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ABSTRACT 
Revelation and the Suffering Church:  

The Tribulation, Kingdom and Perseverance, which are in Christ Jesus 
D. E. Klein 

 
 
        Some of the final words that Jesus Christ spoke to His disciples were these: “In the 

world you have tribulation, but take courage; I have overcome the world” (Jn. 16:33). Indeed, 

Jesus promised that there would be a time of “great tribulation, such as has not occurred 

since the beginning of the world until now, nor ever will” (Mt. 24:21). This time of great 

distress was prophesied in the Old Testament by the prophet Daniel as well and described in 

great detail throughout the book of Revelation. 

        Certainly, these words had to be somewhat surprising for the disciples and would have 

been shocking to the saints of the Old Testament. For they anticipated a decisive defeat of the 

enemies of God and the consummation of the kingdom of God at Messiah’s entry into the 

world. Indeed, Jesus Christ did inaugurate His kingdom during His first advent. However, 

Jesus described this kingdom in terms of a mystery. This mystery of the kingdom entails the 

idea of a kingdom that has come, but has not yet been consummated. Jesus defined it in terms 

of a collision with the kingdom of Satan.  

        This ironic merging of the tribulation and kingdom was fulfilled in the life and death of 

Jesus Christ.  Jesus Christ defeated Satan at the cross and through His resurrection. Satan, 

who is enraged and has a short time, focuses his assault upon those who follow Christ. These 

events are also foretold by Daniel and described throughout the book of Revelation. John, the
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writer of Revelation, describes the church as going through the promised end-time tribulation 

just as Jesus Christ went through it in an ironic merging of the tribulation and kingdom. It is 

defined in terms of one concept: “the tribulation and kingdom and perseverance which are in 

Jesus” (Rev. 1:9). For the suffering Church, this is what it means to be a part of the kingdom 

of Christ and reign with Him. Ultimately, Jesus will vanquish Satan and all evil and assure 

the triumph of the Church consummating His kingdom forever. Truly, the Lamb wins!
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

        The book of Revelation stands out as one of the most intriguing, mysterious and 

misunderstood books in all of the Bible. Many have approached the book as some code to be 

cracked engaging in an unhealthy speculation, seeking to piece world events into their 

eschatological puzzle. Still, others just ignore the book altogether. The unfortunate result is 

that the message of Revelation is missed by many.  

         Preterism is an interpretive approach that seeks to understand this message, but puts 

much of the book in the past. For preterists, the language of Revelation 1:1, “the things that 

must soon take place,” establishes a time frame for the book. The message to John was a 

disclosure of events that were imminent at the time of the book’s writing (Thus, an early date 

of 69 A.D. for its authorship suggested by many adherents). Kenneth Gentry Jr. is one such 

adherent who writes, “The prophecies were in the future when John wrote and when his 

original audience read them, they are now in the past.”1 The past entails the first twenty 

chapters of Revelation which were fulfilled at the time of the destruction of the temple in 70 

A.D. This begs the question: What relevance does Revelation have for the church today.

                                            
1 Stan Gundry and Marvin Pate, Four Views on the Book of Revelation (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan, 
1998), 37. 
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         Futurism is another interpretive approach that seeks to understand Revelation. This 

view sees the book solely as a prophecy and the events are seen in the future at a time when 

the church is no longer present. Revelation chapters 1-3 apply to the church presently, but 

chapters 4-22 are about future events with no present day application to the church. This is 

based on a literal interpretation of 1:19 as an outline for Revelation. Dr. Robert Thomas, who 

is a proponent of this approach, sums up the outline as follows: 

The things you have seen refers naturally to John’s vision of the glorified Christ in 
chapter 1. Revelation 2-3 constitutes “the things which are,” that is, conditions 
presently prevailing as typified by seven churches in Asia whose conditions are 
typical of churches throughout the age till the church’s rapture (chapters 2-3. “The 
things that will happen after these things” refers to the future events on earth 
connected with Christ’s establishment of his kingdom (chapters 4-22).2 
 

        The phrase “after these things” is the key point of contention. The phrase introduces the 

visions throughout Revelation. The futurist sees these visions chronologically, following one 

another at the end of time. G. K. Beale, Professor of New Testament and Biblical Theology 

at Westminster Theological Seminary, argues: 

Strictly speaking “after this” only narrates the chronological order of the visions 
themselves; that is, that one vision comes after another in the visionary sequence. The 
phrase does not indicate that the history within the visions comes after the history 
recorded in the previous vision. This means that the scope of John’s sets of parallel 
visions deals with the course of history from the birth of the church at Pentecost until 
the return of the Lord. Understanding this gives us an absolutely critical key to 
understanding the meaning of Revelation as a whole.3 
 

        The idealist approach sees the book as a depiction between the forces of good and evil, 

between God and Satan. And, yet, in this view there is no consummation or judgment or any 

historical reference. Beale, who is a proponent of the redemptive-historical eclectic view, 

                                            
2 Gundry and Pate, 186-187. 
 
3 G. K. Beale, Revelation: A Shorter Commentary (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdman, 2015), 25. 
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 critiques the idealist view favorably, recognizing the accuracy concerning the symbolism of 

the battle between good and evil. Beale writes: 

The seals, bowls, and trumpets speak over and over again to the events of human 
history in every age and give believers of all ages an exhortation to remain faithful in 
the face of suffering (hence “redemptive-historical”). We believe this view is 
substantially correct but must be modified in light of the fact that parts of Revelation 
do definitely refer to future end-time events concerning the return of Christ, His final 
defeat of the enemy, and the establishment of His heavenly kingdom.4 
 

        What does the book of Revelation have to do with the church today? The eclectic 

interpretive approach, which encompasses the strengths of all of these positions, answers this 

question. The eclectic position advocates an interpretation against the historical background 

of the first century. It avoids dehistoricizing the message of Revelation from the first century 

audience, writer and genre. However, it asserts that John regularly schematizes things into 

the future; he predicts! These things become a kind of prefigurement, or foretaste or 

recapitulation, of things to come. In essence, the book deals with issues both contemporary 

with John and issues in the future as well. This view asserts that there are multiple historical 

applications of the symbols found throughout the book.  

        For example, the “beast” mentioned in Revelation 13 in John’s day was clearly 

understood to be the Roman Empire and its intense persecution of the church in John’s day. 

However, it also has historical applications to all human states that set themselves up against 

God and His people. This has relevance for the church throughout history. 

        Another example is the seven churches mentioned in Revelation 2 and 3. These were 

historical churches set in their respective cities in first century Asia Minor. These churches 

had strengths to be commended and problems to be confronted. William Hendriksen rightly 

observes that the sevenfold condition of these churches actually existed at that time and it 

                                            
4 Ibid., 9. 
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 exists today.5 These represent the entire church throughout the inner-advent period until 

Christ returns. And the overriding question that Hendriksen poses is “Do they hold fast the 

name of the Lord in the midst of the darkness of this world (Revelation 1:20)?”6 This same 

question applies to the church today. 

        It must be further stated that one’s interpretive approach impacts how one understands 

how all of the sections and visions of Revelation relate to one another. Futurists read the 

book chronologically as if it were a historical genre like Exodus or Matthew. Apocalyptic 

literature should never be read this way. This linear and literal approach leads to a roller 

coaster ride of cataclysmic events and multiple comings of Jesus Christ.  

        The eclectic view breaks up the book into sections. These sections reflect different 

snapshots of the same events, displaying a cohesive unity. Beale defines the recapitulation 

position as follows: 

This position holds that the various series of judgments are parallel descriptions of the 
same events. The pattern is identical within each series. Toward the end of each 
series, there is a description of judgment followed by a depiction of salvation (6:12-
17 and 7:9-17; 11:18a and 11:18b; 14:14-20 and 15:2-4; 16:17-18:24 and 19:1-10; 
20:7-15 and 21:1-22:5).7 
 

        This interpretive approach serves as an important backdrop to this thesis, although it is 

not the primary purpose of this work. One of the most important themes in Revelation is the 

suffering of the church. This will be the focus of this thesis. Hendriksen expands on this 

theme: 

The purpose of the book of Revelation is to comfort the Church in its struggle against 
the forces of evil. It is full of help and comfort for persecuted and suffering 

                                            
5 William Hendriksen, More Than Conquerors (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker Books, 1967), 79. 
 
6 Ibid. 
 
7 Beale, Revelation: A Shorter Commentary, 22. 
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 Christians. To them is given the assurance that God sees their tears (7:17; 21:4); their 
prayers are influential in world affairs (8:3,4) and their death is precious in His sight. 
Their final victory is assured (15:2); their blood will be avenged (19:2); their Christ 
lives and reigns forever. He governs the world in the interest of His Church (5:7,8). 
He is coming to take His people to Himself in “the marriage supper of the Lamb” and 
to live with them forever in a rejuvenated universe (21:22).8 
 

        But for now, the struggle is real and the spiritual battle with Satan and the forces of evil 

more relentless than ever. Jesus Christ stated unequivocally, “In the world you have 

tribulation, but take courage; I have overcome the world” (John 16:33). And the Apostle John 

experienced that tribulation when he wrote Revelation from the island of Patmos where he 

was exiled because of his faith in Jesus Christ by the Roman Empire. It is here that John has 

a breathtaking vision of Jesus Christ and is commissioned to write Revelation. 

        John writes, “He has made us to be a kingdom, priests to His God and Father” (Rev. 

1:6) and further identifies himself and the church as partakers in “the tribulation and kingdom 

and perseverance which are in Jesus” (Rev. 1:9). Beale notes that there is only one Greek 

article preceding these three words, which indicates the idea that all three are part of the same 

reality.9 One cannot exercise kingdom rule except through tribulation and endurance. Beale 

helpfully notes: 

That John uses the word fellow-partaker underscores the active involvement of saints, 
not only in enduring tribulation, but also in reigning in the midst of it. Their being 
identified with Christ is the basis for the trials which confront them, as well as for 
their ability to endure such trials and to participate in the kingdom as kings. This 
paradoxical form of rule mirrors the manner in which Jesus exercised his authority in 
His earthly ministry and even from the cross.10 
 

                                            
8 Hendriksen, 7. 
 
9 Beale, Revelation: A Shorter Commentary, 45. 
 
10 Ibid. 
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         The thesis of this work will demonstrate that the concepts of “tribulation” and 

“kingdom” are promised in the Old Testament, though not fully understood, and are fulfilled 

with an ironic merging in the life and death of Jesus Christ, manifested in the church 

eschatologically and described throughout the book of Revelation. It is a theme with cosmic 

implications because of the satanic nature of the conflict. The war has been won by Christ, 

but the conflict remains. And there is a central message throughout the book of Revelation in 

which the church overcomes Satan. John writes, “And they overcame him because of the 

blood of the Lamb and because of the word of their testimony, and they did not love their life 

even when faced with death” (Rev. 12:11). And this theme is pertinent to a suffering church 

in the twenty-first century, because perseverance through tribulation is the means by which 

one reigns with Jesus. 

        Thoughts of suffering are a daunting and difficult and even disturbing reality. Yet, to 

suffer as a fellow-partaker in Christ is wrought with joy, comfort and hope. Why? Because 

Jesus loves us and “releases us from our sins by His blood and made us to be a kingdom, 

priests to His God and Father” (Rev. 1:5-6). We who were once the enemies of God have 

now been made kings and priests unto Him. And just as the present reality of the kingdom is 

eschatological, so the present tribulation facing the church is eschatological. But in the end, 

the now and the not yet, the Lamb wins! Jesus Christ is King! 

 

Literature Review 

        More Than Conquerors by William Hendriksen is an invigorating, hope-filled and 

Christ-centered book that effectively argues for the eclectic interpretation and the 

recapitulation understanding of the visions. And, though it emphasizes the future reign of the 
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 church, neglects the more nuanced concept of the present reign of the church in the midst of 

tribulation.  

        Triumph of the Lamb by Dennis Johnson is a recent and refreshing, Christ-exalting 

commentary on the book of Revelation that is succinct and, yet has much depth in 

understanding how the concepts of tribulation and kingdom merge together in the church.  It 

is a very layperson friendly work.  

        New Testament Biblical Theology and Revelation: A Shorter Commentary by G. K. 

Beale stand at the forefront of understanding how the church reigns in the kingdom by 

persevering in the midst of suffering. Beale effectively ties Old Testament themes to their 

fulfillment in the New Testament. Indeed, Hidden, but now Revealed by Beale and Benjamin 

Gladd focuses on the theology of mystery and connects these themes of suffering and 

kingship from Daniel and others to the book of Revelation.  

        I am greatly indebted to these and other writers as I offer my humble contribution to this 

very pertinent subject. This thesis will connect the dots from Genesis to Revelation regarding 

the concept of tribulation and the kingdom. It is under the umbrella of a cosmic spiritual war 

between the forces of evil and the people of God. This war has been won by Jesus Christ. 

Therefore, emphasis will be placed on the eschatological sufferings of Jesus Christ as 

promised by Daniel. Because it was through Christ’s sufferings and ultimate death that His 

kingdom is established. And by virtue of its identification with Christ, the church will go 

through a period of suffering as described in the book of Revelation. This ironic merging of 

the tribulation and the kingdom in Christ Jesus will be the central theme of this thesis.
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 CHAPTER 2 

OLD TESTAMENT BACKGROUND OF ISRAEL’S  
SUFFERINGS IN THE LATTER-DAYS 

 

Man’s Fall and the Prophecy (Genesis 3:1-15) 

        Suffering is the abiding experience of all humanity. As soon as a baby begins to live, it 

begins to die. “For man is born to trouble as sparks fly upward” (Jb. 5:7). It is unavoidable. 

But where did it all begin? Genesis answers this and many other questions. 

        In the beginning, God created Adam and Eve with dominion over the creation. It was 

very good. God entered into a covenant of works with man upon condition of perfect 

obedience, forbidding him to eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil (see Gen. 

2:17). Theologian Michael Horton eloquently captures the scene with these words: 

Solidarity of the human race under Adamic headship is the source both of the 
grandeur and of the tragedy of our existence. If the world is a theater or a stage . . . 
then the play is a courtroom drama. . . . The story of Israel can be read as a condensed 
version of the original covenant with our race in Adam. We are set before a great trial 
in which we ourselves are actors and not just audience. This sets the stage for the 
final recapitulation of all of covenantal history in Jesus Christ, the Last Adam and the 
true and faithful Israel.1  
 

        Indeed, the serpent reared his ugly head. He tempted the woman in the garden. Satan 

distorted the words of God and impugned the character of God. Both Adam and Eve ate of 

the forbidden tree committing what Dr. R. C. Sproul calls “cosmic treason.” When Adam and 

                                            
1 Michael Horton, The Christian Faith: A Systematic Theology for Pilgrims on the Way (Grand Rapids, 
Michigan: Zondervan, 2011), 408. 



9 

 Eve sinned, they and all of their posterity were sentenced to death. “Therefore, just as 

through one man sin entered into the world, and death through sin, and so death spread to all 

men, because all sinned” (Rm. 5:12). The Shorter Westminster Catechism states, “The 

covenant being made with Adam, not only for himself, but for his posterity, all mankind, 

descending from him, by ordinary generation, sinned in him, and fell with him, in his first 

transgression . . . brought man into an estate of sin and misery.”2 

        This misery not only plagued the Adamic race into a state of spiritual death, darkness 

and damnation, but all of creation fell under the curse. It is the futility and bondage of 

corruption. This futility is seen in natural disasters, disease and famine. Everything changed 

with one man’s sin. Before the Fall, there was no suffering or pain or death. But this all 

changed. Now, everyone and everything suffers and dies. 

        This is certainly very bad news. But God in His great mercy and most amazing grace 

not only promised a redeemer who would reverse the curse, but provided one. Jesus Christ is 

the second Adam who obeyed God’s law where Adam failed, and, yet, took upon Himself the 

covenant—curses which all of mankind rightly deserves. As the Apostle Paul wrote, “For as 

through the one man’s disobedience the many were made sinners, even so through the 

obedience of the One the many will be made righteous” (Rm. 5:19). This is exceedingly good 

news! Indeed, God is a saving God! As the prophet Jonah declares, “Salvation is from the 

Lord” (Jon. 2:9b). 

        This promise of the redeemer was immediately given in the aftermath of the Fall. It 

occurs in the context of God’s curse upon the serpent. God said to the serpent, “I will put 

enmity between you and the woman, and between your seed and her seed; He shall bruise 

                                            
2 Gerald I. Williamson, The Westminster Shorter Catechism (Philipsburg, New Jersey: Presbyterian and 
Reformed, 1970), 59. 
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 you on the head, and you shall bruise Him on the heel” (Gen. 3:15). In the immediate 

aftermath of the Fall, through direct verbal prophecy, God curses the serpent for his 

deception. It is a prophecy, and, therefore, makes God Himself the first prophet in the Bible. 

But it is here that God is the first evangelist as well. Because it is here that God promises the 

gospel for the first time. It is what theologians call the proto-evangelion, which means “first 

gospel.”3 

        Therefore, Genesis 3:15 stands as one of the most significant verses in the Bible. Why? 

Redemption is promised and all redemptive history develops from this one verse. But in 

general, the forthcoming history of mankind is described by God. This prophecy speaks of an 

enmity between the serpent and the woman, an enmity between the seed of the serpent and 

the woman’s seed. It is important to note that God is setting up this enmity according to His 

sovereign design. Mankind has fallen into sin. Everything is cursed. God has not been taken 

by surprise. God is designing history on His terms. And it will entail a spiritual way between 

the spiritual seed of the woman and the spiritual seed of the serpent. 

        This enmity would immediately manifest itself in Genesis 4 when Cain, who “was of 

the evil one” (I Jn. 3:12), would murder his righteous brother Abel (see Heb. 11:4). This 

enmity would later manifest itself between Jacob and Esau. Though they were both sons of 

Isaac, they were of a different spiritual lineage. Esau forfeited his birthright; Jacob received 

the blessing of God. Just as it is written, “Jacob have I loved, and Esau I have hated” (Rm. 

9:13). From Esau’s line would emerge the Edomites, which would encompass many of the 

Arabic peoples. In contrast, God’s covenant people, Israel, would continue to emerge through 

Jacob, and the Messianic line would continue. 

                                            
3 John Currid, ed., Genesis. Vol. 1, An Evangelical Press Study Commentary (Darlington, England: Evangelical 
Press, 2003), 127. 
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         Nonetheless, Satan would continue to assault the people of God and seek to disrupt the 

godly line. This enmity between these two spiritual seeds would move from brothers to tribes 

and from tribes to nations. Egypt under the reign of Pharaoh would oppress the people of 

God as Satan sought to destroy the covenant people from which the Messiah would come. 

“So God heard their groaning; and God remembered His covenant with Abraham, Isaac and 

Jacob” (Ex. 2:24). And God raised up a covenant mediator, Moses, who would lead his 

people from bondage to the promised land. 

        This enmity between Satan’s seed and the people of God played out throughout the Old 

Testament, even as the ungodly sought to disrupt the godly line time and time again. But 

Satan failed! Jesus was born! God is faithful to His promise. “And she gave birth to a son, a 

male child who is to rule all nations with a rod of iron; and her child was caught up to God 

and to His throne” (Rev. 12:5). Encapsulated in that one verse is the birth of Christ all the 

way to His ascension to the Father. The noted scholar Meredith Kline observes: 

The history of the child born to the woman is described in messianic terms: he attains 
to the world-rule of the anointed Son foretold in Psalm 2 and fulfills the Daniel 7 
vision of the Son of Man, for his encounter with the dragon culminates in his 
ascension to the throne of God (v.5), a victory celebrated as a coming of the salvation 
and kingdom and authority of the Christ of God (v.10).4 
 

        Satan has been crushed! This is a fulfillment of Genesis 3:15. Jesus is the direct lineage 

from the woman. John Currid notes, “It is significant in confirming this truth that 

immediately after the genealogy in Luke 3 we read how Jesus is led into battle with Satan in 

                                            
4 Meredith Kline, Kingdom Prologue: Genesis Foundations for a Covenantal Worldview (Eugene, Oregon: 
Wiff and Stock, 2006), 143-144. 
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 the wilderness temptation.”5 This battle between Jesus and Satan would reach its climax at 

the cross where the Messiah would inflict the mortal blow.6 

        Though this mortal blow was inflicted, the prophesied enmity between the seeds would 

continue to the end of history. Like a wounded animal, Satan knows he has a short time and 

his anger rages. 

         Therefore, this hostility to the severity of murder is being carried out by Satan against 

those who keep the commandments of God and hold to the testimony of Jesus Christ. This is 

in fulfillment of the prophecy of Genesis 3:15. It unfolds throughout the pages of the Old 

Testament until it reaches its most intense and perilous manifestation in the latter days. 

 

Nebuchadnezzar’s Dreams (Daniel 2-4) 

        Daniel speaks at great length concerning this satanic assault against God’s people. The 

book of Daniel contains visions and prophecies pertaining to eschatological events as 

recorded in Revelation. These visions are often described as mysteries. They are a common 

theme in Daniel, but are also mentioned several places in the book of Revelation. The intent 

of this thesis is not to do a comprehensive study on this theme of mystery, but to express a 

few notes even as it pertains to the anticipated kingdom of Christ. A more thorough and 

comprehensive study is done in the book Hidden, but Now Revealed by G. K. Beale and 

Benjamin Gladd to which I will refer to at times. One of the main points expressed in that 

book is that the revelation of mystery is not a totally new revelation, but the full disclosure of 

                                            
5 Currid, 131. 
 
6 Ibid. 
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 something that was significantly hidden in the past.7 Brief consideration will be given to a 

few of these visions with a focus upon the anticipated kingdom which was not fully 

understood by the Old Testament saints. 

 

The Vision of the Large Statue (Daniel 2:1-45) 

        Here in Daniel, one finds this idea of mystery entailed in Nebuchadnezzar’s dream of 

the great statue and Daniel’s subsequent interpretation. Nebuchadnezzar had a dream that 

troubled him greatly, and none of the Chaldeans could interpret it. So, enraged, the king 

issued a decree that all the wise men would be killed including Daniel and his friends. 

However, Daniel was given time “so that they might request compassion from the God of 

heaven concerning this mystery, so that Daniel and his friends would not be destroyed with 

the rest of the wise men of Babylon” (Dan. 2:18). God was compassionate and heard 

Daniel’s prayer. The mystery was revealed to Daniel by God in a vision and Daniel 

responded with a hymn of praise: “Let the name of God be blessed forever and ever, for 

wisdom and power belong to Him. It is He who changes the times and the epochs; He 

removes kings and establishes kings; He gives wisdom to wise men and knowledge to men of 

understanding” (Dan. 2:20-21). 

         The theme of Ecclesiastes 3 is that “there is an appointed time for everything. And 

there is a time for everything under heaven” (Eccl. 3:1).  Kingdoms come and kingdoms go 

according to God’s eternal design.  It is all under the control of an all-powerful and all-wise 

sovereign God. Blessed be God’s name forever! As recorded in the book of Daniel, “He does 

according to His will in the host of heaven and among the inhabitants of the earth; and no one 

                                            
7 G. K. Beale and Benjamin Gladd, Hidden but Now Revealed: A Biblical Theology of Mystery (Downers 
Grove, Illinois: IVP Academic, 2014), 30. 
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 can ward off His hand or say to Him, ‘What have You done?’” (Dan. 4:35). God makes it 

clear from His word, “But our God is in the heavens; He does whatever He pleases” (Ps. 

115:3). 

        Whether it is Nebuchadnezzar’s mighty Babylon, or the Medes and the Persians, Greece 

or powerful Rome, these kingdoms are accounted as nothing to the Most High God who 

removes kings and establishes kings. And it is Daniel who expresses praise to God for 

revealing this mystery to him. It is an unveiling of the hidden end-time events. These events 

will encompass a divine kingdom under the reign of Jesus Christ without end. For Daniel 

notes, “In the days of those kings the God of heaven will set up a kingdom which will never 

be destroyed, and that kingdom will not be left for another people; it will crush and put an 

end to all these kingdoms, but it will itself endure forever” (Dan. 2:44). 

        Is this not the hope of God’s people? It is a present reality, and, yet, an anticipated 

consummation. The Psalmist writes, “The Lord is a king forever and ever, nations have 

perished from His land” (Ps. 10:16). The transient nature of these kingdoms illustrates how 

fleeting their reign is. It is not a matter of if, but of when the foundations of their empire 

crumble. However, God’s kingdom endures forever! Truly, the stone cut out of the mountain 

without hands will crush all of these kingdoms opposed to God (see Dan. 2:45). The fine 

commentator Iain Duguid writes, “This rock clearly points to the kingdom that God will 

establish in the last days, a kingdom that starts small and lacking in glory but grows through 

the power of God until it ultimately dominates the entire globe and becomes the ultimate fact 

of history.”8 

 

                                            
8 Iain M. Duguid, Daniel. Reformed Expository Commentary, ed. Richard Phillips and Philip Graham Ryken 
(Phillipsburg, New Jersey: Presbyterian and Reformed, 2008), 39. 
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 The Vision of the Great Tree (Daniel 4:4-37) 

        As one continues through Daniel, Nebuchadnezzar has a subsequent dream in chapter 4 

that is closely connected to the one in chapter 2. It is a vision of a great tree which is 

representative of Nebuchadnezzar’s great Babylonian empire. It is clear that the king is 

deeply troubled because of some partial insight into the content of the dream. Daniel 

describes the king’s consternation with these words: “I saw a dream and it made me fearful; 

and these fantasies as I lay on my bed and the visions in my mind kept alarming me” (Dan. 

4:5).  

        Nebuchadnezzar was rightly troubled because the dream spelled the end of his great 

kingdom. Again it was Daniel who interpreted this mystery for all hearers. What is 

noteworthy is that the king already had some understanding of the dream, whether it 

represented another king or his own demise, which would have reflected a more thorough 

understanding. Nonetheless, Daniel more fully interprets the dream in which there was partial 

understanding already.9 Unfortunately, Nebuchadnezzar would experience the fulfillment of 

this dream. The great tree of his kingdom would be chopped down and destroyed (v. 23). 

Nonetheless, Nebuchadnezzar would come to his spiritual senses and praise the God of 

heaven: “For His dominion is an everlasting dominion, and His kingdom endures from 

generation to generation” (Dan. 4: 34b).  

        These passages in Daniel, among many, help cement the view that mystery is that which 

is hidden, but more fully disclosed. Indeed, the mystery in Daniel has an end-time component 

that is eschatological. Daniel gives us insight into this concept of mystery: “There is a God in 

heaven who reveals mysteries, and He has made known to King Nebuchadnezzar what will 

                                            
9 Beale and Gladd, 38. 
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 take place in the latter days” (Dan. 2:28). Daniel conveys that God is the revealer of 

mysteries and that this mystery pertains to the latter days.10 

        This mystery entails both the dream and the interpretation. This is the pattern throughout 

Daniel. The story of Nebuchadnezzar’s removal demonstrates the immediate fulfillment of 

this mystery (see Dan. 4:10-26). It is linked to Daniel 2:21, which states that God “removes 

kings and establishes kings.” There is a “latter-day” component of these mysteries, indeed, 

the promise of an eschatological kingdom that will be further unpacked in the remaining 

sections of Daniel. 

 

Triumph of the Son of Man (Daniel 7:1-28) 

The Vision (Daniel 7:1-14) 

        Let us now consider the important section in Daniel 7. It is here in which Daniel has a 

dream which is a vision of four beasts coming from the sea. One was a lion with wings like 

an eagle (v. 4), the second a bear with three ribs between its teeth (v. 5) and the third like a 

leopard with four wings and four heads (v. 6). The fourth beast was more dreadful and 

terrifying than all the beasts, crushing everything in its path (v. 7). The interpretation of the 

beasts has been hotly debated over the years. Commentator Duguid writes:  

Nebuchadnezzar turns into a Darius, who becomes an Alexander the Great and then 
an Antiochus Epiphanes, the Seleucid king who brutally oppressed the Jews in the 
mid-second century B.C. These fierce rulers are in turn followed by a Nero and a 
Domitian.11  
 

        In other words, kings and kingdoms come and go. The oppression that they afflict 

against God’s people also comes and goes. However, it is the Ancient of Days who reigns. 

                                            
10 Ibid., 41-42. 
 
11 Duguid, 111-112. 
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 Indeed, it is the Son of Man who has an everlasting dominion! It is the Son of Man who has 

a kingdom that will not be destroyed! In the vision, Daniel saw: 

One like a Son of Man was coming, and He came up to the Ancient of Days and was 
presented before Him. And to Him was given dominion, glory and a kingdom, that all 
the peoples, nations and men of every language might serve Him. His dominion is an 
everlasting dominion which will not pass away, and His kingdom is one which will 
not be destroyed (Dan. 7:13b-14). 
 

        It is a vision of a heavenly court. Thrones are set up for judgment. It is before this throne 

upon which God sits that the beast with boastful words utters his defiance. The beast is 

destroyed while the rest of the beasts continue for a season (v. 12). Then, the entry of one 

like the Son of Man appears on the scene. He comes on the clouds which demonstrates His 

authority, because God is the one who rides on the cloud chariot (see Ps. 68:4; Is. 19:1).12 

        And, though Daniel has this vision of one who seems to combine human and divine 

traits, this Son of Man is given an everlasting kingdom that will never be destroyed (v. 14). 

This is a sovereign rule that only belongs to the Most High God. For the Son of Man, it is a 

kingdom in which people from all nations and languages serve Him (v. 14). This 

encompasses the first half of Daniel 7, namely the vision.  

 

The Vision’s Interpretation (Daniel 7: 15-28) 

        However, as is normal, the vision is followed by the interpretation. This encompasses 

Daniel 7:15-28. Daniel is deeply distressed and so he asks for help from one standing by him 

who interpreted the vision; Daniel receives the answer and one theme keeps resurfacing 

throughout the interpretation: “Then the sovereignty, the dominion and the greatness of all 

the kingdoms under the whole heaven will be given to the people of the saints of the Highest 

                                            
12 Ibid., 117. 
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 One; His kingdom will be an everlasting kingdom, and all the dominions will serve and 

obey Him” (Dan. 7:27). 

        The key question that must be asked regarding this section is where is the reference to 

the Son of Man? The kingdom that is given to the Son of Man is an everlasting dominion that 

will not be destroyed according to Daniel 7 :13-14, and it is given to the saints of the Most 

High God in verses 18, 22 and 27. It is the exact same language. 

        How does one reconcile this with the designated title of “Son of Man” throughout the 

gospels which refer to Jesus Christ? Beale makes this assertion: 

Dan. 7 does identify the “Son of Man” with the saints of Israel, there are indications 
both in the vision itself and in the following explanation that the “Son of Man” is also 
an individual messianic-like figure. First, the fact that the figure “comes with the 
clouds of heaven” is a curious portrayal, since elsewhere it is only God who travels 
on the clouds (indeed, the rabbis sometimes called God the “cloud rider”). This 
means that the Son of Man is portrayed as a divine being as he approaches the 
Ancient of Days’ throne.13 
 

        Could it also be a reference to both the coming Messiah and to the saints? It is noted that 

the four beasts are referred to as “kings” in verse 17 and “kingdoms” in verse 23. Hence, a 

kind of corporate representation is in view here. There is a sense of identification between the 

kings and kingdoms. Thus, one can conclude that the individual king representatively sums 

up the people in Himself. His actions become representative of them and their actions of 

Him.14 When David fought Goliath, David represented Israel and Goliath represented the 

Philistines. David slew Goliath and victory belonged to the nation of Israel.  

        As was previously noted from Genesis 3:15, the course of history would fulfill the 

prophecy given in the garden, whereby there would be enmity between the seed of Satan and 

                                            
13 G. K. Beale, A New Testament Biblical Theology (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker Academic, 2011), 192. 
 
14 Ibid., 193. 
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 the seed of the woman. This hostility will intensify unto the end of the age. Daniel helps us 

to see this unfold against the saints of the Most High: “I kept looking and that horn was 

waging war with the saints and was overpowering them” (Dan. 7:21). Daniel continues, “He 

will speak against the Most High and wear down the saints” (Dan. 7:25a). This horn will also 

“make alterations in times and in law; and they [saints] will be given into his hand for a time, 

times and a half-time” (Dan. 7:25b). 

        Notice that in the flow of the interpretation there is a persecution of the saints by the 

beast. This tribulation entails a waging of war and wearing down of the saints through 

deception. This precedes the receiving of the everlasting kingdom. It is clear that the 

identification of the Son of Man in verses 15-28 are the saints of Israel. And if they have to 

endure tribulation before receiving the kingdom, then the Son of Man identified as an 

individual end-time king who represents Israel must also go through a final distress imposed 

by an eschatological enemy before receiving the kingdom.15 

 

Seventy Weeks and the Messiah (Daniel 9:24-27) 

        As we move to the later sections of Daniel, this is exactly what must come to pass. In 

Daniel chapter 9, God gives an answer to Daniel’s prayer regarding the desolations of 

Jerusalem. Daniel was concerned about God’s covenant with his people. Gabriel confirms 

that seventy weeks would see the coming fulfillment of all the promises of the New 

Covenant spoken of in Jeremiah: “Seventy weeks have been decreed for your people and 

your holy city, to finish the transgression, to make an end of sin, to make atonement for 

iniquity, to bring in everlasting righteousness, to seal up vision and prophecy and to anoint 

                                            
15 Ibid., 194. 
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 the most holy place” (Dan. 9:24). However, it will not arrive at the end of the seventy years 

of exile. This period of judgment was simply a small part of a much bigger plan that God 

has.16 

        This greater plan would center around the one promised by God in Genesis 3:15, the one 

true Messiah that is cut off (v. 26), who confirms the covenant with many and brings an end 

to sacrifice and offerings (v. 27). These many are the redeemed by the suffering servant 

according to Isaiah 53:12. The blessings secured by the Messiah are an end of sin, atonement 

for iniquity and an everlasting righteousness (v. 24). God’s promise of a redeemer who 

would crush the serpent’s head (see Gen. 3:15) is fulfilled in Jesus Christ’s death and 

resurrection. Christ is cut off in the middle of the seventieth week. This leaves three and one-

half years. John speaks of this as “a time, times and half time” (Rev. 12:14). John is speaking 

of the age of the church in the wilderness of the nations. Meredith Kline points out, “Since 

the seventy weeks are ten jubilee eras that issue in the last jubilee, the seventieth week closes 

with angelic trumpeting of the earth’s redemption and the glorious liberty of the children of 

God.”17 

        Jesus Christ has purchased the blessing of the jubilee. These include forgiveness and 

everlasting righteousness (v. 24), but the consummation of these things yet remains. The final 

three and one-half years of the seventieth week is symbolic of the church on the earth during 

the entire time of its existence in the inner advent period and a reference to the tribulation 

depicted in the last chapters of Daniel.18 Daniel speaks of this period as a time of great 

                                            
16 Duguid, 66.  
 
17 Meredith Kline, “The Covenant of the Seventieth Week,” in Law and the Prophets: Old Testament Studies 
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 distress which will be inflicted upon the people of God.  This period of suffering will be 

further elaborated on in subsequent chapters. 

 

A Time of Distress (Daniel 11:30-12:13) 

        Daniel 11:30-45 speaks of a time in which God’s covenant people will be under assault 

from an end-time opponent, namely the antichrist. He will engage in a great deception 

leading people within the community to forsake the holy covenant (v. 30), and there will be a 

great apostasy. Many will turn to godlessness (v. 32) and compromise, leading others astray 

into hypocrisy (v. 34), claiming to be faithful while in fact they are not. This personage will 

exalt himself above every god (v. 36), but will meet his end before the true and living God 

(v. 45).19 

        This time of persecution and deception and apostasy began in part at the first advent of 

Jesus Christ. This end-time tribulation spoken of by Daniel has faced the church throughout 

the ages. Nevertheless, there will be an escalation of this tribulation when the antichrist 

persecutes the saints at the end of history. Beale asserts, “At that time, persecution and 

deception, which formerly have affected only part of the church throughout history, will be 

present throughout the worldwide church, at which point Christ will return a final time (see 

Rev. 11:1-13; 20:1-10).”20 

        Daniel writes, “And there will be a time of great distress such as never occurred since 

there was a nation until that time; and at that time your people, everyone who is found 

written in the book, will be rescued” (Dan. 12:1b). Jesus, Himself referred to it in the Olivet 

                                                                                                                                       
 
19 Beale, A New Testament Biblical Theology, 201. 
 
20 G. K. Beale, Revelation: A Shorter Commentary (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdman, 2015), 203. 
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 discourse as “a time of great tribulation, such as has not occurred since the beginning of the 

world until now, nor ever will” (Mt. 24:21). This time of distress and tribulation will be 

worse than anything Old Testament Israel went through. 

        When Jesus entered into history in the incarnation, He came as the Davidic king 

promised in II Samuel 7:16. This is a king who is superior to all the kings of Israel, 

possessing a kingdom with no end. Beale notes, “The fact that the devil and his forces waged 

war against Christ indicates a qualitatively greater battle than had ever occurred in the sense 

that it is fought against the greatest King, the God-man Jesus Christ.”21 We know that that 

same battle is waged against Christ’s followers (see Rev. 12:7-17). Indeed, Daniel speaks 

throughout chapters 7-12 of a greater end-time incarnation of Satan’s evil than even before. 

The wrath of Satan against the church will reach its zenith at the end of the age (see Rev. 

20:7-9). 

        Daniel speaks of it as a time of purging, purifying and refining for God’s people (see 

Dan. 12:10a). He also describes it as a time of exceeding wickedness and spiritual blindness 

on the other hand (see Dan. 12:10b).  The deception will be intense and the opposition to the 

people of God overwhelming.  And, yet, those who are the true people of God will be 

preserved by His grace.  Commentator Duguid writes, “The prerequisite for the end is not the 

final fixing of our world’s brokenness; rather it is the final breaking of the holy people’s 

strength.”22 Daniel speaks of it as “the shattering of the power of the holy people” (see Dan. 

12:7). Job wrote in an earlier time, “But He knows the way I take, when He has tried me, I 

                                            
21 Ibid. 
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 shall come forth as gold” (Jb. 23:10). “How blessed is he who keeps waiting and attains” 

(Dan. 12:12). 

 

The Golden Lampstand and Two Olive Trees (Zechariah 4:1-14) 

        Another relevant passage is found in the prophetic book of Zechariah. The key subjects 

are the golden lampstand and the two olive trees. Zechariah writes, “Behold, a lampstand all 

of gold with its bowl on the top of it, and its seven lamps on it with seven spouts belonging to 

each of the lamps which are on the top of it; also two olive trees by it, one on the right side of 

the bowl and the other on its left side” (Zech. 4:2b-3). Zechariah sees a golden lampstand 

with seven lamps on it.  

        Many commentators understand this lampstand to refer to the golden lampstand in the 

original temple described in Exodus 25:1-40.23 This would support the view that the imagery 

has in mind the temple. This would fit the context of Zechariah 4. Certainly, the lampstand 

encompasses the idea of God’s temple, indeed, the very presence of God Himself! 

        However, there is another idea regarding the lampstand. It represents the covenant 

community of God showing her mission to be a light to a darkened world.24 It is God’s 

promise in Isaiah of “a light for the nations” (Is. 42:6). That was Israel’s role and was a vital 

part of the covenant God had established with Abraham: “And in you all the families of the 

earth will be blessed” (Gen. 12:3b).  

        In the context of Zechariah, the building of the physical temple under the leadership of 

Zerubbabel is one of the main focuses. There was tremendous uncertainty regarding its 
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 completion. Zerubbabel was facing innumerable obstacles both in the administration of the 

civil affairs of the nation and in the direct work on the temple. The morale of the Israelites 

was low, and the hardships of their personal lives were so immense that the focus of the 

temple was impeded. Such difficulties threatened the very future of the nation.25 

        The book of Ezra records the account of the hostility towards the Israelites from the 

Gentiles. The Persian governor Tatteni opposed the building of the temple. He conspired 

against it by trying to influence King Darius. It looked hopeless. But God is in control! The 

decree of Cyrus was unearthed, which showed that he had decreed the building of the temple. 

Darius ordered the temple to be built. Tatteni, the governor, was forbidden to interfere. 

Moreover, Tatteni was ordered to provide necessary money and materials to fund the project 

(see Ez. 6:13-15). 

        The message is clear. God is able to overcome all obstacles by His Spirit in overruling 

kings and directing the affairs of men. Secondly, God’s covenant community should be 

committed to prayerful obedience in times of trouble and dependence on the Holy Spirit.26 

        And the message to Zerubbabel is the same message to the temple of God today: “It is 

not by might, nor by power, but by my Spirit, says the Lord” (Zech. 4:6). It is the Holy Spirit 

who empowers the covenant community to be faithful witnesses in bringing light to a hostile 

world filled with darkness. The Holy Spirit enables righteous Israelites to persevere in the 

face of persecution and suffering. 

        Then Zechariah asked, “What are these two olive trees on the right of the lampstand and 

on its left?” (Zech. 4:11). The answer that is given is found in verse 14: “These are the two 

anointed ones who are standing by the Lord of the whole earth.” How should we understand 
                                            
25 Phillips, 92. 
 
26 Ibid., 93. 
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 the two olive trees in Zechariah 4:11-14? There are differing ideas on what they mean, but 

the majority of commentators assert that it is a reference to Joshua the priest and Zerubbabel 

the prince. Furthermore, it refers to the extension and application of their mediatorial offices, 

namely the priesthood and the kingship which mediated God’s Spirit just as the oil flowed 

through the channels into the lampstand.27  

        The priests represented the people before God, by offering sacrifices to atone for sin. 

They also interceded in prayer on behalf of the people, seeking to attain God’s favor. The 

kings, on the other hand, ruled on God’s behalf, governing the people and upholding 

righteousness.28 Commentator Richard D. Phillips writes, “When we remember that the two 

branches from which the Spirit-oil flows represent Israel’s fallen and failed leaders—Joshua 

with his dirty clothes and Zerubbabel with his unfinished temple—we see how God’s grace is 

the key motive power for the hopes of his people.”29 

        This grace is fully manifested in the promised Messiah, whereby this union of the 

priesthood and kingship are fully realized. Jesus Christ is truly the anointed one. He is the 

very temple whereby the presence of God was on display in His earthly ministry. This is the 

light and the hope of the nations.

                                            
27 Ibid., 111. 
 
28 Ibid. 
 
29 Ibid., 115. 
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CHAPTER 3 

THE SUFFERINGS OF JESUS IN THE GOSPELS 

 

        We shift now to the Synoptic Gospels and the inauguration of the kingdom of Jesus 

Christ in the midst of His own sufferings. To be sure, there was the expectation of a kingdom 

to be received by the Son of Man as foretold in Daniel 7. However, Daniel predicted that the 

sufferings would precede the receiving of the kingdom. Yet, the gospel accounts record the 

commencement of the kingdom by Jesus in the midst of His sufferings that would be 

consummated at the cross. This ironic fulfillment of Daniel 7 in particular and the Old 

Testament in general will be the focus of this chapter.  

        As it was noted previously, in the aftermath of the Fall, God promised a Redeemer. He 

is the one promised in Genesis 3:15 who would crush the serpent and rescue the souls of 

men. He is the exalted servant promised by Isaiah who wrote, “Behold, My servant will 

prosper, He will be high and lifted up and greatly exalted” (Is. 52:13). He is an exalted 

servant, but He is also the suffering servant. Isaiah speaks of Him as “pouring Himself out to 

death” and “bearing the sin of many” (Is. 53:12). 

        Jesus Christ, who is God of very God, “emptied Himself, taking the form of a bond-

servant, and being made in the likeness of men” (Phil. 2:7). God invaded human history. The
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Word became flesh! Oh what mystery! Augustine writes, “But our life came down to us, and 

He took away our death, and He slew it out of the abundance of His own life.”1 This 

kingdom of the Son of Man breaks out of transcendence into the struggles of human history 

as something utterly new.2 

 

The Mystery of the Kingdom (Matthew 13:10-43) 

        It is in the incarnation that Jesus inaugurated His kingdom, exercising His authority to 

redeem and, thus, suffers to secure the redemption of His people. His death on the cross 

fulfilled the prophecies of Daniel and Isaiah. The kingdom is here. Yet, one day He will 

come again to consummate His kingdom. Jesus calls it the mysteries of the kingdom in 

Matthew 13.  

        It is here that we want to revisit the theme of mystery, which was discussed earlier in 

Daniel. Mystery entails the idea of an initial but partial revelation that includes a subsequent 

fuller revelation. The term itself is used repeatedly throughout the New Testament. We will 

focus on a few key usages that pertain to our discussion regarding the inaugurated kingdom 

and its ultimate consummation.  

        It is here where the synoptic gospels help us to connect the dots back to the discussion 

from Daniel and ultimately play out in the book of Revelation. When Jesus teaches at great 

length regarding the end-time kingdom, He employs the word mystery. On the one hand, the 
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gospel writers present Jesus’ proclamation of kingdom as a fulfillment of Old Testament 

prophecies; yet, it differs from the expectations of Old Testament saints.3 

        It is at the critical juncture of Matthew 13 in which Jesus begins this teaching of the 

kingdom on the parable of the sower, which provoked a question from the disciples 

concerning why He spoke in parables. Jesus answered them, “To you it has been granted to 

know the mysteries of the kingdom of heaven, but to them it has not been granted” (Mt. 

13:11). 

        Certainly, parables were given as a means to conceal truth as noted by the quotation 

from Isaiah, “You will hear, but not understand; you will see but not perceive” (Mt. 13:14). 

In essence, it was a form of judgment upon the blind religious leaders of Jesus’ day. This is 

permanent blindness. But for the disciples, the blindness is removed. The disciples were 

granted to know mysteries concerning the kingdom. 

        There is a temporal blindness spoken of here that the prophets and the righteous 

experienced in the Old Testament, regarding the kingdom: “For truly I say to you that many 

prophets and righteous men desired to see what you see, and did not see it, and to hear what 

you hear, and did not hear it” (Mt. 13:17). These features of hiddenness were prominently 

featured throughout the book of Daniel regarding Nebuchadnezzar’s vision of the statue. G. 

K. Beale helps us here when he writes: 

In the immediate context, the revelation is interpreted clearly to refer to the end-time 
establishment of God’s eternal kingdom and the overthrow of the pagan empires (Dan 
2:36-45; cf. Dan 4:19-27; 5:25-28; 7:15-27; 8:15-26). This example falls under the 
category of “temporary hiddenness.” The second aspect of hiddenness (permanent 
hiddenness) also occurs in Daniel. Daniel 12:8-9 describes Daniel not being able to 
understand the preceding prophetic verbal and visionary revelation (Dan 10:1-12:3).4 
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        Only God can disclose the mystery. In the case of temporal hiddenness, Daniel is 

granted revelation: “The king answered Daniel and said, ‘Surely your God is a God of gods 

and a Lord of kings and a revealer of mysteries, since you have been able to reveal this 

mystery’” (Dan. 2:47). In the case of permanent hiddenness according to Daniel 12, the 

words are sealed to the end of time (v. 9). At the time of fulfillment, the wicked will not 

understand, only those with insight will understand and be blessed (vv. 10-12). In the New 

Testament, it is the disciples who are given insight and granted revelation as well as all saints 

in the eschatological kingdom (see Mt. 13:11). 

        What is important to note is that the context of Matthew’s account speaks to 

expectations of Old Testament saints as a form of temporary hiddenness. For them it was 

partial understanding, whereas, in the new covenant period, saints have a fuller 

understanding. Indeed, many during Jesus’ earthly ministry experienced enlightenment to 

Old Testament prophecy.5 

        It is interesting to note that Matthew uses the key words of mystery, kingdom and 

heaven. These terms are used in Daniel 2:28 as well. What makes this kingdom a mystery? 

Many of the Old Testament prophecies spoke of it in terms of a consummate overthrow of 

the enemies of God. Daniel speaks of the crushing and ending of these kingdoms (see Dan. 

2:44). Is this fulfilled in Matthew through the ministry of Jesus Christ? Yes. But it is the 

initial fulfillment of Daniel’s prophesied kingdom. It is the kingdom now! It is the kingdom 

not yet! And, yet, though Jesus Christ has come and Satan has been defeated, there is still a 

collision of the kingdoms. And, yet, Matthew speaks of a permanent hiddenness that occurs 

throughout the eschatological age: “When anyone hears the word of the kingdom and does 
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not understand it, the evil one comes and snatches away what has been sown in his heart” 

(Mt. 13:19a). 

        There is still a spiritual warfare and Satanic assault at the inauguration of Jesus’ 

kingdom even though the serpent’s head would be crushed. This crushing of Satan is 

referenced by Matthew describing Jesus as the “stone” that had been “cut out without hands” 

in Daniel 2:34. Matthew writes, “And he who falls on this stone will be broken to pieces; but 

on whomever it falls, it will scatter him like dust” (Mt. 21:44). Satan is crushed! Yet, the 

warfare will continue to the end of the age. John writes, “He will make a war with the rest of 

her children . . . who bear the testimony of Jesus” (Rev. 12:17). 

        In Matthew 13:31-32, Jesus describes the mystery of this kingdom in terms of a mustard 

seed. Much like the stone that became a great mountain and filled the earth (see Daniel 2:34-

36), this mustard seed grows and becomes “larger than the garden plants and becomes a tree, 

so that the birds of the air come and nest in its branches” (Mt. 13:32b). It is significant that 

Nebuchadnezzar’s dream of a kingdom symbolized by a tree is characterized by birds living 

in its branches (see Dan. 4:12; 4:21). This serves as a shadow of the true king and his ever 

growing kingdom.6 

        In the parable of the tares, Jesus speaks of two kingdoms that grow together. He speaks 

of it in terms of a field in which good seed is planted: “The good seed is the seed of the Son 

of Man . . . these are the sons of the kingdom” (Mt. 13:37-38a). However, Jesus also speaks 

of an enemy who sows tares among the wheat. This enemy is Satan: “And the tares are the 

sons of the evil one and the enemy who sowed the tares is the devil” (Mt. 13:38-39). Both of 

these kingdoms dwell in the world as we know it. At the end of the age, these kingdoms will 
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be separated. The tares will be “thrown into a furnace of fire” (Mt. 13:42a). “The righteous 

will shine forth as the sun in the kingdom of their Father” (Mt. 13:43). The wicked will be 

punished and the righteous will be raised to everlasting life, and Jesus will reign as king 

forever (see Dan. 12:2-3). Beale observes, “The Old Testament predicted that the kingdom 

would be established all at once at the very end of time, but the revealed mystery of the 

kingdom is that its timing has occurred in an unexpected manner: it has come ‘already’ but it 

is ‘not yet’ completed.”7 

        This inaugurated period of the kingdom will encompass the inner advent period between 

Christ’s first coming and His second coming which will usher in the consummation of all 

things. During this time period, the church will carry on the mission as an ever growing 

community facing opposition from the kingdom of Satan. 

        And it is in the context of the inauguration of this kingdom, that Matthew’s gospel 

introduces us to Jesus Christ. Matthew begins with the genealogy of Jesus Christ that 

declares that He is the promised Messiah. Matthew records the birth of this king, and the 

magi worship Him as such (see Mt. 2:9-11). From there, John the Baptist proclaims, “Repent, 

for the kingdom of heaven is at hand” (Mt. 3:2). When Jesus is baptized in Matthew 3:13-17, 

there is a shift. Commentator William Hendriksen writes: 

The king becomes the sin-bearer. By means of his baptism he reaffirms his resolution 
to offer himself as a ransom for many. Accordingly, this king is also a priest. . . . 
Offering himself implies suffering. He suffers vicariously. One of the forms assumed 
by this suffering is temptation (4:1-11). . . . It should be stressed, however, that 
though the emphasis shifts from the royal to the priestly office, that royal office is by 
no means ignored or forgotten. . . . Jesus appears not only as the priest who “suffers 
being tempted,” but also very definitely as the king who gives battle to his chief 
opponent and overcomes him.8 
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        Thus, with the inauguration of the kingdom is a merging of the sufferings of Jesus 

Christ. Jesus is the end-time king identified as the Son of Man in Daniel 7. He is the 

representative of Israel. And just as Daniel 7:15-28 describes the Saints as going through an 

end-time tribulation, so Jesus, the Son of Man, must go through suffering even at the hands 

of an eschatological enemy before He receives the kingdom. Beale writes, “It is 

commonplace among scholars to acknowledge that Jesus inaugurated the kingdom in his 

earthly ministry, but not as many show sufficient awareness that the eschatological 

tribulation also began during his ministry, which involved varying degrees of suffering, and 

that, for Jesus, this suffering was consummated at the cross.”9 

 

The Temptation of Jesus (Matthew 4:1-11) 

        It is in the wilderness, where the Son of Man battles this eschatological enemy face to 

face. Hebrews 2:18 describes it as a period of suffering. Hendriksen asks, “Was not one of 

the reasons why the Holy Spirit caused Jesus to be tested exactly this, that, as the 

Representative and Savior of all his people, he must in their stead triumph over temptation 

instead of succumbing to it as the first Adam had done?”10 And it is here that Jesus as the 

second Adam triumphs over temptation, but also shows the way for His kingdom to also 

overcome Satan.  

        Jesus was led by the Holy Spirit to be tempted by the devil after Jesus fasted forty days 

and forty nights. Jesus Christ came as God’s true last Adam and true Israel. These 

temptations were similar to the ones Adam experienced in the garden. Adam was living in 
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10 Hendriksen, 226. 
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paradise with access to food, except for one tree. Adam failed in his covenant fidelity. Jesus 

is famished and in a horrible wilderness. Jesus Christ through His obedience succeeds in the 

face of temptation where Adam failed. Interestingly, Luke ends his genealogy of Jesus with 

“the son of Adam, the son of God” (Lk. 3:38) followed by the temptation narrative. 

 

The First Temptation (Matthew 4:3-4) 

        Satan questioned God’s word, just as he did in the garden of Eden. He questions Jesus 

Christ about His identity as the Son of God: “If You are the Son of God, command that these 

stones become bread” (Mt. 4:3b). Satan seeks to present doubt with the word “if.” God the 

Father has already declared Jesus as the Son of God at His baptism. Much like Adam and 

Eve, it is a temptation involving food. The Israelites in the wilderness grumbled against the 

Lord regarding food. But beyond food, it is a temptation about trust in God’s word. As one 

commentator observes, “If I [Christ] should doubt his [God’s] word, even for a moment, all 

is lost.”11 

        Jesus Christ’s trust is in every word that proceeds out of the mouth of God. Therefore, 

His food is to do the will of the Father who sent Him and finish His work (see Jn. 4:34). By 

affirming the primacy of God’s word (see Mt. 4:4b), Jesus rejects Satan with scripture. The 

scriptures are the sword of the Spirit, which Paul describes as an integral part of the armor of 

God (see Eph. 6:17). Jesus strategically applies the appropriate scripture with the specific 

temptation cast upon Him by Satan. 

 

The Second Temptation (Matthew 4:5-7) 

                                            
11 James Montgomery Boice, Matthew: The King and His Kingdom. Vol. 1, An Expositional Commentary 
(Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker Books, 2001), 56.  
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        And so Satan deploys a new strategy in taking Jesus to the pinnacle of the temple, 

saying, “If You are the Son of God, throw Yourself down; for it is written, ‘He will 

command His angels concerning You;’ and ‘On their hands they will bear You up, so that 

You will not strike Your foot against a stone’” (Mt. 4:6). It is a quotation from Psalm 91:11-

12. It is not a complete quotation. Both Matthew and Luke omit the words “in all your ways” 

from Psalm 91. Hendriksen writes, “When these words are included, God promises to protect 

the righteous man in all his righteous ways; for these are the ways of the man who dwells in 

the secret place of the Most High, abides in the shadow of the Almighty and has found his 

refuge in Jehovah, upon whom he has set his love.”12 

        The bigger point is that God does not condone attempts to trifle with His providence or 

put Him to the test. There is a sense that Satan is tempting Christ to advance the work of God 

through some spectacular means to impress the masses. Jesus would have none of it. He once 

again quotes from Deuteronomy, “You shall not put the Lord your God to the test” (Mt. 4:7). 

        Interestingly, the very Psalm Satan quoted predicts his demise in the very next verse: 

“You will tread upon the lion and cobra, the young lion and serpent you will trample down” 

(Ps. 91:13). Satan is described as a roaring lion who devours (see I Pet. 5:8) and a serpent 

(see Rev. 12:9; 20:2). Jesus trampled on him here and ultimately crushed the serpent’s head. 

“The God of peace will soon crush Satan under our feet” (Rm. 16:20). 

 

The Third Temptation (Matthew 4:8-11) 

        Finally, in the third temptation, Satan abandons all subtlety and simply requests Jesus’ 

worship of him by offering Him the kingdom of the world (v. 8). Satan offers Jesus what he 

                                            
12 Hendriksen, 229. 
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truly can’t give Jesus. It is that which the Father will give the Son. “Ask of me, and I will 

surely give the nations as your inheritance, and the very ends of the earth as your possession” 

(Ps. 2:8). Satan is the god of this age and all the world lies in his hands (see II Cor. 4:4; I Jn. 

5:19). He was offering Jesus an alliance on his own terms rather than by the cross.13 Jesus 

responded, “Go, Satan! For it is written, you shall worship the Lord your God and serve Him 

only” (Mt. 4:10). 

        Satan’s power is only granted by God’s permission. When the Son commanded him to 

leave, Satan had to flee (see Jm. 4:7). Jesus Christ demonstrates the very sovereign power as 

king that Satan wanted Him to misuse.14 Indeed, Jesus triumphed where Adam failed! Where 

Israel failed time and time again, Jesus the true Israel maintained covenant allegiance to the 

Father. 

 

The Son of Man as Suffering Servant (Mark 10:32-45) 

        This end-time king, Jesus Christ, would continue to endure periods of suffering. These 

sufferings would continue in an ironic way as Jesus identifies as the Son of Man. This is in 

fulfillment of Daniel’s words: “I kept looking in the night visions, and behold with the clouds 

of heaven One like a Son of Man was coming, and He came up to the Ancient of Days and 

was presented before Him” (Dan. 7:13).  

        The Synoptic gospels are interwoven with these “Son of Man” passages. This will be 

the focus as these comparisons are considered, particularly in the gospel of Mark. Jesus’ 

suffering mission is the primary focus of Mark’s gospel. It has been observed that much of 
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14 John MacArthur, Matthew. Vol. 1, The MacArthur New Testament Commentary (Chicago, Illinois: Moody 
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the book is so concerned with the cross, that it has been called a passion narrative with an 

extended introduction.15 

        Three times Jesus predicts His death (see Mk. 8:31; 9:31; 10:33-34). And in each 

instance, the disciples fail to understand it. In each of these moments, Jesus teaches about the 

cost of discipleship (see Mk. 8:33-38; 9:35-37; 10:42-45).16 This final time provides the 

context for the key verse providing the theme for Mark’s gospel: “For even the Son of Man 

did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life a ransom for many” (Mk. 10:45). 

It is here that one discovers ironic comparisons with Daniel’s vision of the Son of Man (Dan. 

7:13). 

 

The Cup and Baptism of Suffering (Mark 10:32-40) 

        The context of this passage marks a turning point in Mark’s gospel and a renewed 

intensity in Jesus Christ as they head toward Jerusalem. Many that followed Him were 

amazed and others afraid (v. 32). Instead of walking beside the group in His usual Rabbinic 

position, Jesus is in front of the group “resolutely setting out for Jerusalem” (Lk. 9:51). Is the 

fear based on the anticipation of their Messianic king overtaking Rome?17 

        Perhaps this explains the assertive request by James and John to be seated at the highest 

position of the kingdom (v. 37). This bold request is somewhat commendable in that James 

and John affirm that Jesus will be victorious in His Messianic role. However, it is misguided 

because it fails to understand Jesus’ teaching on humble servanthood (see Mk. 9:33-36). 
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16 Ibid. 
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        Jesus responds with a rhetorical question: “But Jesus said to them, ‘You do not know 

what you are asking. Are you able to drink the cup that I drink, or to be baptized with the 

baptism with which I am baptized?’” Jesus compares His suffering to the metaphor of a cup 

and baptism, which signifies His suffering and death. This drinking of the cup will be used 

by Jesus again in the garden of Gethsemane (Mt. 26:39-42). This cup is used often for 

suffering in the context of God’s judgment (see Ps. 75:8; Is. 51:17-23; Rev. 14:10). For 

Jesus, it is the drinking of God’s wrath vicariously for sinners. 

        The use of baptism for suffering is much more obscure. Mark Strauss writes, “Suffering 

is sometimes described as an overwhelming deluge of water (Ps. 42:7; 69:1-2; Is. 43:2), and 

the verb ‘baptize’ can carry this sense of being overwhelmed and deluged.”18 For Jesus 

Christ, it carries the idea of being swept away in His suffering and death. 

        For James and John, it is clear from Jesus’ own words, that they cannot drink His cup. 

Nonetheless, they will suffer in their own way with a sense of this cup and baptism. James 

will ultimately suffer martyrdom under the reign of Herod Agrippa in the early 40s (see Acts 

12:2). And John, of course, will be exiled to the island of Patmos in the 90s A.D. from which 

he would write the book of Revelation.19 

 

Greatness in the Kingdom (Mark 10:40-45) 

        It is here that Jesus provides a corrective for the disciples on what greatness and 

leadership is in the kingdom of God. Jesus speaks of being a servant (v. 43) and even the 

slave of all (v. 44). It is what Jesus has modeled and what He came to do. Jesus uses His 
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favorite self-designation (“Son of Man”) take from Daniel 7:13-14 and states, “For even the 

Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life a ransom for many” 

(Mk. 10:45). 

        In Daniel’s vision of the Son of Man, “One like the Son of Man” comes with the clouds 

of heaven before the Ancient of Days (God Himself), who is given dominion, glory and a 

kingdom and in it is worshipped by peoples and nations who serve Him in an everlasting 

kingdom never to be destroyed (see Dan. 7:13-14). In this stunning reversal, Mark speaks of 

the Son of Man, who is destined to receive worship, honor and dominion, as coming as a 

lowly servant.  

        How does one reconcile the difference? Jesus exercises His authority to redeem His 

people by serving and suffering for them. Beale writes, “Jesus’s coming during his ministry 

is the beginning of his victorious approach to enthronement pictured in Dan. 7 . . . an 

inaugurated ‘ironic’ fulfillment of Dan. 7:13-14.”20 Certainly, when one looks at the context 

of Mark 10:45, Jesus is teaching on the subject of rank in His kingdom. He speaks of the 

avenue to greatness in the kingdom which is servanthood, indeed, being a slave to all (v. 44). 

Jesus speaks of drinking the cup of suffering (vv. 38-39) which is a fulfillment of Daniel 

7:15-28. Beale writes, “The suffering that Daniel predicts would precede the kingdom has 

been combined with the inauguration of the kingdom itself, so that Jesus is to be viewed as 

commencing to establish the kingdom in the midst of His own suffering.”21 This ironic 

merging of suffering and the kingdom would ultimately culminate in Christ’s death on the 

cross. 
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        Indeed, the Son of Man is going to give His life a ransom for many. Strauss writes, 

“Ransom means ‘the price of release’ and was used in Hellenistic Greek of the price paid for 

the manumission of slaves.”22 In essence, we who were once slaves to sin have been set free 

by virtue of Christ’s death on the cross. “We have redemption through His blood and the 

forgiveness of sins” (Eph. 1:7).  

 

Isaianic or Danielic Background? (Mark 10:45) 

        As a footnote, there has been much discussion and debate regarding the background of 

Mark 10:45. The earlier consensus among scholars regarding the background of the ransom 

statement in Mark 10:45 is that it is found in the fourth of Isaiah’s Servant Songs (Is. 52:13-

53:12).23 Others argue for the Daniel 7 background to the text, which has already been 

asserted in this chapter.  

        Those who argue for an Isaianic background would appeal to the similarity of the verb 

“to serve” from Mark to the reference of “My Servant” in Isaiah 53:11. Another theme is the 

phrase “to give His life” in Mark 10:45 which compares favorably with the description of the 

Servant as poured out to death in Isaiah 53:12.  

        The offering of the Servant of Yahweh as a sacrifice for sin is the major theme of Isaiah 

53 (see Is. 53:10). This Servant took our sorrows and bore our griefs (see Is. 53:4); He was 

pierced for our transgressions and crushed for our iniquities (see Is. 53:5); the Lord has 

cursed the iniquity of us all to fall on Him (see Is. 53:6); He bore the sin of many (see Is. 

53:12a). Barrett and Hooker reject these allusions, since the LXX does not use the 

ransom/redemption word group. Yet, it is argued that Mark 10:45 is not a translation of 
                                            
22 Strauss, 458. 
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Isaiah 52:13-53:12, but a summary of the task of the Servant, and it is the task of one 

suffering for the many (see Is. 53:11-12; Mk. 10:45).24 

        Nonetheless, the allusions to Daniel are equally convincing just from the title “Son of 

Man” alone. And though Daniel presents the Son of Man as being served and not serving, the 

case has already been made that the Son of Man is corporately identified with the people of 

God (see Dan. 7:15-28). It is here that the people of God suffer at the hands of an evil ruler 

before receiving the kingdom. Indeed, Daniel later speaks of the Messiah being cut off (see 

Dan. 9:26). Craig Evans concludes: 

The Danielic elements do not necessarily compete with or contradict the underlying 
elements from Isaiah. The two scriptural traditions complement each other, with the 
suffering Servant of Is. 53 redefining the mission and destiny of the “Son of Man” of 
Daniel 7. Indeed, the “Son of Man” will someday “be served,” but he first must serve, 
even suffer and die, as Servant of the Lord.25 

 

The Son of Man Who Suffers Slander (Luke 7:34) 

        There are other references to the Danielic vision of the Son of Man in Daniel 7:13-14 

throughout the synoptic gospels. Of the sixty-nine times this title is found in the gospels, it is 

uttered from Jesus’ own mouth, except for Luke 24:7 and John 12:34, which reference the 

earlier self-designations of Christ.26 These allusions to Daniel demonstrate the unusual 

fulfillment in the life of Christ through His sufferings.  

        It is interesting to note that in Daniel 7:9-10, the Son of Man is surrounded by myriads 

of angels upon a heavenly throne. He is arrayed in majesty. The contrast between the vision 

in Daniel and Christ’s earthly ministry is absolutely stunning. Daniel uses the words “One 
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like the Son of Man was coming” (Dan. 7:13), and Luke uses comparable words connecting 

the two. Luke writes, “The Son of Man has come eating and drinking, and you say, ‘Behold, 

a gluttonous man and a drunkard, a friend of tax collectors and sinners’” (Lk. 7:34). Jesus is 

surrounded by what is perceived as the lowest element of society in tax collectors, prostitutes 

and drunkards. Notice that His seeming ignoble appearance is ridiculed by the religious 

leaders.27 

        These were the same leaders who slandered Jesus when He cast out demons. They said, 

“This man casts out demons only by Beelzebul the ruler of the demons” (Mt. 12:24). There 

could be no more a horrific slanderous charge against Christ who cast out demons by the 

Spirit of God. Hence, His strong reaction of accusing them of being in danger of blasphemy 

of the Holy Spirit (see Mt. 12:30-32).  

        Finally, in Daniel’s account the Son of Man is seated before the throne in the most high 

place. In His public ministry, He really has no home. Luke writes, “The foxes have holes and 

the birds of the air have nests, but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay His head” (Lk. 9:58). 

Truly, the Son of Man put on the rags of a slave to help a poor and destitute people. His 

purpose is encompassed in these words: “For the Son of Man has come to seek and to save 

that which was lost” (Lk. 19:10).  

        And yet, in spite of Christ’s redeeming purpose, His life and His words were rejected by 

the vast majority of people. “He came unto His own, and those who were His own did not 

receive Him” (Jn. 1:12). In His sufferings, Jesus experienced rejection, sorrow and 

slanderous attacks. The prophet Isaiah wrote, “He was despised and forsaken of men, a man 

of sorrows and acquainted with grief” (Is. 53:3a). Beale writes: 
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The wisdom of the world judged him to be an ignoble figure, but in reality he was a 
faithful son who persevered through suffering and insults while at the same time 
inaugurating his own kingdom. . . . This ignoble treatment is a part of the end-time 
tribulation that Jesus began to suffer during his ministry in partial fulfillment of 
Daniel, recalling again that the Son of Man is identified with the saints of Israel, who 
were prophesied to suffer.28 

 

The Son of Man Delivered Up for Crucifixion  
(Matthew 20:28; 26:2, 24, 36-39) 

 
        In Luke’s gospel, Jesus states, “For I tell you that this which is written must be fulfilled 

in Me, ‘And He was numbered with transgressions;’ for that which refers to Me has its 

fulfillment” (Lk. 22:37). This is a quotation from Isaiah 53:12, which was covered earlier. 

Furthermore, there are numerous passages that Jesus uses the title of “Son of Man” to predict 

His own death. In a parallel to Mark 10:45, Jesus states, “Just as the Son of Man did not 

come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life a ransom for many” (Mt. 20:28). Later 

on, Jesus states explicitly, “You know that after two days the Passover is coming, and the 

Son of Man is to be handed over for crucifixion” (Mt. 26:2).  

        Jesus Christ would celebrate the Passover with His disciples identifying Himself as the 

Passover Lamb. What were His disciples thinking when Jesus broke the bread and said, 

“Take, eat; this is my body” (Mt. 26:26b)? Or when Jesus took the cup and said, “Drink from 

it, all of you; for this is my blood of the covenant, which is poured out for many for 

forgiveness of sins” (Mt. 26:27b-28). Jesus had come to be the last and ultimate Passover 

Lamb, the perfect and only sacrifice which takes away the sins of the world (see Jn. 1:29). 

For this He has been born and for this He has come into the world (see Jn. 18:37). It is in this 

context that Jesus says, “The Son of Man is to go, just as it is written of Him; but woe to that 
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man by whom the Son of Man is betrayed! It would have been good for that man if he had 

not been born” (Mt. 26:24).   

        Before the Son of Man is delivered up, Matthew records the account in which Jesus 

suffers anguish and internal grief over the impending crucifixion that is about to take place. It 

occurs in the garden of Gethsemane where Jesus prays to His Father. Matthew records this 

harrowing account with Christ’s own words: “My soul is deeply grieved, to the point of 

death” (Mt. 26:38). It is here on a late Thursday night during Passover week where we find 

Jesus in one of His most intense displays of anguish. His public ministry was complete. He 

has just celebrated the last Passover with His disciples. Yet, here in Gethsemane, Jesus’ soul 

is grieved to the point of death. He asks the Father that, if possible, let this cup pass. In His 

human weakness, Jesus is engaged in prayerful dependence on His Father. The New 

Testament scholar D. A. Carson declared, “As His death was unique, so also was His 

anguish; and our best response to it is hushed worship.”29 

        Why such anguish? There are many factors, but the overarching one is the full 

magnitude of taking upon Himself the sin of the world. Paul writes, “God made Him who 

knew no sin to be sin on our behalf, so that we might become the righteousness of God in 

Him” (II Cor. 5:21). Why such distress? It is the imminent prospect of being made sin. The 

New Testament commentator John MacArthur suggests that the agony of this temptation was 

unequaled. MacArthur writes: 

It was Jesus’ most intense struggle with Satan, more agonizing even than the 
encounter in the wilderness. The magnitude of His grief apparently caused Jesus’ 
subcutaneous capillaries to dilate and burst. As the capillaries burst under the pressure 
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of deep distress and blood escaped through the pores of His skin, it mingled with His 
sweat, “falling down upon the ground” (Luke 22:44).30 
 

        Just as Jesus resisted the devil in the wilderness by submitting to the Father’s will, so 

Jesus once again triumphs in His most trying moment in submission to the Father. Jesus 

prays, “not as I will, but as You will” (Mt. 26:39b). Earlier Jesus stated, “I lay down my life 

on my own initiative” (Jn. 10:18a). The cup that Jesus asked to pass by would be poured out 

on Him. This cup symbolized the suffering that Jesus would experience on the cross where 

He would absorb the fury of God’s wrath against sin.    

        In what sense are these Son of Man passages linked to Daniel? Beale answers this 

question: “Jesus represented and embodied the saints of Israel as the Son of Man, and his 

death on the cross was a fulfillment of Daniel’s prophecy of the great end-time trial in which 

the eschatological fiend would oppress the faithful Israelites and kill many of them (a 

prophecy implicitly including the individual Son of Man).”31 This is substantiated by Daniel 

9:26 which speaks of the Messiah “being cut off.” The abomination of desolation mentioned 

in Daniel 9:27 is also mentioned in other passages which speak of the final persecution of the 

Saints in which many are martyred for their faith (Dan. 11:30-35; 12:10-11). 

 

The Son of Man Seated in Majesty (Matthew 26:63-65) 

        It is most interesting to observe that after Jesus is betrayed and delivered up, right before 

His crucifixion, the high priest says to Him, “I adjure You by the living God, that You tell us 

whether You are the Christ, the Son of God” (Mt. 26:63). In essence, he was asking if Jesus 
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claimed to be the long-awaited Messiah, the king who fulfilled everything to which Adam 

and David pointed to as the divine Son (see Ps. 2:7). 

        Jesus’ answer enraged the high priest evoking the charge of blasphemy. Jesus clearly 

drawing from Daniel 7:15 answered, “I tell you, hereafter you will see the Son of Man sitting 

at the right hand of power, and coming on the clouds of heaven” (Mt. 26:64). The reference 

to coming on the clouds is taken from Daniel 7:13 whereas the idea of being seated at the 

right hand of God is taken from Psalm 110. As James Hamilton Jr. observes, “Jesus 

identified the Son of Man from Daniel 7:13 with the David king, and at the same time he 

asserted that the Davidic king is David’s Psalm 110 Lord.”32 

        This promise of the redeeming king was prophesied from Genesis and throughout the 

Old Testament. This kingdom was described in terms of a mystery. Whereas the Old 

Testament saints anticipated a decisive consummation of this kingdom upon Messiah’s entry 

into the world, Jesus describes this mystery of the kingdom as the now and not yet. This 

kingdom will grow in the midst of a collision with the kingdom of Satan, who will persecute 

the people of God just as he battled against Jesus Christ Himself. Indeed, the Son of Man 

came to suffer and die in an ironic fulfillment of the Daniel passages, which speak of the 

commencement of His kingdom. This kingdom was inaugurated in the midst of sufferings of 

the Son of Man and consummated upon the cross whereby Jesus crushed the serpent’s head. 

This kingdom will be consummated when the Son of Man comes again on the clouds of 

heaven.
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CHAPTER 4 

THE SUFFERING CHURCH IN REVELATION 

 

        We now transition from the commencement of Christ’s kingdom, whereby He endured 

suffering and ultimate death on the cross to achieve His heavenly rule, and we move to the 

suffering church in Revelation. Just as Jesus Christ rules in the midst of His sufferings, so 

does the church. Because of the church’s identity with Christ, the church must go through the 

end-time tribulation, just as Jesus Christ went through it. This is the basis for the suffering 

that the church faces as well as their participation in the kingdom rule. John calls it the 

“tribulation and kingdom and perseverance which are in Jesus” (Rev. 1:9). This becomes a 

central theme in the book of Revelation. 

        Under the umbrella of this theme, there are some significant highlights that will be 

addressed in this chapter. The first highlight entails the churches’ calling as kings and priests 

by virtue of their identity with Christ. The vision of Christ as Son of Man who reigns in the 

midst of a weak and suffering church follows thereafter. His message to the church is a call 

to overcome in the face of tribulation. This tribulation will intensify as history moves closer 

toward the second advent of Jesus Christ.  

        The seals describe the tribulation and persecution that the saints will endure. This is 

further illustrated by the persecution of the two witnesses, which is symbolic of the 
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church in its priestly and kingly rule. Indeed, this persecution by Satan against Christ and His 

church is brought into razor focus in Revelation 12. In the end, Jesus Christ our champion, 

who is a conquering king, will crush all the enemies of God and smite and rule the nations in 

a kingdom without end. 

        We begin now with the word “Revelation,” which comes from the Greek word 

Apocalypse meaning to uncover. The verb form speaks of the removal of a veil or other 

covering to disclose what lies behind it (see Mt. 10:26).1 It is the Apostle John who is God’s 

chosen instrument to “show what must soon take place” (Rev. 1:1). John finds himself in a 

tribulation exile on the island of Patmos because of his faithful witness to Jesus Christ (Rev. 

1:9b) during the reign of the Roman emperor Domitian around 95 A.D. 

        The Revelation of Jesus Christ is written to a church under assault. It is written to the 

church suffering persecution under Rome, and it is written to the church throughout history 

even to the end of the age. It is in the midst of suffering and overcoming that the church 

reigns. “Here is the perseverance of the saints who keep the commandments of God and their 

faith in Jesus” (Rev. 14:12). This perseverance entails faithful witness to and proclamation of 

the gospel to a hostile culture. This enemy of the church is cosmic in nature. He is called the 

dragon: “the serpent of old, who is the devil and Satan” (Rev. 20:2). Bible commentator 

Dennis Johnson writes: 

The visions of Revelation 12-19 symbolize these various avenues of assault as the 
beast from the sea (physical threat), the beast from the land (later called the false 
prophet; spiritual deception), and the harlot (material seduction). Though representing 
distinct forces by which the dragon seeks to separate the besieged bride from her 
triumphant Lord. These three form a devilish coalition in which the false prophet 
pours out lies to promote worship of the beast and the harlot rides on the beast and 
toasts the beast’s victory with the martyrs’ blood.2  

                                            
1 Dennis Johnson, Triumph of the Lamb (Philipsburg, New Jersey: Presbyterian and Reformed, 2001), 7. 
 
2 Ibid., 17. 
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        Revelation paints a picture of this intense and dark struggle; nonetheless, it shows that 

things are not what they seem. The overriding theme is that Jesus Christ and His church 

reigns victorious over the dragon (Satan) and his helpers.3 “These will wage war against the 

Lamb, and the Lamb will overcome them, because He is the Lord of lords and King of kings, 

and those who are with Him are the called and chosen and faithful (Rev. 17:14). 

 

The Revelation of Jesus Christ (Revelation 1:1-20) 

        “The Revelation of Jesus Christ” (1:1) is how the final book of the canon of scripture 

begins. This is most fitting. Jesus Christ the conquering king is the main subject of the book. 

And it is here on the island of Patmos that the Apostle John under exile has a stunning vision 

of “One like the Son of Man” (1:13). Thus, chapter 1 sets the stage for the remainder of the 

book with the compelling reality of Jesus Christ. 

 

Prologue (Revelation 1:1-8) 

        John writes, “The Revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave Him to show to His 

bond-servants, the things which must soon take place; and He sent and communicated it by 

His angel to His bond-servant John” (Rev. 1:1). The revelation of Jesus Christ could mean 

that it is from Jesus Christ or that it is about Jesus Christ. It could also entail both ideas. 

Consistent with John’s gospel, Jesus does not reveal anything unless the Father reveals it to 

Him. The revelation is given from the Father to the Son to His angel to John and on to the 

                                            
3 William Hendriksen, More than Conquerors (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Baker Books, 1967), 8. 
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suffering church. The word “revelation” or “apocalypse” expresses the nature of the book, 

which is a heightened form of prophecy (See 1:1-3; 22:7).4 

        The revelation entails “things which must soon take place” (1:1). G. K. Beale, in his 

commentary, notes, “The roots of this verse are in Dan. 2:28-30, 45-47, where in the Greek 

translations of the OT the verb ‘revealed’ appears five times, the verb ‘show’ (‘signify,’ 

‘communicate,’ Greek sēmainō [only in OG] twice and the phrase ‘what must come to pass’ 

three times.”5 These connections to Daniel are important, because the Daniel passages refer 

to the kingdom of God, which will come to pass in the latter days. John speaks of it in terms 

of imminence, “the things which must soon take place” (1:1). Beale writes: 

The change of phraseology implies that the final tribulation, defeat of evil, and 
establishment of the kingdom, which Daniel expected to occur distantly in “the latter 
days,” John expects to begin in his own generation—and, indeed, it has already 
started to happen. . . . The focus of “quickness” and “nearness” in vv. 1-3 is primarily 
on the inauguration of prophetic fulfillment and its ongoing aspect rather than 
nearness of consummate fulfillment (the return of the Lord), though the latter thought 
is secondarily present.6 
 

        The book of Revelation is simply a prophetic (v. 3) book, which describes the 

inaugurated fulfillment of Old Testament prophecies concerning the kingdom of Jesus Christ. 

Prophecy in the Old Testament was a foretelling of God’s work for His people in the present  

and a foretelling of events in the future.7 Revelation entails these elements of prophecy. 

        John’s book was not written to stimulate our curiosity or make us eschatology experts. It 

is epistolary as well as prophetic in its genre. Its intent is to encourage, exhort, warn and 

comfort in the face of persecution and suffering. Blessing is promised to those who read, hear 

                                            
4 G. K. Beale, Revelation: A Shorter Commentary (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdman, 2015), 35. 
 
5 Ibid., 35-36. 
 
6 Ibid. 
 
7 Ibid., 37. 
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and obey its message (v. 3). The words of “this prophecy” has an ethical aim borne out by the 

conclusion in Revelation 22:6-21, which is an expansion of the prologue (1:1-3); it is a call to 

obedience.8 This serves as John’s introduction of the message to the seven churches: “Grace 

to you and peace, from Him who is and who was and who is to come, and from the seven 

Spirits who are before His throne, and from Jesus Christ, the faithful witness, the firstborn of 

the dead, and the ruler of the kings of the earth. To Him who loves us and released us from 

our sins by His blood—and He has made us to be a kingdom, priests to His God and 

Father—to Him be the glory and the dominion forever and ever” (Rev. 1:5-6). 

        John’s message to the churches begins with doxology. It is centered on Jesus Christ, 

who is called the faithful witness, the firstborn of the dead and the ruler of the kings of the 

earth (1:5). This is a quotation from Psalm 89:27,37 where all three phrases are used. The 

Psalm speaks of the king who will rule over his enemies and whose seed will sit on his throne 

forever (vv. 19-29).9 “Firstborn from the dead” references Christ as the seed of David whose 

eternal kingdom is established by His resurrection. Jesus being the faithful witness or 

“martyr” is the one who faced opposition, suffering and death on the cross. This is what the 

church faces by virtue of their identification with Christ. Jesus said, “If the world hates you, 

you know that it hated Me before it hated you” (Jn. 15:18).  

        It is at this point in the text that John breaks out into doxological praise. It is to “Him 

who loves us” (v. 5a) and “released us from our sins by His blood” (v. 5b). love is in the 

present tense in contrast to past action of releasing us from our sins. John writes that this 

ruler of the kings of the earth demonstrates His love by shedding His blood for sinners. 

                                            
8 Ibid. 
 
9 Ibid., 40.  
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        The praise continues with the key phrase, “He made us to be a kingdom, priests to His 

God” (v. 6a) Moses wrote in Exodus 19:6, “You shall be to Me a kingdom of priests and a 

holy nation.” That was written in the future tense, but was never fulfilled by Israel. John 

asserts that it is fulfilled in the church who now exercises rule with Him as a result of 

Christ’s death and resurrection. “Believers do not merely live within a kingdom; they 

exercise its kingly power (albeit under Christ).”10 As priests, the church also exercises its role 

in its witness to and willingness to suffer in a hostile world. The enemy is defeated “even in 

the midst of the churches’ suffering, because in that suffering, the church is exercising its 

rule in the kingdom even as Christ did on the cross.”11  

 

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

        The last section in this important chapter records the commission of John to write to the 

churches. He receives a vision of the Son of Man and the mystery of the seven lampstands, 

which provide the important link back to Daniel and Zechariah. Indeed, Jesus Christ is 

described by John as “One coming with clouds,” which has its roots in Christ’s exalted 

position in Daniel 7:13. John is told to write in a book what he sees and send it to the 

churches (v. 11).  

        John identifies himself as a fellow-partaker in the tribulation and kingdom and 

perseverance which are in Christ Jesus” (v. 9). As it was noted in the introduction, there is 

only one definite article preceding tribulation, kingdom and perseverance indicating that they 

are all a part of the same reality. It is “in Christ Jesus” (v. 9) and by virtue of the believers’ 

                                            
10 Beale, Revelation: A Shorter Commentary, 41. 
 
11 Ibid. 
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identification with Christ, that they too will experience trials and persecution even as it 

exercises its kingly authority. Commentator Dennis Johnson writes: 

We are not only subjects of Jesus’ kingdom, under his authority (Col. 1:13). We are 
also sharers of Jesus’ royal authority (Rev. 5:10) . . . but the churches’ participation in 
Jesus’ royal power now lies largely hidden, veiled behind all-too-visible affliction, 
poverty, and “little power” (2:9; 3:8).12 
 

        John writes, “In the middle of the [7] lampstands I saw One like a Son of Man, clothed 

in a white robe reaching to the feet, and girded across His chest with a golden sash” (Rev. 

1:13). It is in this vision of Jesus Christ, the Son of Man, who is the end-time priest, ruler and 

judge, that the themes of suffering, kingdom and priesthood are found.13 The vision itself is 

found in Revelation 1:12-16 and the interpretation is found in Revelation 1:17-20. In 

Revelation 1:20, the key word “mystery” is once again pertinent to this discussion. It entails 

that which was previously disclosed but not fully revealed.  

        The mystery in this passage is in reference to seven stars and seven lampstands. The 

stars represent angels and the lampstands represent churches. Is it that simple or are we to 

understand more regarding this concept of mystery? Beale would argue that consistent with 

the mystery, we can trace the revealed mystery in Revelation 1:20 to Daniel 2 and 7 and also 

the temple prophecy of Zechariah 4.14 This would suggest two themes here in Revelation: the 

church as the end-time temple in Zechariah and the churches’ participation in the latter-day 

kingdom mentioned in Daniel. 

        The lampstands represented the very presence of God in the book of Zechariah. 

Zechariah 4:6 mentions specifically that it is God’s Spirit. As mentioned earlier, the Israelites 

                                            
12 Johnson, 55-56.  
 
13 G. K. Beale and Benjamin Gladd, Hidden but Now Revealed (Downers Grove, Illinois: IVP Academic, 
2014), 262.  
 
14 Ibid. 
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built the temple of God in the face of much opposition with the enabling power of the Holy 

Spirit. Throughout the New Testament, the church is called the temple of God (See I Cor. 

3:16-17; 6:19; Eph. 2:21-22). In Zechariah 4, the physical temple faced opposition, so the 

spiritual beginning of the new temple, which is the church, faces opposition. The seven 

lampstands constitute the beginning of the end-time temple.15 Beale writes, “The new 

spiritual temple of the church appears insignificant and weak and vulnerable to the world’s 

opposition, whereas parts of the Old Testament appear to anticipate the latter-day temple to 

be a physical structure at the arrival of the Messiah and the new creation (see, e.g., Ezek. 40-

48; Hag. 2:9).”16 

        The unveiled mystery in Revelation 1:20 also unfolds the nature of the kingdom. In 

Revelation 1:13-16, John sees a vision of the Son of Man. It is clearly traced back to Daniel 

7:9-14 with descriptions strikingly similar. However, John’s account in Revelation describes 

the Son of Man in a present position of sovereignty among the weak and suffering churches 

(lampstands) of His kingdom. This is the initial fulfillment of Daniel 7.17 Beale writes: 

The book of Daniel, perhaps more than any other Old Testament book, demonstrates 
that the latter-day kingdom arrives after persecution and tribulation. . . . In Daniel 
7:24-25, a king will arise and “speak out against the Most High and wear down the 
saints.” Daniel 7:26 mentions the end of the latter-day antagonist: “the court will sit 
for judgment, and his [the king’s] dominion will be taken away, annihilated and 
destroyed forever.” Once he has met his demise, the righteous Israelites will inherit 
this consummate kingdom . . . (Dan. 7:27). Similarly, Daniel 12:1-3 follows this same 
pattern—tribulation, judgment and then the arrival of the consummate 
blessing/kingdom.18 
 

                                            
15 Ibid., 264. 
 
16 Ibid., 265. 
 
17 Ibid., 267. 
 
18 Ibid. 
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        These ironic concepts of tribulation and kingdom have been merged into a unified 

concept in the book of Revelation (See Rev. 1:9). Indeed, as shown earlier, the New 

Testament as a whole merges the latter-day tribulation and kingdom with the inauguration of 

the kingdom prophesied by Daniel. And it is by persevering through tribulation and 

persecution that the church exercises its rule in the invisible kingdom. 

 

Message to the Churches:  
He Who Overcomes (Revelation 2-3) 

 
        This call to persevere in the midst of tribulation is a central theme in the letters to the 

churches in Asia Minor. In each letter, Christ identifies Himself with a characteristic from the 

vision of the Son of Man (Rev.1:9-20) in terms appropriate to each church and their 

struggle.19 Each church is addressed through a representative angel. The parallels to Daniel 

continue, for in Daniel, angels helped those on the earth (Dan. 10:20-21; 12:1).20 It is the One 

who holds the seven stars in His right hand and the One who walks among the seven golden 

lampstands, who addresses these churches. The Son of Man rules the ministers and knows 

what is happening in the churches. He walks in their midst.  

        In each letter, there is either encouragement to persevere in the face of conflict or there 

is an exhortation to repentance based upon the condition of each church. Jesus Christ 

consistently exhorts the community to hear what the Spirit is saying to the churches (e.g. 

Rev. 2:7). The closing promise in each letter is based upon the appropriate response of 

“overcoming” (e.g. Rev. 2:7). 

                                            
19 Johnson, 68. 
 
20 Beale, Revelation: A Shorter Commentary, 55. 
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        And, though there are unique challenges and specific circumstances in relation to each 

church, the message for each church is for all the churches. For each specific message is what 

the Spirit says to the churches in general. These seven churches represent the universal 

church scattered throughout the world and throughout time in which many of these same 

problems and challenges exist.21 

        It is in the midst of these problems and challenges within a hostile culture, that the hope 

of the kingdom to come offers comfort to a suffering church. These promises to the seven 

churches point to the closing visions of Revelation. Those who overcome will share in 

Christ’s royal authority over the nations (Rev. 19:15; 20:4, 11). The glorious promise for 

those who are faithful to Christ is protection from the second death (Rev. 20:6). It is the 

promise of the new heavens and earth where the overcomers will eat from the tree of life 

(Rev. 22:2). Johnson writes, “Purity in the face of temptation and persistence in the face of 

oppression are motivated by the hope of the new heavens and earth, in which we will see His 

face and He will wipe every tear from our eyes.”22  

        The restraints of space will not allow discussion of each individual church. However, a 

few of the pertinent churches will be addressed which deal with the theme of the tribulation 

and kingdom and perseverance (see Rev. 1:9). For example, the church in Smyrna represents 

the church that suffers persecution. The message to the church in Philadelphia speaks of a 

time of great testing which will come upon the whole world. To each church, there is 

glorious and eternal promises for those who overcome.  

 

The Message to the Church in Smyrna (Revelation 2:8-11) 
                                            
21 Johnson, 69. 
 
22 Ibid. 
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        These promises are a great comfort to a suffering church facing persecution. The church 

in Smyrna represents such a church. And the message of Jesus Christ is that He is sovereign 

over history alone possessing the attribute of eternity (see Rev. 2:8). Jesus Christ is the first 

and the last and the One who has conquered death (see Rev. 2:8). This title of first and last is 

taken from Isaiah 44:6 and reserved only for God. Jesus says to the church at Smyrna: 

I know your tribulation and your poverty (but you are rich), and the blasphemy by 
those who say they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan. Do not fear 
what you are about to suffer. Behold, the devil is about to cast some of you into 
prison, so that you will be tested, and you will have tribulation for ten days. Be 
faithful until death, and I will give you the crown of life (Rev. 2:9-10).  
 
This is a letter of many paradoxes. These believers are poor yet rich. The one who is 

faithful to death receives the crown of life and safety from the second death.23 Johnson 

writes, “This promise is secured by the One who is Israel’s eternal refuge (“first and last,” 

echoing Isa. 44:6; 48:12) and yet is also the suffering savior who “was dead, and has come to 

life (Rev. 2:8).”24 

        Jesus speaks of the blasphemy by those who say they are Jews, but are of the synagogue 

of Satan (v. 9). This is another paradox in the text. Because Christianity found its roots in 

Judaism, it was considered an acceptable religion to Rome. However, towards the end of the 

first century Christianity came under suspicion to Rome and the Jews were more than willing 

to alert the Roman authorities that Christianity was not a Jewish sect.25  

        They say they are Jews, but Paul writes, “He is a Jew who is one inwardly and 

circumcision is that which is of the heart” (Rm. 2:29a). But who is behind this attack on the 

church? “The devil is going to cast some of you into prison . . . and you will have tribulation” 
                                            
23 Johnson, 73. 
 
24 Ibid. 
 
25 Beale, Revelation: A Shorter Commentary, 61. 
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(Rev. 2:10). The exhortation by Christ is “Be faithful unto death, and I will give you the 

crown of life” (Rev. 2:10b). Jesus was Himself “the faithful witness” (Rev. 1:5a) unto death 

and “firstborn of the dead” (Rev. 1:5a). 

        It is interesting to note that throughout the book of Revelation as is here, there is an 

ongoing interplay of the sovereignty of God and the activity of Satan. Just as in the case of 

Job, Satan can do nothing apart from God’s sovereign purposes. God is on His throne! And 

His purpose which was prophesied in Genesis 3:15 is pertinent for the church today as it was 

for the church at Smyrna. There is a promise of grace that is sufficient and power perfected in 

weakness (see II Cor. 12:9). More importantly, “He who overcomes will not be hurt by the 

second death” (Rev. 2:11). 

 

The Message to the Church in Thyatira (Revelation 2:18-29) 

        To the church at Thyatira, Jesus Christ states, “He who overcomes, and he who keeps 

My deeds until the end, to him I will give authority over the nations; and I will give him the 

morning star” (Rev. 2:26, 28). Jesus is quoting Psalm 2, referring to Christ as God’s Son, 

which is His self-designation in this letter. Psalm 2 is a Messianic psalm in which Christ 

receives authority to rule the nations. More importantly, to the one who overcomes is 

promised the Morning Star (v. 28), which is Jesus Christ Himself! The Morning Star is a 

symbol associated with Christ’s reign which commenced with His resurrection.26  

        It should be noted that the phrase, “He who overcomes,” is parallel to the phrase “he 

who keeps my deeds.” The significance is found in the fact that these believers inherit the 

promise of this text (v. 26-28) while yet living. Thus, there is an element here that shows the 
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promise of reigning with Christ in this life. This overcoming entails a life of obedience and a 

resistance to temptation and compromise. 

 

The Message to the Church in Philadelphia (Revelation 3:7-13) 

        The church of Philadelphia was an overcoming church such as this. It was a church with 

little power, but that did not deny Christ’s word and did not deny His name (see Rev. 3:8). 

This is a church that faithfully proclaims the gospel, and Christ opens the door for such 

witness (v. 8a). It is to the church at Philadelphia that Christ states, “Because you have kept 

the word of My perseverance, I also will keep you from the hour of testing, that hour which 

is about to come upon the whole world, to test those who dwell on the earth” (Rev. 3:10).  

        What is to be meant by these words? The phrase “whole world” does not always mean 

universal, but could in fact be localized. Luke uses the phrase to refer solely to Palestine in 

Luke 2:1 and also uses the same phrase in Acts 11:28 to refer to a limited region.27 This 

testing could be something within the framework of the Roman empire. A universal literal 

rendering of “world” could and would mean the final period of great tribulation before the 

return of Christ (see Rev. 11:7-13; 20:8-10).  

        Christ’s promise is to “keep them from the hour of testing” (Rev. 3:10). Does that mean 

physically, or is it a spiritual protection? It is clear from the New Testament as a whole that 

believers are never promised immunity from physical suffering. The words spoken by Christ 

here regarding keeping the church from testing are the same words that Jesus used in John’s 

gospel.28 Jesus prayed to the Father, “I do not ask Thee to take them out of the world, but to 

keep them from the evil one” (Jn. 17:15). This is consistent with Revelation 7:14, which 
                                            
27 Ibid., 86. 
28 Ibid. 
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describes believers coming out of “the great tribulation.” This is also consistent with Daniel 

12:1 and 12:10. 

        For the church of Philadelphia and for all who hold fast the name of Jesus Christ, He 

will make a pillar in the temple of God (see Rev. 3:12a). Indeed, Christ will write upon him 

the “name of My God,” the “name of the city of My God” and “My new name” (Rev. 3:12). 

The name of the city of God means “the Lord is there” (Ezek. 48:35). “Behold the tabernacle 

of God is among men . . . and God will be among them” (Rev. 21:3). 

        In the new heavens and earth, God will make His dwelling place amongst His redeemed 

people. “And He will wipe away every tear from their eyes; and there will no longer be any 

death; there will no longer be any mourning, or crying, or pain; the first things have passed 

away” (Rev. 21:4). This is the future hope of the new creation that all of redemptive history 

is moving toward. Until then, “God is patient toward you, not wishing for any to perish but 

for all to come to repentance” (II Pet. 3:9). Thus, the gospel goes forth and advances. Yet, 

with it is the prolonged affliction of the church that bear its gospel message. Johnson writes, 

“The days on God’s calendar are marked off, one by one, in the blood of the martyrs.”29 

        It is because the Lamb has overcome (see Jn. 16:33; Rev. 5:5) that the saints can now 

overcome. The saints are victorious because they share in the Lamb’s victory. Those who 

overcome are described as standing before God’s throne in heaven. These are the ones who 

have overcome the beast and his image and the number of his name (see Rev. 15:2) and sing 

the song of Moses and the song of the Lamb, “Great and Marvelous are Your works, O Lord 

God, the Almighty; righteous and true are Your ways, King of the nations!” (Rev. 15:3).  
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The Fifth Seal: Blood of the Martyrs (Revelation 6:9-11) 

        Many in this great company before the throne of God are among those described in the 

fifth seal. John speaks of the seven seals in Revelation chapters 6-8. It is the Lamb who 

opens these seals with the purpose of judging unbelievers and purifying the saints. The 

opening of these seals encompasses the time period between Christ’s ascension and His 

second coming. The opening of the seals entails the revealing of the contents of the scroll in 

Revelation 5. This helps one to understand the exhortations to those seven churches to 

persevere, for they were already enduring suffering unleashed by the seals.30 

        These seven seals are parallel with the seven trumpets and seven bowls. These series of 

judgments are parallel descriptions of the same events. The sixth speaks of the destruction of 

the heavens and the earth in the great day of God’s wrath: “Who is able to stand” (Rev. 

6:17b). There is a sense of finality to it. Thus, when the trumpets are introduced in 

Revelation 8:2, they are occurring historically before the final seal. And it is in the fifth seal 

that John receives a vision of an enumerable number of saints under an altar having been 

slain because of their fidelity to the word of God. John writes:  

When the Lamb broke the fifth seal, I saw underneath the altar the souls of those who 
had been slain because of the word of God, and because of the testimony which they 
had maintained; and they cried out with a loud voice, saying, ‘How long, O Lord, 
holy and true, will You refrain from judging and avenging our blood on those who 
dwell on the earth?’ (Rev. 6:9-10).  
 

        This all happens in the context of widespread tribulation upon the earth. Indeed, this 

tribulation is spoken of in terms of four horsemen: one riding on a white horse signifying 

judgment, the second on a red horse making war and causing men to “slay” one another, 

which would include many martyrs, the third horse was black representing famine, the fourth 
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horse was ashen and he who sat on it was named death and Hades followed him. In this 

fourth seal, a fourth of the earth was killed by sword, famine, pestilence and the wild beasts 

of the earth (v. 8b). 

        The fifth seal speaks of the martyrs who have yet to be killed (v. 11b), which is the same 

word found in verse 8 concerning those killed with the sword. Thus, there is a linkage to the 

four horsemen as images of persecution. These sufferings are a part of God’s sovereign 

purposes for Christians who should pattern their life after the sacrificial model of Jesus 

Christ. This is the overcoming life that is described in the letters to the churches (see Rev. 

2:3).31 It is the losing of one’s life figuratively, but sacrificially, and the taking up of one’s 

cross and following Jesus as He called us to (see Mt. 16:26b). 

        This is the testimony of the souls underneath the altar (v. 9). The Old Testament 

tabernacle and temple had two altars. One altar was used for animal sacrifice and shedding of 

blood; the other was used for incense before the veil. John sees one altar, which serves two 

purposes: the symbolic offering of incense of the saints’ prayers (see Rev. 8:3) and the 

shedding of blood in the slaughter of Jesus’ martyrs (see Rev. 16:6-7).32 

        These saints cry out, “How long, O Lord, holy and true, will You refrain from judging 

and avenging our blood?” (v. 10). These cries of “How long?” are also found in David’s cry 

(see Ps. 6:3) and other psalmists (see Ps. 74:10; 79:5). Jesus speaks to this: “Now, will not 

God bring about justice for His elect who cry to Him, day and night, and will He delay long 

over them?” (Lk. 18:7).  

        These saints are each given white robes symbolic of faithful purity as in the case for 

those who overcome at the church of Sardis (see Rev. 3:4-5). The martyrs of the fifth seal are 
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instructed to rest a little while longer (v. 11). “This gospel must be preached to all nations” 

(Mk. 13:10). Why? Because the Lord our God is a saving God (see Gen. 3:15) and “the 

Father sent the Son to be the Savior of the world” (see I Jn. 4:14).  

 

Lament Turned to Praise (Revelation 7:9-10) 

        Thus, this multitude which comes out of the great tribulation encompasses an 

incalculable number from every nation and all tribes and peoples and tongues standing before 

the throne with white robes (see Rev. 7:9). Notice that the laments of the martyrs in 

Revelation 6:9-11 turn to praise: “And they cry out with a loud voice, saying, ‘Salvation to 

our God who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb’” (Rev. 7:10). The saints praise the God 

who sits on His throne. 

        In the midst of great tribulation, unthinkable calamity and horrific persecution of the 

church, God sits with total sovereignty and majesty on His throne. As King David extolled in 

his great prayer, “Yours, O Lord, is the greatness and the power and the glory and the victory 

and the majesty, indeed everything that is in the heavens and the earth; Yours is the 

dominion, O Lord, and You exalt Yourself as head over all” (I Chron. 29:11). 

        It is most interesting and a beautiful arrangement, indeed, that before these parallel 

descriptions of judgment and tribulation throughout Revelation, John has a theocentric vision 

of God’s throne in chapters 4 and 5. This timing is by God’s design. The word “throne” itself 

is used no less than seventeen times in the two chapters.33 This provides assurance and serves 

as a comfort for the suffering church. The whole universe is governed through the Lamb who 

is seated at the right of the Father “far above all rule, authority, power, and dominion, and 
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every name that is named, not only in this age but also in the age to come” (Eph. 1:21). The 

Lamb reigns! 

 

Out of the Great Tribulation (Revelation 7:14-17) 

        John describes these saints uttering God’s praise as ones having come out of “the great 

tribulation” (Rev. 7:14). Daniel speaks of it as a “time of distress such as never occurred 

since there was a nation until that time” (Dan. 12:1). These words coincide with Jesus’ own 

words in the Olivet Discourse (see Mt. 24:21).  

        In Daniel’s vision, there is an eschatological opponent who persecutes God’s people. 

Many fall away into apostasy. These same people lead others astray into their hypocrisy (see 

Dan. 11:34). This characterizes the tribulation of Revelation 7 in much the same way. The 

seven letters to the seven churches clearly teach that a significant number in the church are in 

danger of losing their identity as God’s people by compromising their loyalty to Christ. This 

same idea is conveyed in Revelation 7:3-8 where only a remnant remain faithful to Jesus 

Christ.34  

        These are the ones who have “washed their robes and made them white” (Rev. 7:14b). 

Daniel speaks of this end-time suffering as having the effect if refining, purging and making 

them white (see Dan. 12:10). Indeed, Daniel earlier writes that these saints are cleansed by 

this eschatological trial until the end. These are the ones who persevere, the overcomers of 

Revelation 2-3. These are the ones who have kept themselves clean and follow the Lamb 

wherever He goes (see Rev. 14:4). Beale observes, “The metaphor of washing white robes in 

blood primarily connotes the objective reality of Christ’s death for them, which has been 
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refined by trials.”35 This is the reason that those who have come out of tribulation are before 

the throne of God serving Him day and night (see Rev. 7:15) and whose tears, God will wipe 

away from their eyes (see Rev. 7:17). 

 

The Two Witnesses (Revelation 11:3-4) 

        In this section, the emphasis is upon the church as a prophetic voice which testifies to 

the gospel. This begins to lay the basis for the final judgment upon those who reject the 

message and persecute the church. These events occur during the first six trumpets and bring 

to fulfillment the saints’ prayer for vindication (see Rev. 6:9-11; 8:3-5).36 

        Now, very briefly, concerning the two witnesses, John writes, “‘And I will grant 

authority to my two witnesses, and they will prophesy for twelve hundred and sixty days, 

clothed in sackcloth.’ These are the two olive trees and the two lampstands that stand before 

the Lord of the earth” (Rev. 11:3-4). The key words are “My two witnesses,” which comes 

from the word translated “martyrs.” In other places in Revelation, Christians are called Jesus’ 

witnesses (see Rev. 2:13; 17:6) entrusted with the testimony of Christ (see Rev. 1:2,9; 

12:17).37 These two witnesses have been entrusted with a prophetic voice warning the nations 

of judgment and calling the peoples to repentance. 

        These two witnesses can be traced back to Zechariah’s vision of the lampstand supplied 

with oil by two olive trees (see Zech. 4). As was noted previously, the two olive trees 

represented Zerubbabel, the kingly figure who was involved in rebuilding the temple, and 

Joshua, the priest who led worship in the temple. As the prophet Zechariah notes, “These are 

                                            
35 Beale, Revelation: A Shorter Commentary, 159. 
 
36 Ibid., 214. 
37 Johnson, 170. 
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the two anointed ones who are standing by the Lord of the whole earth” (Zech. 4:14). Of 

course, both of those offices were fulfilled in Jesus Christ.  

        But these two witnesses clearly have allusions to the two olive trees; the same language 

is used. It has already been established that the church has been made kings and priests unto 

God (see Rev. 1:6; 5:10). Thus, the symbolism of the two witnesses is representative of the 

church as a whole. And it is the church that has been entrusted with a prophetic voice to a 

fallen world. Notice that the beast makes war with the two witnesses and overcomes them 

and kills them (see Rev. 11:7). This parallels Revelation 13:7: “It was given to him [the 

beast] to make war with the saints to overcome them.” 

        Therefore, the two witnesses in Revelation 11:7 are equated with the saints of 

Revelation 13:7. In each passage, the peoples of the earth support the beast in his assault 

upon the church. This assault by the beast on the church seems to be victorious, but God 

vindicates the two witnesses.  It is here that the great irony of a suffering church is actually 

triumphant in its supposed defeat.  For it is in suffering and death that the church reigns 

victorious just as the faithful witness Jesus Christ (see Rev. 1:5). 

 

The Woman, Child and Dragon (Revelation 12:1-17) 

        Revelation 12 has often been identified as the key to understanding the entire book of 

Revelation. It serves as an entry to a series of new visions that reach their climax in 

Revelation 15:4, but also begins the second half of the book, which tells the same story of 

chapters 1-11 in greater detail. Indeed, it presents a picture of the cosmic evil behind the 

assault against the church. Satan is the instigator who unleashes the beast, the false prophet 

and the harlot Babylon, which all meet their demise in chapters 12-20.  
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        This satanic rage began in the garden and was prophesied to be a perpetual enmity 

throughout history between two seeds (see Gen. 3:15). This hostility reaches heightened 

intensity eschatologically in the aftermath of Satan’s fall from heaven and is described in 

detail in Revelation 12. This persecuting rage against the church is not because Satan is too 

powerful, but because he has been defeated.  

        Now, there are three prominent figures in John’s narrative. John speaks of a woman 

giving birth to a child (see Rev. 12:1-2). The mother has reference to the Messianic 

community, which entails faithful Israel from which the child (Messiah) would come. This 

mother includes the New Covenant believers as well (see Rev. 12:17). It is the one 

community of faith that is persecuted by Satan throughout history. Interestingly, the woman 

has a crown on her head representing the saints’ share in Christ’s kingship and the reward 

that the saints receive who overcome in the midst of persecution, temptation and deception 

(see Rev. 2:10; 3:11; 14:14).38 

        John sees a sign of a great red dragon having seven heads and ten horns (see Rev. 12:3). 

These ten horns are these referenced in Daniel 7:7, 24 as the fourth beast, which will 

reappear in Revelation 13. The red dragon is Satan himself. He is the one who seeks to 

devour the child (see Rev. 12:4). Thus, the scene of Herod slaughtering the babies in 

Bethlehem to get at Jesus comes to mind (see Mt. 2:16-18). 

        John writes, “And she gave birth to a son, a male child, who is to rule all the nations 

with a rod of iron; and her child was caught up to God and to His throne” (Rev. 12:5). This 

Son is the one to whom God decreed to be the king of the universe. This is recounted in 

Psalm 2:8, “I will surely give the nations as Your inheritance and the very ends of the earth 
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as Your possession.” Interestingly, in the space of one verse, the birth of Christ all the way to 

the ascension to the throne is covered. This one statement captures the life, suffering, death 

and exaltation of Jesus Christ. 

        It is at this point that Satan’s rage turns toward the woman. John writes, “Then the 

woman fled into the wilderness where she had a place prepared by God, so that there she 

would be nourished for one thousand two hundred and sixty days” (Rev. 12:6). “One 

thousand two hundred and sixty days” is the designated time period that comes up again and 

again. It is used as 42 months (see Rev. 11:2; 13:5) and 1,260 days (see Rev. 11:3; 12:6). It is 

also used as “time and times and half a time” (Rev. 12:14), which is an allusion to Daniel’s 

statement regarding the fourth beast’s persecution of the Saints (Dan. 7:25). Johnson writes, 

“The time period symbolized in 1,260 days encompasses the church’s ongoing experience of 

suffering and safety, bold testimony and bitter trial, alienation in the desert but nourishment 

from God, from the time of Jesus’ ascension to heaven until the trauma that precedes his 

glorious return.”39  

        The following verses describe a war in heaven between Michael and his angels with the 

Dragon. They were strong enough, but there is One who is stronger: “And the great dragon 

was thrown down, the serpent of old who is called the devil and Satan, who deceives the 

whole world; he was thrown down to the earth, and his angels were thrown down with him” 

(Rev. 12:9). Four names are used for Satan. He is (1) “the great dragon,” the one who seeks 

to devour the child (vv. 1-6), (2) “the serpent” spoken of in Genesis 3, (3) “the devil,” which 

means adversary, the one who opposed Christ throughout His earthly ministry, (4) “Satan,”  
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the one who accused Job before the presence of God and who accuses all of God’s elect 

people.40 Indeed, in the Old Testament, Satan had access before God to slander God’s people. 

        Nonetheless, Satan has been thrown down and out of heaven. The announcement is 

made, “Then I heard a loud voice in heaven, saying, ‘Now the salvation, and the power, and 

the kingdom of our God and the authority of His Christ have come, for the accuser of our 

brethren has been thrown down, he who accuses them before our God day and night’” (Rev. 

12:10). When did this happen? Jesus said, “Now judgment is upon this world; now the ruler 

of this world will be cast out” (Jn. 12:31). In another place, Jesus said, “I was watching Satan 

fall from heaven like lightning” (Lk. 10:18b). When did this happen? When Jesus died on the 

cross and rose from the dead and He crushed the Serpent’s head. Thus, now in principle, 

Satan is defeated. 

        Therefore, Satan is enraged! Listen to John: “Woe to the earth and the sea, because the 

devil has come down to you, having great wrath, knowing that he has only a short time” 

(Rev. 12:12b). Satan is furiously enraged and in his great wrath wages war against the saints. 

Why? Not because he might win, but because he has lost and his time is short. Notice how 

the imagery of the church flying on the great eagle’s wings that portrays her escape brings 

the recollection of the exodus: “You yourselves have seen what I did to the Egyptians, and 

how I bore you on eagles’ wings, and brought you to Myself” (Ex. 19:4).41 

        Nevertheless, Satan continues his persecution of those who hold to the testimony of 

Jesus Christ (see Rev. 12:17). Satan hates Jesus Christ, and, therefore, those who belong to 

Christ. How do God’s people overcome Satan, the one who accuses them day and night? Is it 
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the intensity of the faith experienced by God’s people? No! “And they overcame him because 

of the blood of the Lamb” (Rev. 12:11a). The ground of true assurance is not the intensity of 

one’s faith, but the object of our faith, namely Jesus Christ. It is the blood of the Lamb that 

defeated Satan, and it is the blood of the Lamb that saves those who are justified from the 

wrath to come (see Rm. 5:9). 

        How else do the saints overcome Satan? They overcome him “because of the word of 

their testimony” (Rev. 12: 11b). This is no less than the preaching of the gospel (see I Cor. 

15:1-4). “Faith comes by hearing, and hearing by the word of Christ” (Rm. 10:17). It is this 

announcement of good news throughout the world that pushes back the forces of darkness. 

Indeed, this gospel rescues those who are blind turning them “from darkness to light and the 

dominion of Satan to God” (Acts 26:18). 

        It is this “word of testimony” that brings opposition even to the point of death. In this, 

the saints overcome for “they did not love their life even when faced with death” (Rev. 

12:11b). Simon Kistemaker writes, “These redeemed believers did not value their lives more 

than the message of the gospel; they were willing to offer their lives for the sake of Christ.”42 

        In summary, the Satanic persecution of the church is engaged with fury because Satan 

has been cast out of heaven, meaning that this eschatological suffering is even greater than in 

the Old Testament. Also, this intense persecution and tribulation is greater because it is not 

just centered in Israel, but it impacts the covenant community throughout the world.43 

        This Satanic assault on the church is carried out by the beast from the sea, having ten 

horns and seven heads (see Rev. 13:10). This has allusions to Daniel 7:1-7, which prophecies 
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 70 

of the end-time persecution of the church. In John’s day, it refers to Rome, but it certainly 

represents all the wicked kingdoms that persecute the church. This assault includes the beast 

from the earth (see Rev. 13:11-18) forming an unholy Satanic trinity. This beast of the earth 

represents all anti-Christian religion and philosophy. It demands that all great and small 

worship the beast of the sea. Nevertheless, Satan is restrained in his ability to destroy the 

church and stop the advancement of the gospel. However, at the end of history before Christ 

returns, Satan will be released for a short time to unleash his fury and deception (see Rev. 

20:3-9). 

        In the end, King Jesus comes again on a white horse judging and waging war with the 

armies of heaven and on His thigh a name written, King of kings and Lord of lords (see Rev. 

19:11-19). Jesus the conquering king returns to consummate His kingdom. He seizes the 

beast, the false prophet and Satan; Jesus casts them in the lake of fire where they will be 

tormented day and night forever (see Rev.19:20-21; 20:10). The new heavens and the new 

earth will come and He who sits on the throne says, “Behold, I am making all things new” 

(Rev. 21:5a). And it is the suffering church that overcomes who will inherit these things (see 

Rev. 21:7a). 

        In this chapter, it has been established that suffering is a part of the church’s kingly rule 

by virtue of their identity in Christ, which is rooted in His kingly authority based upon His 

own sufferings and death. Jesus Christ, the Son of Man reigns in the midst of the suffering 

church, not only in Asia Minor, but the church throughout history. As time moves closer to 

the second advent of Jesus Christ, this tribulation and persecution intensifies from Satan 

himself against the church. However, the Lamb overcomes all the forces of evil, because He 

is Lord of lords and King of kings and He will reign forever!
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 

 

        What does the book of Revelation have to do with the church today? It describes the 

present day church in the midst of tribulation and enduring hardship under intense 

persecution. And, yet, the church reigns with Jesus Christ in the kingdom that is and is to 

come. This present day struggle is lived out between the two realities of suffering and the 

kingdom. Graeme Goldsworthy writes, “It reflects the suffering of the Lamb and anticipates 

the consummation of the kingdom through the conquest of the Lion.”1 The Lamb who is a 

Lion wins! For the church this is a most comforting truth in the midst of unthinkable 

suffering.  

        In the midst of this persecution, God’s purpose for the church is to experience some of 

the sufferings of Christ so that as we offer the Christ of the cross to the people, they see the 

Christ of the cross in us (see Col. 1:24). The church must be willing to take the word of the 

gospel to a world that desperately needs Christ. This is a means in which the church 

overcomes the enemy (see Rev. 12:11). And it is in the midst of great persecution that 

Christ’s kingdom expands. One can try to stamp out Christianity, but Jesus Christ declared, 

“Upon this rock I will build My church; and the gates of Hades will not overpower it” (Mt. 

16:18). God will bring about justice for His elect who cry to Him day and night (see Lk. 
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18:7). For now, this momentary affliction of persecution is producing an eternal weight of 

glory far beyond all comparison (see II Cor. 4:17). But even in the affliction, there are 

paradoxical blessings. Croatian pastor Josep Kulacik asserts, “Disguised as evil, persecution 

comes to us as an ultimate manifestation of God’s good providence.” Bosnian Christian 

leader Frizag Demielic says, “It provokes us toward a new-found dependence upon God’s 

grace, upon His word and upon His people.”2 This is the great irony of suffering for Christ, 

because in it is God’s blessing and the advancement of the kingdom. Ultimately, the greatest 

blessing and hope for the church under affliction is “the appearing of our great God and 

Savior, Jesus Christ” (Tit. 2:13).  

        Nevertheless, until that great day of Christ’s appearing, God’s people will have 

tribulation in this world. Jesus stated, “In the world you have tribulation, but take courage; I 

have overcome the world” (Jn. 16:33). It all began as a result of man’s rebellion in the garden 

according to Genesis chapter 3. It is here that God prophesied a perpetual enmity from Satan 

and his offspring against the people of God.  

        It was noted that in the book of Daniel, this tribulation would entail a waging of war 

against the saints. It was asserted that the people of God were corporately identified with the 

Son of Man in Daniel 7. Thus, the sufferings of God’s people would precede the receiving of 

the kingdom promised in Daniel.  Indeed, the Son of Man as the individual end-time king 

who represents Israel must also go through a time of tribulation imposed by an eschatological 

enemy before receiving the kingdom.  

        This coming Messiah was promised by God in the aftermath of the fall in Genesis 3:15. 

The Son of Man in Daniel 7:13, who is also the suffering servant in Isaiah 53:12, commenced 
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His kingdom in the midst of His sufferings and through His death on the cross. Jesus crushed 

the serpent’s head! Satan was defeated and in the words of Jesus, “fell from heaven like 

lightning” (Lk. 10:18). Nonetheless, this cosmic war between Satan and the people of God 

would continue.  

        As we have seen, this kingdom that Christ commenced was described in terms of a 

mystery. Whereas the Old Testament saints anticipated a decisive consummation of this 

kingdom and the defeat of God’s enemies when Messiah entered into the world, Jesus 

described the kingdom as inaugurated, but not yet consummated. The kingdom of Christ 

would grow in the midst of a collision with the kingdom of Satan. Satan, who is enraged by 

virtue of his defeat, persecutes all who identify with Christ, knowing that he has a short time. 

        This persecution against the church was chronicled through the pages of Revelation. By 

virtue of its identity with Christ, the church must go through the end-time tribulation, just as 

Jesus Christ went through it. It is described in the ironic terms of a merging of the kingdom 

and suffering. John calls it “the tribulation and kingdom and perseverance which are in 

Jesus” (Rev. 1:9). For the suffering church, overcoming through tribulation is living out the 

kingdom; it is the means by which one reigns with Jesus.  

        John writes, “And they overcame him because of the blood of the Lamb and because of 

the word of their testimony, and they did not love their life even when faced with death” 

(Rev. 12:11). This is how the church overcomes Satan. Ultimately, when Christ returns, Jesus 

will vanquish Satan and all evil. Jesus will usher in a new heaven and a new earth; the saints 

will reign with Him. The Lamb wins! This is the final chapter of God’s redemptive plan. This 

is a profound comfort and a strong hope for the suffering church. God sees their tears and 
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hears their prayers. The church’s victory is assured; Christ reigns forever! To which all 

God’s people pray, “Amen, come Lord Jesus” (Rev. 22:20b).
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