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8. The Two Witnesses (Chapter 11:1-14) 

 

 Many interpreters regard Chapter 11 as the most difficult passage to understand in the 

Apocalypse of John producing an amazing variety of interpretations.  Some see the holy city as 

the church, the two prophets as prophetic witnesses throughout the church age, the beast as 

Satan, etc.  Yet, a literal interpretation of this passage will resolve most of these difficulties. 

  

a. The Measuring of the Temple (1-2) 

 

 John has just been commissioned to proclaim the terrifying judgments of the seventh and 

final trumpet.  As the trumpet is about to sound, John paints a picture of life on earth during the 

second half of the tribulation. 

 

 In Revelation 11:1, God commands John to take out a measuring rod and quantify the 

dimensions of the temple as well as its worshipers –the Father invites him to participate in a 

symbolic prophetic action.   

 

Thought Question:  How would you answer the objection, “We can’t take this passage 

literally because there exists no temple today”? 

 

If you believe in a seven year tribulation, it is quite conceivable that the temple could be 

constructed in a relatively short time at the beginning of the tribulation.   

 

Verse 2 helps us decipher the meaning.  God makes a distinction between the Holy of Holies 

and the temple itself and the outside courts when he forbids the measurement of the court of 

the gentiles.  Since measuring and counting often implies ownership, we can assume that God 

separates those who are His.     

  

b. The Two Witnesses (3-6) 

 

i. The Timing (3):  

 
 At the end of verse 2, John mentions that the gentiles will tread the holy city underfoot for 

42 months or three and a half years (which corresponds to the length of the ministry of the two 

witnesses in the following verse).  This immediately brings to mind the half way point of the 

seventieth week of Daniel, the seven-year period of the tribulation.   

 

 During the first half, the earth experiences the birth pang or seal judgments.  Severe in their 

scope, they do not have obvious supernatural elements of the trumpet judgments found in the 

“Great Tribulation.”  At the end of the “birth pangs”, Jesus mentions the “Abomination of 

Desolation”, where the antichrist completely desecrates the temple of the Lord.  This in turn 

sets the stage for greater wrath from God as He demolishes the earth with the seven trumpet 

judgments.   
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 Now many people place the ministry of the two witnesses and the treading underfoot of 

Jerusalem during the first half of the tribulation (i.e. The Left Behind Novels).  But, a closer 

look at the context lends to their ministry occurring in the second half.  Consider the following 

arguments from one commentator: 

  

(1) Immediately after this teaching regarding their ministry there is the announcement of the 

third woe and the seventh trumpet (cf. 11:14-15). This seventh trumpet occurs right at the end 

of the Tribulation and results in the ushering in of the kingdom of God. Though chapter 11 is 

an interlude, it could imply a natural sequence or relationship and may indicate they minister 

in the last half. 

(2) The two witnesses pour out judgment on any who would attempt to harm them (vs. 5). It 

would appear that this condition better fits the last half of the Tribulation after the 

abomination of desolation when the Beast is seeking to be worshipped, when there is great 

anti-semitism and persecution against all believers. 

(3) The hideous acts of verses 9 and 10 also seem to fit better with the character of the last 

half of the Tribulation with the lawlessness of the beast and his system and the worship of 

Satan (13:4). 

(4) The reaction of men in verse 13 with mankind both filled with terror and giving glory to 

God also better fits the very end of the Tribulation than the middle or even somewhat later in 

the seven-year period. During the last half of the tribulation men will worship the beast and 

Satan and exclaim “who is like the beast and who is able to make war with him?” (l3:4). 

This could even be exclaimed after the death of these seemingly invincible prophets who are 

killed by the Beast (11:8). But then, there is their resurrection, the voice from heaven, and the 

devastating earthquake (11:11-13). After this, those who are left, in terror, give glory to God 

instead of the Beast. 

(5) There seems to be a natural sequence and tie between verses 1, 2, and 3. In verses 1 and 

2a we see the temple that is to be measured. We know the temple is present in the first half of 

the Tribulation (Dan. 9:27a). Then in verse 2b we have a reference to the court of the 

Gentiles and the 42 months (three and one half years), when the nations will tread underfoot 

the city of Jerusalem. We know this occurs in the last half of the tribulation, after the beast 

invades Palestine (Dan. 9:27b). Right after this, we then have the mention of the two 

witnesses who prophesy for 1260 days (three and one half years).
28

 

      With this chronology in place we would conclude that during the first half of the 

tribulation, Israel practiced their religion in peace.  But, during the midpoint, the antichrist 

broke the treaty, desecrated the temple and ran roughshod over the holy city.  This prompts 

God to send prophets with supernatural powers to confront the pagan world. 

Thought Question:  Why did God wait until the second half of the Tribulation to bring forth 

His two witnesses? 

 

                                                 
28

Hampton Keathley III  http://www.bible.org/docs/nt/books/rev/jhk3/rev-20.htm on July 16, 2004. 
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They will put words to the judgments incurred during the first half of the tribulation.  

Further, the hearts of men will be tenderized by the repeated pounding of the of God’s 

judgments.  

 

ii. Their Identity (4): 

 
Some speculate that the witnesses might be Moses and Elijah since they perform similar 

activities and Elijah has yet to die (2 Kings 2:11).  But that is conjecture.  What we know is 

that they are olive trees and lamp stands.  This imagery hearkens back to Zechariah 3 and 

4 where the prophet draws a similar comparison to Zerubbabel and Joshua, Jewish leaders 

who rebuilt Jerusalem after the Babylonian captivity and sparked religious revival.  In the 

same way, these two witnesses will revive many in the world with the Word of God.   

 

iii. Their Powers (5-6): 
  

  God will imbue these witnesses with the following: 

 

• Deadly fire from their mouth:  The witnesses will incinerate any who attempt to harm them 

with a deadly blast of breath.  Apparently, many will want to wound them for the work 

which they have done. 

 

• Power to stop the rain:  Much like Elijah had the power to bring forth a drought, so too will 

these witnesses stop the rain.  Not a drop shall fall during the duration of their prophesying. 

 

• Power to turn the water to blood:  Similar to Moses, they have miraculous power over 

water, transforming it into undrinkable blood. 

 

• Power to strike the earth with every plague: Their power will exceed Moses as they will 

have the ability to smite the earth with any plague. 

 

Thought Question:  Why do you suppose God has given these two witnesses such power? 

 

Like Moses before the Pharoah, supernatural signs will serve to authenticate the message of 

these two witnesses.   
 

c. The Death of the Two Witnesses (7-10) 

 

 The powers of the prophets make them quite unpopular in a world decimated by the 

judgments of God.  The lack of water and the famine brought on by these men of God breeds 

deep resentment in the hearts of the unbelieving world. This sets the stage for the beast 

ascending out of the abyss to “rescue” the world from the “curses” brought about by these 

prophets.  Referencing chapter 13, “beast” refers to the antichrist, the world ruler empowered 

by Satan who abides in the abyss.   The antichrist will make war with witnesses, doing what no 

human could previously do by killing them. 
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 To add insult to injury, he will refuse them the dignity of decent burial.  Rather, their 

bodies will be laid bare in the great city called Egypt (representing oppressive slavery) and 

Sodom (reference to rampant immorality).   From the reference of “where also their Lord was 

crucified” it is clear that the “Great City” is Jerusalem.   

 

Thought Question:  How do you suppose the “holy city” of verse 2 became the “great city” (v. 

8) which is now linked to oppression and immorality? 

 

The gentiles have trampled the Holy City underfoot, and have now made it a bastion of 

their empire.  According to verse 2 this will transpire over the final 42 months of the 

tribulation.   

 

 The assassination of the prophets brings great joy to the inhabitants of the earth.  People 

from all kinds of ethnic backgrounds will gaze upon the bodies of the slain (vs. 10).  The 

celebration will not be confined to just Jerusalem, but it will spread to the entire planet, even 

sending gifts to each other as if this is Christmas. 

 

Thought Question: Why did the world hate the prophets so much? 

 

There are many answers to this question.  But one prominent one is that prophets 

confront the world on their sin and challenge them to turn away from their immoral 

behavior. The natural inclination of man’s heart is to shun anyone who tells them to do 

something contrary to their wicked will.   

 

Though Question:  What does this worldwide celebration demonstrate about the unbeliever’s 

regard for God? 

 

They absolutely despised them.   

 

d. The Resurrection of the Two Witnesses (11-12) 

 

 The celebration is short-lived.  After three and a half days, God gave them a breath of life.  

They then stood to their feet and at the summons of God, they ascended directly into heaven. 

 

Thought Question:  Why would this strike great fear in the hearts of their enemies (vs. 11)? 

 

God has vindicated both the prophets and their message.  Through their resurrection it is 

clear that these prophets were truly messengers sent from God.  Thus, their 

pronouncements of judgment stand.  Unless the enemies repent, they will endure the 

judgment which these prophets proclaimed.   

 

e. Resulting Judgment in Jerusalem (13-14) 

 

With their ascension comes an earthquake.  As God transports the witnesses to heaven, an 

earthquake strikes Jerusalem, smiting one tenth of the city.  In addition to the property loss, 
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7,000 inhabitants lose their lives.  In contrast to the unrepentant reaction in 9:20-21, the 

terrified remnant in Jerusalem gave glory to God.   

 

Thought Question:  How did God use the death of the two witnesses to accomplish His good 

purposes? 

 

Without their death there would not be a subsequent resurrection.  And it seems as if the 

resurrection itself was the most powerful sermon they ever preached.   

 

 A dramatic announcement follows.  Verse 14 mentions that the second woe has passed and 

that the third woe is coming quickly.  In other words, the sixth trumpet judgment has been 

completed and now the final trumpet will be blown.    

   

Thought Question:  What does the ministry of the two witnesses teach us about the cost of 

ministry? 

 

If the world hates Christ it will hate His messengers.  Thus, we should not be surprise if 

the world hates us.  

 

9.  Anticipation of the Seventh Trumpet (11:15-19) 

 

i. Proclamation of Victory (15) 

 
At this point the seventh angel who will blast the final trumpet, anticipates the coming rule 

of Christ with, “The kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of Our Lord and of 

His Christ and He will reign forever and ever.”  This proclamation of victory insinuates 

that the world is presently the kingdom of Satan (John 12:31; 14:3; 16:11).  Throughout 

the tribulation, the devil seems to have tightened his grip his subjects through the rule of 

the anti-Christ, but when the seventh trumpet sounds, Christ shall triumph, assume his 

throne, and rule the earth.  

 

Thought Question:  Why do you believe that God allows Satan to rule the world at 

present?  What purpose does this serve? 

   

There are many answers to this question, one being that this will be help us to 

understand the majesty of Christ’s rule when he takes power.  

 

ii. Song of Triumph (16-18) 

 
In response to this declaration the twenty four elders prostrate themselves and sing a song 

of praise.  They extol Him for the following: 

 

His Power (vs. 17): The elders express gratitude towards God as He graciously answered 

the prayers of the saints.  The call Him the “Almighty” implying that no one can resist His 

power.  He will soon wield His “great power” to dispose of His enemies and govern the 

planet. 
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His Wrath (18a):  Institution of the kingdom of God provokes defiant rage from the 

kingdoms of this world.  Yet, God’s holy wrath silences their wicked rage, as He rightfully 

and forcefully overthrows their power. 

 

Thought Questions:  Why would various world governments rage against the kingdom of 

God?  

 

They are in direct competition with each other.  Both demand the allegiance of their 

inhabitants.  Further, we know that Satan is the prince of this world (Eph. 2:2), and 

he obviously has a beef with the Almighty. One also to consider Marxism and it’s 

belief that religion is the opium of the masses.  Often religion can be a rival to 

government, unless religion reinforces the government (i.e. emperor worship). 

 

His Retribution: Not only does God overthrow these kingdoms at the onset of His reign, 

He will also judge all people.  The prophets, the saints, and all those who fear God whether 

of lowly or imperial stature the Father will grant their reward, eternal life in heaven (cf. 

Rev. 21:9-22:5).  Yet, those who destroy the earth, in particular the Beast, false prophet, 

and Satan, he will destroy.
29

     

 

iii. Revealing of the Temple (19) 

 
 In response to the victory hymn of the elders, God opens His heavenly temple.  When 

Jesus died, the veil was torn revealing the Holy of Holies.  This symbolized the 

reconciliation between man and God through the death of Christ.  In this case, the opening 

of the temple and revelation of the ark represent a new age in which God will not have to 

conceal His glory.  The revealing of the Ark of the Covenant is significant since it long 

symbolized God’s presence, atonement, and covenant with His people.  It has long been 

lost, but it will be restored to the earth when the Temple of God descends to the earth 

during this future and final reign. With the ark open for everyone, all will experience 

unmediated fellowship with God. 

 

 As the God shows John the ark, peals of thunder, flashes of lightning, hail, and an 

earthquake rock the earth.  All the earth prepares itself for the coming of Christ to reign 

upon the earth. 

 

Thought Question:  What is necessary to secure unmediated fellowship with God?   

 

To have unmediated fellowship with God, you must repent and depend on the saving work of 

Christ.  The ultimate sacrifice has been made through his death on the cross (Heb. 7:27).  All 

of our sins have been forgiven and we have free access to the throne of God through the 

perfect mediation of Christ our priest (Heb. 4:14).  

 

                                                 
29

 This conclusion comes in light of the context of Revelation, in which these three are presented as the arch enemies of 

God who decimate His creation. 


