation 
for Noah and his family. In a remarkable commentary on the flood, 
Peter tells us that Noah and his family were saved by the waters of 
the flood. They were saved in the ark but not by the ark; they were 
saved by water: “few, that is, eight souls were saved by water” (I Pet. 
3:20)! The judgment of the wicked world was the salvation of God’s 
people. So it shall be when our Lord returns. Although He executes 
judgment upon the ungodly world, He comes to save His covenant 
people.

The promise of God extends yet further. Not only does He promise 
that we shall be saved from the flood of His wrath but He also prom-
ises that we shall be saved unto the flood of His blessing: 

Yet now hear, O Jacob my servant; and Israel, whom I 
have chosen: Thus saith the Lord that made thee, and 
formed thee from the womb, which will help thee; Fear 
not, O Jacob, my servant; and thou, Jesurun, whom I have 
chosen. For I will pour water upon him that is thirsty, and 
floods upon the dry ground: I will pour my spirit upon 
thy seed, and my blessing upon thine offspring: And they 
shall spring up as among the grass, as willows by the water 
courses (Isa. 44:1-4). 
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Christ Himself, as our living water, nourishes us with the flood of His 
covenant blessings unto everlasting life.

The coming of judgment is no threat to God’s people but is our great 
hope, as we look for the appearing of our Lord Jesus Christ.

So what do we know about Methuselah? 

Very much, as it turns out. He died when he was 969; the oldest man 
ever to live; the eighth generation from Adam. Also this: his name is 
the promise that our Lord returns.

Methuselah!

It shall be sent!

Surely I come quickly!

Even so, come, Lord Jesus. Amen.
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Part 2: Chapter 8

The Hope of Creation for 
Christ’s Coming
David J. Engelsma

For the earnest expectation of the creature waiteth for the manifestation 
of the sons of God. For the creature was made subject to vanity, not will-
ingly, but by reason of him who hath subjected the same in hope, Because 
the creature itself also shall be delivered from the bondage of corruption 
into the glorious liberty of the children of God. For we know that the whole 
creation groaneth and travaileth in pain together until now (Romans 
8:19-22).

Introduction

The truth of the last things is the message of hope.

Emphatically, it is not a message of fear and foreboding—not for us 
who believe on Jesus Christ. To view this truth as a message of fear 
is a danger for God’s people. Then our thinking is that the last things 
are only catastrophes in nature, wars in the world of nations, anti-
christs and persecution in the realm of the church. We are inclined to 
view the last things as disturbing and frightening. Then our attitude 
is, “We hope that the end is far distant.”

Rather, the truth of the last things is hopeful for believers and their 
children—not for everyone, but for the true church and her mem-
bers. Jesus Christ is coming again! His coming is our deliverance, 
our complete deliverance, from the wicked, from all the miseries of 
our present existence, from sin and from death. His coming is our 
resurrection in the body, our eternal life, our glory and our peaceful 
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dwelling in a new creation. The truth of the last things or eschatol-
ogy is bliss!

The entire eighth chapter of Romans is the proclamation of hope. 
Verse 18 promises a future glory with which “the sufferings of this 
present time are not worthy to be compared.” Verse 23 pictures the 
saints groaning for the coming redemption of their bodies. Explic-
itly, verses 24 and 25 celebrate hope: by hope we are saved and we 
hope for the perfection of salvation that we do not yet see.

Verses 19-22 burst with hope. The “earnest expectation” is hope (v. 
19). The certainty of being delivered from the bondage of corrup-
tion is hope (v. 21). Also the groaning of verse 22 is the expression 
of hope. Verse 20 mentions hope. But the hope that looms large in 
verses 19-22 is that of the “creature” or “creation.” It is not the hope 
of humans, although its purpose is the maintenance of the hope of 
elect humans. Nevertheless, the passage proclaims the hope of the 
creation.

Here is a truth that is often overlooked in a consideration of the truth 
of the last things. Not only is the message of the truth of the end 
times the gospel of hope for God’s people but also it is the good news 
of the hope of the creation.

What This Is

The apostle does not speak in Romans 8:19-22 of the hope of the 
elect people of God. This is the striking aspect of these verses, since 
the elect, believing children of God are the only humans who have 
hope. The reprobate ungodly have no hope. They have no hope in 
this life. They have no hope regarding the second coming of Christ 
and the end of all things. They rather dread that coming of Christ as 
the greatest evil for themselves, which indeed it will be. The elect, be-
lieving children of God have hope. Their hope is spoken of in verses 
17-18 and 23-39.

That which has hope in verses 19-22 is the “creature,” as it is named 
in verses 19-21, or the “creation,” as it is called in verse 22. The hope 



The Hope of Creation for Christ’s Coming

125

of the creature or creation is that it will share one day in the great 
good that Christ will give to the children of God (v. 19). 

The subject is the “creation” that God made in the beginning, on the 
first five and one half days of the original creation week, with all the 
various creatures that belong to the creation: sun, moon and stars; 
land and water; plants; and animals. “Creature” and “creation” in 
these verses are exclusive of humans. Four times the original text of 
Scripture uses the same word in these verses. Three times the Author-
ized Version translates the word as “creature.” Once, the last time, in 
verse 22, the Authorized Version translates the word as “creation.” 
All four times the reference is to the physical universe, especially the 
earth, which the Creator designed as the habitation of humans. The 
viewpoint is the oneness of the creation, especially the earthly crea-
tion: “the whole creation” (v. 22). Included are the various, particular 
creatures that make up the creation.

The creation has hope! Not only do we believing humans have hope 
but also the creation has hope.

The text clearly establishes the fact of the creation’s hope. Hope is the 
expectation of, and longing for, good in the future—great good. The 
creation has this expectation of good: “the earnest expectation” of 
the creation (v. 19). The longing of the creation is implied by the ear-
nest expectation and is expressed in verse 19: the creation “waiteth 
for” great good in the future. The intensity of this longing comes out 
in the original Greek word translated as “earnest expectation.” The 
Greek word literally means “the stretching out of the neck.” So eager, 
so intense, is the creation’s hope for this great good in the future, so 
concentrated is the creation upon this great good, that it stretches out 
its metaphorical neck to see and to have the great good. It is straining 
toward the future good. 

The occasion of the creation’s hope is its present misery. Fervent 
hope always arises from circumstances of present misery. The sick 
man hopes for health. The lonely person eagerly anticipates a friend. 
The engaged man longs ardently for his bride-to-be. A nation at war 
hopes for peace. The misery of the creation is its vanity: “the creature 
was made subject to vanity” (v. 20). Vanity is a dreadful misery. All 
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of creation, vast as it is, and with all its tremendous powers and ener-
gies, is futile, apart from God’s grace in Jesus Christ, apart from the 
great good proclaimed in Romans 8. Creation never gets anywhere. 
It never reaches a worthwhile end or goal. With all its resources and 
powers, it accomplishes nothing—nothing of any worth. 

Specifically, creation never reaches the only worthwhile goal of glo-
rifying God by becoming the peaceful, beautiful, secure home of a 
human race that worships and serves the one, true God. The vanity 
of the creation, as of every creature, is due to the falling away from 
God, the Creator of the creation, on the part of the human race in 
Adam. “Vanity!”—here is the New Testament echo of the dreadful 
message of the Old Testament book of Ecclesiastes: “Vanity of vani-
ties … vanity of vanities; all is vanity” (1:2)!

This vanity has its direct cause, which is “the bondage of corruption” 
(Rom. 8:21). Every creature and the whole creation are in bondage. 
The creation is a slave. Bondage makes the creation’s existence and 
energies and movement vain: for the slave, who labours tirelessly and 
often painfully for another, his life is vain.

The bondage of creation is misery, a form of death, for that which en-
slaves the creation is corruption: “the bondage of corruption” (v. 21). 
The truth of this is evident on every hand in the creation. Everything 
breaks down; everything decays; everything perishes; everything 
dies. Science sees this and reckons with it. There is an important sci-
entific law that reflects the creation’s bondage of corruption. 

Corruption is the effect of the power of death. Therefore, the misery 
of the creation, its vanity, is the same as the misery of the human 
race: death. Death enslaves the creation. Death corrupts everything. 
Death renders the whole creation and every creature vain.

Awful as the misery of creation is, inasmuch as it is death, this misery 
is still worse in light of the explanation of the misery: “made subject 
to vanity, not willingly, but by reason of him who hath subjected the 
same in hope” (v. 20). The corruption of death in the creation is not 
natural, as evolutionists, including theistic evolutionists, teach. Here 
the Christian faith wars with evolutionary science in all its forms. 
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The text denies that death was part of the creation from the begin-
ning. Originally, the creation was not vain because of death. The 
teaching of the apostle in the passage is in harmony with the account 
of creation in Genesis 1: God made the universe good without the 
corrupting power of death. Originally, as it came forth from its Crea-
tor, the creation was purposeful. The whole vast universe, including 
every creature in it, glorified the Creator. Therefore, the earth was 
the peaceful and blissful habitation of man. The teaching of Romans 
8 also harmonizes with Genesis 3 that death entered into God’s good 
world. According to Romans 8:20, the creation was “made subject to 
vanity”—the vanity of death.

The question is, by whom was the creation made subject to vanity? 
The answer of verse 20 is, “by reason of him who hath subjected the 
same in hope.” This was not Adam, as one might be inclined to re-
spond. Adam did not subject the world to vanity “in hope.” Adam 
subjected the creation to vanity, to the bondage of corruption, hope-
lessly. 

The one who subjected the creation to vanity was God. That makes 
the misery of the creation terrible. Vanity, corruption and death are 
divine judgments. They are the expression of the Creator’s wrath 
upon the whole creation. The apostle has his eye on God’s sentence 
pronounced upon the creation in Genesis 3:17-19: “Cursed is the 
ground” for the sake of man who sinned. 

Oh, the misery of the creation! Upon it lies the destroying curse of 
God, blasting the creation’s hope, rendering all of the creation’s en-
ergies and movements vain, inflicting upon the whole creation the 
sentence of death. 

Seemingly hopeless, therefore, is the creation. 

Nevertheless, in its misery the creation has hope: “the creature [i.e., 
creation] itself also shall be delivered from the bondage of corrup-
tion” (Rom. 8:21). From its bondage, the creation will be freed. There 
will no more be corruption because there will no longer be death. 
Therefore, the creation will no longer be subject to vanity. The curse 
will be lifted. The creation will be at liberty, serving the purpose of 
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glorifying its Creator and Deliverer as the peaceful, blissful home of 
elect, redeemed humanity from all nations and races. That will be the 
glory of the creation as its present bondage is the creation’s shame. 

This good of the creation is certain: “shall be delivered” (v. 21). Hope, 
biblical hope, is certainty. The creation does not merely desire its fu-
ture good. Of this good, it is assured and therefore certain.

This liberty, glory and life of the creation will exceed those of the cre-
ation in the beginning. God will not merely restore the glorious con-
dition that the creation enjoyed when it was brought into existence. 
God is not a heavenly repairman. When God delivers the creation, it 
will be delivered “into the glorious liberty of the children of God” (v. 
21), not merely into the former glory of Adam. The glorious liberty 
of the children of God is the liberty of the glory of the redeemed and 
renewed church of the elect. Theirs is the liberty of the glory of the 
risen Jesus Christ. Creation will share in the resurrection life of the 
Son of God in human flesh, risen from the dead, and exalted into a 
life and glory far greater than those of the first Adam. 

Oh, what a creation that will be! It will be the same creation that God 
made in the beginning of Genesis 1. It will not be a new and differ-
ent creation. But it will be that creation renewed, re-formed and re-
created by and for Jesus Christ, and without snakes (Isa. 11:8).

For this liberty of the glory of the risen Jesus Christ, the creation is 
now hoping and this it will have in the day of Christ at His coming. 
For this liberty, delivering it from its present bondage, the creation 
patiently waits. Wiser than the postmillennialists, the creation ex-
pects this deliverance, not in a glorious age within history, prior to 
the coming of Christ, but at the end of history, at Jesus’ bodily return. 
The creation waits “for the manifestation of the sons of God” (Rom. 
8:19). The manifestation of the sons of God is the resurrection of 
the bodies of the elect children of God. This will be the saving act of 
Christ at His coming at the end of history. 

The creation has its hope because God is gracious to His creation.
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Why This Is So

The reason for the creation’s hope of coming liberty and glory is not 
that nature has the inherent power to deliver itself, as some evolu-
tionary thinkers optimistically teach. Creation “shall be delivered” 
(v. 21). It will not deliver itself.

Neither is the explanation that mankind will deliver the creation, 
particularly the earthly creation. This is the dream of the environ-
mentalists. Man cannot deliver himself from death, corruption and 
vanity. Much less can he deliver the earthly creation. On the contra-
ry, man is the cause of the creation’s misery. The creation was cursed 
because of Adam’s transgression and the entire race sinned in Adam. 
To that original sin of the race that plunged the creation under the 
curse and into the bondage of corruption, verse 20 vividly points: the 
creation “was made subject to vanity, not willingly.” As Adam put out 
his hand for the forbidden fruit, the whole creation, looking on in 
horror, exclaimed, “No! No!”

Nothing can be looked for from the human race in the way of deliv-
erance of the creation from the bondage of corruption. Still today, in 
all kinds of ways, man’s folly, man’s greed, and man’s selfish steward-
ship of the creation and of its various creatures destroy the creation. 
In the language of Romans 8, the sinful, foolish, self-seeking human 
race continually tightens the fetters that hold the creation in bond-
age. 

But the hope of the creation is God. More fully, the hope of the crea-
tion is God in His grace in Jesus Christ. God is the one who subjected 
the creation to vanity “in hope” (v. 20). In His just judgment, God 
cursed the creation but not hopelessly, not without hope, not without 
hope for the creation. God was gracious to His creation, providing 
for its future deliverance by the same Saviour who would redeem 
Adam, Eve and all elect humans. 

God loves His creation, His world, the cosmos (John 3:16)—not only 
elect humans but also the creation.

Jesus Christ redeemed the creation by His death—not only men and 
women, but also the creation, which is His handiwork in the begin-
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ning and His home in the future, in which He will live with His peo-
ple.

God made His covenant with the creation—the covenant with Noah 
(Gen. 9).

From eternity, God ordained the creation as the liberated, glorious, 
blissful, peaceful home of the last Adam and those who are Christ’s 
by faith.

The creation is the object of God’s grace not independently, but in the 
creation’s relationship with Christ and the church. The creation will 
share in “the glorious liberty of the children of God” (Rom. 8:21). 
The creation waits for “the manifestation of the sons of God” (v. 19). 

Make no mistake. It is not some common grace of God outside of 
Jesus Christ that is the reason for the hope of the creation but the one 
renewing grace of God in Jesus Christ. According to verses 19-22, 
there is one renewing grace both of the children of God and of the 
creation. This one renewing grace is founded on one redeeming grace, 
both of the children of God and of the creation. Both the children of 
God and the creation have one hope based on this one grace. This 
one grace is the very special and definitely particular grace of God 
in Jesus Christ. That the grace of God toward His creation is par-
ticular regarding humans is taught clearly in verse 30: “whom he did 
predestinate, them he also called: and whom he called, them he also 
justified: and whom he justified, them he also glorified.”

This almighty, effectual grace will liberate the creation in the day of 
Christ. The present form of the creation will burn with fervent heat. 
The basic elements of creation, the essence of the creation, will en-
dure. God will not make a new and different creation; He will deliver 
the present, original creation. 

Out of the fiery destruction will come a renewed creation, delivered 
from the bondage of corruption and glorious beyond all imagina-
tion. God will save His creation by the wonder of His grace in the 
cosmic Saviour, Jesus Christ.



The Hope of Creation for Christ’s Coming

131

This God will do to the creation for us, His children. How Romans 8 
emphasizes that God’s future renewal of the creation will be on be-
half of His children: creation waits for the manifestation of the sons 
of God; creation shall be delivered into the glorious liberty of the 
children of God. A good father establishes a home for his family in 
which he may dwell with them. As the good Father, God will do no 
less. The new world will be the dwelling of the children of God with 
their Father in Jesus Christ.

For this lovely home in which we will live with our Father, we hope.

To be refashioned into this home, the creation hopes.

How This Is Expressed

Not only does the creation hope but it also expresses its hope. In its 
“earnest expectation” of the coming good for itself, creation stretches 
out its neck for the realization of its hope (v. 19). In addition, crea-
tion “groaneth and travaileth in pain” (v. 22). Scripture here uses the 
figure of personification. A human with hope strains to see the re-
alization of his hope, as a lonely wife looks out the door to see her 
husband returning. A sick man groans in his strong desire to regain 
health and to be released from the hospital. With the exact figure in 
mind in verse 22, a woman travails in pain, hopefully to give birth to 
her child. In that travail, she groans.

Romans 8:22 employs a figure that expresses the reality that God 
has worked into the creation by His providence. The very reason the 
creation continues to exist and to function is its hope of the deliv-
erance at Christ’s coming. This is the creation’s earnest expectation 
and waiting. Take this hope away from the creation and the whole 
creation would cease to exist. Although the wicked hordes, including 
the learned scientists, ignore and even ridicule the gospel, such is 
the dependence of the entire, vast creation upon the gospel that, if it 
were not for the gospel’s gracious promise that the creation will one 
day be delivered from the bondage of corruption into the glorious 
liberty of the children of God, the whole creation would forthwith 
pass out of existence.
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All the upheavals in creation—storms, floods, volcanoes and espe-
cially earthquakes—are creation’s groaning in its birth pangs—its tra-
vail—to be reborn as the new creation. These groanings of creation 
are not the groanings of despair but of hope. Oh, what a groaning in 
the creation! What convulsions! As creation is huge, the groanings 
are loud. The convulsions are earth-shaking. We ought not to be deaf 
to, or oblivious of, them.

We must not be deaf or blind regarding the groaning and travail of 
the creation, because this groaning and travail of the creation in its 
hope must quicken our hope. This is the purpose of this marvellous 
passage of Holy Scripture. Such a great good is the coming of Christ 
that the creation hopes for it. If the creation has an earnest expecta-
tion for Christ’s coming and waits for it, how much more ought not 
we to hope for it. After all, the great good is mainly ours. It will be 
“the manifestation of the sons of God” (v. 19). It will mean “the glori-
ous liberty of the children of God” (v. 21).

Should not we children of God be looking for the coming of Christ 
with outstretched necks? Should not we sons and daughters of God 
be waiting for it as the one, main object of our hope—not success at 
work, marriage, wealth or any other earthly thing? Should not we 
elect and redeemed humans groan in our desires for Christ’s coming 
and what we will enjoy then? 

We may not lose our strong, concentrated hope—because time pass-
es or because we have it good in this world or because, burdened by 
troubles and disappointments, we sink into depression.

Christ Jesus comes. His coming is near. Then we will enjoy the full 
manifestation of the children of God. Then we will be fully delivered 
from the bondage of corruption into the glorious liberty of the chil-
dren of God.

Hope for the coming of Christ! Patiently wait for Him! Look eagerly 
for Him! Long for Him!

The creation does. Amen.
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Part 3: Chapter 9

Disorderliness and the Second 
Coming of Christ
Martyn McGeown

Scripture: II Thessalonians 3

At the British Reformed Fellowship Family Conference, the attend-
ees listened to stirring doctrinal speeches on grand theological sub-
jects. We learned about the mighty signs that herald the coming of 
Jesus Christ. We heard about the epic battle between the kingdom of 
God and the kingdom of darkness, a battle in which Christ is sover-
eign and victorious. Above all, we were directed to our great Chris-
tian hope—“the glorious appearing” of our great God and Saviour, 
Jesus Christ (Titus 2:13). This book, in its various chapters, expresses 
this heartwarming truth in written form.

With this rich theology comes a danger, for the knowledge of God 
can become intoxicating. That is not because of any fault in the truth 
of God regarding the last times or, indeed, in any of the speeches. 
This is the fault of our sinful flesh. We can misuse even the most ex-
hilarating biblical doctrines. And we will, if we yield to Satan’s temp-
tation in this matter.

A Warning Against Disorderliness

Probably, Paul’s two most eschatological epistles, that is, letters that 
deal most directly and extensively with the last things, are I and II 
Thessalonians. In I Thessalonians, especially chapters 4-5, Paul writes 
of Christ’s second coming. In II Thessalonians, especially chapter 2, 
Paul corrects a misconception concerning the Lord’s return—the 
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Thessalonians believed that the second coming was “at hand” (v. 2). 
By “at hand,” the Thessalonians meant imminent or just around the 
corner, as if Christ could come at any moment without the need for 
signs. Paul had not taught them that but they had misunderstood his 
teaching. 

The Thessalonian error, as it is sometimes called, had practical ef-
fects. Some of the Thessalonians, excited by the prospect of the im-
minent coming of Christ, neglected their earthly callings. They gave 
up their jobs, they sat around waiting for Jesus to arrive and in the 
meantime they became busybodies. Paul describes them in II Thes-
salonians 3:11: “we hear that there are some which walk among you 
disorderly, working not at all, but are busybodies.”

That is a striking way to end the second canonical epistle to the Thes-
salonians and this is how I begin this chapter. You have read great 
things about eschatology in Scripture and this book but do not react 
to the doctrine in the way some members of the church at Thessa-
lonica did: do not become disorderly, idle or busybodies. 

The word “disorderly” in verse 11 is significant. It means “out of the 
ranks” and has a military flavour to it. If the church is an army, a 
“disorderly” member is one who steps out of line. He does not keep 
to his place; he deviates from the rule. 

Paul used the same Greek word in I Thessalonians 5:14: “warn them 
that are unruly.” “Unruly” is a translation of the same Greek word 
that is translated as “disorderly” in II Thessalonians 3:11. “Warn them 
that step out of line” is a good translation, which gives the sense. 

Clearly, the warning of I Thessalonians 5:14 did not have the desired 
effect with respect to all the members in Thessalonica. Therefore, in 
II Thessalonians 3, Paul repeats and enforces the warning: “withdraw 
yourselves from every brother that walketh disorderly” (v. 6). 

To walk disorderly is not merely to fail to keep rank in the military 
march but it is persistently to wander out of rank. A disorderly sol-
dier wanders off, neglects his military calling and interferes with the 
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callings of the other soldiers by encouraging them to follow him out 
of rank.

From such a person the Thessalonians must withdraw, that is, they 
must refrain from Christian fellowship with him. Such a person, if 
he persists in his disorderliness, must be placed under Christian dis-
cipline. The saints must “note that man, and have no company with 
him, that he may be ashamed” (v. 14).

We might be surprised to read what Paul includes under disorderly 
behaviour in the church. We might imagine that the reference is to 
a drunkard, to an adulterer or to some other gross, public sinner. 
Instead, Paul rebukes the disorderly members among the Thessalo-
nians for two sins—idleness and meddling (or being busybodies). We 
might not think much of the seriousness of those sins, but Paul did 
and the Holy Spirit who inspired Paul did, and therefore we must 
too.

A Warning Against Idleness

Idleness is the refusal to work or the refusal to find and keep a job. An 
idle person has nothing productive with which to occupy his time. 
He spends his days (in the modern context) sitting around twiddling 
his thumbs, playing video games or surfing the internet. He might 
spend some time reading or watching television. He might do a bit 
of housework or potter in the garden, but he really has no direction 
in life and no reason to get up in the morning. 

Paul links idleness to disorderliness: “we hear that there are some 
which walk among you disorderly, working not at all” (II Thess. 3:11). 
For a Christian not to work is for a Christian to be disorderly. Paul 
also contrasts Christian disorderliness with his own orderliness: “we 
behaved not ourselves disorderly among you” (v. 7). Paul showed 
his orderliness by working: “Neither did we eat any man’s bread for 
nought; but wrought with labour and travail night and day, that we 
might not be chargeable to any of you” (v. 8). 

Notice these three words in verse 8: “wrought,” “labour” and “tra-
vail.” These words together indicate that Paul worked hard, indeed 
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very hard. Paul taught the Word of God and preached the gospel, and 
Paul worked because he did not want to be a burden on the churches. 
You remember that he was a tentmaker. Paul adds that he had the 
“power” or authority to receive a salary from the congregation but 
he declined it in order to be an example to them of orderliness (v. 9).

Paul’s example ought to have shamed the idle Thessalonians and 
ought to shame idle Christians today. Every man, especially a 
man with a wife and family, ought to work. No man who is able-
bodied ought to be a burden upon others—his family, friends or the 
church—because he will not work. Paul even forbids the church to 
support such idle members. The deacons must not give benevolence 
money to a man who refuses to work: “when we were with you, this 
we commanded you, that if any would not work, neither should he 
eat” (v. 10). 

In an age before social welfare programmes that, sadly, support and 
subsidize idleness, an idle man had two choices—the travail of work 
or the pangs of hunger. Paul’s conclusion to the idler is this: “Now 
them that are such we command and exhort by our Lord Jesus Christ, 
that with quietness they work, and eat their own bread” (v. 12). 

Notice the command is “by our Lord Jesus Christ,” which makes it 
as binding on the Christian as “Thou shalt not commit adultery” 
and “Thou shalt not steal” (Ex. 20:14-15). Notice that the command 
is to work with quietness—we work with quietness when we sim-
ply do our work without ostentation and without interfering with 
other people’s work. Notice that the command is to “eat [our] own 
bread”—not other people’s bread, not the bread of idleness or the 
bread of violence, but our own bread. 

A Warning Against Being Busybodies

The second characteristic of the disorderly person, in addition to 
idleness, is being a busybody (II Thess. 3:11). The activity of a busy-
body flows naturally from the inactivity of idleness. The Greek word 
for busybody (both the verb and the noun) means “work around.” 
The idea is of one who, instead of focusing on his own legitimate call-
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ing, occupies himself with peripheral matters, unimportant matters 
and, crucially, other people’s matters. One lexicon translates the word 
as “to bustle about uselessly.”

A busybody is always wasting other people’s time, asking foolish or 
pointless questions. He does this because he has nothing better to 
do. Or he does this because he wants to take the focus off his own 
calling in order to interfere with the callings of others. A busybody is 
a careless, disorderly soldier who wanders out of rank and occupies 
himself with the affairs of the other soldiers. 

Often, such a busybody is not satisfied with his position in life, so 
that he interferes with things that are too high for him (Ps. 131:1). 
A busybody sometimes becomes an armchair general, thinking he 
knows how best to prosecute the war and often criticizes the other 
soldiers for their perceived weaknesses. While he fails to work in a 
calling, he finds plenty of time to find fault with the callings of others.

That is why the word busybody captures the meaning—busybodies 
are busy but they are not busy with things with which they should be 
busy. They are busy with other people’s things. And the reason they 
have time to be busybodies is that they do not work. 

A man with a full-time job has no time to be a busybody. A working 
mother in the home has no time to be a busybody. Listen to I Timo-
thy 5:13, in which Paul describes busybodies in Ephesus: “they learn 
to be idle, wandering about from house to house; and not only idle, 
but tattlers also and busybodies, speaking things which they ought 
not.” Notice the progression—first, they are “idle;” second, they 
“wander about;” third, they are “tattlers” (or, in our modern context, 
gossips on the phone or on-line); and fourth, they are “busybodies, 
speaking things which they ought not.” Peter uses a different Greek 
word for busybody in I Peter 4:15: “let none of you suffer … as a 
busybody in other men’s matters.” “Busybody” there means “one who 
takes supervision over the affairs of others.” 

We see, then, the problem in Thessalonica. Some, out of a misplaced 
zeal for the second coming of Christ, neglected their callings. Those 
individuals stopped working and, having nothing better to do, in-
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terfered with others who were working, often sponging off them be-
cause they did not want to earn their own bread by honest labour. 

This was connected to eschatology. Christ is coming, they reasoned. 
Therefore, we do not need to work. Some years ago this happened 
with the followers of Harold Camping. Men and women sold their 
homes, closed their businesses, quit their jobs and gave their money 
to Family Radio, which was the ministry of Harold Camping. Some 
of them stood on street corners with signs warning the people that 
Christ’s coming was imminent. Those people were idle busybodies. 
They came under the condemnation of II Thessalonians 3. 

The Temptation for Us

There is a temptation for us. Eschatology is a gripping and stirring 
subject. Rightly, we can view the week of the conference as a holiday 
and we need not feel guilty that we have taken time off to enjoy some 
spiritual refreshment. There is a time to work and there is a time to 
rest.

But studying eschatology (or any theological subject) must not lead 
us to inactivity. Our calling is not to quit our jobs and spend the rest 
of our days studying, discussing and debating eschatology. 

Do not misunderstand me. A husband and father with a full-time job 
should take time to study good books, including good books on es-
chatology. A wife and mother occupied full-time in the home should 
take time to study good books, including good books on eschatol-
ogy. Far be it from me to discourage the reading of good theological 
books! Do make time to read good theological books!

But do not be an idler or a busybody who reads good theological 
books and discusses what he learns with others to the neglect of an 
earthly calling. Do not say, “These things are so exhilarating to my 
soul that I no longer need to work.” Do not say, “Working is for the 
unspiritual in the church.” Do not spend your days thinking about 
or debating pointless, hypothetical questions and scenarios. Keep 
focused on the return of Christ and so do your work. Listen to Paul 
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in I Thessalonians 4:11, just before he explains the thrilling subject 
of Christ’s second coming: “study to be quiet, and to do your own 
business, and to work with your own hands, as we commanded you.”

Our calling in light of the Lord’s return is to work. It is not to specu-
late. It is not to dream. It is not merely to sit idly in the corner con-
templating the wonder of the second coming. It is to work, to be oc-
cupied in the work that God has given—in good, honest work to the 
glory of the Most High. God forbids disorderliness, idleness, tattling 
and being busybodies. He commands work. 

That, too, is a recurring theme in Christ’s instruction. You will see 
that He never teaches us about the last things so that we can specu-
late about the future. He always has a practical goal—watch, pray and 
work! Listen to the Lord’s words:

Who then is a faithful and wise servant, whom his lord 
hath made ruler over his household, to give them meat in 
due season? Blessed is that servant, whom his lord when 
he cometh shall find so doing (Matt. 24:45-46).

Consider the warning about the ten virgins in Matthew 25:5: “they 
all slumbered and slept.” Instead of watching, they slept. Consider 
the denunciation of the unprofitable servant in verse 26: “Thou wick-
ed and slothful servant.” He was not condemned because he lived an 
overtly wicked life; he was condemned because he was idle. He did 
not use the Lord’s talent but he buried it in the ground. 

Consider our Saviour: He came to work. He did not come to satisfy 
the idle curiosity of men about the kingdom of heaven. Jesus came 
preaching, teaching and performing miracles, which for Him was 
work, the work that God had given Him to do. He did not think work 
beneath His dignity, for it was His meat and drink to do the will of 
His Father (John 4:34). At the end, He performed His most arduous 
labour. He died for us on the cross to cover our sins, including our 
sins of sloth and idleness. 

When Christ returns He will not be pleased to find His people in idle 
speculation but in faithful service. He will be pleased to find us walk-



Behold, I Come Quickly

140

ing in rank, pursuing the calling that He has given us, to the glory of 
His name. 

Watch, pray and work!
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Part 3: Chapter 10

Dispensationalism, J. N. Darby 
and Powerscourt
Angus Stewart

Introduction

Let us begin with a few words introducing, in turn, each of the three 
elements in the title of this chapter. First, dispensationalism is a theo-
logical system with a major emphasis on the last things, the subject 
of this book. Second, J. N. Darby was a nineteenth-century, Anglo-
Irish preacher who taught premillennial dispensationalism and is 
even known as “the father of dispensationalism.” Third, Powerscourt 
refers to a mansion south of Dublin in Co. Wicklow, Ireland. In the 
stately home of Powerscourt were held highly significant conferences 
in the history of dispensationalism that involved J. N. Darby. Thus 
you have the gist of the title: dispensationalism, the eschatological 
system; J. N. Darby, the key man in its development; and Power-
scourt, the impressive mansion where Darby proclaimed and de-
fended his end-times theories.1

Some readers of this chapter were once dispensationalists; others 
have friends or family who are dispensationalists and have heard 
about this system from them; others have debated eschatology with 
dispensationalists. However, others may struggle a bit with the unfa-

1 Jonathan D. Burnham highlights “the importance of these [Powerscourt] con-
ferences to Darby,” for they “provided a stimulating venue for [him] to debate his 
emerging ideas on prophecy in an atmosphere which combined aristocratic cer-
titude and apostolic single-mindedness in a potent blend” (A Story of Conflict: 
The Controversial Relationship between Benjamin Wills Newton and John Nelson 
Darby [Great Britain: Paternoster, 2004], p. 114).
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miliar theology of dispensationalism. This chapter will involve some 
history, the history of dispensationalism, which likewise may be new 
to you. It will also contain some biography, the biography of J. N. 
Darby (1800-1882), about whom you may not know much. 

To put it more positively, readers are going to learn something new! 
This chapter will make a number of tie-ins and connections to things 
with which, I trust, many will be more familiar. Hopefully, this pres-
entation will complement the preceding nine exegetical and theo-
logical chapters of this book.

Dispensationalism’s Popularity

Let us start with dispensationalism. Why should you want to know 
about dispensationalism? 

First, there is its prevalence. In our day, among evangelicals, dispen-
sationalism is probably the majority view regarding the end times. 
Certainly, it is the most widely held eschatological position in the 
US, the country of many of the readers of this book. Dispensational-
ism is big in Canada, where some important conferences advocat-
ing this system of the last things were held near the Niagara Falls in 
the late nineteenth century. In Australia, in Singapore, in the Philip-
pines, in the various parts of the British Isles and even in Hungary, 
there are a lot of dispensationalists.2 Moreover, dispensationalism is 
a very popular eschatology not only in these lands but also in coun-
tries all around the world.

Second, there are well-known and influential dispensational books. 
Many readers will be familiar with the Scofield Reference Bible (1909), 
the most famous and best-selling study Bible ever.3 Regarding C. I. 

2 If you are wondering why I have chosen these countries, it is because they were 
represented at the 2016 British Reformed Fellowship (BRF) Family Conference 
in Castlewellan Castle in Northern Ireland.
3 R. Todd Mangum and Mark S. Sweetnam make the following helpful com-
parison: “Historically speaking, the Scofield Reference Bible was to dispensa-
tionalism what Luther’s Ninety-Five Theses was to Lutheranism, or what Calvin’s 
Institutes was to Calvinism” (The Scofield Bible: Its History and Impact on the 
Evangelical Church [Colorado Springs, CO: Paternoster, 2009], p. 195).
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Scofield himself, it may interest you that he was born in Michigan 
and that he was a Congregational minister. The 1917 edition of the 
Scofield Reference Bible teaches the Gap Theory, a compromise with 
evolutionary, old earth ideas. Strangely enough, this study Bible is 
published by the secular Oxford University Press.4

The Late Great Planet Earth (1970) by Hal Lindsey was so popular 
that twenty years after its first publication it had sold 28 million 
copies. What the Reformed Free Publishing Association (RFPA) in 
America would not do for a solid Reformed title that would sell like 
that! Hal Lindsey’s book was even made into a film, not that I am 
advocating acting or watching drama.

There is also the Left Behind series (1995-2007), consisting of sixteen 
best-selling novels by Tim LaHaye and Jerry B. Jenkins. These are 
easily read fictional works set in a future framed by dispensational 
eschatology. The Left Behind series has spawned four movies to date, 
with probably more on the way, and even a personal computer game 
with several sequels. 

This highlights one of the attractions of dispensationalism for some. 
It is, what we may call, the eschatology of fiction, the eschatology of 
science fiction.5 For those inclined towards science fiction, this is the 
view of the end times which would fit in with their disposition. This, 
in turn, means that dispensational eschatology lends itself to movies 
and computer games. This is attractive to some. 

Apart from its prevalence and its famous books, we can mention a 
third factor: dispensationalism has been promoted by various in-
fluential bodies in the USA, including the Moody Bible Institute of 
Chicago in Illinois and, therefore, Moody Press and Moody Radio. 
Generally speaking, Biola University in Los Angeles in California, 
Dallas Theological Seminary in Texas and Bob Jones University in 

4 Some years ago, a copy of the Scofield Reference Bible that I owned (for research 
purposes) was stolen by someone who broke into the car we had hired in the 
Netherlands!
5 For an exploration of this, see Crawford Gribben, Rapture Fiction and the Evan-
gelical Crisis (Darlington: Evangelical Press, 2006).
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South Carolina are dispensational. Though based in America, these 
educational institutions spread dispensationalism around the world 
in various ways.

Fourth, dispensationalism is especially connected with certain de-
nominations or churches. The Brethren assemblies are dispensation-
al. Most Baptists, Fundamentalists, Pentecostals and Charismatics 
are dispensationalists. Also many other evangelicals and members of 
independent congregations are dispensationalists.

A fifth way of revealing the significance of dispensationalism is that 
of listing the names of some prominent dispensational preachers 
and authors. Some of them will probably be familiar to you: Charles 
Fuller, M. R. DeHaan, Donald Grey Barnhouse, Pat Robertson, Billy 
Graham, Paul Crouch, Jerry Falwell, Jack Van Impe, etc. Though a 
dispensationalist, John MacArthur Jr. has been referred to as a “leaky 
dispensationalist” by those who are rigidly devoted to the system—a 
criticism that he accepts. D. L. Moody has been called a dispensa-
tionalist by some, although Moody “never mastered the system.”6 

Some even claim that two US presidents were dispensationalists: 
Jimmy Carter and Ronald Reagan. However, the reality is merely that 
a significant part of their constituencies were dispensationalists, and 
that Carter and Reagan were (or appeared to be) open to listening to 
their ideas. 

Dispensationalism’s Major Features

So what are the major features of dispensationalism (in its most 
widely held form)? The name itself comes from dispensations, un-
derstood as distinctive periods in which God deals in different ways 
with, and tests, His people. Currently, the dominant form says that 
there are seven dispensations: the dispensations of innocence, con-
science, civil government, promise, law, grace and the millennium. 

6 However, it is more accurate to call Moody a historic premillennialist. As with 
most areas of his theology, the noted evangelist also lacked clarity in his escha-
tology.
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The belief for which dispensationalism is most famous is its secret 
rapture, which we may refer to as Christ’s first second coming. At the 
secret rapture, all believers who are alive on the earth will be taken 
up to meet the Lord in the air. This rapture is imminent—it could 
happen at any moment since there are no preceding signs.

After the secret rapture, there are seven literal years of tribulation. 
These are followed by, what is in effect, Jesus’ second second com-
ing. Next is a literal thousand-year, Jewish millennium which ends 
with what we may call the Lord’s third second coming, which is 1,007 
years after His first second coming. After that is the eternal state with 
saved Jews on earth and believing Gentiles in heaven.7 

This highlights another attraction of dispensationalism for some. 
Dispensationalism is not only the eschatology of science fiction; it 
is also the eschatology of charts, with timelines displaying the seven 
dispensations and/or the last 1,007 years of the world, including the 
rapture, the seven-year tribulation, the literal millennium and the 
three second comings, etc.8

The hermeneutics or method of interpreting Scripture for dispen-
sationalism is literalism. Dispensationalists boast, “We interpret the 
Bible literally.” As regards most of the Bible, this is fine. However, 
their position is literalism, for dispensationalists hold to a literalistic 
hermeneutic as regards predictive prophecy concerning Israel and 
the book of Revelation.9

One’s hermeneutic is an extremely significant factor in determining 
one’s eschatology, especially when one comes to interpret the predic-

7 Darby and dispensationalism promote what is one of the most egregious forms 
of eschatological “Jewish dreams” in the history of the Christian church (Second 
Helvetic Confession 11).
8 This reminds me of a comment I once received after giving a lecture on the 
last things: “Your speech on the end times did not really do it for me. You had 
no charts!”
9 David Bebbington identifies the hermeneutic of literalism as the “lynchpin” 
of J. N. Darby’s eschatology: “prophecy relating to the Jews would be fulfilled 
literally … this principle of interpretation became the lynchpin of his system” 
(Evangelicalism in Modern Britain: A History from the 1730s to the 1980s [Grand 
Rapids, MI: Baker, 1992], p. 89).
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tions of the Old Testament prophets—there are sixteen Old Testa-
ment writing prophets—and the last book of the New Testament. 
How is one to understand the Bible’s predictive prophecy regarding 
the Jews and apocalyptic literature?

Dispensationalism’s literalism is not the Protestant hermeneutic. The 
Reformed, and the historic Christian, position is not literalism but 
“Scripture interprets Scripture,” which leads to two closely related 
principles. First, the New Testament interprets the Old Testament. 
Second, the clearer parts of the Bible interpret its less clear parts. As 
the Westminster Confession declares,

The infallible rule of interpretation of scripture is the 
scripture itself; and therefore, when there is a question 
about the true and full sense of any scripture, (which is 
not manifold, but one,) it must be searched and known by 
other places that speak more clearly (I:9).

The most basic distinction, even separation, in dispensationalism is 
that between the earthly nation of Israel, on the one hand, and the 
New Testament, and largely Gentile, church, on the other hand. Ac-
cording to this theory, Israel receives earthly, temporal and material 
blessings, whereas the church receives heavenly, eternal and spiritual 
blessings. It was J. N. Darby, perhaps more than anyone else in the 
history of the Christian church, who emphasized that repeatedly. 

It reminds me of Rudyard Kipling’s poem “The Ballad of East and 
West,” which contains the famous line: “Oh, East is East and West 
is West, and never the twain shall meet.”10 For Darby and dispensa-
tionalism, Israel is Israel and the church is the church, and never the 
twain shall meet!

J. N. Darby called this separation between Israel and the church 
the “hinge upon which the subject [i.e., dispensationalism] and the 

10 Later in Kipling’s poem, East and West did actually meet in the form of 
two brave men from each culture who looked each other in the eye. By God’s 
grace, elect believers from East and West meet and fellowship with one another 
through the gospel of Jesus Christ, as do Jews and Gentiles (Gal. 3:28).
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understanding of Scripture turns.”11 Do you recall what John Cal-
vin called the “hinge on which religion turns”? Justification by faith 
alone!12 The Christian faith turns on this gospel hinge. Darby makes 
the Bible turn on a dispensational hinge. In effect, he is saying, “Dis-
pensationalism turns upon the distinction—nay, separation—be-
tween Israel and the church!”

According to dispensationalism, God does not have one great pur-
pose in history or even in the eternal state. Instead, He has two main 
purposes: on the one hand, national Israel’s salvation with earthly, 
material blessings and, on the other hand, the Gentile church’s salva-
tion with heavenly, spiritual blessings.

Which one of those two major purposes is more important for dis-
pensationalism? It is Israel. Why? For dispensationalism, the church 
is only a “parenthesis,” a subordinate clause. The main clause in the 
dispensational sentence is the earthly nation of Israel. During the 
last 2,000 years, God has been uttering an extremely long subordi-
nate clause (the church), but He will add a comma or semicolon and 
launch into the 1,007-year main clause at the secret rapture, when 
the church is taken out of the way and the Jews are restored to their 
rightful pre-eminence. Moreover, according to dispensationalism, 
the church is not even predicted or mentioned in the Old Testament!

Can you think of another false theological system which presents 
God as having two great purposes in history? The theory of com-
mon grace promoted especially by Abraham Kuyper (1837-1920). It 
is not often that Abraham Kuyper and J. N. Darby are put together! 
The two men differed vastly in the practical calling which flowed 
from their respective dualistic worldviews, with Darby firmly in the 
Anabaptist world-flight tradition and Kuyper advocating the social 
transformation of the Netherlands and the world.13 

11 Quoted in Burnham, A Story of Conflict, p. 37.
12 John Calvin, Institutes of the Christian Religion, ed. John T. McNeill, trans. 
Ford Lewis Battles (Philadelphia, PA: The Westminster Press, 1960), 3.11.1; 1: 
726. Calvin also uses this imagery regarding justification by grace alone in his 
commentary on Romans 1:17. 
13 For a biblical and confessional critique of the latter, see David J. Engelsma, 
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The special grace of God, says Kuyper, achieves the salvation of the 
church in Jesus Christ. It functions alongside God’s (supposed) com-
mon grace, whereby He makes the reprobate ungodly something 
less than totally depraved so that they can do good works in natural 
things, works that He approves of and rewards, works that Jehovah 
even brings into the eternal state of the new heavens and the new 
earth!14 

Over against Darby with his two dispensational purposes with Israel 
and the church, and Abraham Kuyper with his two divine goals in-
volving particular grace and common grace, the true view is that the 
Most High has one great purpose with His world: the glory of the 
Triune God served by the Lord Jesus Christ, who saves all His elect 
church of Jews and Gentiles by sovereign grace alone, and who uses 
everything in all of creation and providence, including the reprobate 
wicked, to serve this end (Col. 1:12-22; Rom. 9; 11). This is the one 
and only truly Christian worldview.15

Darby and His Family

Let us now move from the system of dispensationalism to the man, 
John N. Darby, who fathered it. The story starts with some memora-
ble aspects of his birth and naming. What is the year of J. N. Darby’s 
birth? It is 1800, a nice round and memorable number.16 

Christianizing the World: Reformed Calling or Ecclesiastical Suicide? (Jenison, 
MI: RFPA, 2016).
14 One wonders how this can be reconciled with II Peter 3:10: “But the day of the 
Lord will come as a thief in the night; in the which the heavens shall pass away 
with a great noise, and the elements shall melt with fervent heat, the earth also 
and the works that are therein shall be burned up.”
15 For more on this, including a critique of Abraham Kuyper’s theory of com-
mon grace, see Henry Danhof and Herman Hoeksema, Sin and Grace, trans. 
Cornelius Hanko, ed. Herman Hanko (Grandville, MI: RFPA, 2003).
16 This is exactly one hundred years after the birth of James Fraser of Alness 
(1700-1769), the subject of my lecture at the 2014 BRF Conference and the final 
chapter in the previous BRF book: “A Scottish Classic on Sanctification: James 
Fraser of Alness’s ‘Explication’ of Romans 6:1-8:4,” in David J. Engelsma and 
Herman Hanko, Be Ye Holy: The Reformed Doctrine of Sanctification (USA: Brit-
ish Reformed Fellowship, 2016), pp. 129-148.
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Where was he born? Westminster in London. Did anything impor-
tant in the theological sphere happen in Westminster? The Westmin-
ster divines met in the Jerusalem Chamber of Westminster Abbey 
and produced the Westminster Standards, consisting of the Westmin-
ster Confession, the Westminster Larger Catechism and the Westmin-
ster Shorter Catechism, besides other significant documents in the 
1640s. As far as I am aware, Darby never showed any positive interest 
in the faith of the Westminster Standards, although they were pro-
duced not far from his birthplace. 

What was the middle name of John N. Darby? Nelson. Who do you 
think he was named after? John Nelson Darby was named after Vice-
Admiral Horatio Lord Nelson, Britain’s greatest naval commander.17 
Two years before J. N. Darby’s birth, Nelson’s forces defeated Napole-
on’s navy at the Battle of the Nile (1798), making him a national hero.

Interestingly, while Napoleon was sailing east across the Mediterra-
nean, he was studying the Quran. Bonaparte wanted to conquer the 
Middle East and so cut off Britain’s connection with India. Napo-
leon dreamed of creating a new religion with a new Quran, which 
he would compose according to his own ideas. Thereby, he could 
cement some sort of world peace for his desired world empire.18 This 
was another reason for the identification of him by some as the “little 
horn” in Daniel or the Antichrist. 

John Nelson Darby’s uncle, Admiral Sir Henry D’Esterre Darby, was 
the commander of HMS Bellerophon. He served with distinction 
under Vice-Admiral Nelson at the 1798 Battle of the Nile. Two years 
after this battle, Lord Horatio Nelson arrived back in England in the 
month of young Darby’s birth. Given England’s fervour for its na-
tional hero, and the naval link between Nelson and the baby’s uncle, 
his parents named their little boy John Nelson Darby. In fact, young 
John Nelson Darby had Lord Nelson himself for his godfather!19

17 The “immortal” Nelson’s most famous victory was over Napoleon Bonaparte’s 
fleet at the Battle of Trafalgar on 21 October, 1805, which was also the day on 
which he died from a marksman’s gun shot.
18 Will and Ariel Durant, The Age of Napoleon: A History of European Civilization 
from 1789 to 1815 (New York: MJF Books, 1975), pp. 109-110.
19 Lord Nelson was not present at the baptismal service, however (Burnham, A 



Behold, I Come Quickly

150

Later in life, John Nelson Darby would be known to many through 
his initials, JND. Do you know any other Christian leaders who often 
go by their initials? Herman Hoeksema or HH, for one.

The social prominence of John Nelson Darby’s family is not only in-
dicated by the naval glory of his godfather or the titles of his uncle. 
Anne Vaughan, JND’s mother, was Anglo-American. Her Unitar-
ian family had connections with George Washington and Benjamin 
Franklin.20

JND’s father, John Darby, was not Anglo-American but Anglo-Irish. 
His family owned Leap Castle in King’s County, now County Of-
faly, which is around the middle of the island of Ireland. John Darby, 
was an Anglican, unlike the Unitarians of JND’s mother’s side. The 
future dispensationalist’s father was a well-to-do landowner and a 
merchant, who had done very well for himself through lucrative gov-
ernment contracts servicing the British forces during the Napoleonic 
Wars. He lived in a fashionable district of London, though he was 
apparently somewhat eccentric. The Darby household, according to 
Benjamin Wills Newton’s later recollections, was a bit strange.21

What about the young JND’s education? He attended Westminster 
School in London and then Trinity College in Dublin, where he read 
classics (in which he received the Gold Medal) and law.22 He was 
called to the Irish Bar in 1822 and seemed destined for a glittering 
legal career.23

Story of Conflict, p. 14).
20 Timothy C. F. Stunt, “Influences in the Early Development of J. N. Darby,” in 
Crawford Gribben and Timothy C. F. Stunt (eds.), Prisoners of Hope? Aspects of 
Evangelical Millennialism in Britain and Ireland, 1800-1880 (Great Britain: Pa-
ternoster, 2004), pp. 50-51.
21 Burnham, A Story of Conflict, pp. 14-15.
22 Mark Sweetnam and Crawford Gribben explain that this was “the highest re-
ward conferred by the College on students of outstanding merit” (“J. N. Darby 
and the Irish Origins of Dispensationalism,” Journal of the Evangelical Theologi-
cal Society 52/3 [September, 2009], 571).
23 The two greatest Reformers both studied law, according to the wishes of their 
fathers. Martin Luther’s legal studies at the University of Erfurt were cut short 
when he was nearly hit by lightning outside Stotternheim (1505). John Calvin 
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Darby and the Church of Ireland

However, John Nelson Darby’s recent conversion to high church or 
sacramentalist principles meant that he never actually practised law. 
Instead, he entered the ministry of the Church of Ireland. He was ap-
pointed a deacon in 1825 and a priest in 1826. In 1825, when he was 
twenty-five years old, he was made the curate of a large rural parish 
at Calary in County Wicklow, south of Dublin. There he engaged 
in extremely energetic labours over hill and bog, visiting the poor, 
illiterate, Roman Catholic peasants, to whom he was like a medieval 
saint appearing out of the marshy mists.

Another turning point in John Nelson Darby’s religious career in-
volved a serious riding accident in late 1827. JND was thrown from 
his horse against a doorpost and injured especially his knee. This 
resulted in a lengthy convalescence, during which he studied the 
Scriptures and became an evangelical. His assurance of his salvation 
grew during this period, as did his confidence in the authority of the 
Bible: where God’s Word disagrees with church tradition, one must 
go with Scripture. 

John Nelson Darby’s commitment to the Church of Ireland was 
weakened by the policy of the Anglican Archbishop of Dublin, Wil-
liam Magee. At that time in Ireland, there were about 600 to 800 
converts from Roman Catholicism to Protestantism a week. Impres-
sive: 600 to 800 a week! The Archbishop saw to it that these converts 
were required to take an oath of allegiance to the British crown. If 
you have any grasp of Irish politics, you have some inkling of what 
that meant. Darby, understandably, thought this hindered the work 
of the gospel, so he wrote a short work against the position advocated 
by the Archbishop of Dublin. 

The young Anglican minister began to question the Church of Ire-
land further. What about the idea of an established church? Is it right 
that everybody pays their tithe to the Church of Ireland, even if they 
are members of other denominations? He wondered about the le-

received his law degree (1531) through studies at the universities of Orléans and 
Bourges.



Behold, I Come Quickly

152

gitimacy of the parish system. He questioned appointment to special 
offices in the church, especially ordination by a bishop. 

Besides the issues of the assurance of salvation, the authority of 
Scripture and his own ecclesiastical situation, he began to think a lot 
about unfulfilled prophecy. The chapter which especially struck him 
was Isaiah 32, which he wrongly interpreted as being yet unfulfilled.

Darby and the Newmans

Around this time, John Nelson Darby met Francis Newman. These 
are the words of Newman, summarizing his initial impressions of 
Darby:

… a most remarkable man,—rapidly gained an immense 
sway over me. I shall henceforth call him “the Irish Cler-
gyman.” His “bodily presence” was indeed “weak”! A fall-
en cheek, a bloodshot eye … a seldom-shaven beard, a 
shabby suit of clothes and a generally neglected person, 
drew at first pity, with wonder to see such a figure in a 
drawing-room. It was currently reported that a person in 
Limerick offered him a halfpenny, mistaking him for a 
beggar; and if not true, the story was yet well invented.24

Who was this Francis Newman who made these observations re-
garding John Nelson Darby? He was the brother of no less than John 
Henry Newman (1801-1890)! John Henry Newman was an Oxford 
University academic and a minister in the Church of England, who 
started off as an evangelical but later apostatized from the truth.

John Henry Newman headed down the deadly track of Arminian-
ism, ritualism and Romanism. In other words, he went the way of 
the Anglican high-church tradition. He became a leader in the Ox-
ford Movement, also called Tractarianism. It received these names 
because many of its original devotees were associated with Oxford 

24 William Blair Neatby, A History of the Plymouth Brethren (Stoke-on-Trent: 
Tentmaker Publications, 2001), pp. 52-53.
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University and they promoted their ideas by means of the infamous 
Tracts for the Times, a series of ninety theological publications from 
1833 to 1841.

Eventually, John Henry Newman romanized to such an extent that 
he left the Church of England and converted to Rome (1845), as did 
other Tractarians. He thereby had to swallow The Canons and De-
crees of the Council of Trent (1545-1563), which anathematize the 
gospel of Jesus Christ and everyone who believes the scriptural truth 
of the Reformation. The pope made John Henry Newman a Roman 
Catholic cardinal in 1879.

In short, Francis Newman, after being deeply impressed with John 
Nelson Darby, told his brother, John Henry Newman, all about JND. 
Some interesting connections!

Eschatological Ferment

Now let us turn to the historical background for the formation of 
dispensational eschatology. It is no exaggeration to say that Darby 
came to the fore in days that were marked by eschatological ferment. 

The end-times fervour of the early decades of the nineteenth cen-
tury was, in part, incited by the turbulent political events of the era.25 
The French Revolution of 1789 began a seismic struggle in Europe. 
The Revolution was swiftly followed by Madame Guillotine and the 
Reign of Terror, which ended in July, 1794. Napoleon Bonaparte, 
though small in stature, brought huge convulsions throughout Eu-
rope. Through amazing military victories and sweeping political 
transformations, Napoleon united under himself much of the con-
tinent, before his defeat at the Battle of Waterloo (1815). He was 
widely seen by evangelicals at the time as an antichrist, if not the 
Antichrist (cf. I John 2:18). 

In those days, the British people were scared both by the French 
atheists to the south and the Irish papists to the west. Their greatest 
fear was that the two would unite against them.

25 Cf. Burnham, A Story of Conflict, pp. 1-4.
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One could also mention three major laws passed in Britain around 
that time (1828-1832). First, the repeal of the Test and Corporation 
Acts (1828) meant that no longer did politicians have to take an 
Anglican oath to be members of Parliament. Second, the Catholic 
Emancipation Acts (1829) enabled Roman Catholics to sit in Parlia-
ment, though Roman Catholics still did not have the vote. Third, the 
Reform Bill (1832) widened the franchise. What did all these massive 
changes portend? Was popery going to take over the British Isles?

The tempestuousness and uncertainty of the times led to increased 
enquiry into, and speculation regarding, the end of the world. All 
these things were signs of the times! What does the Bible have to say 
about them? Are we seeing things predicted in God’s Word? What is 
coming next?

One helpful way for twenty-first-century readers to understand the 
prophetic ferment in the first few decades of the nineteenth century 
is to consider more recent events. Many speculated that Saddam 
Hussein in Iraq was building the new Babylon spoken of in the book 
of Revelation. Who can forget all the brouhaha regarding Y2K (AD 
2000), including the postmillennial Christian Reconstructionists’ 
claim that, when the world’s computer systems collapsed, they would 
be in prime position to take over the planet? Then there was Sep-
tember 11 (in 2001) when, in four coordinated attacks on America, 
Islamic terrorists murdered almost 3,000 people and caused at least 
ten billion dollars of damage in infrastructure and property. One also 
recalls Harold Camping’s date settings. He declared that 6 Septem-
ber, 1994, might be the day of Christ’s return. Later, he proclaimed 
that the Lord would come back on 21 May, 2011. When that day too 
came and went, Camping then identified 21 October, 2011, as mark-
ing Jesus’ second coming. Thus this false prophet was refuted by both 
events and Scripture (Matt. 24:36).26

26 Though Darby did not claim to know the day or month, he did specify the 
year! It was “his conviction that the rapture would occur some time during 
1842” (Burnham, A Story of Conflict, p. 152, n. 21). William Miller, a key figure 
in the origins of the Seventh-day Adventist cult, claimed that Jesus Christ would 
return to the earth by 1844, two years after the year predicted by Darby. 
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The days in which John Nelson Darby was hammering out his escha-
tological position were even more heightened in their eschatological 
ferment than recent times. This is evidenced by several factors in 
the early decades of the nineteenth century: the large subscriptions 
to periodicals on unfulfilled prophecy, the plethora of books on the 
last times and the number of conferences on the end of the world.27 
Most of this eschatological excitement was both millennialistic and 
literalistic.

Origins of the Pre-Tribulation Rapture

It was in this milieu that the likewise millennialistic and literalistic 
thinking of John Nelson Darby arose, including the development of 
his views on the secret, pre-tribulation rapture, when true believers 
on earth will be snatched away by Christ immediately before a literal 
seven years of terrible tribulation.28 So the question arises: How did 
JND come to that view? There are three major proposals as to the 
origins of the secret, pre-tribulation rapture.

First, did Darby get it from a Scottish charismatic lassie called Mar-
garet MacDonald (1815-c.1840)? In an 1830 vision, she claimed 
to utter predictive prophecy by the Holy Spirit, including material 
regarding the rapture. It is undoubtedly the case that Darby was 
aware of Margaret MacDonald and her “oracles,” though that does 
not prove that she was the origin of his secret, pre-tribulation rap-
ture.29 

Second, others reckon that John Nelson Darby got his rapture view 
from another charismatic, Edward Irving (1792-1834), a Church of 

27 This is Neatby’s analysis: “Brethrenism [and especially its dispensationalism] 
may even be held to derive its very existence in part from the new prophetic 
studies to which the unsettlement of men’s minds, consequent on the long agony 
of the Napoleonic wars, gave rise” (A History of the Plymouth Brethren, p. 45).
28 Gary L. Nebeker calls Darby “the principal architect of dispensationalism’s 
doctrine of the pretribulation rapture” (“‘The Ecstasy of Perfected Love’: The 
Eschatological Mysticism of J. N. Darby,” in Prisoners of Hope? p. 69).
29 That she is the main source of JND’s view is advocated and popularized in 
Dave MacPherson, The Incredible Cover-Up (Medford, OR: Omega Publications, 
1980).
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Scotland minister in London, who was later deposed by his denomi-
nation for heresy regarding Christology. The eschatology of Edward 
Irving was itself greatly influenced by a book written by a Roman 
Catholic Jesuit priest, Manuel Lacunza, who was born in Chile, and 
later lived in Spain and Italy, and who wrote under a Jewish pseudo-
nym, Juan Josafat Ben-Ezra.30

A third option is that JND got his theory of the rapture from two 
French Roman Catholic authors, a Dominican called Bernard Lam-
bert (1738-1813) and a Jansenist named Jean Agier (1748-1823). 
Darby had indeed read their works in French. Also Darby, in all 
probability, went to France around the year 1830.31

How are we to evaluate these three proposals? Do the origins of JND’s 
secret, pre-tribulation rapture lie with either of the two Scots or the 
two Frenchmen or the well-travelled Chilean mentioned above? Is 
the source of this key component in Darby’s eschatology a charis-
matic female (Margaret MacDonald) or a charismatic male (Edward 
Irving)? Did JND’s rapture theory come from any of the three Ro-
man Catholics: the Dominican, the Jansenist or the Jesuit who tried 
to pass himself off as a Jew? To Reformed believers, a charismatic or 
Roman Catholic origin for the secret, pre-tribulation rapture of Dar-
by and dispensationalism does little to commend it. One muses with 
Job, “Who can bring a clean thing out of an unclean?” (Job 14:4).

It is not essential in this chapter to take a position on one of these 
three options. Perhaps some of the other proposals not mentioned 
here are correct or Darby came by the notion all by himself.32 Maybe 
JND arrived at his theory of the secret rapture through a combina-
tion of two or more of these factors. Though such historical enquiries 
have their place, for our present purposes, it does not really matter.

In general, in the history of ideas and the development of the thinking 
of an individual, it is often hard to tell whence someone got his or her 

30 This is the position of Duncan McDougall, The Rapture of the Saints (Musko-
gee, OK: Artisan Publishers, 1998).
31 Cf. Stunt, “Influences in the Early Development of J. N. Darby,” pp. 63-66.
32 Cf. Burnham, A Story of Conflict, pp. 122-126.
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views, especially if that person does not tell us his or her source(s). 
Moreover, we have incomplete records for this stage in John Nelson 
Darby’s life and thinking. Later, JND downplayed the influence of 
others upon him. His claim was that he got his ideas from the pure 
fountain of Scripture alone for God taught him from His Word.

First Powerscourt Conference

All of this brings us to the stately mansion in County Wicklow in 
which were held the three major Powerscourt Conferences of 1831, 
1832 and 1833. The central subject of all three gatherings was the end 
times.33 The attendees included John Nelson Darby and many others.

How did these conferences came about? Their inspiration and model 
were the Albury Conferences (1826-1830) held in the mansion of 
Henry Drummond, a wealthy Scot, in Surrey, south of London. The 
hostess of the Powerscourt Conferences, Lady Theodosia Anne Pow-
erscourt, had been at the first Albury Conference in 1826.34 She had 
been influenced in various ways by Edward Irving, who had kindled 
her interest in prophecy, and had enjoyed the discussions at Henry 
Drummond’s impressive residence. She decided that she would stage 
a similar conference on the last things with the same sort of people 
back at her mansion, Powerscourt, in northern Wicklow.

The first Powerscourt Conference took place over four days: Tuesday 
to Friday, 4-7 October, 1831.35 Who and how many were there? Ap-
proximately thirty-five clergymen, fifteen laymen and twenty wom-
en, making a total of about seventy people. That is a fair bit smaller 
than typical BRF Conferences. 

The format for that conference was not, as at a week-long BRF Con-
ference, several lectures by two main speakers, with a couple of 

33 John H. Gerstner calls them “a sort of symposi[a] on Biblical prophecy” 
(Wrongly Dividing the Word of Truth: A Critique of Dispensationalism [Morgan, 
PA: Soli Deo Gloria Publications, 2000], p. 22).
34 Like JND, she was born in 1800. However, unlike Darby, she died young (31 
December, 1836).
35 On Monday, 3 October, there was a discussion of the gifts of the Spirit but this 
was, apparently, more of a pre-conference meeting.
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speeches by other ministers. Powerscourt was a much more intensive 
and less family-orientated conference. Various men would present 
their views in turn with lots of discussion. Each day was split up into 
three main sessions. Session 1 ran from 10 am to 5 pm (seven hours), 
session 2 was from 6 pm to 8 pm (another two hours) and session 
3 occupied 9 pm to 10 pm (a final hour), giving a ten-hour day on 
eschatology!

You are probably wondering what subjects were covered. Consider 
this book, consisting of the speeches given at the 2016 BRF Confer-
ence. It deals with many of the foundational Scripture passages on 
the end times and the major components of eschatology. The three 
main Powerscourt Conferences also addressed these portions of 
God’s Word on the end of the world and their key ideas.36 However, 
the conferences in that mansion in County Wicklow proceeded from 
a premillennial perspective and so came to very different conclusions 
from those of the 2016 BRF Conference in a castle in County Down!

The topics on day 1 of the first Powerscourt Conference included 
the goal or “end of creation and redemption.”37 The attendees also 
discussed the question, “Is it [the] present duty [of Christians] to 
resist or endure corrupt Institutions?” In Reformed terminology, it 
could be expressed thus: If one’s church is not faithful to God’s Word, 
is one to put up with it or seek to reform it or leave it in order to join 
or begin a congregation clearly manifesting the three marks of a true 
church?38

Day 2 covered the 1,260 days of Revelation 11:3 and 12:6. Do they 
refer to “days or years”?39 Connected with this was a sketch of Daniel 
and Revelation. Are these books “literal or symbolical”? 

36 For the topics treated on the various days of the three main Powerscourt 
Conferences, see Burnham, A Story of Conflict, pp. 116-117, 119-120, 128 or go 
on-line (https://archive.org/details/questionsforeigh00lond). The presentations 
were not written down and no minutes of the proceedings were taken.
37 However, for dispensationalism, as we have seen, “creation and redemption” 
do not have one “end” but two ends, as regards the earthly Jewish nation and the 
heavenly Gentile church. 
38 The biblical and Reformed teaching is summarized in Belgic Confession 28-29.
39 They are symbolic of the New Testament age (cf. William Hendriksen, More 
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Day 3 included these topics: 

[The] last great and terrible conflict at [the] coming of 
Christ. Who [is] the power that heads it? Against whom? 
[What are the] signs by which this power [is] to be known? 
Proof whether [the] saints [are] to suffer in it?40 

The final day of the conference treated these subjects: 

What [is] to be the state of the world and [the] state of the 
Church at [the] coming of Christ? What cause [is there] 
to think from Scripture [that] these are, or are not, the 
last days? 

To this was added: “This [is] to include whether Ezekiel’s temple 
[Eze. 40-48] is to be before or during the Millennium.”41

Second Powerscourt Conference

The second year’s conference at Powerscourt took place during four 
days in late September, 1832.42 Day 1’s subjects included the prophet-
ic import of the three Jewish pilgrimage feasts (Passover, Pentecost 
and Tabernacles), Jacob’s blessings of his sons (Gen. 49) and the let-
ters to the seven churches (Rev. 2-3). 

These are questions asked on day 2: 

Should we expect a personal Antichrist. If so, to whom 
will he be revealed? Are there to be one or two great evil 

Than Conquerors: An Interpretation of the Book of Revelation [Grand Rapids, MI: 
Baker, 1997], p. 129).
40 Dispensationalism’s answer to the last question is, No, for believers are rap-
tured away before the literal seven-year tribulation.
41 Scripture and the Reformed faith proclaim that “the ceremonies and figures of 
the law [including a temple of stone, an Aaronic priesthood and bloody sacrific-
es] ceased at the coming of Christ” in whom “all the shadows are accomplished” 
(Belgic Confession 25).
42 As with the previous year, this was preceded by a Monday evening session (24 
September).
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powers in the world at that time? … By what covenant did 
the Jews, and shall the Jews, hold the land [of Canaan]? 

Though they err grievously here, even premillennialists have to ad-
dress the issue of the covenant!

Day 3 focused on the relationship between the books of Daniel and 
Revelation. This may have developed or built upon the discussions 
on the second day of the first conference.

On the last day, these were the questions: 

What light does Scripture throw on present events, and 
their moral character? What is next to be looked for and 
expected? Is there a prospect of the revival of Apostolic 
churches before the coming of Christ? What [are] the du-
ties arising out of present events? 

Then various eschatological Scriptures were discussed (Matt. 24:23-
24; I Tim. 4; II Tim. 3; II Pet. 3; Jude), some of which have been 
treated in this book.

This second conference in Co. Wicklow resulted in a certain amount 
of discord, with some participants becoming upset, especially on day 
4 (Friday, 28 September). There were three main subjects of conten-
tion. 

First, there were debates over various aspects of eschatology itself. 
This could easily have been expected, given that the people at Pow-
erscourt included a significant number who were largely self-taught 
and/or had engaged in original research and/or were strong charac-
ters.

A second major controversy involved miraculous gifts in the post-
apostolic age. Edward Irving had followers at Powerscourt who 
promoted his charismatic ideas. Other conferees were cessationists, 
rightly believing that direct revelation and miracles had ended in the 
first century, with the deaths of the apostles and the completion of 
the New Testament canon (II Cor. 12:12; Eph. 2:20; Rev. 22:18-19). It 
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is not surprising that heated arguments broke out between the char-
ismatics and the cessationists at the conference.

Third, there were differing views regarding the spiritual condition 
of the Church of Ireland. Lady Powerscourt listened closely to the 
debates in her house, as the grievous sins and weaknesses of that 
denomination were set forth. As a member of the Church of Ireland, 
she was troubled in her own soul and “passed the final night” of the 
second conference “in tears.”43 She was wrestling with the question: 
“What ought I do? What is my calling before God regarding church 
membership?” Soon after this, Lady Powerscourt seceded from the 
Church of Ireland and joined the Brethren at Aungier Street in Dub-
lin. 

A romantic element enters our story at this point. John Nelson Darby 
became emotionally involved with Lady Powerscourt. Apparently, 
they became formally engaged but JND broke it off. He was plan-
ning on a life of itinerant ministry, but he came to the conclusion 
that marrying the rich Lady Powerscourt and presiding at the family 
mansion were not compatible with his perceived calling. Darby later 
wrote, “I turned down a marriage and broke a heart in doing so.”44

Third Powerscourt Conference

The third and final major Powerscourt Conference occurred over 
five days in late September, 1833. This was far and away the largest of 
the three conferences. There were almost 400 people there, including 
prominent evangelicals and church leaders from Ireland, Scotland 
and England.45

The format was changed and became more formal. Now lectures 
were delivered and there was much less group participation. This 
was due in part to the large number of attendees and was, perhaps, 
designed to keep a lid on some of the tensions.

43 Burnham, A Story of Conflict, p. 121.
44 Quoted in Burnham, A Story of Conflict, p. 122.
45 Is this an instance where England is understood to include Wales or were no 
Welsh people there?
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The first day, Monday, 23 September, covered the differences be-
tween the everlasting covenant and the covenant of the Lord. This 
seems a very strange subject to a Reformed Christian! 

On Tuesday, the following questions were asked: 

Is the visible Christian Church founded on the basis of 
the Jewish? What is the nature of the ministry and ordi-
nances of the former? Are the promises to either, or both, 
conditional? 

It is striking that the issue of the conditionality or unconditionality of 
God’s promises (and covenant) crops up, even within the framework 
of false theologies! 

These are the topics addressed on day 3: 

The analogy between the close of this dispensation and 
the former. What is Mystic Babylon [e.g., Rev. 17]? Is the 
call [to come] out of her to be a Divine call at a set period, 
or is it a perpetual call [18:4-5]? 

Thursday was spent exploring the connection between “the present 
and the future” dispensations, with the latter being a reference to a 
literal thousand-year, earthly, Jewish kingdom. 

Finally, on Friday, 27 September, the attendees considered tempta-
tions from Satan in different ages, especially now and in the future.

What about Darby’s role at the third and last Powerscourt Confer-
ence? One participant noted that JND “spoke last [at the meetings], 
and often for hours, touching on all that had been previously said.”46 
Darby was energetically promoting a rapture that would occur before 
the tribulation (a pre-tribulation rapture) and at any time, without 
being preceded by precursory signs (an imminent rapture). Those 
who disagreed with him, including some “big hitters” like Benjamin 
Wills Newton (a leading advocate of historic premillennialism), were 
very disappointed and went home grieved. Thus the Powerscourt 

46 Quoted in Neatby, A History of the Plymouth Brethren, p. 46.
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Conferences, and especially the third one, marked a significant step 
in the development and formulation of J. N. Darby’s dispensational 
views.47 

Darby’s Later Years

Throughout the remainder of John Nelson Darby’s long and healthy 
life, he vigorously spread dispensational eschatology and Brethren 
ecclesiology far and wide. He engaged in extensive travels throughout 
the British Isles and Western Europe. He spent time in Switzerland, 
including John Calvin’s Geneva, where he delivered eleven speeches 
on the end times (1840) which are still in print, and Pierre Viret’s 
Lausanne.48 Besides labouring in Switzerland, he also preached in 
France, Germany, the Netherlands and Italy. Journeying to North 
America, Darby taught in Canada, the USA (including Michigan 
and Chicago) and the West Indies. He even preached in Australia 
and New Zealand. Through his zealous promulgation of dispensa-
tional eschatology and his own brand of independent ecclesiology, 
JND established many churches or, as he would say, “assemblies” in 
countries around the world.49

Darby was gifted linguistically in the biblical tongues of Hebrew 
and Greek, and knew various modern European languages, includ-
ing French and German, which enabled him to preach to people in 
France, Germany and Switzerland in their native tongues.

He used his language skills to translate the Bible. He rendered the 
Old and New Testaments into English in The Darby Bible.50 With 

47 It ought to be noted that more developments in the eschatological thinking 
of Darby were to come, as was the further hardening of the lines between the 
various positions. 
48 Darby’s The Hopes of the Church of God: The Geneva Lectures contradict the 
one “blessed hope” of the Lord’s one return (Titus 2:13) and the teaching of the 
Reformation.
49 Interestingly, throughout his ministry, John Nelson Darby held to infant bap-
tism and election, and opposed the Arminian doctrine that unregenerate man 
possesses free will to choose Christ—all contrary to the vast majority of the 
Brethren and other dispensationalists.
50 It is referred to more formally as The Holy Scriptures: A New Translation from 
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some assistance, he produced a French Bible (the Pau Bible, named 
after Pau in southern France, where he worked on this project) and a 
German Bible (known as the Elberfelder Bibel, again for geographi-
cal reasons), plus the New Testament in Dutch and Italian.

At the Reformation, some translated the Bible into their mother 
tongue (e.g., Martin Luther, William Tyndale, Pierre Olivetan). Oth-
ers rendered the Scriptures into the language(s) of their mission 
fields (e.g., John Eliot, Henry Martyn, William Carey, Robert Mor-
rison). But Darby is unique in that he translated the Word of God 
(all or just the New Testament) into five modern European languages 
(English, French, German, Dutch and Italian) that already possessed 
the Scriptures!

Darby’s other published works consist of over fifty volumes, so that 
he is one of the most voluminous writers in the history of Christiani-
ty.51 However, his writings are composed in what is possibly the most 
terrible literary style in the history of Christian literature.52 What is 
even more bizarre is that it seems that JND deliberately cultivated his 
awkward prose, so as not to allure anyone to his articles through the 
carnal appeal of a well-turned phrase!

This rather strange man died and was buried in Bournemouth in 
southern England (1882), but his dispensationalism with its secret 
pre-tribulation rapture has gone all around the globe.53 Yet it all be-
gan for him and, in a sense, for the world, in the misty marshes and a 
magnificent mansion in County Wicklow in Ireland!

the Original Languages by J. N. Darby. 
51 His writings have been printed in different editions, plus he penned many 
magazine articles, letters, etc., and left numerous unpublished manuscripts.
52 Sweetnam and Gribben refer to “Darby’s famously and formidably impenetra-
ble prose” (“J. N. Darby and the Irish Origins of Dispensationalism,” 165). We 
read that “J.N.D.’s ordinary style is repugnant,” even in so favourable a source as 
Henry Pickering (ed.), Chief Men Among the Brethren (USA: Loizeaux Brothers, 
1986), p. 14.
53 Gerstner wrongly states that Darby’s funeral service was attended by “eight 
to ten thousand persons” (Wrongly Dividing the Word of Truth, p. 24; emphasis 
added). However, this is a misreading of the original source, which gives the 
figure as “eight to ten hundred.”
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Appendix

About the British 
Reformed Fellowship

The British Reformed Fellowship (BRF) was founded in 1990 by a 
group of Reformed Christians set for the defence of the historic Re-
formed faith in the British Isles. Its doctrinal basis is “the inspired, 
infallible, inerrant Scriptures of the Old and New Testaments, as 
summarized and systematized in the Reformed confessions, specifi-
cally the Three Forms of Unity and the Westminster Standards.”

The BRF produces a biannual biblical and theological journal, the 
British Reformed Journal (BRJ). Subscription rates, as of 2018, are 
£10 (UK, Europe & elsewhere) or $20US (N. America) for four is-
sues of the BRJ. Membership in the BRF, which includes receiving 
four issues of the BRJ, costs the same as subscription to the BRJ and 
is available to Reformed Christians in the British Isles and Europe 
who agree with its doctrinal basis. New subscribers and members 
are welcome.

The BRF holds biennial family conferences at various locations in 
the British Isles for a week in the summer, usually around the begin-
ning of August. Previous conference themes include Marriage and 
the Family, The Covenant of Grace, Sovereign Grace, The Church, 
The Last Things, The Kingdom of God, Assurance, Keeping God’s 
Covenant, The Five Points of Calvinism, The Work of the Holy Spirit, 
The Word of God for Our Generation, Ye Are My Witnesses, Be Ye 
Holy: The Reformed Doctrine of Sanctification and (of course) Be-
hold, I Come Quickly: The Reformed, Biblical Truth of the End. Why 
not consider joining us for a relaxing week’s fellowship around God’s 
Word?
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The BRF website (www.britishreformed.org) contains articles from 
the BRJ, as well as information on BRF Conferences, free audios and 
videos, translations, contact details and other materials. So look us 
up on the web! 
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