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FCCOE; 10/26/14; Rev. 10:8-11:13; Rev. T. Ziegenhals 
 

“Bittersweet Witness” (part 2) 
 

Introduction: I know that as we have been going through this book called Revelation, some of 
you are enjoying it and others not so much! Those of you who are enjoying it are appreciating the 
different, highly symbolic, “right brained” view it gives of truth that is spelled out more 
propositionally in most of the rest of the Bible. For you, reading this vision is like wandering 
through a giant theological art museum; you find it stimulating and even refreshing. Those of you 
who are struggling with it probably prefer a more propositional approach, and/or you’re finding 
the images kind of creepy and disturbing. If it’s any consolation, I would certainly put myself in 
the latter category, that of preferring propositions over pictures, and finding many of the images 
disturbing!  
 
But I’ve take this book on in part for that reason; I need to be stretched. I need to allow this grand 
vision to move me in ways that other genres do not, even in disturbing ways. For, while the 
judgment of God will not happen literally in the way it’s described in Revelation, the vision 
makes it clear that it will happen. I, like the original readers in the seven churches, need to know 
this. I need to know this so I can be sure, on the one hand, that God will judge all that is evil and 
unjust. And I need to know this, on the other hand, so that I can be sure I am standing firmly on 
God’s side when he does come to judge. In the interim, I need to be encouraged to bear a faithful 
witness to Jesus, even if it means suffering, and even death. 
 
Bearing such a faithful witness was where we ended up last week, so let’s head back in to the 
thick underbrush that is chapters 10-11, and get our retreating ladies caught up on where we are. 
  
I. Interlude   
 A. In these chapters, we said that we find ourselves in the interlude between the blowing 
of the sixth and seventh trumpet. If, in chapters 6-16, each of the cycles of seven—seals, 
trumpets, and bowls—depict the entire range of God’s judgment, then in this interlude we find 
ourselves just before the onset of God’s final judgment, and rescue, of the world. In this interlude, 
the question is being asked, “What are those who have been sealed by God, who have been 
rescued from their sin by the blood of the Lamb, to do in the time between his first and second 
coming (symbolized by 42 months, and 1,260 days)?” The answer is that they are to bear faithful 
witness to him. We defined bearing witness, like any good witness who is called to the stand, as 
simply telling the truth about what we know and have experienced, in this case, about Jesus.  
 
 B. We then began to identify some elements these chapters reveal about being such a 
faithful witness.  
 
1. First, we said that it meant internalizing the word of God, to “eat it,” as John (and the prophet 
Ezekiel before him) was instructed. To “eat” means not just to read, but to study, to ponder, and 
to put it into practice such that it transforms us, for we can only bear witness to what has become 
a part of us.  
 
2. Second, we saw that bearing witness was the call of all in the church, not just its leaders, like 
John. Some may have the gift of evangelism, but all have the duty to bear witness. We saw the 
church in the “temple” which John was instructed to measure in order to protect it as it prepared 
and became strengthened to head out into the “outer court” of the Gentiles to bear its witness. 
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3. Third, we said that when this witness took place, that when the “temple” of the faithful went 
out into the “court” of the unfaithful or not yet faithful, it would involve a clashing of kingdoms. 
It involves a clashing because not everyone in that outer court wants to hear what we have to say, 
or what we represent. Proclaim the reign of Jesus in the courts of individualism, relativism, 
materialism, nationalism, or militarism, and a great trampling, as John describes it, will take place 
by those who want to remain on the throne of their lives and not allow Jesus to sit there. It’s why 
our witness, as we said, will be bittersweet. 
 
II. More Elements of a Faithful Witness 
4. A fourth element of witness, then, is to do so humbly and from a spirit of repentance, which is 
represented by the sackcloth worn by the two witnesses we meet in v. 4. Sackcloth was such a 
symbol in the OT and not only shows those in the outer courts what they need to do, but to 
remind us as witness the spirit in which we need to come. We are to witness not from a place of 
judgment—that is God’s realm—but from a place of our own brokenness and sin, recognizing 
how tightly we once, and perhaps still do, clung to our own kingdoms, and recognizing that it is 
only by God’s grace that we have come to know and receive his truth, and have come to the foot 
of the cross.  
 
As Peter writes in his first letter: “Always be prepared to give an answer to everyone who asks 
you to give a reason for the hope that you have. But do this with gentleness and respect” (1 Pe. 
3:15). The fact of the natter is, few come to faith because they have been forced or argued into the 
kingdom. Many more come to faith from a witness that “woos,” that reveals the beauty, 
goodness, and mercy of Jesus. 
 
5. That said, bearing witness, whether in word or in deed, can still be an intimidating process. So 
a fifth element we need to be aware off is that we go not alone but in the courage and power of 
the Holy Spirit. We see this expressed as John piles on the images of two witnesses, two olive 
trees, two lampstands, and then the breathing of fire, the stopping of rain, and the turning of water 
into blood. What’s he doing here? Let’s pause and catch our breath and consider a way that we 
can pile images up.  
 
Illustration: What if I said to you: “Last week the market crashed because it was filled with bears. 
As a result, many who had banked their hope there lost their shirts and had the wind taken out of 
their sails. So, they decided to retreat to a safer vehicle.” We understand this piling on of images 
fairly well, but how might someone 2,000 years from now read this? Market – is that the place 
where you buy fruits and vegetables? Did a car have an accident there, or was it overrun by wild 
animals? Why did people take their shirts off? Was there a harbor nearby with sailboats? It rather 
looks like they want to drive a car not sail a boat! You get the picture! In like manner, John piles 
up numerous images from the OT which to him, and his readers, who would have been steeped in 
the OT, would have been readily understandable. But we need to do a little digging. 
 
So, the number two likely comes out of Deuteronomy (19:15), and signifies the number of 
witnesses needed in court to sustain a truth claim. More particularly, if the community of the 
faithful is symbolized by the temple, then I would make sense that their witness would be 
symbolized by lampstands, which John used earlier in his work to signify the church. The two 
olive trees, along with a lampstand, we see in the prophet Zechariah. There they represent 
Zerubbabel the King and Joshua the high priest, who learn that they can only hope to rebuild the 
temple of the Lord by the power of the Holy Spirit (Zech. 4). Then we add to the mix Jeremiah, 
the prophet, whose proclamation to the hard hearted Israelites was said to be like the power of fire 
(Jer. 5:14), Elijah, who drew on the power of God to shut the sky as he did battle with the evil 
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king Ahab, and Moses, who saw the power of God proclaim his greatness through the plagues 
visited on the Egyptians, including turning the Nile in to blood.  
 
These are not ways in which we, sharing our faith with someone at the Clam Fest, can burn them 
with fire from our mouths if they don’t agree with us. And they are not ways in which we, if a 
homeless family we’re struggling to care for doesn’t receive or respond well, can zap them with 
an Ebola-like plague! Rather, they are symbolic. Put together, they seem to be symbols for the 
church, witnessing not on its own strength but in the power of the Spirit (as Jesus promised in 
Acts), burning brightly with the fire of God. Each of these witnesses, Zerubbabel, Joshua, 
Jeremiah, Elijah, and Moses, felt themselves either incapable or overwhelmed, at some point in 
seeking to carry out what God had called them to do. But God came alongside them in each case, 
with his power, to help them persevere and carry on. It is a picture of God ensuring that the work 
of witness cannot be stopped, even by death.  
 
6. Which leads to a sixth element: Our witness many not come to an immediately good end, for 
us! Notice what happens to these witnesses. They are attacked and killed by the beast and 
ridiculed by the inhabitants of the city, represented by Sodom and Egypt, which most likely 
represents immorality, oppression, and resistance, They celebrate because those who “tormented” 
them with the truth are now dead. They even, in a bizarre Christmas like scene, are seen 
exchanging gifts as part of their celebration! 
 
As we bear witness, are we ready to lose our life? One pastor friend of mine, who was a  
mission’s pastor of two large churches for many years, said that he used to ask parents of high 
school kids who were considering going abroad to serve, “Are you ready to let your child die on 
this trip?” Not that he wanted that to happen, and not that he was going to purposely put them in 
harm’s way. But bad stuff can happen, stuff that’s out of our control, even when we say good-bye 
to our kids and send them off to school each morning. As it pertains to our witness, it is not likely 
that we will die physically because of it, at least in this country, but it may result in other kinds of 
deaths, like the death of our reputation in the community, or the death of a possible promotion or 
raise at work, or the death of relationships within our own family, as we are seen to link arms 
with the Lamb and the Lord who is Jesus.   
 
7. But a funny thing happens when we faithfully bear witness, which is our seventh and final 
element. Death, with this God of ours, does not have the last laugh. The crunch may kill us, but it 
cannot ultimately harm us. Even more, this amazing God uses suffering, and even death, to 
accomplish his purposes. For our encouragement, we see that the witnesses are dead for only a 
relatively brief time—three and a half days—and then God breathes life into their dry bones in 
Ezekiel-like fashion, and raises them into heaven in ascension-of-Jesus-like fashion. The church’s 
witness cannot be snuffed out. It will continue on. And for its people, in the background here is 
eternal life, which is God’s promise to all who are caught in this crunch of kingdoms,  
 
Even more incredibly, their enemies are led to see this, and, following an earthquake, a great 
many are shocked out of their lethargy and moved to glorify God. The math here is worth 
considering. A tenth of the city collapses and seven thousand are killed. What does that mean? 
Well, it is in stark contrast to the experience of Elijah, who bemoans the fact that only 7,000 
prophets are left who had not bowed their knees to Baal (1 Ki. 19:18), as well as the prophet 
Isaiah, who is told that the faithful remnant will only consist of a tenth of the people (Isa. 6:13). 
But now, notice the difference. Only 10% or 7,000 have been destroyed which infers that 90% or 
63,000, have given glory to God. Again, we are to be cautious about taking the numbers literally, 
but it is apparent that a great reversal has taken place.  
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Above all the picture that emerges from this particular room of this great theological art gallery 
that is Revelation is of a creator God who cares for his creation, grieves over the rebellion and 
corruption of it, and in his mercy is determined to rescue and restore it. This he has done, not 
through force, but through the faithful witness and death of the Lamb, and this he continues to 
reveal, again not thru force, but through the faithful and sometimes fatal witness of the Lamb’s 
followers, the church.  
 
Though it may be bittersweet, our call is to bear faithful witness to Jesus, because we are loved by 
a God who uses even suffering and death to accomplish his glorious purposes.   
 
 


