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Living at the Edge of Time 
(A (A (A (A Bible Bible Bible Bible Study on the EndStudy on the EndStudy on the EndStudy on the End----Times)Times)Times)Times)    
 

In this course we look at eschatology, the study of “last things,” which stems from the 

Greek word eschatos meaning “final”. Right upfront, we acknowledge that there are a 

number of different viewpoints concerning the order of end-time events. There is no one 

doctrinal view on the order and sequence to these events that all Christ-followers are 

required to agree on. This is an important statement. Because of the marketing and 

popularity of one particular viewpoint today, many believers are flustered when they are 

reminded that this is, in fact, the case.  

 

This study serves to achieve two things: 

 

1. To promote an appreciation of the study of eschatology, clarifying the essential 

Biblical convictions intended through Biblical end-times teaching. To this end we 

change tact from the normal format of the articles we write. We tackle this article 

as a Bible study commentary – with probing questions and suggested answers – of 

the relevant passages on end-time events (Matthew 24:1-51; 1 Thessalonians 4:13-

18; 5:1-11; 2 Thessalonians 2:1-12 and the Book of Revelation). 

 

2. To highlight the two main schools of thought on the end-times; briefly and 

carefully critiquing the more popular, yet more recent, of these two viewpoints. 

The goal is to simply inform those who hold to this view without question of its 

dubious origin, to point out some of its weaknesses and to at least explain the 

validity of alternate viewpoints. We feel this is important because of a certain 

segment of American evangelicalism’s fascination with this point of view, teaching 

it as Biblical doctrine. 

 

The contents of this study: 

 

1. Jesus’ teaching in Matthew, Chapter 24   Page  2 

2. Paul’s instructions to the church at Thessalonica  Page  7 

3. John’s Revelation of Jesus     Page 12 

    Appendix A: A Word on Heaven    Page 28 

    Appendix B: Personally Speaking    Page 31 

    Appendix C: Defining the Last Days   Page 34 
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1. Jesus’ teaching in Matthew, Chapter 24 
 

Context: 
Jesus answers, in this chapter, three questions the disciples ask Him 
in one discourse: 

(1) When will the temple in Jerusalem be destroyed?  
(2) When will He return?  
(3) When will the end of this age occur? (v. 3) 

 

This makes it difficult to distinguish which events Jesus is referring to, 
although it does bring up a vital facet of prophecy. Most Biblical 
prophecy has both a “now” and “yet to come” fulfilment. 
 

Commentary: 
Verses 6-10 
These verses talk about the signs of the times that so much attention 
is usually given to. But notice that Jesus said: “See that you are 
not troubled; for all these things must come to pass, but the 
end is not yet” (v. 6). Too much end-times teaching today foments 
anxious hysteria, yet Jesus taught otherwise. Then He said: “All 
these are the beginning of sorrows” (v. 8). Jesus was teaching 
His people to expect struggle and suffering as a part of the church 
age. If the usual “signs of the times” aren’t the focal point, what 
should we set our time clock against? 
 
Verse 14 
This is what God’s clock is set against. Jesus said that “the gospel 
of the Kingdom” – not the gospel of the church – will be preached 
in all the world “then the end will come”. Notice too that Jesus 
was not just referring to the proclamation but the demonstration 
of the Gospel. Jesus said the Gospel must be preached “as a 
witness” not just “a word”. The words of the Great Commission 
surely capture the full intent of this mandate (Matthew 28:18-20). 
  
Verse 4, 5, 9-13 
These verses indicate that in opposition to this Kingdom mandate, 
deception would be rife and persecution would be at an all time high. 
The word “deceive” (v. 4) means, “to be deceived by degree,” a 
term used to describe a ship captain who, in taking an initial reading 
of his destination, mistakes his aim by one degree and then misses 
his mark by hundreds of miles. The implication may be that people 
will not deceive the church claiming that “they are the Christ;” they 
will proclaim Jesus is the “Christ” yet distort the truth and thereby 
“deceive many” (v. 5). The word “lawlessness” refers to those 
who are anti-law and this statement has a frightening implication. 
Jesus said that “because lawlessness will abound, the love of 
many will grow cold” (v. 12). This is a reference to believers 
whose agape-love for God has died; not a reference to unbelievers 
who have never known agape-love. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1 Then Jesus went out and 
departed from the temple, and His 
disciples came up to show Him the 
buildings of the temple. 2 And 
Jesus said to them, "Do you not see 
all these things? Assuredly, I say to 
you, not one stone shall be left here 
upon another, that shall not be 
thrown down." 3  Now as He sat on 
the Mount of Olives, the disciples 
came to Him privately, saying, 
"Tell us, when will these things be? 
And what will be the sign of Your 
coming, and of the end of the age?" 
4 And Jesus answered and said to 
them: "Take heed that no one 
deceives you. 5 "For many will 
come in My name, saying, ‘I am the 
Christ,’ and will deceive many. 6  
"And you will hear of wars and 
rumors of wars. See that you are 
not troubled; for all these 
things must come to pass, but 
the end is not yet. 7 "For nation 
will rise against nation, and 
kingdom against kingdom. And 
there will be famines, pestilences, 
and earthquakes in various places. 
8  "All these are the beginning 
of sorrows. 9 "Then they will 
deliver you up to tribulation and 
kill you, and you will be hated by 
all nations for My name’s sake. 10  
"And then many will be offended, 
will betray one another, and will 
hate one another. 11 "Then many 
false prophets will rise up and 
deceive many. 12 "And because 
lawlessness will abound, the 
love of many will grow cold. 
13  "But he who endures to the end 
shall be saved. 14 "And this 
gospel of the kingdom will be 
preached in all the world as a 
witness to all the nations, and 
then the end will come”. 
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Verse 15-22 
While the previous verses (vv. 4-14) almost certainly refer to the 
disciples’ third question (When will the end of this age occur?), these 
verses definitely refer to their first question (When will the temple in 
Jerusalem be destroyed?). While parallels may again be present, this 
passage captures the setting to the destruction of Jerusalem in A.D. 
70, when – according to Jewish historian Josephus – more than 1 
million Jews were massacred in a day. According to history, Christ-
followers were warned prophetically to flee before the blood-thirsty 
Roman army arrived…a direct fulfilment of Jesus’ words. 
 
One such parallel is when Jesus quoted Daniel in His reference to the 
“abomination of desolation” (Daniel 9:27; 11:31; 12:11). This 
certainly applied to the arrival of the Roman army that flattened 
Jerusalem, but it also foreshadows the activity of the Antichrist. 
 
Verse 23-31 
Jesus then turned His attention to the disciples’ second question, 
“When will You return?” He mentioned two facets to His return:  
 
1. Jesus will return “on the clouds of heaven with power and 

glory” (v. 30). Are these literal clouds of water-vapour or the 
shekinah glory-cloud of God?  

 
2. The angels will herald this awesome day “with a great sound of 

a trumpet” (v. 31).This awesome Event will be miraculously 
witnessed by “all the tribes of the earth” (v. 30). And Jesus 
will certainly not need the help of the media to broadcast it for 
Him as some have suggested! Rather “every eye will see Him” 
(Revelation 1:7); the implication, every eye will see Him in that 
awesome moment. Which leads to an intriguing thought: with 
time zone differences, does the return of Christ transcend the 
natural restrictions of this earth in a supernatural dynamic? In 
other words, no matter where one is in the world when Christ 
returns – 9pm in South Africa or 4am in Japan – surely we will all 
immediately be summoned to attention in this awesome moment. 
Jesus is not going to have to wait for the Japanese to wake up 
and turn on CNN. 

 
Jesus explains that the angels “will gather together His elect” (v. 
31), a reference to the rapture which we will look at in a moment in 1 
Thessalonians 4:17. But before coming to a conclusive thought at this 
point in Jesus’ teaching, we need to read on, especially taking note of 
verses 37-41 concerning the judgment He brings in His return and 
the clear connection between this statement and Jesus’ parable of 
the wheat and the tares (Matthew 13:24-30; 36-43).  
 
 

15 "Therefore when you see the 
‘abomination of desolation,’ 
spoken of by Daniel the prophet, 
standing in the holy place" 
(whoever reads, let him 
understand), 16 "then let those 
who are in Judea flee to the 
mountains. 17 "Let him who is on 
the housetop not go down to take 
anything out of his house. 
18  "And let him who is in the field 
not go back to get his clothes. 19 
"But woe to those who are 
pregnant and to those who are 
nursing babies in those days! 20 
"And pray that your flight may not 
be in winter or on the Sabbath. 21  
"For then there will be great 
tribulation, such as has not been 
since the beginning of the world 
until this time, no, nor ever shall 
be. 22 "And unless those days were 
shortened, no flesh would be 
saved; but for the elect’s sake those 
days will be shortened. 23 "Then if 
anyone says to you, ‘Look, here is 
the Christ!’ or ‘There!’ do not 
believe it. 24  "For false christs and 
false prophets will rise and show 
great signs and wonders to deceive, 
if possible, even the elect. 25 "See, I 
have told you beforehand. 26 
"Therefore if they say to you, ‘Look, 
He is in the desert!’ do not go out; 
or ‘Look, He is in the inner rooms!’ 
do not believe it. 27 "For as the 
lightning comes from the east and 
flashes to the west, so also will the 
coming of the Son of Man be. 28 
"For wherever the carcass is, there 
the eagles will be gathered 
together. 29 "Immediately after the 
tribulation of those days the sun 
will be darkened, and the moon 
will not give its light; the stars will 
fall from heaven, and the powers of 
the heavens will be shaken. 30  
"Then the sign of the Son of Man 
will appear in heaven, and then all 
the tribes of the earth will mourn, 
and they will see the Son of Man 
coming on the clouds of heaven 
with power and great glory. 
31 "And He will send His angels 
with a great sound of a 
trumpet, and they will gather 
together His elect from the four 
winds, from one end of heaven to 
the other. 
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Verse 32-44 
Jesus then made it clear that the first century generation were 
going to experience all the implications of this multi-level 
prophecy in some aspect (v. 34); the destruction of Jerusalem, 
His return and the end of the age would have a number of 
parallels. Following this He revealed the first of two crucial, 
thunderbolt implications true and valid for every generation.  
 
He first explained that “no one knows” the day and hour of His 
return, “but My Father only” (v. 36). It seems sad that this has 
to be repeated. “No one – not even the charismatic celebrities 
who hint at otherwise! – knows…but My Father only”. The 
point is crystal: “you also be ready, for the Son of Man is 
coming at an hour you do not expect” (v. 44). Thus the first 
crucial bottom-line point is this: we are to live holy lives 
expecting Him to come anytime. We are to live “this day” in 
anticipation of “that Day”.  
 
Jesus then not only explained that His return would bring 
judgment, but likened His coming to the days of Noah. He 
explains that the “flood came and took them all away” in 
judgment (v. 39). He then teaches concerning His return: “two 
men will be in the field; one will be taken and the other 
left” (v. 40). Why do so many conclude that the one who is taken 
is the believer (in the rapture) and the one who is left behind is 
the unbeliever? Jesus clearly taught the opposite in this passage. 
Just as the flood came and took the ungodly of Noah’s time away, 
so Jesus will come in judgment against the ungodly in His return.  
 
In Jesus’ parable of the wheat and the tares He taught about the 
“end of this age” (Matthew 13:40). He explained that the angels 
would first “gather out of His Kingdom” the tares in 
judgment (vv. 30, 41, 42) and then, secondly, “gather the 
wheat into my barn” so that the “righteous will shine forth 
as the sun in the Kingdom of their Father” (vv. 30, 43). In 
other words, Jesus’ return will have two dimensions to it, in this 
order: first, judgment against the ungodly; and second, 
celebration of the righteous (see also 2 Timothy 4:1). 
 
Verses 45-51 
Jesus then taught the second crucial thunderbolt point. He 
defined His followers as stewards of His household, who faithfully 
and wisely use the time they have before His return (v. 45). He 
said: “Blessed is that servant whom his master, when he 
comes, will find so doing” (v. 46). Thus the second crucial 
point is this: we are to live faithful lives realising that He 
may not come in our life time. We are to selflessly serve our 
generation so that we leave a legacy for the next generation to go 
further in fulfilling His Great Commission should He tarry. 

32 "Now learn this parable from 
the fig tree: When its branch has 
already become tender and puts 
forth leaves, you know that 
summer is near. 33 "So you also, 
when you see all these things, 
know that it is near—at the doors! 
34 "Assuredly, I say to you, this 
generation will by no means pass 
away till all these things take place. 
35 "Heaven and earth will pass 
away, but My words will by no 
means pass away. 36 "But of that 
day and hour no one knows, not 
even the angels of heaven, but My 
Father only. 37 "But as the days 
of Noah were, so also will the 
coming of the Son of Man be.  38  
"For as in the days before the flood, 
they were eating and drinking, 
marrying and giving in marriage, 
until the day that Noah entered the 
ark, 39  "and did not know until 
the flood came and took them 
all away, so also will the coming 
of the Son of Man be. 40 "Then 
two men will be in the field: 
one will be taken and the 
other left. 41 "Two women will be 
grinding at the mill: one will be 
taken and the other left. 42 "Watch 
therefore, for you do not know 
what hour your Lord is coming. 43 
"But know this, that if the master 
of the house had known what hour 
the thief would come, he would 
have watched and not allowed his 
house to be broken into. 44 
"Therefore you also be ready, 
for the Son of Man is coming 
at an hour you do not expect.  
45 "Who then is a faithful and wise 
servant, whom his master made 
ruler over his household, to give 
them food in due season? 46 
Blessed is that servant whom his 
master, when he comes, will find so 
doing. 47 "Assuredly, I say to you 
that he will make him ruler over all 
his goods. 48 "But if that evil 
servant says in his heart, ‘My 
master is delaying his coming,’ 49 
"and begins to beat his fellow 
servants, and to eat and drink with 
the drunkards, 50 "the master of 
that servant will come on a day 
when he is not looking for him and 
at an hour that he is not aware of, 
51 "and will cut him in two and 
appoint him his portion with the 
hypocrites. There shall be weeping 
and gnashing of teeth”. 
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Before summarising what we learn from Jesus’ instructions here, we dare not exclude 
Jesus’ flow of thought into Matthew, Chapter 25. Jesus, in fact, concluded His instructions 
in Chapter 24 with three eschatological parables: the parable of the wise and foolish virgins 
(Matthew 25:1-13), the parable of the talents (vv. 14-30) and the parable of the judgment 
of the nations (vv. 31-46). Each parable contains its own eschatological punch and together 
actually bring a breath-taking and heart-shuddering close to His teaching on the end-times.  
 
The parable of the virgins teaches us the importance of nurturing an eschatological 
expectation, potently reinforcing Matthew 24:36-44 (Thunderbolt 1). The parable of the 
talents teaches us the importance of translating this expectation into effective stewardship, 
forcefully underscoring Matthew 24:45-51 (Thunderbolt 2). Then the parable of the 
judgment of the nations teaches us the importance of morality and charity in fulfilling this 
stewardship.  
 
In this final parable, Jesus wraps up His two-fold message about being expectant and 
effective by spotlighting our motives: are we expectant and effective with a purity of 
motivation, ensuring that we are advancing His Kingdom among the least, the last and the 
lost? In a nutshell, our end-times theology must lead us to a greater purity and selflessness. 
Thus the three parables flow well together affirming with remarkable clout the two 
thunderbolt lessons, we stressed above: be expectant anticipating His coming, yet be 
effective should He tarry.  
 
We don’t think it is wise to try to read into this third parable, concerning the judgment of 
the nations, a conclusive teaching about end-time sequence and events. Some do so but 
this leads to a number of conflicting opinions which is unnecessary. It seems that Jesus’ 
intention in this closing moral knock-out punch-line was to strike at the emotional core of 
His audience, not muddy the waters He had sought to make clear in His teaching in 
Matthew 24.  
 
At the risk of redundancy, this final parable then hammers home the importance of purity 
of motivation as we balance the tension of eagerly anticipating His coming while being 
effective stewards of that which He has entrusted to us should He tarry. For those who 
read more into this parable, for thoroughness sake, we make these comments: 
 
Some see in this parable an order to Christ’s judgments; first, on the righteous and second, 
the unbelieving. This is not the case. Certainly, Jesus again revealed that His return will 
bring judgment: “When the Son of Man comes in His glory, and all the holy angels 
with Him, then He will sit on the throne of His glory. All the nations will be 
gathered before Him” (Matthew 25:31, 32). Although it may appear that the “sheep on 
His right” are judged first and the “goats on the left” second (v. 33), the pivotal verse 
implies that their judgment is simultaneous: “He will also say to those on the left” (v. 
41). In other words, this passage does not specifically teach that Jesus will rapture the 
righteous first before dealing with the unrighteous, thus contradicting the earlier sequence 
of events (Matthew 24:36-41; 13:36-43). Jesus’ parable here simply (yet profoundly) 
highlights that His coming demands faith backed up by loving works (James 2:14-18; Titus 
1:16). Jesus’ choice to conclude with the judgment of the “goats” (v. 32, 33) – counterfeit 
believers (Matthew 7:21-23; 2 Timothy 3:5; Titus 1:16; 1 John 2:4) – is a master-stroke of 
effective communication; it’s a spine-chilling stab to spur us into outrageous action. 
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What we essentially learn from Jesus’ instructions to His disciples: 
Amidst so much end-times mania (and book-selling) we can often forget these two crucial – 
absolutely bottom-line – juggernaut truths that Jesus taught us. More than anything else; 
whatever theory of the end-times we hold to, it must lead us to this conclusion: 
 

(1) We are to live holy and humble lives expecting Him to come at anytime.  
 

(2) We are to live faithful and fruitful lives realising that He may not come in our life time. 
 
Biblical teaching on the end-times should thus enable us to live expectantly in the tension 
of these two core convictions; in such a way as to cooperate with God’s unfolding plan in 
this present age, “then the end will come” (Matthew 24:14). Peter taught that we must 
not just look for the coming of Christ but actually live in such a way as to usher it in! Listen 
to his soul-charging words: “since all these things will be dissolved, what manner of 
persons ought you to be in holy conduct and godliness, looking for and 
hastening the coming of the day of God” (2 Peter 3:11, 12).  
 
This end-times expectation is in fact the answer to a piece of the puzzle that eluded us for 
a long time. The early church lived in expectation of Christ’s soon return. Of course, He did 
not come that soon…2,000 years on and we are still here. Were they deceived? The 
apostolic writers exhorted the early church to live large for God in anticipation of His 
second coming. Were they also deceived…or worse, were they being manipulative? Did 
they use this teaching to compel the early church to a certain quality of life when they 
knew it was not going to happen?  
 
The answer is an emphatic: No! They were not deceived or manipulative. Instead they 
nurtured an eschatological attitude living with a mesmerising sense of destiny and 
riveting sense of responsibility; they lived believing that they could be, not 
necessarily that they would be, the generation that Jesus would return for. They 
gave themselves in such a way as to be the Bride who would wow Jesus’ heart that He 
might say, “Father, she’s ready! I’m going!” In a phrase, they were a given-generation; 
given to advance the Father’s Kingdom. 
 
We often error by turning what should be an eschatological attitude into a time-line on a 
calendar. Rather than giving ourselves with abandon to establish God’s Kingdom we can so 
easily get distracted watching our calendars and interpreting end-time events.    
 
Every generation should nurture this attitude of hope and live with this gripping 
responsibility. Peter said Jesus was “being held back” – the literal meaning of “whom 
heaven must receive” – “until the times of restoration of all things” (Acts 3:21). 
Jesus will return when His bride is ready...when she is fully prepared…and we are to live 
lives “in holy conduct and godliness, looking for and hastening the coming of the 
day of God”. 
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2. Paul’s instructions to the believers in Thessalonica  
(1 Thessalonians 4:13-18; 5:1-11; 2 Thessalonians 2:1-12) 

 

1 Thessalonians 4:13-18; 5:1-11 
 

Context: 
The believers in Thessalonica were confused and concerned about 
those believers who had died before Jesus’ return. Paul answered 
their fears and in so doing highlighted some realities of Christ’s return. 
 

Commentary: 
Verse 13-16 
Paul explains that we as believers have great hope: death is not our 
end. Although he does not explain where the believers who had died 
were at present – although he explained to the Corinthians that to 
“be absent from the body [in death is] to be present with the 
Lord” (2 Corinthians 5:8) – he focuses his teaching on their part in 
the return of Christ. He explains that when “the Lord Himself will 
descend from heaven with a shout, with the voice of an 
archangel, and with the trumpet of God…the dead in Christ 
will rise first” (v. 16). How will they arise first? Does this mean they 
will go back into the ground where their bodies were buried? (Oops, 
what if I’m cremated?)  
 
No. Paul had already clarified this: “God will bring with Him those 
who sleep in Jesus” (v. 14). In other words, those who have died 
and are already in heaven will return with Him when He comes again. 
The question that pops up is this: why will Jesus bring them with Him 
if He is, as some think, coming to fetch us to take us back to heaven? 
Hold that thought for a moment. 
 
Verse 17, 18 
Paul then explains that, when Christ returns with the believers who 
are already with Him, “we who are alive and remain shall be 
caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord 
in the air. And thus we shall always be with the Lord” (v. 17). 
Herein lies the chief source of the doctrine of the rapture. Although 
the word does not appear in the Bible, the word “rapture” is taken 
from the Latin translation of this phrase: simul rapiemur cum illis. 
The phrase in Greek means, “to seize” or “to take by force” and is 
used of the Spirit’s transference of Philip from one location to another 
(Acts 8:39) and of Paul’s being caught up into Paradise (2 Corinthians 
12:2, 4). 
 
Thus, the word is used to describe the supernatural, powerful 
transfer of a person from one plane to another, whether it be 
from one geographical location to another or from one realm to 
another (i.e. from the natural to the spiritual realm).  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 4 
13 “But I do not want you to be 
ignorant, brethren, concerning 
those who have fallen asleep, lest 
you sorrow as others who have no 
hope. 14 For if we believe that 
Jesus died and rose again, even so 
God will bring with Him 
those who sleep in Jesus. 15 
For this we say to you by the word 
of the Lord, that we who are alive 
and remain until the coming of the 
Lord will by no means precede 
those who are asleep. 16 For the 
Lord Himself will descend 
from heaven with a shout, with 
the voice of an archangel, and with 
the trumpet of God. And the 
dead in Christ will rise first.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
17 Then we who are alive and 
remain shall be caught up 
together with them in the 
clouds to meet the Lord in the 
air. And thus we shall always be 
with the Lord. 18 Therefore 
comfort one another with these 
words. 
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Paul used the word “clouds” and “air” (v. 17) which may refer to 
the natural atmosphere. But are we really going to sit on puffs of 
concentrated water vapour? Does Paul’s reference to “clouds” not 
rather refer to God’s cloud of shekinah glory that enveloped the 
disciples’ in Jesus’ transfiguration (Matthew 17:5; Revelation 1:7)? 
And does the word “air” not refer to the heavenly realms that were 
once the domain of the devil, “the prince of the power of the 
air” (Ephesians 2:2)?  
 
Jesus will return literally and physically, no question (Acts 1:11). 
But could the rapture not be the supernatural transfer of believers 
into the shekinah glory of God that fills the earth (Numbers 14:21) 
as Jesus establishes His rule in the heavenly places and 
consummates His victory over darkness (Ephesians 3:10, 11)? 
Would this not fit perfectly into Paul’s revelation of the heavenly 
places – the second heaven, the spiritual realm – where the battle 
between light and darkness rages in this present age (see 
Ephesians 1:3, 20, 21; 2:2, 6; 3:10, 11; 6:12)? 
 
See Appendix B on pp. 31-33f 

 
 
Paul continues his eschatological instruction to the Thessalonians in 
the next eleven verses of chapter 5. His last words in 4:17, 
“comfort one another,” are repeated in 5:11, “comfort each 
other,” showing not only the continuation of the discussion but 
also highlighting that eschatology ought to offer substantial comfort 
and hope not promote speculative fear and uncertainty. 
 
Paul explains that “the day of the Lord so comes as a thief in 
the night” (1 Thessalonians 5:2) yet makes it clear that for “all 
sons of the light” His sudden appearing will consummate our 
salvation so that “whether we wake [are alive at the time] or 
sleep [or have already died], we should live together with 
Him” (vv. 5, 9, 10). While His coming should impart sobriety and 
vigilance to our faith (v. 8), the suddenness of the Lord’s coming 
will “overtake” those in “darkness” as a “thief” (v. 4). The only 
one’s who are to be fearful of the Lord’s “wrath” at His return are 
the unbelieving (v. 9 c. 2 Thessalonians 2:9-12). 
 
Thus the return of Christ is to be eagerly awaited for by His faithful; 
Jesus’ return signals the celebration of His victory and the 
beginning of the age to come. Every believer will give account for 
His life, enjoy the rewards He gives in response and will receive 
their new, resurrected body. Paul explained to the Corinthians that 
when Jesus returns, “in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye,” 
we will “be changed” into our new, glorified bodies (1 Corinthians 
15:52; see vv. 42-55).  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Chapter 5 
1 “But concerning the times and 
the seasons, brethren, you have no 
need that I write to you. 2 For you 
yourselves know perfectly that the 
day of the Lord so comes as a thief 
in the night. 3 For when they say, 
‘Peace and safety!’ then sudden 
destruction comes upon them, as 
labour pains upon a pregnant 
woman. And they shall not escape.    
4 But you, brethren, are not in 
darkness, so that this Day should 
overtake you as a thief. 5  You are 
all sons of light, and sons of the 
day. We are not of the night nor of 
darkness. 6 Therefore let us not 
sleep, as others do, but let us watch 
and be sober. 7 For those who 
sleep, sleep at night, and those who 
get drunk are drunk at night. 8 
But let us who are of the day 
be sober, putting on the 
breastplate of faith and love, 
and as a helmet the hope of 
salvation. 9 For God did not 
appoint us to wrath, but to obtain,  
salvation through our Lord Jesus 
Christ, 10 who died for us, that 
whether we wake or sleep, we 
should live together with him. 11 
Therefore comfort each other 
and edify one another, just as 
you also are doing”. 
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For those who find this a little far-fetched, remember that when 
Jesus was raised from the dead, He had a new resurrected body. 
He ate (Luke 24:42, 43), He could be touched (John 20:24-28), yet 
He materialised at will (John 20:19; Acts 1:3). Furthermore, it is 
completely in keeping with the nature of God to create a body that 
is suited to the realities of its environment. A fish has a body of 
scales suited to water; a bird has a body of feathers built for flight.  
 
The more probing question is this: why would we need new 
resurrected bodies if Jesus was taking us back to heaven? Of course, 
He is not. The purpose of the return of Christ is to consummate His 
victory and fully establish His Kingdom on earth! We need new 
resurrected bodies to live on a new earth as custodians and citizens 
of the Kingdom of God. God’s original plan back in Eden is His 
eternal plan (see Genesis 1:26-28; Revelation 5:8-10; 21:1-27). The 
Bible does not end with us going to heaven, but concludes with the 
heavenly Jerusalem coming to earth!  
 
“Now I saw a new heaven and a new earth…Then I, John, 
saw the holy city, New Jerusalem, coming down out of 
heaven from God… And I heard a loud voice from heaven 
saying, ‘Behold, the tabernacle of God is with men, and He 
will dwell with them…” (Revelation 21:1-3). 
 
Jesus taught us to pray, “Your will be done on earth as it is in 
heaven” (Matthew 6:10). He would never have taught us to pray 
for something He never intended! 
 
See Appendix A entitled “A Word on Heaven” on pp. 28-30 
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2 Thessalonians 2:1-12 
 

Context: 
The believers in Thessalonica were then misled by false teachers 
who claimed that the return of Christ had already happened. Paul 
pointed out the absurdity of this error and again highlighted some 
realities of the return of Christ. 
 

Commentary: 
Verse 1ff 
Paul’s point is simple: the return of Christ will not happen until “the 
falling away comes first, and the man of sin is revealed” (v. 
3). Paul explains, what Jesus taught in Matthew 24, that a massive 
falling away from Christ will occur due to deception and persecution 
before He returns. Since this did not happen in the first century, the 
Thessalonians did not have to fear missing out on the return of 
Christ. Paul also reveals and then highlights, through a number of 
verses, that the “lawlessness” that Jesus spoke of (Matthew 
24:12) will be spearheaded by the rise of the “man of sin” or 
“man of lawlessness” (NIV). John refers to him as the Antichrist 
(1 John 2:18, 22; 4:3; 2 John 7). 
 
There is a confusing piece of information that Paul shares about 
concerning the “restrainer” (vv. 6, 7). Clearly the recipients of this 
letter in Thessalonica knew what Paul was talking about as he had 
taught on this during his previous trip there (v. 5). Although there 
are various thoughts proposed concerning the “restrainer” we 
cannot be sure and therefore should be careful to, again, be 
dogmatic on this type of thing. 
 
One last important thought in this passage is Paul’s revelation that 
the “lawless one – the Antichrist – will be revealed, whom the 
Lord will consume with the breath of His mouth and 
destroy with the brightness of His coming” (v. 8). This points 
again to the fact that the return of Christ will be both one of 
judgment against the ungodly and the celebration of the righteous.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1 “Now, brethren, concerning the 
coming of our Lord Jesus Christ 
and our gathering together to Him, 
we ask you, 2  not to be soon 
shaken in mind or troubled, either 
by spirit or by word or by letter, as 
if from us, as though the day of 
Christ had come. 3 Let no one 
deceive you by any means; for 
that Day will not come unless 
the falling away comes first, 
and the man of sin is 
revealed, the son of perdition, 4 
who opposes and exalts himself 
above all that is called God or that 
is worshiped, so that he sits as God 
in the temple of God, showing 
himself that he is God. 5 Do you 
not remember that when I was still 
with you I told you these things? 6 
And now you know what is 
restraining, that he may be 
revealed in his own time. 7 For the 
mystery of lawlessness is already at 
work; only He who now restrains 
will do so until He is taken out of 
the way. 8 And then the lawless 
one will be revealed, whom the 
Lord will consume with the 
breath of His mouth and 
destroy with the brightness of 
His coming. 9 The coming of the 
lawless one is according to the 
working of Satan, with all power, 
signs, and lying wonders, 10 and 
with all unrighteous deception 
among those who perish, because 
they did not receive the love of the 
truth, that they might be saved. 11 
And for this reason God will send 
them strong delusion, that they 
should believe the lie, 12 that they 
all may be condemned who did not 
believe the truth but had pleasure 
in unrighteousness. 
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What we essentially learn from Paul’s instructions to the church at Thessalonica: 
 
In his first letter: 
When Jesus returns, the believers who are already dead will return with Him and the 
believers still on earth will be raptured (gathered) in celebration, transferred from one plane 
to another whether this is from one geographical plane to the next – from the earth’s ground 
to the atmosphere, as typically thought – or from a natural to a spiritual dynamic as we are 
supernaturally and powerfully transformed in a heartbeat in a complete and miraculous 
make-over as proposed here.  
 
In his second letter: 
Before Christ returns, there will be a monumental falling away from the faith due to 
deception and persecution driven by the Antichrist’s agenda. However, when Christ returns 
the Antichrist will be judged with the judgment of the ungodly.  
 
[This falling away, consistent with Jesus’ teaching in Matthew 24:12, should also be balanced 
against the vision of an overcoming, Great Commission-fulfilling, prevailing church envisioned 
by Jesus (Matthew 16:18, 19; 24:14; 28:18-20)]. 
 
 
 

What we essentially learn from Jesus and Paul’s teachings: 
Before moving onto John’s Revelation; it should be noted at this point that through a study 
of Jesus’ and Paul’s teaching on the end-times, we deduce the following: 
 

� Before Jesus comes again, two facets will mark the end of this age: 
 

1> A great demonic attack of deception and persecution, orchestrated by the  
rise of the Antichrist. 

 

2> A great revival through an anointed, on-fire church that fulfils the Kingdom 
mandate.  

 

� Jesus will literally and physically come again and bring this age to a close. 
 

� In Christ’s return, both the judgment of the ungodly and the rapture of the 
righteous occur; the return of Christ and the rapture of the church are one and the 
same event. 

 

� As the redeemed, we are to (1) live holy and humble lives expecting Him to come 
at anytime and (2) faithful and fruitful lives realising that He may not come in our 
life time.  
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3. John’s Revelation of Jesus triumphant! 
 

Context: 
John, the veteran apostle, wrote this book describing the Revelation of Jesus he received while 
imprisoned for his faith on the Isle of Patmos, a 16 by 10 kilometre volcanic island 100 
kilometres south west of Ephesus in the Aegean Sea (1:9). The Romans used it as a penal 
colony forcing their prisoners to work in the granite quarries. Internal evidence indicates that 
this book may have been written during the period of extreme persecution of the early church, 
from when Nero blamed the Christians for the fire that nearly destroyed Rome in July A.D. 64 
until his suicide in June A.D. 68. Thus, in this case, it was written before the destruction of 
Jerusalem in September A.D. 70. 
 
Due to some external evidence, some date the book, during another period of extreme 
persecution, near the end of the reign of Domitian (A.D. 81-96). Either way, the purpose of 
the Book of Revelation was to encourage and challenge persecuted believers with 
the divine hope of Christ’s triumphant victory despite the hardships faced in the 
warfare of this present age.  
 
Despite everything: “the Lord God Omnipotent reigns!” (19:6). 
 
The Greek word for “revelation” is apokalypsis meaning, “an unveiling” and thus we speak of 
the Book of Revelation as “the apocalypse”. It is the “unveiling” of Christ’s triumph; hence it is 
not the “Book of Revelations” but the “Revelation of Jesus Christ”. 
 
John’s writing fits into the genre of apocalyptical writings, and this is important to grasp if we 
want to understand this book. Just as all genre is written with different aims and rules in mind 
so too was John’s Revelation. For one, apocalyptical writings are written in figurative 
language with the use of overwhelming symbolism for poetic encouragement not for 
scientific, clinical dissection. John makes this clear in the first verse: “The Revelation of Jesus 
Christ…He sent and signified it by His angel to His servant John” (1:1). The word 
“signified” refers to symbols that convey the message of hope contained therein.  
 
Too often, passages in Revelation are dragged from their intended, poetic impact into the 
“science lab” of rationalisation. For example, the record of the demonic locusts from the abyss 
creates a disturbing – if not, horrific – picture that overwhelms the reader (9:1-12); it is not 
intended that the reader attempt to interpret every minute detail of the account. In the same 
way, John’s Revelation records various numerical designations that should not be seen as literal 
numbers any more than the pictures of the “living creatures full of eyes” must be taken 
literally (Revelation 4:6). 
 
A second consideration concerning apocalyptical writings is that it is written for the oppressed 
in cryptic language that prevents immediate retribution from the oppressors. Without 
question, John’s use of the word “Babylon” refers to the oppressive Roman Empire (Revelation 
18:9, 10; 1 Peter 5:13); a designation that the early church knew well, yet it prevented John 
from being executed for treason.  
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A further fact to point out is that John recorded the visions as he saw them; they do not 
follow a chronological order. For example, Jesus is born in Chapter 12, exalted in Chapter 5 
and engages with the seven churches in Asia Minor in Chapters 1-3. The Beast, in another 
example, attacks the two witnesses in Chapter 11 but is only brought into existence in Chapter 
13. The point should be clear: the poetic imagery and symbolism of John’s Revelation is 
intended to overwhelm you with the darkness and ugliness of evil in contrast to the brightness 
and beauty of the Lord of Glory.  
 
In fact, the visions in Revelation often picture the same events from different 
perspectives; the repetition confirms God’s plan and affirms the reader that He is in control. In 
so doing, every generation of believer should be encouraged to continue this age-long struggle 
to enforce the Kingdom of God. The point is not to force John’s Revelation into giving us the 
exact order and sequence of end-times events. This is not the purpose for which it was written. 
 
Although John’s Revelation was, without doubt, particularly relevant to the first century church 
and prepared them for events such as the destruction of Jerusalem; it also, without question, 
continues to speak with relevancy to us today. As with all prophecy, we can be sure that there 
are “immediate” and “yet to come” applications. History does indeed repeat itself. Although man 
thinks himself very smart, clear cycles of “madness” have occurred regularly through mankind’s 
history. John’s Revelation arms us as the redeemed to enforce God’s Kingdom despite the 
insanity. And without doubt, the concluding chapters of the Book of Revelation give us some 
details, not found anywhere else, concerning the end-times. If not, in precise order and 
sequence; then in principle and in hope. 
 
It must be borne in mind that John draws extensively on Old Testament symbolism and 
metaphor, especially from the prophetic books such as Daniel, Zechariah, Ezekiel, Jeremiah, 
Isaiah and the Psalms. This not only adds to the continuity of thought between the Old and New 
Testament, revealing God’s panoramic program for the ages, but also does admittedly promote a 
great deal of ambiguity in attempting to interpret the message of Revelation. This is another 
reason why we should be careful not to make dogmatic assertions concerning our viewpoint of 
the specifics in this apocalyptic prophecy. 
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Contrast: 
Before examining the core points of the Revelation of Jesus Christ, let us first outline the two 
main viewpoints on the end-times: 
 
 
Viewpoint 1: The Historic View 
 
Of these two main viewpoints, it may surprise many that the historic view is the least popular in 
the Western-world today. The historic view is the view held by the early church fathers and 
great reformers of the church (Luther, Wesley, etc. etc.), a view unquestioned until the middle 
of the 19th century. 
 
There are variations in this viewpoint but we will, for the sake of simplicity, stick to the primary 
points of this school of thought. 
 
 
Viewpoint 2: The Dispensational View 
 
The dispensational view emerged in the middle of the 19th century from the teachings of a 
former Anglican preacher, John Darby, who founded a new denomination called the Plymouth 
Brethren in Plymouth, England. Without doubt his teachings, along with his small sectarian 
group, would have gone largely unnoticed had his theology of dispensationalism not been 
published in The Scofield Reference Bible in 1909. This Bible, with its study notes, continues to 
be sold in its hundred of thousands by Oxford University Press. 
 
With the success and cleverness of C.I Scofield and his study Bible, some of the significant Bible 
colleges in America, including the Moody Bible Institute and Dallas Theological Seminary, chose 
Darby’s dispensational theology at the core of their curriculum on the end-times. This was, 
regrettably, despite the fact that neither the early church fathers nor the great reformers taught 
dispensational concepts. It is simply mind-blowing how popular this “modern” viewpoint has 
become despite its lack of historical credentials. In fact, to even remind some believers that 
there is a historically reliable alternative to end-times theology can often draw suspicions of 
heresy. One of the core aims of this course is to enable believers to make an informed study of 
the various alternatives in order to grasp the core truths of eschatology. 
 
There are a number of variations to this second view point too which generally hinge around 
when one factors in the rapture: Is it before the tribulation (pre-trib.), during the tribulation 
(mid-trib.) or after the tribulation (post-trib.)? Other less popular variations, such as the pre-
tribulation partial rapture view and the pre-wrath, rapture view, also exist. All this goes to show 
that there are many different views held by sincere Bible-believers. 
 
 
Although I personally hold to the historic view, I attempt to outline the view of both below: 
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The Dispensational View 
 
Chapter 1:1- 3:22 
The seven churches outline seven stages of 
church history climaxing with the end-times 
drama revealed in the contrast between the 
faithful church of Philadelphia and the 
apostate church in Laodicea. 
 

A significant verse is found in Chapter 3:10 in 
which Jesus said: “I will keep you from the 
hour of trial which shall come upon the 
whole world to test those who dwell on 
the earth”. This is a promise that the church 
will be raptured before the Great Tribulation 
(or during it, depending on what view 
adopted) that is described in 6:1 - 19:10. 
 

The historical view sees this verse either 
specific to the church at Philadelphia or as a 
general promise of God’s protection 
outworked in His “seal” when Christ judges 
mankind in His return (6:12-17; 7:1-8); seeing 
no specific seven-year Tribulation period. 
 
 

Chapter 4:1-5:14 
Chapter 4:1 marks a significant point in the 
dispensationalist interpretation of Revelation. 
The “door standing open in heaven,” the 
“trumpet” blast and the call, “come up 
here” refer to the rapture of the church. 
Hence, the rest of Revelation has to do with 
the Great Tribulation and the events following 
it. Some reasons for advocating this view are: 
the word “church” does not appear again 
until 22:16 and the “elders” represent the 
church glorified and enthroned (4:1-11). 
 

This thinking would fall into the strictly, pre-
tribulation rapture school of thought. Other 
dispensationalists see the rapture of the 
church in 6:17 (mid-tribulation and pre-wrath 
rapture views) or in 19:14 (post-tribulation 
rapture). The historical view, while certainly 
affirming the rapture, does not specify it at 
any one point; here, it sees the “open door” 
as an invitation from God to receive the 
apocalyptic vision. 
 

The Historical View 
 
Chapter 1:1-3:22 
John’s “Revelation of Jesus Christ” (1:1) 
was written to seven actual churches in the 
Roman Province of Asia Minor (1:4). It had 
immediate application to them, the first 
century churches facing terrifying persecution, 
yet also prophetically speaks encouragement 
to the church throughout every generation. 
 

These seven churches were core cities 
throughout Asia Minor, located on the main 
postal route through this province. The cities 
are addressed in the order in which a 
messenger would travel through these cities: 
Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamos, Thyatira, Sardis, 
Philadelphia and Laodicea. Certainly this 
apocalyptic prophecy was to be read out loud 
to each of the churches and in every church 
throughout the known world (1:3). 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 4:1-5:14 
These chapters set the scene of the 
triumphant Lord, declaring His power and 
glory. The symbolism is breathtaking and the 
worship from the heavenly host is magnificent. 
These two chapters contain the first five of 
twenty praise chorales (4:8; 4:11; 5:9, 10; 
5:12; 5:13) found in Revelation that exalt God 
in words without equal. 
 

These chapters, a pre-vision of the final 
victory (Revelation 21:1ff), set the tone for the 
rest of the Book of Revelation, revealing the 
resounding triumph of Christ even through the 
tragedy and desperation of the struggle 
against darkness in this present age. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

Brief Comparative Overview of the Book of Revelation 
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The Dispensational View 
 
Chapter 6:1- 6:17 
For the dispensationalist, Chapter 6:1 begins 
the Great Tribulation. While the church will 
struggle through tribulation throughout the 
centuries, she is raptured before the Great 
Tribulation which represents a definite 
seven-year period in which the intensity of 
world-wide trouble is unmatched in human 
history. 
 

The first five seals represent areas through 
which mayhem reigns during this period: 
military conflict (6:2), civil war and strife (6:3, 
4), economic disruption (6:5, 6), pestilence 
and disease (6:7, 8) and the martyrdom of 
those who turn to God in this time (6:9-11). 
 

Those from the mid-tribulation rapture school 
see the rapture at 6:17 and thus stress that 
the church will be present through earlier 
segments of the Great Tribulation (6:1-16), 
referring to Matthew 24:29-31 for support. 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 7:1-8 
This passage refers to national Israel, 
evidenced by the reference to the twelve 
tribes (vv. 4-8). The “seal” is God’s protection 
of the remnant of Israel during the Great 
Tribulation and from the martyrdom 
characterised by this time (6:9-11). In other 
words, while the “Gentiles” who turn to Christ 
during the Great Tribulation are martyred, God 
promises to protect the Jewish remnant.  
 

This school of thought is persuaded that God 
is not finished with national Israel and that He 
intends to fulfil His promises to them 
(Zechariah 12:10-13; Romans 11:26-32). 
Although the historic view is not opposed to 
this, it does not feel that the visions in 
Revelation refer to national Israel. Rather it 
holds to the premise that the church is God’s 
spiritual Israel (Hebrews 12:22-24). 

 

The Historical View 
 
Chapter 6:1-6:17 
These chapters record the Lamb opening the 
seven seals, specifically the first six seals.  
 

The first five seals refer to military conflict 
(6:2), civil war and strife (6:3, 4), economic 
disruption (6:5, 6), pestilence and disease 
(6:7, 8) and the persecution of the redeemed 
(6:9-11); outlining the consequences of 
sin throughout human history. We are 
encouraged that the Lamb remains in control 
despite the tragedy of this fallen planet; in 
fact, He uses it to accomplish His purposes. 
John may have been inspired by Zechariah’s 
visions here (Zechariah 1:8-10; 6:1-7). 
 

The sixth seal speaks of God’s judgment 
(6:12-17): “the great day of His wrath”. 
John’s description almost defies imagination. 
This almost certainly applies to the second 
coming of Christ, specifically referring to the 
aspect of His judgment on the ungodly; “the 
tares” of Matthew 13:40-42. The imagery is 
frightening and John ends this passage with a 
question: “who is able to stand?” (v. 17). 
 

Chapter 7:1-8 
In answer to this question, John is answered 
with the first of two interludes before the 
opening of the seventh seal (8:1ff). Only the 
redeemed are able to stand; those saved by 
faith in the completed work of Christ. The 
redeemed are “sealed” (vv. 2-4) – protected 
– from the wrath of God. To again use Jesus’ 
parable (Matthew 13:24-30, 36-43), the 
ungodly are gathered in judgment and the 
righteous are gathered in celebration. The 
144,000 (v. 4) refers symbolically to the 
complete number of the “church militant;” 
the victorious redeemed. 
 

              1,000  A basic military division 
(Numbers 31:4, 5)  

 

            x12 = 12,000  Representing the Old 

Testament tribes 
 

          x12 = 144,000  Representing the New  

    Testament apostles 

 

Brief Comparative Overview of the Book of Revelation 
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The Dispensational View 
 
Chapter 7:9-17 
Recall that since the rapture in 4:1, these 
chapters represent the events unfolding on 
heaven and earth during the seven years of 
the Great Tribulation. The first interlude 
described God’s protection of the remnant of 
national Israel (7:1-8) during this period from 
the persecution and martyrdom foretold (6:9-
11).  
 

This second interlude describes what happens 
to those “Gentiles” who turn to God during the 
Great Tribulation and are martyred for their 
faith. They are welcomed into the worshipping 
host of heaven awaiting the return of Christ at 
the end of the seven-year period. Thus the 
first interlude depicts the remnant of national 
Israel protected during the Great Tribulation; 
the second interlude depicts the reward of the 
non-Jews who are martyred during the Great 
Tribulation. 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

The Historical View 
 
Chapter 7:9-17 
This is the second interlude before the Lamb 
opens the seventh seal, a similar vision of 4:1-
5:14, a picture of the redeemed. Some see 
this picture of the redeemed as the “cloud of 
witnesses” (Hebrews 12:1) while others see 
this as a picture of conclusion, a foretaste of 
the final victory (Revelation 21:1ff). 
 

The statement in verse 14 is the core thought. 
When the identity of the redeemed is 
questioned, we are told: “These are the 
ones who come out of the great 
tribulation”. The tense of this phrase refers 
to a “continual and repeated action” rather 
than a once-for-all event. Thus the great 
tribulation is symbolic of the warfare the 
church has endured throughout this present 
age (Revelation 1:9; 2:9, 22; Matthew 13:21; 
John 16:33; Acts 14:22; Romans 8:35, 36; 
12:12). The word “great” is symbolic of the 
acceleration and intensification of this 
warfare as the return of Christ draws near. 
 

In other words, the picture of the redeemed 
here is more than likely the “cloud of 
witnesses” – the saints who have died on 
earth through the church age, who alive with 
Christ in heaven, await His return to earth. In 
Paul’s words: those who are “asleep” (1 
Thessalonians 4:13). Thus the first interlude 
depicts the church on earth just before the 
rapture; the second interlude depicts the 
church in heaven just before the rapture. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Brief Comparative Overview of the Book of Revelation 
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The Dispensational View 
 
Chapter 8:1-9:21 
The trumpets express the judgments that God 
pours out in the Great Tribulation. 
Everyone alive on the earth during this period, 
the church having already been raptured, is 
subject to these judgments except, of course, 
the “sealed” Jews (9:4). 
 

The fifth and sixth trumpets speak of literal 
armies from the East that moves against 
national Israel for the Battle of Armageddon 
(9:16-19). Some see the mention of an army 
of “two hundred million” (9:16) as a 
reference to a literal, massive army from the 
East. (For more on the Battle of Armageddon, 
see commentary on Revelation 16:12-16). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 10:1-11 
The phrase, “mystery of God would be 
finished” (v. 7), in this first interlude, refers 
to the completion of God’s purpose 
concerning national Israel and the 
dispensationalists see here a link to the 
phrase, “to finish the transgression” in 
Daniel 9:24. 

 

The Historical View 
 
Chapter 8:1-9:21 
These chapters record the opening of the 
seventh seal, releasing the seven angels to 
sound their trumpets in judgment in response 
to the “prayers of the saints” (8:1-6).  
Biblically, trumpets are warning signals that 
call for repentance (Exodus 19:16, 19).  
 

The first four trumpets release plagues that 
are reminiscent of the plagues of Egypt 
(Exodus 7:17-21; 9:23-25; 10:21-23). These 
four plagues affect the natural world: 
vegetation (8:7); the sea (8:8, 9), the water 
(8:10, 11) and the cosmic bodies (8:12, 13). 
These calamities are symbolic, not literal, 
and are repetitive throughout history, 
intensifying as this age comes to an end. 
 

The next two trumpets – fifth and sixth – are 
judgments that affect the unredeemed. The 
fifth trumpet releases (gives permission to) an 
army of demons like locusts “prepared for 
battle” under the leadership of the Destroyer, 
“Abaddon” or “Apollyon” (9:1-12). The 
sixth trumpet releases (gives permission to) 
another army of demons like an “army of 
horsemen” in their millions (9:13-21). Both 
visions are intended to terrify, with clear 
symbols referring to deception, pain and 
misery. God’s intention for this is to bring the 
unbelieving to repentance (9:5, 6). 
 

These armies represent the demonic power 
behind the prevailing systems of this world, 
revealed in Revelation 13:1-17, and refer to 
the powerful yet limited work that the devil is 
allowed to do.  
 

Chapter 10:1-11 
Again, between the sixth and seventh trumpet, 
we have two interludes. The first refers to 
“the mystery of God” (v. 7) revealing the 
mission of the church (Ephesians 1:9, 10; 
3:1-11). The “little book” is the Gospel of 
the Kingdom (v. 11 c. 11:3, 6, 7) revealing 
God’s prophetic message to the whole word 
(vv. 2, 3). 

Brief Comparative Overview of the Book of Revelation 



___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Living at the Edge of Time © Craig Kirkby 2008, All rights reserved   Page 19 

 

 

The Dispensational View 
 
Chapter 11:1-14 
The first interlude concluded God’s purpose 
for Israel. The second interlude then gives 
specifics as to how this will transpire with 
connection to the Book of Daniel. 
 

The “measuring rod” refers to the 
restoration of the Jewish temple in the first 
three-and-a-half years of the Great Tribulation 
(v. 1). The reference to the “forty-two 
months” (v. 2) – three-and-a-half years – 
links this passage to Daniel 9:24-27 and 
reveals that the Antichrist will make a 
covenant with national Israel and then break it 
after three-and-a-half years1.  
 

The “two witnesses” (v. 3) are two literal 
prophets. Some see them as either Moses and 
Enoch or Moses and Elijah who were all 
glorified (Genesis 5:24; 2 Kings 2:11; Matthew 
17:3). Whoever they are, they operate in 
power equal to Old Testament prophets (vv. 
5, 6). Their apparent defeat gives the 
appearance of victory to the Antichrist, but 
their resurrection and glorification releases 
judgment upon the ungodly (vv. 7-13). 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

The Historical View 
 
Chapter 11:1-14 
As the first interlude spoke of the mission of 
the church, the second interlude reveals the 
witnessing church in action with signs and 
wonders. First, the “measuring rod” refers 
to God’s aiding and perfecting work of His 
church (v. 1; see Zechariah 2:1-5:11; Ezekiel 
40:3-42:20). Then the “two witnesses” (vv. 
3, 4) represent the witnessing church militant 
(see Zechariah 4:1-4, 6, 10, 14).  
 

The beast arises to “make war” against the 
church, the two witnesses (v. 7), representing 
the persecution of the faithful through the 
ages; that he overcomes them and kills them, 
represents the set backs the church appears to 
suffer in the struggle against darkness. That 
their “bodies” – actually the singular is used; 
literally, “their corpse” referring to the “Body 
of Christ” – lie dead for “three-and-a-half 
days” (v. 9) indicates a brief period of set 
back compared to the age-long warfare 
involved. That the two witnesses, the church, 
are resurrected speaks of God’s promise of 
victory despite the loss of some battles along 
the way (vv. 11, 12). It is indeed through the 
church’s prayers (8:3-5), and endurance 
through persecution, that draws the judgment 
of God upon the ungodly (vv. 13). 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

Brief Comparative Overview of the Book of Revelation 

1 Dispensationalists interpret the “forty-two months” (Revelation 11:2) fitting in with Daniel’s prophecy of 
“seventy weeks” (Daniel 9:24-27) – literally, referring to “seventy sevens” or 490 years – as follows: 
 

1. The first “seven sevens” – or 49 years – refers to the period between Artaxerxes’ decree allowing the Jews 
to return to Jerusalem and the actual arrival of Nehemiah and those involved in the first return. 
 

2. The next “sixty-two sevens” – or 434 years – refers to the time period between the dedication of the 

second temple until the crucifixion of Christ. 
 

3. The final “one seven” – or 7 years – refers to an un-fulfilled seven year period in the future, which 

Revelation calls the Great Tribulation. The Antichrist will break covenant “in the middle of the week,” 
(Daniel 9:27); hence, the correlation between three-and-a-half years, the “forty-two months” 

(Revelation 11:2), “one thousand two hundred and sixty days*” (Revelation 12:6) and “time and 
times and half a time” (Revelation 12:14)].  

 

*3.5 years=42 months=1,260 days using a 360-day year 
 

The historic view sees these specifications of time, as all others, as symbolic not literal. The “seventy weeks” 

(Daniel 9:24) or 490 years is seen as a life time punishment seven times over (Jeremiah 25:1; Leviticus 26:28). 
The phraseology referring to three-and-a-half years (or 42 months or 1,260 days or “time and times hand half a 

time”) all refer to a short, yet acute and definite period of focused and aggressive persecution. In 
contrast, the “three-and-a-half days” of Revelation 11:9 refers to a very brief period of time, and the 1,000 
years of Revelation 20:2 refer to a long, undetermined period of time. The use of numbers is symbolic in this 

apocalyptic prophecy. 
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The Dispensational View 
 
Chapter 11:15-19 
In the midst of the Great Tribulation, the 
seventh trumpet, gives needed hope, 
anticipating the glory of the coming reign of 
Christ on the earth.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Chapter 12:1-17 
This chapter continues to detail the events 
occurring during the Great Tribulation. The 
“woman” is national Israel; the “twelve 
stars” representing the twelve tribes (v. 1). 
The “child” is the faithful Jewish remnant (v. 
2) who is protected during the Great 
Tribulation by some kind of flight (v. 6).  
 

The reference to “Michael” – who is seen as 
the guardian champion of Israel (Daniel 10:13, 
21; 12:1; Jude 9) – again affirms that this 
passage concerns national Israel. During the 
Great Tribulation, Michael expels the “dragon” 
to earth were he sets out to attack the Jewish 
remnant (vv. 7-17). 
 

Thus while the dispensational view sees this 
war in the spiritual realm as happening during, 
and affecting, the Great Tribulation; the 
historical view sees this war in heaven as an 
inside peep into the devil’s fall in the very 
beginning giving hope to the believer to 
endure. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

The Historical View 
 
Chapter 11:15-19 
Recall that John just experienced two 
interludes, the first of the mission of the 
church and the second of the witnessing 
church in action. Before these interludes, he 
had recorded the six trumpets of judgment 
sounded by the angels of the seventh seal. 
Now he records the sounding of the seventh 
trumpet which presents the consummation of 
God’s reign and does so with this powerful 
statement: “The kingdoms of this world 
have become the kingdoms of our Lord” 
(v. 15). This is in fulfilment of the first 
interlude (Revelation 10:6, 7). 

 

Chapter 12:1-17 
This chapter symbolically depicts specific 
events such as the birth of the Messiah, the 
devil’s agenda, the persecution of the church 
and our victory in Christ. In these verses, the 
redemptive purpose of Christ is rolled out from 
His birth to His enthronement giving us key 
insight into the reality of spiritual warfare and 
divine encouragement to overcome in Him. 
 

The “woman” represents the faithful Old 
Covenant people of God and the “child” 
represents the Messiah (vv. 1, 2). The 
“dragon” represents the devil (v. 3) and “a 
third of the stars” may represent the angels 
who joined him in rebellion against God (v. 4).  
 

This passage highlights the devil’s defeat and 
fall from heaven, his intentions against the 
church and the nature of our victory against 
him: “by the blood of the Lamb” (v. 11). 
Thus it is a lesson on the nature of 
spiritual warfare to arm and equip 
believers in every generation. 

 

Brief Comparative Overview of the Book of Revelation 
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The Dispensational View 
 
Chapter 13:1-18 
This chapter explains the rise of the beast, a 
world ruler – the Antichrist – empowered by 
the devil (vv. 2, 4), and his false prophet (the 
second beast is identified as the false prophet 
in 16:13; 19:20; 20:10) during the Great 
Tribulation. 
 

The world ruler arises out of chaotic political 
events (v. 1) to the adulation of the world (vv. 
4, 8). Many think that he resurrects some 
form of imperial government (v. 3) and his 
power extends throughout the earth (v. 7). 
The false prophet serves as the Antichrist’s 
mouthpiece directing the people to worship 
him (vv. 12-14).  
 

The “mark…of the beast” (v. 18) – the 
mark of the false prophet, the second beast – 
is seen as a literal mark used to gain the 
allegiance of the people during the Great 
Tribulation and as a means of ostracizing 
those who follow Christ1. 
 

The historical view certainly does affirm that 
the Antichrist will arise (2 Thessalonians 2:3) 
but sees Revelation identifying the dark forces 
behind his influence in this passage, not 
feeling it is necessary to dogmatically claim 
that the first beast is the Antichrist. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

The Historical View 
 
Chapter 13:1-18 
This chapter introduces two powerful systems 
that the devil uses to attempt to thwart the 
purposes of God, represented by the beast 
from the sea (13:1-10) and the beast from the 
earth (13:11-17). 
 

The beast from the sea, with “seven heads 
… ten horns … ten crowns,” represents 
anti-Christian government and political 
power (v. 1). It is a mirror image of the 
dragon and is a composite of Daniel’s pictures 
of political powers (Daniel 7:2-7). 
 

The beast from the earth, who is “like a 
lamb” but speaks “like a dragon,” is 
symbolic of the priesthood of the imperial cult 
which arose out of Asia Minor to enforce the 
worship of Caesar (vv. 11, 12). It represents 
anti-Christian religion, philosophy and 
ideology.  
 

Although, this passage very definitely points to 
the political and religious systems of the first 
century opposing God’s purposes and His 
people, it speaks of the “principalities and 
powers” (Ephesians 6:12) in every generation 
that do the same. The devil uses these corrupt 
and wicked systems to “make war with the 
saints” (v. 7).  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

Brief Comparative Overview of the Book of Revelation 

1 The beast of the earth forces all to receive “a mark on their right hand or on their foreheads” 
without which no one can “buy or sell” (vv. 16, 17). Much speculation, and hysteria, surrounds this 

mark. However, two things should calm down a degree of the insanity; the second, in fact, should 
sober us up instantly, like all Spirit-led conviction does. 
 

On the one hand, this mark cannot be accepted by one accidentally or unintentionally. To do so 

involves “worshipping” the beast (v. 15). On the other hand, many Christians get into a panic when 
they hear any news of technological developments that can be inserted into the skin. But the mark is 

more than some technological device; it is about who gets our allegiance. While we remain wary of 

computerized “chips,” we can already be living dependent on the world’s system. The questions we 
should ask now are: Do I live within my means or am I content to live in debt? Do I really trust that 

God is my Source and Provider or am I a money-worshipper? 
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The Dispensational View 
 
Chapter 14:1-20 
The 144,000 represent the Jewish remnant 
from Revelation 7:1-8. This passage reminds 
us of the protection they enjoy despite the 
Antichrist and false prophet’s agenda during 
the Great Tribulation. 
 

The visions of harvest and judgment (vv. 14-
20) preview the coming judgments and the 
Battle of Armageddon. The great finale to the 
Great Tribulation is coming! 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Historical View 
 
Chapter 14:1-20 
This chapter stands in direct contrast to the 
previous one. In chapter 13, we had the 
unmasking of the two powerful demonic 
systems used to oppose God’s purposes, 
concluding with the mention of the mark of 
the beast. This chapter opens with a vision of 
the “Lamb” on “Mount Zion” – a spiritual 
reality (Hebrews 12:22-24) – and the 144,000, 
all the faithful saints, who have their 
“Father’s name written on their 
foreheads” (v. 1). They sing a new song of 
redemption as the Lord’s faithful (vv. 2-5). 
 

Then an angel flies over head declaring the 
“everlasting gospel” – as opposed to the 
provisional Old Covenant – to all and 
pronouncing judgment on “Babylon;” the 
anti-Christian secular society, commerce and 
culture spawned by the two beasts of the 
previous chapter (vv. 6-13).  
 

John then sees one vision of the “Son of 
Man” reaping the earth’s harvest (vv. 14-16) 
and a second vision of God’s wrath (vv. 17-
20). 
 

The reference to the 144,000 and the visions 
of the harvest of the redeemed and the 
judgment of the ungodly means this is 
another picture of the return of Christ and 
the rapture of the church. The repetition 
confirms God’s plan and affirms the reader 

that He is in control. 

Brief Comparative Overview of the Book of Revelation 
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The Dispensational View 
 
Chapter 15:1-16:21 
These chapters build up the scene heading for 
the final end-times war at the end of the 
Great Tribulation period.  
 

Chapter 16:12-16 preview the Battle of 
Armageddon, which will be played out in 
Revelation 19:17-21. Demonic forces under 
the leadership of the devil, the Antichrist and 
the false prophet manipulate world rulers to 
gather against national Israel. This is a literal 
military conflict. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

The Historical View 
 
Chapter 15:1-16:21 
Chapter 15 explains the preparations made in 
prelude to the seven bowl judgments in 
Chapter 16. The detail of the seven angels as 
they prepare to pour out “the seven last 
plagues” is filled with Old Testament 
symbolism and imagery (15:3-8; c. Exodus 
40:34 and Isaiah 6:1-4).  
 

Chapter 16 begins with God Himself 
commanding the final judgment (v. 1). The 
seven bowls are similar to the seven trumpets 
but are different in an important way. While 
the trumpet judgments constituted a call to 
repentance, the bowl judgments are an 
execution of final judgment in answer to their 
lack of repentance. The first four bowls affect 
the environment: sores (v. 2), the sea (v. 3), 
the water (vv. 4-7) and men are scorched (vv. 
8, 9). The final three bowls affect the 
Antichrist’s domain: darkness and pain (vv. 10, 
11), the Euphrates dried up (vv. 12-14) and 
the earth is utterly shaken (vv. 17-21). The 
descriptive details are again not physical but 
metaphorical.  
 

Special attention is given to the sixth bowl 
judgment. The drying up of the Euphrates, the 
eastern boundary of the people of God and 
the Roman Empire, meant it is now exposed 
and vulnerable. The reference to the “battle” 
(v. 14) and “Armageddon” (v. 16) heightens 
the intensity. Armageddon may refer to Mount 
Megiddo, Israel’s chief battlefield in ancient 
time (Judges 5:19; 2 Kings 9:27; 23:29; 
Zechariah 12:11). This does not refer to a 
literal military conflict but a spiritually 
decisive battle involving the final overthrow 
of the enemy. Included in this sixth bowl 
judgment is the statement from Christ: 
“Behold, I am coming as a thief…” (v. 
15). 
 

The seventh bowl describes God’s judgment 
on “Babylon,” a universal judgment on the 
rise and fall of empires throughout history. 

Brief Comparative Overview of the Book of Revelation 
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The Dispensational View 
 
Chapter 17:1-18 
The “woman” represents the religious 
apostasy of the last days riding on the 
coattails of the Antichrist (v. 3); recall, that 
the beast from Revelation 13:1 is identified by 
dispensationalists as the Antichrist. Some see 
the “seven mountains” as a reference to 
Rome and its papacy.  
 

Then the “woman” is destroyed by the forces 
of the Antichrist as he asserts his ultimate 
authority over all (vv. 7-18). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chapter 18:1-19:10 
In this section, more of the colours of 
“Babylon” are revealed. Not only does she 
represent the religious apostasy but the full 
expression of the satanic, world system. 
 

The “marriage supper of the Lamb” is a 
literal meal in heaven between the church, His 
“wife” (v. 7), and the Lamb. This happens 
while the events of the Great Tribulation are 
unfolding on earth; between the rapture of 
the church and the Lord’s return at the end of 
this seven-year period. 
 

The historical view does not dogmatically 
assert that the marriage supper of the Lamb is 
a literal meal. While there certainly will be 
feasting of a kind to celebrate the age to 
come; the marriage supper is, like all of 
Revelation’s pictures, profoundly symbolic. 
 
 
 

The Historical View 
 
Chapter 17:1-18 
This chapter is a close-up and detailed look at 
the judgment pronounced in 16:17-21. It 
details a “woman” (v. 3) – “the great 
harlot” (v. 1) which is “Babylon” (v. 5) – in 
league with the “scarlet beast” (v. 3, from 
Revelation 13:1) who comes under the 
judgment of God (vv. 14-18). 
 

To the early Christians, Rome was Babylon (1 
Peter 5:13), the “mother” of idolatry and all 
evil (v. 5). The symbolism John uses in verse 5 
stems from the practice requiring Roman 
prostitutes to wear a label with their names on 
their forehead; verse 9 stems from the fact 
that Rome was famously built on seven hills.  
 

Verse 14 wonderfully summarizes the message 
of Revelation: “These will make war 
against the Lamb, and the Lamb will 
overcome them, for He is Lord of lords 
and King of kings; and those who are 
with Him are called, chosen, and 
faithful”. 
 

Chapter 18:1-19:10 
This section details seven voices who describe 
the fall of “Babylon;” some in gratitude, 
some in dismay. It is a hopeful picture to 
God’s people that this world’s system, under 
the sway of the evil one (1 John 5:19), will be 
destroyed.  
 

The “great multitude in heaven” then 
burst into praise: “Alleluia!...Alleluia! For 
the Lord God Omnipotent reigns!” (19:1, 
6). The consummation of the Kingdom, first 
announced in Revelation 11:15, is now once 
again proclaimed. The picture used, again 
symbolic not literal, is one of victory and 
celebration foreshadowed by the Lord’s 
Supper: “the marriage supper of the 
Lamb” (v. 9).  

 

Brief Comparative Overview of the Book of Revelation 
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The Dispensational View 
 
Chapter 19:11-21 
Christ returns to earth (v. 11), a separate 
event to the rapture of the church (which 
happened in Revelation 4:1 or 6:17), to fight 
for Israel. The Antichrist’s rule is at its most 
severe at the end of the Great Tribulation with 
his armies – the “kings of the earth” (v. 19) 
– set out against national Israel in the Battle 
of Armageddon. Christ returns to save Israel 
and destroy His enemies. 
 

The Antichrist and the false prophet are “cast 
alive into the lake of fire” (v. 21), symbolic 
of hell, which Jesus taught was “prepared 
for the devil and his angels” (Matthew 
25:41). 
 

The historical view is thus more consistent 
with the teachings of Matthew and Paul that 
imply that the second coming of Christ and 
the rapture of the church are one and the 
same event; thus, not requiring a seven-year 
tribulation period. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Historical View 
 
Chapter 19:11-21 
This chapter contains the awesome vision of 
Jesus triumphant. The description of Him is 
awe-inspiring and the contrast between His 
perfection and sovereignty and the dragon’s 
limitations are striking (vv. 11-16).  
 

The “armies of heaven” (v. 14) are glorified 
saints and this is another vision anticipating 
the return of Christ and the rapture of the 
church (see 1 Thessalonians 4:17). In other 
words, everything in Revelation until now has 
spoken prophetically into every generation 
with increasingly intensity until the final 
consummation of Christ’s victory in His second 
coming. The awesome title, “KING OF 
KINGS AND LORD OF LORDS” (V. 16) has 
a profound and distinct ring of finality to it. 
 

The actual battle – a spiritual one, not a literal 
one – is actually anticlimactic revealing God’s 
uncontested power (vv. 19-21); mirroring 
Paul’s confidence: “the Lord will consume 
[the Antichrist]...with the brightness of His 
coming” (2 Thessalonians 2:8). The triumph 
is proclaimed before the battle even starts (vv. 
17, 18) and the victory is so overwhelmingly 
final and complete. The “beast” and “false 
prophet” – symbolic of the systems of this 
world are routed. The ungodly are “killed 
with the sword” – judged by the Word of 
God – and the “birds” of prey enjoy a grisly 
feast, a contrast to the marriage supper of the 
lamb (v. 21). 

 

Brief Comparative Overview of the Book of Revelation 

Revelation Chapter 20:1-6 refers to the Millennium. 
 

The dispensationalists view the millennium as a literal 1,000-year period in which Christ 
establishes a 1,000-year reign on earth with the glorified saints. At the end of this period, the 
devil is released to lead a final rebellion which in failing, begins the age to come. The historic 
view sees the millennium referring to a long, undetermined period of time.  
 

However, many of the historic school see the 1,000-years symbolizing the period between the 
two advents of Christ; where the devil’s power is limited by Christ’s victory. In other words, 
the millennium is the present church age in which God’s people are to resist the work of satan 
and establish God’s Kingdom progressively until His return. Although it is sometimes called the 
amillennial view, it is a valid viewpoint on the millennium with significant historic integrity. It 
offers an exciting alternative; firstly avoiding the confusion around the devil’s re-release – why 
would God, after all He accomplished through this present age, release the devil again after 
the 1,000-years is over? – and secondly, imparting faith to rise in Christ’s authority to enforce 
His victory over darkness now, ushering in His return. 
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The Dispensational View 
 
Chapter 20:7-15 
While the dispensationalist would ascribe too 
much of the historic viewpoint here, they 
emphasise the devil’s release after the 
millennium “to deceive” (v. 8). It appears 
that some who submit to Christ’s rule in the 
millennium did so in a less than genuine way. 
This final act of the devil separates the sincere 
from the insincere.  
 

The “great white throne” judgment closes 
the millennium and opens the age to come.  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Chapter 21:1-22:5 
The dispensational view does not have any 

further opposing distinctive points here. 

The Historical View 
 
Chapter 20:7-15 
The devil is “cast into the lake of fire” (v. 
10) which was “prepared” for him and his 
angels (Matthew 25:41). Verses 11-15 then 
detail the “great white throne” judgment 
depicting the Final Judgment in which the 
spiritually “dead” – the unbelieving – are 
judged and cast into the lake of fire. The 
saints are exempt from this judgment, 
enjoying the blessings of the redeemed.   
 

This passage symbolizes the doctrine of 
eternal judgement (Hebrews 6:2). The 
ungodly who die in this present age are 
sentenced to Hades, the temporary abode of 
the dead, for rejecting God’s invitation to 
salvation. In this Final Judgment the ungodly 
come under the same judgment of the lord 
they followed, the devil. This is called “the 
second death” (v. 14).  
 

John writes: “the dead were judged 
according to their works” (v. 12). The 
implication is that there are degrees of 
punishment and the ungodly are punished 
“according to” their evil deeds. Recall that 
the redeemed are judged, in His return, on the 
basis of their faith in Christ (Romans 5:1, 2; 2 
Timothy 4:8) and rewarded based on their 
faithfulness to Him (Romans 2:6). 
 

Chapter 21:1-22:5 
This section speaks of the age to come: “a 
new heaven and a new earth” (v. 1). The 
beauty and glory of the vision depicts the 
completeness of God’s victory. Several 
metaphors allude to God’s original creation 
and thus His original plan. The implication is: 
God’s original plan is His eternal plan, which 
is…His restored plan. Revelation therefore 
concludes with the redeemed reigning on the 
“new earth” enjoying open communion with 
God as He intended for Adam and Eve in the 
beginning. God Himself makes His abode 
among redeemed man! Amen! 

22:6-

Brief Comparative Overview of the Book of Revelation 
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The Core Differences between the Historical and Dispensational Viewpoints: 
 
 

The Historical Viewpoint   

 
1. The historical viewpoint sees no order or 

chronological sequence in Revelation; the 
visions of hope are repetitive and speak with 
growing intensity to every generation until 
the return of Christ. 

 
2. The historical viewpoint does not deny God’s 

dealing with national Israel, but it does not 
see, or require, in Revelation any specific 
references to Israel. 

 
3. The historical viewpoint sees all the numbers 

mentioned in Revelation as consistently 
symbolic. 

 
 

4. The historical viewpoint sees Revelation 
containing Old Testament prophecy to show 
the continuity of God’s redemptive plan as it 
unfolds throughout the ages. 

 
5. The historical viewpoint sees Revelation as 

an apocalyptic vision to be understood from 
the backdrop of Jesus and Paul’s teachings. 
 
 
 

The Dispensational View 
 
1. The dispensational viewpoint sees a clear 

order and sequence of events from Chapter 
4:1, as Revelation outlines the events on 
earth, in heaven and in the spiritual realm 
throughout the Great Tribulation. 

 
2. The dispensational viewpoint sees national 

Israel as a key player in the outworking of the 
events of Revelation. 

 
 
3. The dispensational viewpoint sees all numbers 

mentioned in Revelation as symbolic except 
for the reference to 42 months (1,260 days) 
and the 1,000 year millennium. 

 
4. The dispensational viewpoint sees the use of 

the Book of Daniel, specifically Daniel 9:24-
26, as the key to unlock and interpret the 
chronological events of Revelation. 

 
5. The dispensational viewpoint sees Revelation 

as an outline of end-time events and 
interprets Jesus and Paul’s teachings in light 
of it. 
 

 

The Dispensational View 
 
Chapter 22:6-21 
The dispensational view does not have any 
further opposing distinctions here. 
 

 
 

 
 
 

The Historical View 
 
Chapter 22:6-21 
The Book of Revelation concludes with several 
encouragements (vv. 6ff), an evangelistic 
appeal (v. 17), a warning (vv. 18, 19) and the 
assurance of Jesus Himself (v. 20). 

 

Brief Comparative Overview of the Book of Revelation 
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Appendix A: A Word on Heaven… 
One of the errors that have crept into the church’s thinking over the past century is an 
incorrect focus on “heaven”. What we are about to look at will with doubt hugely challenge 
your thinking. We encourage you to read this with an open-mind and a heart determined to 
search the Scriptures rather than falling back on tightly held assumptions you may have 
picked up along the way. Most sincere believers have a smorgasbord of bits and pieces 
concerning heaven rather than a thorough, Biblical overview of heaven1. 
 
When a person dies, he immediately faces his Maker (Hebrews 9:27). The believer can 
rejoice knowing “to be absent from the body [is] to be present with the Lord” (2 
Corinthians 5:6-8); while the unbeliever will shiver before “the judgment seat of Christ” 
(2 Corinthians 5:10, 11). The believer will be welcomed into the third heaven – Paradise – 
to enjoy fellowship with God (Luke 23:43). The unbeliever will be banished to Hades to 
await final judgment where upon the devil himself will be judged and sentenced to hell, the 
“lake of fire” (Luke 16:19-31; Revelation 20:11-15). At Christ’s return, the believers who 
have already died will return with Him to consummate His Kingdom on earth with the 
believers who are still alive on earth (1 Thessalonians 4:13-17; Matthew 13:36-43). In this 
amazing moment, all believers will receive resurrected bodies to live and reign upon the 
earth (1 Corinthians 15:35-58; Revelation 5:10).  
 
Although God created us in His image there were two distinct differences between us and 
Him. First of all, we were created with a physical body whereas God is Spirit. Why did He 
create us this way? For one reason: so that we could live on this physical earth. The second 
difference is this: God entrusted us with His authority to rule the earth on His behalf. God is 
Sovereign ruler of all things, but He delegated authority to rule the earth’s domain to 
mankind: “Then God said: ‘let them have dominion over…the earth’” (Genesis 1:26-
28)2. In other words, in God’s original plan He never created us for heaven, He created us for 
the earth and specifically to rule over the earth’s domain. And then, at no point, did He ever 
promise that our final destination would be heaven.  
 
In God’s original purpose in creation there existed an “open-heaven” between God in heaven 
and mankind on earth. Thus God and Adam enjoyed undisturbed fellowship with one another 
even though Adam got on with his God-given mandate and task on earth. There is no doubt 
that Adam was able to continually see and experience the awesome sights of God in all His 
glorious, heavenly splendour. After the fall, the Scriptures reveal that God’s people were 
allowed glimpses of this – such as when God peeled the curtain of heaven back for Isaiah 
and John to catch a revelatory look at His heavenly glory – but it was standard experience 
for Adam before the fall. 
 
 
1 The Bible uses the word “heaven” in three ways. The first refers to the abode of God; where He abides with 
the heavenly host of angels (Matthew 6:9). Paul refers to it as the “third heaven” and “Paradise” (2 

Corinthians 12:2, 4). The second way the Bible uses the word “heaven” is to refer to the atmosphere 

surrounding the earth; for example, God “created the heavens and the earth” (Genesis 1:1). The third 
reference is to the “heavenly places” – the spiritual realm – in which our primary warfare against demonic 

powers takes place (Ephesians 2:6; 3:10; 6:12). 
 
2 The extent to which He delegated this authority to us is seen in how, when Adam forfeited this authority to the 
devil, God honoured the authority the devil now exercised. Jesus Himself, before the cross, referred to the devil 

as the “ruler of this world” (John 14:30).  
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Furthermore, the Book of Revelation ends with the heavenly Jerusalem coming down to 
earth not with the redeemed going to heaven (Revelation 21:1-27, esp. vv. 1, 2, 9, 10). No 
matter how we work out our understanding of eschatology the end result is the same: Jesus 
is triumphant and He creates a “new heaven and a new earth” (Revelation 21:1; see also 
2 Peter 3:13). Why would He create a “new earth” if we were going to live eternally in 
heaven? And why would we require new resurrected bodies unless God intended us to live 
forever on this new earth (1 Corinthians 15:35-52)? 
 
God created mankind to live and rule on this earth and He intends glorified mankind to live 
and rule on the new earth. His original plan is His eternal plan! What is even more exciting is 
that the imagery of John’s glimpse of this new heaven and new earth takes us directly back 
to the scene of creation. John describes a restored “open-heaven” between God and His 
people: “Behold, the tabernacle of God is with men, and He will dwell with them, 
and they shall be His people. God Himself will be with them and be their God” 
(Revelation 21:3). John even catches a glimpse of “the tree of life” (Revelation 22:2) ala 
Garden of Eden. Thus just as God originally intended with Adam, He and mankind will enjoy 
undisturbed fellowship with one another even as mankind gets on with their God-given 
mandate and task to rule the earth. The visionary declaration that God’s people “shall reign 
on the earth” (Revelation 5:10) is gloriously fulfilled: “And they shall reign forever and 
ever” (Revelation 22:5).  
 
A good and important question to ask is: What happens to the “old” earth? This actually has 
vital implications for how we live out a Kingdom life on this earth now. If this earth is just 
going to be tossed out, then how do we apply the Kingdom mandate now…today…as we live 
on this planet earth? The Bible makes it clear that God will create a new heaven and new 
earth because “the first heaven and the first earth had passed away” (Revelation 
21:1). But what does this mean? Also the Bible reveals that at the coming of the Lord, “the 
earth and the works that are in it will be burned up…the heavens will be dissolved, 
being on fire, and the elements [a reference to the earth again] will melt with fervent 
heat” (2 Peter 3:10-13). Huh? Sounds painful?!  
 
One interpretation of these verses claims that the “old” earth is going to hell in a basket and 
will thus be destroyed lock-stock-and-barrel. However, when you consider that “the earth is 
the Lord’s and all its fullness” (Psalm 24:1) then you have to question whether God is 
really going to destroy His earth or will He destroy the curse from it in judgment. Certainly 
the references to fire and heat do refer to the judgment of God rather than a literal “frying” 
of the earth. But let us allow Peter to explain himself. In an earlier verse, he explains the fire-
metaphor: “But the heavens and the earth…are reserved for fire until the day of 
judgment” (v. 7).  
 
The New Living Translation brings this out clearly: “God has also commanded that the 
heavens and the earth will be consumed by fire on the day of judgment, when 
ungodly people will perish…and the earth and everything in it will be exposed to 
judgment” (2 Peter 3:7, 10 NLT).  
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However the clearest indication of what may be in the mind of God comes from the use of 
the word “new” in “new earth” and the phrase “had passed away” in “the first earth 
had passed away” (Revelation 21:1). The word “new” (Greek: kainos) is the same word 
used to describe who we are now in Christ: “a new creation” (2 Corinthians 5:17). And the 
phrase “had passed away” is the exact same description of our new life in Christ: “old 
things have passed away; behold, all things have become new”.  
 
The Greek word used for “new” in both these verses refers to a new form or quality not to a 
new time or season (as the Greek word neos does). In other words, it does not refer to 
something that is brand-new, never-before seen in existence; rather it refers to something 
reformed and restored to its original purpose. When we become a new creation by His grace, 
we are not re-created completely from scratch; rather we are miraculously redeemed and 
restored. Surely, in the same way that we become a new creation through the redemptive 
act of God so the earth will become a new earth through God’s redeeming power. The 
systems (kingdoms) of this world will be judged and the curse of sin will be removed from 
the earth. “And there shall be no more curse” (Revelation 22:3).  
 
For this reason, how we “occupy ‘til He comes” (Luke 19:13 KJV) is of vital importance. 
We are not to give up and allow this earth to slide into deeper decay and destruction. As 
stewards of this earth, we are to establish His Kingdom here so that when the King returns 
His Kingdom stands firm. The writer to the Hebrews explains that the earth will be shaken by 
the judgment of God; that which can be shaken – that which is not done for Him and by Him 
– will be removed (judged), but “the things which cannot be shaken [will] remain” 
(Hebrew 12:25-27). When the King “judges the living and the dead at His appearing 
and His Kingdom” (2 Timothy 4:1), everything on the earth that is of Him, for Him and by 
Him will remain. “Therefore, since we are receiving a Kingdom which cannot be 
shaken, let us have grace, by which we may serve God acceptably with reverence 
and godly fear. For our God is a consuming fire” (Hebrews 12:28, 29).  
 
The implications are literally earth-shaking. We are the custodians of this earth and we need 
to grasp our role as stewards of His Kingdom mandate. For one, Jesus taught us to pray to 
our Father “in heaven” this way: “Your Kingdom come, Your will be done on earth as 
it is in heaven” (Matthew 6:9, 10). Jesus did not teach us to pray for God to take us to 
heaven. No! He taught us to pray for God to bring heaven to earth through us; through our 
cooperative obedience! We are to pray and then actively participate in bringing the rule and 
order of heaven to earth (Matthew 6:33). Jesus would not teach us to pray this way if He did 
not intend for it to be this way! 
 
 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

 
We urge our readers to read our articles entitled, “Heaven: What’s the Big Deal?” and “The King & His 

Kingdom” in conjunction with this article. 

 



___________________________________________________________________________________________________ 

Living at the Edge of Time © Craig Kirkby 2008, All rights reserved   Page 31 

 

Appendix B: Personally Speaking… 
In this Appendix, I have taken the risk of adding my opinion concerning the rapture and 
Christ’s return. While it is simply an opinion, I trust it provokes thought and answers the 
many questions I get asking me to nail my sail to the mast. If you disagree with me, let’s 
laugh about it and remember the counsel of Paul on non-essential issues: “Let each be 
fully convinced in his own mind” (Romans 14:5). Differences of opinion on these issues 
should never be a point of division or conflict. 
 
 
For me, the dispensational view leads to a theology of defeat and fear. It produces a 
confused army; we have a sword in one hand and a suitcase in the other; we’re not sure if 
we’re supposed to fight or fly. The historical view leads to a theology of victory and faith. It 
produces a prevailing church, who occupies until He comes. And when He comes, He is going 
to remove that which is not of Him and for Him (in judgment) and bring to completion that 
which is of Him and for Him. On a new earth, clothed in glorious new bodies, we continue to 
rule and reign into the age to come having learnt our “trade” in this present age. At this 
point our ability to imagine the age to come is hopelessly inadequate to describe what God 
keeps as a present to be unwrapped on “that Day”.  
 
Some people mull on the age to come with rational, finite thinking: “Will there be sin? If not, 
will we still be able to choose? How will it work?” These questions have a looking-back 
perspective. But you can be sure that as we step into the age to come we will not be looking 
back; rather we will be starring wide-eyed, mouth-open, drooling…drawn forward in 
unimaginable anticipation. After enjoying an inside peep into “Paradise,” Paul explained 
that he could not describe in human words what he witnessed (2 Corinthians 12:4).  
 
With a looking-forward perspective we won’t fall into the mistake of reasoning from our fallen 
world; rather we start to imagine what a redeemed people are capable of being and doing. 
Just one thought down this line of “glorious imagining”. If we only use around 10% of our 
brain power, according to research, can you even begin to imagine what we will be capable 
of in our resurrected bodies, free to use the full potential God created us with? Jesus, with 
His glorified body, ate food and was physically touched by the disciples yet He passed 
through walls and materialised in various geographical places at will. The mind boggles! And 
the heart soars in expectation!  
 
This is exactly the divine hope Christ’s return is supposed to stir in us; inspiring us to live 
outrageous lives of sublime devotion and courageous faith. 
 
Do I believe in the rapture? Absolutely! Paul was emphatic about what would happen at the 
return of Christ: “Then we who are alive and remain shall be caught up together 
with them” (1 Thessalonians 4:17). I just don’t think it means I’m going to be air-lifted by a 
cloud en route to heaven. For me it means that God is going to download His shekinah glory 
in such magnitude and power, overshadowing us as Christ returns with the redeemed from 
heaven. Forget Solomon’s temple being filled with the glory so that the priests could no 
longer stand (2 Chronicles 7:1, 2); this time the whole earth is going to be filled with the 
glory so that no one can remain standing (Numbers 14:21; Isaiah 60:1; Matthew 24:29-31; 
Philippians 2:9-11; 2 Timothy 4:1; Revelation 19:11-16). In this blazing inferno of His glory, 
while the unbelievers are judged (Matthew 13:40, 41), the redeemed “shine forth as the 
sun in the Kingdom of their Father” (Matthew 13:43). 
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What about Paul’s references to the “clouds” and the “air” in his phrase, “we who are 
alive and remain shall be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the 
Lord in the air” (1 Thessalonians 4:17)? Is Paul referring to the literal clouds and air, our 
earth’s atmosphere, or is he metaphorically referring to the shekinah glory cloud of God and 
the spiritual realm respectively? I obviously believe the latter. 
 
First of all, if Jesus did air-lift us up into the clouds somewhere in the atmosphere 
surrounding earth, it would only be for a moment as He judged the unbelievers and restored 
the earth before bringing us down again to the new earth. For me, this is not just 
unnecessary but doesn’t fit Jesus’ description of “that Day”. 
 
More importantly we have to interpret these words consistently as they appear in other 
passages. When Jesus was transfigured on the mount (Matthew 17:1ff) the “bright cloud 
overshadowed them” as God’s glory visibly touched the disciples and transformed Christ 
(vv. 2, 5). This was the shekinah glory cloud of God not a puffy gathering of water vapour 
that had resisted the sun’s rays that morning. So how do you think Paul used the word 
“cloud” in 1 Thessalonians 4:17; water vapour or God’s glory? 
 
When Paul describes satan as “the prince of the power of the air” (Ephesians 2:2) was 
he picturing a horny beast flying through the upper regions of the atmosphere? Or was he 
using the word as a synonym for the “heavenly places” (Ephesians 1:3, 20; 2:6; 3:10; 
6:12), a key revelation in this epistle to the Ephesians? The “air” or “heavenly places” is 
the spiritual realm being contested between the Kingdom of light and the empire of darkness, 
the result of which affects our natural realm. Jesus’ return will enforce His complete victory in 
this spiritual realm as He routes the enemy. So how do you think Paul used the word “air” in 
1 Thessalonians 4:17; a gust of wind or the spiritual realm? 
 
By now you know where I nail my sail. 
 
However, these questions (and their answers) are not essential to Christian faith. You are 
welcome to disagree with me but I do hope that I’ve provoked you to think and urged you to 
be convinced in your own mind.  
 
I personally think the most important question that arises when we consider the return of 
Christ comes down to this: What does it mean to “occupy til He comes” (Luke 19:13 KJV)?  
What must we, in His grace, do as God’s people versus what will He do in His coming? What 
are our responsibilities as the prevailing church and what will only be achieved in His return 
when He “judges the living and the dead at His appearing” (2 Timothy 4:1)? 
 
Some say that our job is to see the birthing of a New Testament community into every 
people group on the planet (Matthew 24:14). Others emphasize the importance of the Body 
of Christ, in every city, growing into the “unity of the faith” as the corporate Christ 
(Ephesians 4:13). Others speak of redeeming every mind-moulding arena of society – 
education, politics, science, entertainment, etc. etc. – as we disciple the nations (Matthew 
28:19). Personally I believe these all constitute parts of our dominion mandate and are 
worthy of our very best. I see the Body of Christ standing as One in every city, bringing His 
counsel into every mind-moulding field of society, birthing every believer into life-giving 
simple church communities. But the issue is what can we achieve in God’s grace in this 
present age and what will only be fulfilled in His return? 
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To this question we will all have various opinions. Some will play safe and say that the point 
is simply that we are do our very best given the resources we have in the face of increasingly 
desperate forces of darkness. We shouldn’t be too optimistic, bearing in mind a massive 
falling away precedes the end (Matthew 24:12).  
 
Others go to the opposite extreme saying that, in God’s grace, we can achieve these goals; 
we should be extravagantly optimistic! Christ returns for a glorious church that has 
completed the mission; the falling away only serves to purify and empower the true believers 
for greater fruitfulness.  
 
While my heart soars with the faith of the latter, we cannot make any dogmatic assertions 
here. I personally think we should aim for the latter; who cares if Jesus returns, while we’re 
at work, with the former in mind? As God’s people, we will all be rejoicing on that great Day! 
Different opinions will dissipate faster than a snow flake on the sun’s surface. 
 
 
The bottom-line is this: Are you looking for and hastening the coming of Christ with a heart 
filled with hope and faith? 
 

“He who testifies to these things says, ‘Surely I am coming quickly’. 
Amen. Even so, come, Lord Jesus!” (Revelation 22:20). 
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Appendix C: Defining “the last days”… 
The Bible does not use the phrase, “the end-times” – the closest is Paul’s amazing 
statement: “upon whom the ends of the ages have come” (1 Corinthians 10:11). 
 
The first time the phrase, “the last days” is used in the New Testament is Peter’s 
quotation of the prophet Joel: “And it shall come to pass in the last days, says God, 
that I will pour out of My Spirit on all flesh” (Acts 2:17). Then several other phrases 
also refer to the urgency required ahead of the coming of Christ. Paul spoke of “the last 
days” (2 Timothy 3:1) and “in latter times” (1 Timothy 4:1). John referred to “the last 
hour” (2 John 2:18) and Peter also used the phrase, “the last days” (2 Peter 3:3). Jude 
refers to the “words…spoken…by the apostles” concerning “in the last time” 
showing that an essential part of the apostles’ teaching concerned eschatological passion 
(Jude 17, 18). 
 
So what time period does “the last days” refer to then? The term “last days” refers to 
the church age; the time period between the first and second coming of Christ. The writer 
to the Hebrews said: “God…has in these last days spoken to us by His Son” 

(Hebrews 1:1, 2). Thus we are in the last days today just as Paul was in the last days in 
the first century.  
 
Some will use the phrase, “the last of the last days” implying we are living right at the edge 
of time; the return of Christ being eminent.  
 
While we certainly don’t disagree with this, being a truly eschatological people means that 
we are to live with this urgent, earnest expectation whether we feel we are in the last of 
the last days or perhaps just at some point in the last days unfolding. Either way, we are to 
be “looking for and hastening the coming of the day of God” (2 Peter 3:11, 12); 
living “this day” in light of the “last Day”. 
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