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Scriptural Foundation: Revelation 11:1-14
The Two Witnesses 

1I was given a reed like a measuring rod and was told, "Go and measure the temple of God and the altar, and count the worshipers there. 2But exclude the outer court; do not measure it, because it has been given to the Gentiles. They will trample on the holy city for 42 months. 3And I will give power to my two witnesses, and they will prophesy for 1,260 days, clothed in sackcloth." 4These are the two olive trees and the two lampstands that stand before the Lord of the earth. 5If anyone tries to harm them, fire comes from their mouths and devours their enemies. This is how anyone who wants to harm them must die. 6These men have power to shut up the sky so that it will not rain during the time they are prophesying; and they have power to turn the waters into blood and to strike the earth with every kind of plague as often as they want. 

7Now when they have finished their testimony, the beast that comes up from the Abyss will attack them, and overpower and kill them. 8Their bodies will lie in the street of the great city, which is figuratively called Sodom and Egypt, where also their Lord was crucified. 9For three and a half days men from every people, tribe, language and nation will gaze on their bodies and refuse them burial. 10The inhabitants of the earth will gloat over them and will celebrate by sending each other gifts, because these two prophets had tormented those who live on the earth. 

11But after the three and a half days a breath of life from God entered them, and they stood on their feet, and terror struck those who saw them. 12Then they heard a loud voice from heaven saying to them, "Come up here." And they went up to heaven in a cloud, while their enemies looked on. 

13At that very hour there was a severe earthquake and a tenth of the city collapsed. Seven thousand people were killed in the earthquake, and the survivors were terrified and gave glory to the God of heaven. 

14The second woe has passed; the third woe is coming soon. 

George Washington Carver was born a slave in 1860 near Diamond Grove, MO and he died a national hero in 1943. He single-handedly rescued the economy of the South by discovering over 300 practical uses for the peanut. Out of the peanut, this great scientist invented face powder, axle grease, printer’s ink, milk, cream, butter, shampoos, vinegar, coffee, soaps, salads, wood stains, oil dyes, breakfast foods, Worcestershire sauce, paints, flavorings and many more products.  

In all his work, George Washington Carver gave credit and glory to his great God. He would rise at four in the morning, walk out into the woods and fields to study and gather plants and to listen to what God would tell him. One morning he came back from his walk with some questions on his mind. This is the account he told of his conversation with the Lord that morning: 

I went into my laboratory and said, “Dear Creator, please tell me what the universe was made for.”  Said the Creator, “You want to know too much for such a little mind as yours.  Ask for something your size.”  

Then I asked, “Dear Creator, tell me what man was made for.” Again the great Creator replied, “Little one, you are still asking too much. Bring down the extent of your request.”  

“Tell me then, Creator, what the peanut was made for. Then the Creator taught me how to take the peanut apart and put it together again. And out of this came all these products which the Creator taught me to make.”

George Washington Carver remembered what we often forget; God is immense, vast, sovereign, and immeasurably great. We are finite, limited, feeble, and incredibly small.  Today, in our study of Revelation 11 we consider the breathtaking greatness of our God.  The only right response to Him is humble and joyful submission to His sovereign grace.  I invite you to turn in your Bibles to Revelation 11.  

There are two parts to the drama played out in Chapter 11. The first is the revelation of the two witnesses. This is where we will spend our study and then we will look at the drama of the seventh trumpet.
We are in the Tribulation period, the time in which God ends the rule of Satan and of his dominion of man and judges this world for its rebellion against Him. It is a time called by Revelation “the wrath of the Lamb”. This Tribulation period began in Chapter 6 with the opening of the seven seals on the scroll in Jesus hand. Jesus is pictured in absolute control of every event. In grace, God protects 144,000 Jewish witnesses who will proclaim God’s message of salvation to the people on the earth all the way until the culmination of God’s plan for this present world. God is offering ample opportunity to believe in His Son, hear the message of His mercy, and be rescued from His wrath. The fruit of their witness will be an innumerable number of people from every tribe and nation and people coming to faith in Jesus Christ.  When we see the seventh seal broken, we find seven trumpets judgments introduced in Revelation 8 and 9 and in there we are taught what happens at the blowing of the first six trumpets. God gives ample warning regarding His righteous response against rebellion and sin. At the sounding of the sixth trumpet four angels are released with the power to kill a third of the human race and even when this happened the inhabitants of the earth refused to repent. The people of the earth respond with defiance instead of repentance. 

Even in the face of man’s persistent rebellion, God remains patient. Chapter 10 records another pause in God’s righteous response against sin. We are still waiting for the seventh trumpet to sound as God, in patience, delays the final judgment upon the earth.  Now, in the first fourteen verses of Revelation 11, this respite from God’s active judgment continues. We are introduced to two witnesses sent by God to proclaim God’s Gospel; His message of hope and His message of mercy.  

God gives such ample notice of His righteous response to evil. He does not desire for any to perish but for all to come to repentance.  Remember in Chapter 10 God sent a mighty angel to warn of the impending conclusion to the judgment of God upon the earth, and he says in Verse 6b:
6b “There will be no more delay! 7 But in the days when the seventh angel is about to sound his trumpet, the mystery of God will be accomplished, just as he announced to his servants the prophets.” 

The angel is saying, “Get ready! The angel will sound the seventh trumpet and the end will come.”  Remember that this whole book’s purpose is to reveal Jesus to us so that we would know Him, love Him, honor Him, worship Him and serve Him. He is the main theme and character. Let us be sure to draw near to Jesus as our Lord and King as we think about the events that precede His return to this earth in glory to rule and to reign supremely.

We are introduced to these two witnesses who are in addition to the 144,000 witnesses already identified in Chapter 7. These two are really remarkable individuals, but before John describes them he is told to do some measuring in Verses 1 and 2.

1 I was given a reed like a measuring rod and was told, “Go and measure the temple of God and the altar, and count the worshipers there. 2 But exclude the outer court; do not measure it, because it has been given to the Gentiles. They will trample on the holy city for 42 months.” 

Many interpreters become very creative and fanciful in their understanding of these verses. I believe again that the plain meaning of the text is the best meaning: a temple is a temple; the outer court is the outer court; forty-two months are forty-two months; the holy city is the holy city of Jerusalem; the two witnesses are two witnesses. We do not have to become overly creative in our reading of this text. The meaning is in the text itself and not in the mind or theology of the reader.

First, observe that there is a temple in Jerusalem to be measured. Remember that John is describing the Tribulation period and by this time, a temple in Jerusalem is rebuilt. Remember, in the day in which John is writing, the temple in Jerusalem has been literally leveled to the ground by the Romans. That destruction took place in 70 AD. John is writing around the time of 90 AD, and during John’s day, the future for Israel looks very bleak. God is communicating to the Jews in John’s day and throughout history that He has no intention of abandoning His promises to them. When John is told to go and measure the temple in Jerusalem, there is no temple in Jerusalem to measure. But it must have been wonderful for him to think about God’s faithfulness to keep His Word. After all, the prophets had already spoken of the glory of God returning to the Temple in the millennium; the time after the Messiah returns and reigns for 1000 years.  

Zechariah 6:12 tells us:

Tell him this is what the LORD Almighty says: `Here is the man (Messiah) and he will branch out from his place and build the temple of the LORD. 13 It is he who will build the temple of the LORD, and he will be clothed with majesty and will sit and rule on his throne.”

Ezekiel, Chapters 40 through 48, goes into great detail about this future Temple. But, this temple is not a millennial temple, it is a tribulation temple so we are learning that there will be a temple during tribulation time. We remember that this is something that the prophets of long ago had talked about and in Daniel 9:27, we read:

He (the Antichrist) will confirm a covenant with many for one `seven.' {a seven year period of time} In the middle of the seven he will put an end to sacrifice and offering. And on a wing [of the temple] he will set up an abomination that causes desolation, until the end that is decreed is poured out on him.

This indicates that during the time of the seven year period there is a temple in Jerusalem and after a period of time Israel has had peace with this world leader, specifically three and one half years, the Antichrist decides it is no longer worthwhile to have peace with Israel. He goes into the temple and puts an end to sacrifice and offering and for the last three and one half years of this time, the Antichrist is going to defile the temple. And, perhaps, it is the treaty with the Antichrist that allows the temple to be built during the time the Antichrist comes to power and the peace treaty is signed.

Today, it is politically unthinkable for a temple to be built in Jerusalem because the place where the temple is to built is the home of the second most holy place in the Muslim world – the Dome of the Rock. If a temple would be built there today, jihad would bring chaos into the whole world. Yet, the Scriptures say there will be a day when the Antichrist comes and a treaty is signed with Israel that a temple will be built.
This is also referenced by Paul in II Thessalonians 2:3-4:  

3 Don't let anyone deceive you in any way, for that day will not come until the rebellion occurs and the man of lawlessness is revealed, the man doomed to destruction. 4 He will oppose and will exalt himself over everything that is called God or is worshiped, so that he sets himself up in God's temple, proclaiming himself to be God. 

The last half of the Tribulation will see great persecution come upon the people of Israel.  

John sees a temple in the Tribulation period and is told to measure it. Why measure it?  Because you measure building that you own and that you have plans for. God owns this temple and has future plans for it.

What are God’s plan for this temple?  His plan is to use it to bring the nation of Israel back to Himself. Paul addresses the question, “Is God through with Israel?” in Romans 11:
26 And so all Israel will be saved, as it is written: “The deliverer will come from Zion; he will turn godlessness 
away from Jacob. 27 And this is my covenant with them when I take away their sins.”  

Paul describes a future day when Israel as a nation will together recognize Jesus as Lord.  I believe that God will use this temple to bring Israelites back to, first, a consciousness of their sins and, second, to a recognition of their need for a Savior. The temple is opened and then the nation of Israel will hear the preaching of 144,000 Jews, and the powerful preaching of these two witnesses in Revelation 11. Remember the last words of Verse 2:

But exclude the outer court; do not measure it, because it has been given to the Gentiles. They will trample on the holy city for forty-two months. 

During the last three and a half years of the Tribulation it will be very difficult for Israel and the Jews. The Antichrist turns against them and seeks to use the temple for his devilish purposes. Jesus describes those days in Luke 21:24:
“Jerusalem will be trampled on by the Gentiles until the times of the Gentiles are fulfilled.”
The times of the Gentiles will be fulfilled at the end of the Tribulation when Jesus returns personally to the earth. But mark this: God is in sovereign control even in these chaotic times. God is permitting this Gentile domination and persecution of Israel to fulfill His gracious plan of leading His people back to Himself. He will ultimately judge the Gentile nations who afflict Israel during this time.

Revelation 11:3 goes on to say,

“And I will give power to my two witnesses, and they will prophesy for 1,260 days, clothed in sackcloth.”  

Who are these two witnesses?  Some say they are Elijah and Enoch. Some guess Elijah and Moses. Some say they are Elijah and John the Baptist. There are others who say they are some new witnesses chosen by God. The text does not tell us. If the identity of these two witnesses were important, I believe it would be clearer. The key point is: they were prophesying and clothed in sackcloth which are clothes of sorrow, mourning and repentance!!  

These two guys not being asked to come speak at church growth conferences! They are not being asked to write books entitled, “The Power of Positive Thinking” or “Your Best Life Now” or “Velvet Elvis” for that matter. They are not interested in appealing to a culture that is in defiance and in rebellion against God. They re interested in being God’s prophets. They are cutting it straight regarding sin and repentance and not preaching a seeker sensitive message. These guys are hated for their message. They are not running around telling people that hell may or may not be real and if it is it doesn’t really matter, or that Jesus is one way to salvation among several or that everyone eventually reconciles with God. No, these guys are truth tellers. These two men will preach warning. They will preach judgment. They will explain the coming wrath of God. They will explain what is going on with the judgments have already been going on through the first of the seals and then the first of the trumpets and are about to break out in the final bowl judgments.  They will be calling for repentance; to belief in the Gospel of Jesus. They make the sovereignty of Jesus absolutely clear; that He is the King of kings and He is the Lord of lords and He calls people everywhere to worship and serve Him only. These two witnesses will be hated for their message.

Verse 4:

These are the two olive trees and the two lampstands that stand before the Lord of the earth. 

The imagery here parallels Zechariah's prophecy in Chapter 4 where two olive trees and two lampstands represent Joshua the high priest and Zerubbabel the ruler. They were the two men that God used in ancient Israel to revive Israel after her captivity. God raised up those two olive trees, those two lampstands, Joshua the high priest and Zerubbabel the ruler, so be His instruments to bring revival and rebuilding to Israel. They were then the agents; the human agents of God's divine restoration of Israel physically and spiritually.  God is sending these two witnesses just like He sent Joshua and Zerubbabel in the Old Testament to spiritually revive Israel.  All Israel will be saved as God’s Holy Spirit works through two human instruments to accomplish His glory. It is exciting to consider how God so powerfully uses weak flesh and blood to accomplish His kingdom plan.
D.L. Moody confesses: “The world has yet to see what the Lord will do with a man who is wholly consecrated to Him.  By God’s grace I will be that man!”

We read in Verses 5 and 6:

5 If anyone tries to harm them, fire comes from their mouths and devours their enemies. This is how anyone who wants to harm them must die. 6 These men have power to shut up the sky so that it will not rain during the time they are prophesying; and they have power to turn the waters into blood and to strike the earth with every kind of plague as often as they want. 

The idea presented here is: “Don’t mess with the two witnesses. If you try to harm them you are not going to live through that experience,” during the time God protects them.
In Verse 7 we read:

Now when they have finished their testimony, the beast that comes up from the Abyss will attack them, and overpower and kill them. 

These two witnesses will die for their faith and for the Gospel, but understand in this text, these two witnesses do not die because God is overpowered. Notice this is part of God’s eternal plan: “…when they had finished…” God does not let anything frustrate His plans.  

The Christian is immortal until God designs to bring him or her home. God specially protects His people, because He has use for us. When the day of our usefulness is completed that is the day God graciously brings us home. 

Consider for a moment how merciful God is even in judgment! Just before the final blowing of the seventh trumpet which contains the seven bowls which is the final destruction at the end of the day of the Lord and leads to the deaths of all those who do not believe in God’s Son, before that happens the Lord sends two final powerful witnesses. Like Noah before the Flood, like Moses in Egypt before the judgments, like John the Baptist before the Messiah, God mercifully sends preachers to warn of the judgment that is coming.

Look at Verses 8 and 9

Their bodies will lie in the street of the great city, which is figuratively called Sodom and Egypt, where also their Lord was crucified. 9 For three and a half days men from every people, tribe, language and nation will gaze on their bodies and refuse them burial. 

This is to show contempt for the witnesses. 

In John’s day, the readers must have wondered how this would even be possible. Today, because of modern technology, this idea of everyone all over the seeing the dead bodies of these two witnesses is easily imagined.

They leave these two witnesses bodies unburied in the street, which was done in ancient times. When pagan people wanted to dishonor their enemies, they would leave their corpses lying in the street. That was the ultimate dishonoring, the ultimate denigration of someone and the world really, really hated these guys.
The big consuming question for evangelicals today is: how can we get the world to like us? The answer that God gives is, “You can’t. The world that is rebelling against God will hate you. This world hated all the prophets before Jesus Christ; it hated Jesus Christ while He was in this world; it hated the apostles; it hated God’s messengers through human history; and it will hate God’s prophets at the end of time.”
Verse 10:

The inhabitants of the earth will gloat over them and will celebrate by sending each other gifts, because these two prophets had tormented those who live on the earth. 

“Tormented,” how did these two prophets torment them? They tormented them by telling the world the truth about sin, righteousness and judgment, and they couldn’t stand it. The presence of a righteous prophet is always a torment to a wicked generation. Some say there are two certainties in the world: death and taxes. Add one more: the world’s hatred of God and of His messengers. Of course this does not mean that all unbelievers will hate God’s people. It does not mean that we should be obnoxious or arrogant or rude. But it does mean that we should spend more time as Christians thinking how we can make the message of the Gospel clear to our world and less time thinking about how we can bend the message of the Gospel into something palatable for a world which rejects Jesus Christ.

So angry is the world at God that they break out in merriment and celebration when God’s servants are killed. Why does this world hate the message of God’s Gospel so much? What has God done to merit such a response? God is so good to the inhabitants of this earth and yet they repay Him with rage. Verse 18 tells us that “The nations were angry.” This is allusion to Psalm 2. John wants us to think about Psalm 2 because it helps us to understand the reason for this world’s anger against God Himself.  

1 Why do the nations conspire and the peoples plot in vain? 2 The kings of the earth take their stand and the 
rulers gather together against the LORD and against his Anointed One.

Verse 3 provides the answer: man hates the sovereign authority of God over him. Man sees God’s sovereign power as “chains” and “fetters” that must be thrown off in order to be free. Verse 3 says,


“Let us break their chains,” they say, “and throw off their fetters.” 

What blindness darkens the hearts of those who refuse to believe!  Man opposes God in order to be free and self-governing, but in his foolishness he rejects the God who offers to set him free. God does not enslave souls, but He liberates the soul from the mastery of sin. God opposes the proud, but He gives grace to the humble. Those who resist Him always consider Him to be a cruel taskmaster, but God is not cruel, nor is He a taskmaster. He is the source of all joy and happiness.    

Verse 11:

But after the three and a half days a breath of life from God entered them, and they stood on their feet, and terror struck those who saw them. 

They recognized their arms were too short to box with God. Opposition to Him is futile and vain. Terror struck them? There is a resurrection of these two and the whole world goes into a panic. They were partying because these two guys were finished, dead, gone.  But they are not finished dead and gone. There is a resurrection. God is never mocked. It might seem like He is at the moment, but God is not mocked. Let us forever remember that God always has the victory and let us remain with Him and in Him and not depart from the faith. Though it seems that sin and wickedness are winning for a time, do not be deceived. The end of the day will show us who is the sovereign King!  

Look at verse 12:
Then they heard a loud voice from heaven saying to them, “Come up here.” And they went up to heaven in a cloud, while their enemies looked on. 

The people saw what happened here.

Look at what happens in Verse 13:
At that very hour there was a severe earthquake and a tenth of the city collapsed. Seven thousand people were killed in the earthquake, and the survivors were terrified and gave glory to the God of heaven. 

What does this mean?  Remember this is in Jerusalem and the passage is talking about the local affect of the earthquake. My thought is that this refers to last of the Jews who had not yet believed come to faith. God faithfully fulfills His promise to them. God does not want us to miss His faithfulness, His greatness and His sovereign power in all of this.  So God has John write down the next two verses, 14 and 15:
14 The second woe has passed; the third woe is coming soon. 

15 The seventh angel sounded his trumpet, and there were loud voices in heaven, which said: “The kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of our Lord and of his Christ, and he will reign for ever and ever.” 

God is so merciful and faithful and He presents to us, with such clarity, His message that He is sovereign; that He will not share His glory with another. He offers life. He offers peace. He offers joy to all those who would come and submit to Him. But if the nations rage and conspire against Him, He will sit in Heaven and mock at the puniness of man thinking that they could somehow gain victory; that they could somehow mock Him and be able to be successful in their rebellion. What is true of the nations is true of our individual lives. Here is the call of the Gospel upon each one of us in Romans 2:10: if you confess with your mouth that Jesus is Lord and believe in your heart that God raised Him from the dead you will be saved from God’s right response against your sin. It is with the heart that you are justified and it is with the mouth that you confess and are saved. 

Have you confessed with your mouth and believed with your heart that Jesus Christ is God come in the flesh; that He is the King, that He is the Lord, that He is the Sovereign Savior of your soul and that you need Him?  Have you confessed and truly believe in your heart that you need a Savior? That is the path to receive God’s mercy and grace that is available to us.

The story of George Washington Carver makes us remember that God is big and we are so small.  

I went into my laboratory and said, “Dear Creator, please tell me what the universe was made for.”  

Said the Creator, “You want to know too much for such a little mind as yours.  Ask for something your size.”  

Then I asked, “Dear Creator, tell me what man was made for.”  Again the great Creator replied, “Little one, you are still asking too much.  Bring down the extent of your request.”  

“Tell me then, Creator, what the peanut was made for.”  Then the Creator taught me how to take the peanut apart and put it together again.   And out of this came all these products which the Creator taught me to make.”

Because George Washington Carver fellowshipped with God each day, he remembered what we often forget: God is personal and walks with His people; He is immense, vast, sovereign, and immeasurably great. Do you know Him?
