
The Two Witnesses
Revelation 11:1-14

6/28/2015
This last Friday morning, the Supreme Court of the United States, in a 

landmark case, decided that homosexual “marriage” was a constitutional right. 
The consequences of this action will be humongous, and those consequences will 
continue to reach their tentacles into every single corner of our lives. So, how 
should the Christian react to such news? Turn into a horse with the long face? 
Mope and groan, because our precious freedoms will go the way of the dodo bird 
(and make no mistake, they will go the way of the dodo bird!)? Should we start to 
doubt that God is on His throne? Should we start to think that God has let 
something slip? Should we engage in mass emotional hysteria? Or should we 
listen once more to God's Word? If we were to do that, we would learn some 
startling facts. The first fact is that God told us ahead of time that this sort of thing 
would happen. Therefore, to be forewarned is to be forearmed. Of course, we as a 
church are not armed for physical combat, but rather for the spiritual combat that 
is happening right now. So God told us ahead of time. Then, in our passage we 
further learn that these actions are characteristic of the end of all things. Are we in 
the last days? Yes, we are. The entire time from the first to the second coming of 
Christ is called the last days in Hebrews chapter 1. Are the current actions a sign 
that Jesus could be coming back very soon? It is quite possible. 

Our passage starts out with a measuring rod. Now, why was John given a 
measuring rod and told to measure the temple of God and the altar? We are talking 
about the end of the world, and John is told to go measure something. Why? What 
purpose does it serve? Here it becomes very important for us to have our Old 
Testament ears turned on. The most famous measuring passage in all of the Old 
Testament is Ezekiel 40-48. Those chapters are chock full of measuring. 
Everything is measured! What is fascinating about Ezekiel's temple in those 
chapters is that it was never built. Of course, Ezekiel wrote after Solomon's temple 
had been destroyed. The second temple that was constructed after the Exile was 
over bore no resemblance to the temple that Ezekiel saw. What that means is that 
what Ezekiel saw was the heavenly temple that would only be revealed in the last 
days. The language of these first verses of Revelation 11 comes straight out of 
Ezekiel 40-48. This means that the final temple is being built. The fact that it is 
being measured means that it exists, even if only in vision form. Measuring it also 
means that you have an interest in it. If you measure your own height, for instance, 
it means that you want (and sometimes need!) to know how tall you are. Your 
height is a very personal characteristic that belongs to you. If John is writing after 
the second temple was destroyed, then what is he doing measuring a temple? He is 
measuring the same temple that Ezekiel saw! In other words, the prophecy of 
Ezekiel is coming true, and John is the one who gets to see it happen in his vision. 



Measuring the temple also has the connotation of security. Think of what a 
surveyor does today. He measures the precise boundaries of property so that 
people can know what property belongs to them, and what property belongs to 
their neighbor. There is a certain kind of security that comes along with having 
that land measured. There is a principle of ownership involved. 

So why is the outer court of this temple left out? Verse 2 says that the outer 
court, the court of the Gentiles, is not to be measured. The expressed reason, 
though, does not at first glance seem to make much sense. The reason given is that 
the nations will trample the holy city for 42 months. Why is that a reason for not 
measuring the outer court? There have been lots of different answers given to this 
puzzle, but the one that seems most likely is that this is the part of the temple that 
will be contested. The nations will attack the church. They will seek to own the 
church for themselves. They will seek to measure it for themselves. 

The holy city here is the new Jerusalem, and is different from the great city 
of verse 8, which is the city of man. Why will the holy city be trampled? Well, that 
will be explained in verses 4-10. It is the same old war that has been going on 
since the very beginning: Satan's kingdom versus God's kingdom. It is clear that 
Satan's kingdom will have only a temporary victory. 42 months is three and a half 
years. The number 3 ½ is very important in this passage. It is half of seven, half of 
a Sabbath, and thus signifies a short period of time. The number occurs here, and 
in verse 3 in the form of 1,260 days, and it occurs in verse 9, referring to how long 
the two witnesses stay dead. It is not a long time. 

So who are these two witnesses? Many people think that they are Moses 
and Elijah. Others think that they are James and John himself. However, there are 
several things that point to a non-literal interpretation. First of all, look at the 
language in verse 4. They are there described as olive trees and lampstands. This 
language comes straight out of Zechariah 4. Olive trees and lampstands points 
strongly in the direction of the church. Secondly, the fire that pours out of their 
mouths cannot be literal fire, but rather judgment. Power to keep rain from falling, 
or to turn the waters into blood, or to implement any plague they see fit, does not 
exist literally among human beings. This is talking about the church, and how its 
witness judges the world. The power of the church here is amazing, isn't it? Of 
course, it only has this power as it has been given that power from God. Thirdly, 
notice that the entire world, no matter where they are, will be gloating over the 
dead bodies of the two witnesses. This is a good indication that they are not two 
actual people, but rather a symbolic portrait of the church under persecution.  

If the witnesses are the church, then why are there two of them? Why not 
just one, or maybe seven? The answer to this question is fairly simple. 
Deuteronomy prescribes two witnesses for confirming any judicial charges, 
especially charges related to capital crimes. This passage is shot through with legal 



terms. A witness is someone who is required to tell the truth in a court of law. They 
judge the earth, as is plain from verses 5-6. They have a testimony, as it says in 
verse 7. By the way, when we say that we have given our testimony, does that 
word really strike us with all its force, I wonder? Do we realize that when we 
“give our testimony,” we are doing so in the most important court of all? It is the 
ultimately Supreme Court of heaven itself, God being the presiding Judge. We 
often limit the scope of our testimony to what other human beings will hear, but 
our testimony has a far greater scope than that. Our testimony belongs in the 
courtroom of heaven, where God judges the entire world, both seen and unseen. 
We are testifying for God and against Satan. 

This testimony will get Satan hopping mad. When they have finished that 
testimony, the beast will arise out of the bottomless pit, wage war against the two 
witnesses, conquer them and kill them. This signifies all the persecution that 
comes to the church. There will be a measure of success in Satan's endeavor. As it 
says in verse 8, the dead bodies of the two witnesses will lie in the streets, 
unburied, and certainly not mourned. The ultimate humiliation is to let their bodies 
rot out in the middle of the street, so that the vultures can get at them. They will 
rejoice and make merry, thinking that they have won the war. Their tormentors 
would appear to be dead. The two witnesses have tormented the world, because 
the two witnesses spoke the truth. As we can see in our modern society, truth is the 
new hate-speech. Pamela Geller is the origin of that quotation, which is ironic, 
given the fact that she supports same-sex “marriage.” George Orwell once said, 
famously, “During times of universal deceit, telling the truth becomes a 
revolutionary act.” People hate this kind of truth-telling. Why? Because it shows 
up their sin, of course! Whenever someone's sin is pointed out, our tendency is to 
want to deflect attention away from ourselves, and direct it elsewhere, usually at 
the person who is speaking. We can expect this kind of treatment in the future. 

It is very, very important to notice here the connection this all has with our 
Lord's death and resurrection, for the death and resurrection of the church closely 
resembles, and is actually built on the pattern of our Lord and Savior's death and 
resurrection. In verse 8, at the very end of the verse, John describes a city as 
Sodom and Egypt, and as being the place where our Lord was crucified. Now, 
Jesus was crucified actually outside of Jerusalem. The names Sodom and Egypt 
bring up pictures of Sodom's sin, which is another strong connection to the times 
we are living in now. Egypt, of course, is a symbol of a land of sin and death, 
meaning that we need deliverance from it. The time period of death is very similar 
to Jesus', as well. He was in the tomb for three days, whereas the church is “dead” 
for three and a half days. The world similarly rejoiced in Jesus' death, and will 
rejoice over the church's “death.” Truth torments deceivers, doesn't it? That is why 
they rejoice. No more truth telling them how sinful they are! 

Can you imagine the scene? Let's go literal for just a bit, and imagine the 



scene. There is one gigantic party out there, because the church is dead. People can 
now do whatever they want. There is no more conscience telling them that they are 
doing what is evil. They send gifts to each other, in honor of the occasion. There 
are toasts to the victorious kingdom of Satan. All of a sudden, a breath of wind 
comes through the assembled guests at the party. The two dead witnesses come to 
life again, with the breath of God in their lungs. All the guests are terrified, 
because they know now that there is no silencing of God's church! This language 
is practically identical to the valley of dry bones in Ezekiel 37. You remember that 
the wind came, which was the breath of God, the Holy Spirit. It entered into all the 
corpses of God's people, and they became alive again. The resurrection will be the 
ultimate vindication of God's people. 

The reaction of the party-goers? Absolute fear. They threw all their power at 
these Christians, only to have them come to life again. They know that they have 
no such power over death. They do not have the power to stop the church. The 
gates of Hell have never had this power. And they never will have this power. 

In verse 12, we see God calling up His faithful saints to be where He is. 
This is often spoken of as the Rapture. One very important thing to notice about 
this “rapture” is that it occurs after the death and resurrection of the church. In 
other words, the “rapture” comes after persecution. It does not deliver us from 
persecution. Ascending into heaven in a cloud reminds us of the ascent into heaven 
of the great prophet Elijah. And there is more that reminds us of Elijah. In 1 Kings 
19, after the great encounter of Elijah with the 400 prophets of Baal, Elijah is 
fleeing for his life. God tells him that there are yet 7,000 people who have not 
bowed the knee to Baal. In verse 13, it is exactly 7,000 people who are killed in 
the earthquake. In Revelation, the 7,000 are people who persecuted the church, 
and so there is a big difference there. However, it is still connected, because the 
7,000 during Elijah's time were the remnant. They were the entire people of God. 
They were the church. So, in the time of John, when the 7,000 are killed, it is a 
punishment that fits the crime. These 7,000 who die in the earthquake were the 
ones who persecuted the 7,000 of the church of John's day. This proves to us that 
God is a perfectly just God, and will render justice absolutely perfectly. 

So what do we take from this text? We have seen several things already that 
are very important. Firstly, we should not behave as though we are outraged when 
our liberties are taken away from us. Should our liberties be taken away from us? 
No, absolutely not. The thing is, though, that we tend to forget about twenty 
centuries of church history. We tend to forget that many, and maybe most 
Christians have lived under far worse oppressions that we ever have. It is time for 
us to recognize that we will be joining the ranks of the martyrs at some point. This 
is not cause for mourning, but celebration. For the end is coming! When? I don't 
know! But soon. 

Secondly, our text explicitly connects the church's suffering with Christ's 



suffering. Folks, we will be in the very best of company when we start to 
experience persecution for our faith! 

Thirdly, and this is a point I have raised before, but it bears repetition: when 
persecution comes our way, it will be vitally important to pray for standing fast in 
the midst of persecution. That will be far more important then the very tempting 
thing, which is to pray for persecution to end. As one leader of a Chinese house 
church once said to me, “Do not pray that persecution will end in China. 
Persecution is very healthy for our church. Pray instead that we will hold up under 
persecution, and that our faith will stand firm.” We need to rid ourselves of the 
idolatry of comfort. Comfort will soon be a thing of the past for Christians. Hold 
all the comforts that you currently enjoy in a very loose and open hand. Do not try 
to hold on to them, let alone with a determined and closed fist.

Fourthly, make sure that you count it pure joy when you experience trials of 
various kinds, knowing that the testing of your faith produces perseverance. This 
is not something to mourn. It is something over which we can rejoice.  

Finally, pray for and participate in the church. The church is about to get a 
lot more healthy. All the health and wealth people are going to fall away. False 
teaching will get nowhere after persecution starts. We will need to draw together 
as never before. If persecution is what we need to start looking like the church in 
Acts, then so be it. It would be better for us to start now, in preparation for 
persecution. But the church will lose most, if not all of its hypocrites once 
persecution starts. No one will want to be with the church except those who know 
that this is the only place where we can worship God and attend on the means of 
grace. Do not fear, for God is infinitely more powerful than the world. Do not 
forget that God could snuff out this world with a breath from His mouth. He will 
never forsake His people. And He is the Supreme Court of the entire universe!       

      


