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128 THE GREAT TRIBULATION

“One could see the whole lake stained with blood and
crammed with corpses, for not a man escaped. During
the days that followed a horrible stench hung over
the region, and it presented an equally horrifying
spectacle. The beaches were strewn with wrecks and
swollen bodies, which, hot and clammy with decay,
made the air so foul that the catastrophe that plunged
the Jews in mourning revolted even those who had
brought it about” (The Jewish War, iii. x. 9).

The Third Chalice

The plague of the Third Chalice (Revelation
16:4-7) more directly resembles the first Egyptian
plague (and the Third Trumpet: cf. 8:10-11), since it
affects “the rivers and the springs of waters,” turning
all the drinking water to blood. Water is a symbol of
life and blessing throughout Scripture, beginning
from the story of creation and the Garden of Eden. In
this plague, the blessings of Paradise are reversed and
turned into a nightmare; what was once pure and
clean becomes polluted and unclean through apostasy.

The “Angel of the Waters” responds to this curse
by praising God for His just judgment: “Righteous
art Thou, who art and who wast, O Holy One,
because Thou didst judge these things.” We should
not be embarrassed by a passage such as this. The
whole Bible is written from the perspective of cosmic
personalism—the doctrine that God, who is absolute
personality, is constantly active throughout His crea-
tion, everywhere present with the whole of His
being, bringing all things to pass immediately by His
power and mediately through His angelic servants.
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There is no such thing as “natural law”; we might do bet-
ter to speak of God’s “covenantal habits,” or the habit-
ual order which God imposes on His creation through the ac-
tions of His angels. Our sciences are nothing more
than the study of the habitual patterns of the per-
sonal activity of God and His heavenly messengers.

This is, in fact, precisely what guarantees the
validity and reliability of both scientific investigation
and prayer. On the one hand, God’s angels have kabits
—a cosmic dance, a liturgy involving every aspect of
the whole universe, that can be depended upon in all
of man’s technological labors as he exercises domin-
ion under God over the world. On the other hand,
God’s angels are personal beings, constantly carry-
ing out His commands; in response to our petitions,
He can and does order the angels to change the
dance.

There is, therefore, an “Angel of the Waters”; and
he, along with all of God’s personal creation, rejoices
in God’s righteous government of the world. God’s
strict justice, summarized in the principle of an eye for
an eye (Exodus 21:23-25), is evidenced in this judg-
ment, for the punishment fits the crime: “They
poured out the blood of saints and prophets,” cries
the Angel of the Waters, “and Thou hast given them
blood to drink!” As we have seen, the characteristic
crime of. Israel was always the murder of the proph-
ets (cf. II Chronicles 36:15-16; Luke 13:33-34; Acts
7:52): Jesus named this fact as the specific reason
why the blood of the righteous would be poured out in
judgment upon that generation (Matthew 23:31-36).

The Angel of the Waters concludes with an inter-



130 THE GREAT TRIBULATION

esting statement: by the apostates’ shedding of
blood, “they are worthy!” This is a deliberate parallel
to the message of the New Song in Revelation 5:9:
“Worthy art Thou to take the Book, and to break its
seals; for Thou wast slain, and didst purchase us for
God with Thy blood.” Just as the Lamb received His
reward on the basis of the blood He shed, so these
persecutors have now received the just recompense
for their bloodshed.

God had once promised the oppressed of Israel
that He would render to their enemies according to
their evil works:

I will feed your oppressors with their own flesh,

And they will become drunk with their own
blood as with sweet wine;

And all flesh will know that I, the Lorp, am
your Savior,

And your Redeemer, the Mighty One of Jacob

(Isaiah 49:26).

Israel’s apostasy has reversed this: now it is she,
the Persecutor par excellence, who will be forced to
drink her own blood and devour her own flesh. This
was true in much more than a figurative sense: as
God had foretold through Moses (Deuteronomy
28:53-57), during the seige of Jerusalem the Israel-
ites actually became cannibals; mothers literally ate
their own children. Because they shed the blood of
the saints, God gives them their own blood to drink
(cf. Revelation 17:6; 18:24).

Joining the angel in praise comes the voice of the
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Altar itself, where the blood of the saints and proph-
ets had been poured out. The Altar rejoices: “Yes, O
Lord God, the Almighty, true and righteous are Thy
judgments!” The saints gathered round the base of
the Altar had cried out for justice, for vengeance on
their oppressors (Revelation 6:9-11). In the destruc-
tion of Israel that prayer is answered; the witnesses
are vindicated. It is more than coincidental that
these prayers in Revelation 16:5-7 (along with the
text of the Song of Moses in Revelation 15:3-4) are
strikingly similar to the song sung by the priests just
before the offering of the sacrifices. Ironically — just
as God Himself is preparing for the Whole Burnt
Sacrifice of A.p. 70 —the very angels of heaven were
singing apostate Israel’s own liturgy against her.

The Fourth Chalice

The fourth angel (Revelation 16:8-9) now pours
out his Chalice upon the sun, scorching the men
with fire. Whereas the Fourth Trumpet resulted in a
plague of darkness (8:12), now the heat of the sun is
increased, so that the men were “scorched with great
heat.” This too is a reversal of a basic covenantal
blessing that was present in the Exodus, when Israel
was shielded from the heat of the sun by the Glory-
Cloud, the Shadow of the Almighty (Exodus
13:21-22; cf. Psalm 91:1-6). This promise is repeated
again and again throughout the prophets:

The Lorb is your keeper;
The Lorbp is your shade on your right hand.
The sun will not smite you by day,
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Nor the moon by night.
The Lorp will protect you from all evil;
He will keep your soul (Psalm 121:5-7).

They will not hunger or thirst,

Neither will the scorching heat or sun strike
them down;

For He who has compassion on them will lead
them,

And will guide them to springs of water
(Isaiah 49:10).

Blessed is the man who trusts in the Lorb,
And whose trust is the Lorp.

For he will be like a tree planted by the water,
That extends its roots by a stream

And will not fear when the heat comes;

But its leaves will be green,

And it will not be anxious in a year of drought
Nor cease to yield fruit ( Jeremiah 17:7-8).

And He who sits on the Throne shall spread
His Tabernacle over them. They shall hunger
no more, neither thirst anymore; neither shall
the sun beat down on them, nor any heat; for
the Lamb in the center of the Throne shall be
their Shepherd, and shall guide them to springs
of the waters of life; and God shall wipe away
every tear from their eyes (Revelation 7:15-17).

Throughout the Book of Revelation, St. John
often uses the passive voice (as in the expression
was given) to indicate God’s sovereign control of
events. He again stresses God’s sovereignty by tell-
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ing us that it was given to the sun to scorch the men;
and, in the very next line, he is even more explicit:
“God . . . has the power over these plagues.” St.
John knows nothing of a “God” who sits helplessly on
the sidelines, watching the world go by; nor does he
acknowledge a “God” who is too nice to send judg-
ments on the wicked. He knows that the plagues fall-
ing upon Israel are “the works of the Lorp, who has
wrought desolations in the earth” (Psalm 46:8).

In his book on the Trinity, St. Augustine empha-
sizes the same point: “The whole creation is gov-
erned by its Creator, from whom and by whom and
in whom it was founded and established. And thus
the will of God is the first and supreme cause of all
corporal appearances and motions. For nothing hap-
pens in the visible and sensible sphere which is not
ordered, or permitted, from the inner, invisible, and
intelligible court of the most high Emperor, in this
vast and illimitable commonwealth of the whole cre-
ation, according to the inexpressible justice of His
rewards and punishments, graces and retributions.”

But the apostates refused to submit to God’s lord-
ship over them. Like the Beast of Rome, whose head
was crowned with “names of blasphemy” (13:1) and
whose image they worshiped, the men blasphemed the
name of God who has the power over these plagues.
And, like the impenitent Pharaoh (cf. Exodus 7:13,
23; 8:15, 19, 32; 9:7, 12, 34-35; 10:20, 27; 11:10; 14:8),
“they did not repent so as to give Him glory.” Israel
had become an Egypt, hardening her heart; and,
like Egypt, she would be utterly destroyed.
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IT IS FINISHED!

The symbolic targets of the first four Chalices
were the elements of the physical creation: Land,
sea, waters, and the sun. With the last three
Chalices, the consequences of the angelic attack are
more “political” in nature: the disruption of the
Beast’s kingdom; the War of the great Day of God,;
and the Fall of “Babylon.”

The Fifth Chalice

Although most of the judgments throughout
Revelation are aimed specifically at apostate Israel,
the heathen who join Israel against the Church come
under condemnation as well. Indeed, the Great
Tribulation itself would prove to be “the hour of test-
ing, that hour which is to come upon the whole world,
to test those who dwell upon the Land” (3:10). The
fifth angel (Revelation 16:10-11) therefore pours out
his Chalice “upon the throne of the Beast”; and, even
as the sun’s heat is scorching those who worship the
Beast, the lights are turned out on his kingdom, and



IT IS FINISHED! 135

it becomes darkened—which is, as we saw in our
study of Matthew 24, a standard Biblical symbol for
political turmoil and the fall of rulers (cf. Isaiah
13:9-10; Amos 8:9; Ezekiel 32:7-8). The primary sig-
nificance of this plague is still the judgment on
Israel, for (in terms of the message of Revelation) she
was the “throne” and “kingdom” of the Beast. More-
over, as we shall see, the people who suffer from the
Fifth Chalice are identified as suffering as well from
the First Chalice, which was poured out upon the
Land, upon the Israelite worshipers of the Beast
(Revelation 16:2).

It is also likely, however, that this judgment par-
tially corresponds to the wars, revolutions, riots, and
“world-wide convulsions” that racked the Empire
after Nero committed suicide in june 68. The great
19th-century scholar F. W. Farrar wrote in this con-
nection of “the horrors inflicted upon Rome and
Romans in the civil wars by provincial governors—
already symbolized as the horns of the Wild Beast,
and here characterized as kings yet kingdomless.
Such were Galba, Otho, Vitellius, and Vespasian.
Vespasian and Mucianus deliberately planned to
starve the Roman populace; and in the fierce strug-
gle of the Vitellians against Sabinus and Domitian,
and the massacre which followed, there occurred the
event which sounded so portentously in the ears of
every Roman—the burning to the ground of the
Temple of the Capitoline Jupiter, on December 19th,
A.D. 69. It was not the least of the signs of the times
that the space of one year saw wrapped in flames the
two most hallowed shrines of the ancient world —the
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Temple of Jerusalem and the Temple of the great
Latin god” (Tke Early Days of Christianity, pp. 555f.).
One passage from Tacitus, the Roman historian,
provides some idea of the chaotic conditions in the
capital city: “Close by the fighting stood the people of
Rome like the audience at a show, cheering and
clapping this side or that in turns as if this were a
mock battle in the arena. Whenever one side gave
way, men would hide in shops or take refuge in some
great house. They were then dragged out and killed
at the instance of the mob, who gained most of the
loot, for the soldiers were bent on bloodshed and
massacre, and the booty fell to the crowd.

“The whole city presented a frightful caricature
of its normal self: fighting and casualties at one
point, baths and restaurants at another, here the
spilling of blood and the litter of dead bodies, close
by prostitutes and their like—all the vice associated’
with a life of idleness and pleasure, all the dreadful
deeds typical of a pitiless sack. These were so inti-
mately linked that an observer would have thought
Rome in the grip of a simultaneous orgy of violence
and dissipation. There had indeed been times in the
past when armies had fought inside the city, twice
when Lucius Sulla gained control, and once under
Cinna. No less cruelty had been displayed then, but
now there was a brutish indifference, and not even a
momentary interruption in the pursuit of pleasure.
As if this were one more entertainment in the festive
season, they gloated over horrors and profited by
them, careless which side won and glorying in the
calamities of the state” (The Histories, iii. 83).
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Again St. John draws attention to the impeni-
tence of the apostates. Their response to God’s judg-
ment is only greater rebellion— yet their rebellion is
becoming increasingly impotent: “They gnawed
their tongues because of pain, and they blasphemed
the God of heaven because of their pains and their
sores; and they did not repent, so as to give Him
glory.” A distinguishing mark of the Chalice-plagues
is that they come all at once, with no “breathing
space” between them. The plagues are bad enough
one at a time, as in the judgments on Egypt. But
these people are still gnawing their tongues and blas-
pheming God on account of their sores—the sores
that came upon them when the First Chalice was
poured out. The judgments are being poured out so
quickly that each successive plague finds the people
still suffering from all those that preceded it. And,
because their character has not been transformed,
they do not repent. The notion that great suffering
produces godliness is a myth. Only the grace of God
can turn the wicked from rebellion; but Israel has
resisted the Spirit, to its own destruction.

The Sixth Chalice

Corresponding to the Sixth Trumpet (Revelation
9:13-21), the Sixth Chalice is poured out “upon the
great river, the Euphrates; and its water was dried
up, that the way might be prepared for the kings
from the rising of the sun” (Revelation 16:12). As we
saw earlier, the Euphrates was Israel’s northern fron-
tier, from which invading armies would come to
ravage and oppress the covenant people. The image
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of the drying of the Euphrates for a conquering army
is taken, in part, from a stratagem of Cyrus the Per-
sian, who conquered Babylon by temporarily turning
the Euphrates out of its course, enabling his army to
march up the riverbed into the city, taking it by sur-
prise. The more basic idea, of course, is the drying
up of the Red Sea (Exodus 14:21-22) and the Jordan
River (Joshua 3:9-17; 4:22-24) for the victorious
people of God. Again there is the underlying note of
tragic irony: Israel has become the new Babylon, an
enemy of God that must now be conquered by a new
Cyrus, as the true covenant people are miraculously
delivered and brought into their inheritance. The
- coming of the armies from the Euphrates, of course,
represents the final siege of Jerusalem by the armies
of Titus; and it is certainly more than coincidental
that thousands of these very troops actually did come
from the Euphrates.

In verses 13-14 of Revelation 16, St. John records
the appearance of three unclean spirits proceeding
out of the mouths of the Dragon, the Beast, and the
False Prophet (the “Land Beast,” or leadership of
Israel, spoken of in Revelation 13:11; cf. 19:20). A
connection with the second Egyptian plague is estab-
lished here, for the multitude of frogs that infested
Egypt came from the river (Exodus 8:1-7). St. John
has combined these images in these verses: first, an
invasion from a river (v. 12); second, a plague of
frogs (in the Old Covenant dietary laws, frogs are
unclean: Leviticus 11:9-12, 41-47). Third, these
“frogs” are really spirits of demons, performing signs
in order to deceive mankind. There is a multiple em-
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phasis on the Dragon (imitated by his cohorts)
throwing things from his mouth (cf. Revelation
12:15-16; 13:5-6; contrast 1:16; 11:5; 19:15, 21); and the
triple repetition of mouth here serves also as another
point of contact with the Sixth Trumpet (9:17-19).

These unclean spirits from the devil, the Roman
government, and the leaders of Israel go out to the
kings of the whole world (cf. Psalm 2) to gather them
together for the War of that great Day of God. By
their false prophecy and miraculous works they in-
cite the armies of the world to join together in war
against God. What they do not realize is that the
battle is the Lord’s, and that the armies are being
brought to fulfill God’s purposes, not their own. It is
He who prepares the way for them, even drying up
the Euphrates for their passage.

Micaiah the prophet gave a much similar message
to the evil king Ahab of Israel, explaining why Ahab
would be killed in battle against the Aramaeans:

I saw the Lorbp sitting on His Throne, and
all the host of heaven standing by Him on His
right and on His left. And the Lorp said, “Who
will entice Ahab to go up and fall at Ramoth-
gilead?” And one said this while another said
that. Then a spirit came forward and stood be-
fore the Lorp and said, “I will entice him.” And
the Lorp said to him, “How?” And he said, “I
will go out and be a deceiving spirit in the
mouth of all his prophets.” Then He said, “You
are to entice him and also prevail. Go and do
so” (I Kings 22:19-22).
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This is echoed in St. Paul’s prophecy to the Thes-
salonians:

For the mystery of lawlessness is already at
work; only he who now restrains will do so un-
til he is taken out of the way. And then that
lawless one will be revealed whom the Lord will
slay with the breath of his mouth and bring to
an end by the appearance of His Coming; that
is, the one whose coming is in accordance with
the activity of Satan, with all power and signs
and false wonders, and with all the deception of
wickedness among those who perish, because
they did not receive the love of the truth so as to
be saved.

And for this reason God will send upon
them a work of error so that they might believe
the lie, in order that they all may be con-
demned who did not believe the truth, but took
pleasure in wickedness (II Thessalonians 2:7-12).

Ultimately, the “work of error” performed by
these lying spirits is sent by God in order to bring
about the destruction of His enemies in the War of
“that great Day of God,” a Biblical term for a Day of
Judgment, of calamity for the wicked (cf. Isaiah
13:6, 9; Joel 2:1-2, 11, 31; Amos 5:18-20; Zephaniah
1:14-18). Specifically, this is to be the Day of Israel’s
condemnation and execution; the Day, as Jesus fore-
told in His parable, when the King would send His
armies to destroy the murderers and set their City on
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fire (Matthew 22:7). St. John underscores this point
again by referring to the Lord as God the Almighty, the
Greek translation of the Hebrew expression God of
Hosts, the Lord of the armies of heaven and earth (cf.
1:8). The armies coming to bring about Israel’s de-
struction —regardless of their motivation—are God’s
armies, sent by Him (even through “lying spirits,” if
necessary) to bring about His purposes, for His
glory. The evil frog-demons perform their false won-
ders and works of error because God’s angel poured
out his Chalice of wrath.

The narrative is suddenly interrupted by Christ’s
statement in verse 15: Behold, I am coming like a thief!
This is the central theme of the Book of Revelation,
summarizing Christ’s warnings to the churches in
the Seven Letters (cf. Revelation 2:5, 16, 25; 3:3, 11).
The coming of the Roman armies will be, in reality,
Christ’s Coming in terrible wrath against His ene-
mies, those who have betrayed Him and slain His
witnesses. The specific wording and imagery seem to
be based on the Letter to the church in Sardis: “I w:ll
come like a thief, and you will not know at what hour I
will come upon you” (Revelation 3:3; cf. Matthew
24:42-44; Luke 12:35-40; I Thessalonians 5:1-11).

The same Letter to Sardis also says: “Wake up,
and strengthen the things that remain, which were
about to die; for I have not found your deeds com-
pleted in the sight of My God. . . . But you have a
few people in Sardis who have not sotled their garments;
and they will walk with Me in white; for they are
worthy. He who overcomes shall thus be clothed in
white garments . . .” (Revelation 3:2, 4-5). Similarly,
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the text of the sixth Chalice continues: “Blessed is the
one who stays awake and keeps his garments, lest he
walk about naked and men see his shame” (cf. Rev-
elation 3:18, in the Letter to Laodicea: “I advise you
to buy from Me . . . white garments, that you may clothe
yourself, and that the shame of your nakedness may not be
revealed”).

The symbolism of this is based on the punish-
ment for those Temple guards who fell asleep while
on duty: their clothes were confiscated and burned.
Christ is rebuking the guardians of Israel for their
Spiritual sloth, warning that they are about to be
cast out of office when He comes in judgment. They
fell asleep, and now it is too late—the Temple is
going to be attacked and destroyed. Judgment and
destruction are approaching rapidly; there is no time
left to waste, and the churches must be awake and
on the alert.

St. John picks up the story again in verse 16: the
demons gather the kings of earth together “to the
place which in Hebrew is called Armageddon.” Lit-
erally, this is spelled Har-Magedon, meaning Mount
Megiddo. A problem for “literalists” arises here, for
Megiddo is a city on a plain—not a mountain! 7here
never was or will be a literal “Battle of Armageddon,” for
there is no such place. The mountain nearest to the
plain of Megiddo is Mount Carmel, and this is pre-
sumably what St. John had in mind. Why didn’t he
simply say “Mount Carmel”® Probably because he
wanted to bring both ideas together — Carmel because
of its association with the defeat of Jezebel’s false
prophets, and Megiddo because it was the scene of
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several important military engagements in Biblical
history. Megiddo is listed among the conquests of
Joshua (Joshua 12:21), and it is especially important
as the place where Deborah defeated the kings of
Canaan (Judges 5:19). King Ahaziah of Judah, the
evil grandson of King Ahab of Israel, died at Megid-
do (IT Kings 9:27). Perhaps the most significant
event that took place there, in terms of St. John’s im-
agery, was the confrontation between Judah’s King
Josiah and the Egyptian Pharaoh Neco. In deliber-
ate disobedience to the Word of God, Josiah faced
Neco in battle at Megiddo and was mortally wounded
(IT Chronicles 35:20-25). Following Josiah’s death,
Judah’s downward spiral into apostasy, destruction,
and bondage was swift and irrevocable (II Chroni-
cles 36). The Jews mourned for Josiah’s death, even
down through the time of Ezra (see II Chronicles
35:25), and the prophet Zechariah uses this as an
image of Israel’s mourning for the Messiah. After
promising to “destroy all the nations that come
against Jerusalem” (Zechariah 12:9), God says:

And I will pour out on the house of David
and on the inhabitants of Jerusalem the Spirit
on grace and of supplication, so that they will
look on Me whom they have pierced; and they
will mourn for Him, as one mourns for an only
son, and they will weep bitterly over Him, like
the bitter weeping over a first-born. In that day
there will be great mourning in Jerusalem, like
the mourning of Hadadrimmon in the plain of
Megiddo. And the Land will mourn, every
family by itself . . . (Zechariah 12:10-11).
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This is then followed by God’s declaration that
He will remove from Israel the idols, the false proph-
ets, and the evil spirits (Zechariah 13), and that He
will bring hostile armies to beseige Jerusalem (Zech-
ariah 14).

“Megiddo” thus was for St. John a symbol of de-
feat and desolation, a “Waterloo” signifying the de-
feat of those who set themselves against God, who
obey false prophets instead of the true.

The Seventh Chalice

Finally, the seventh angel pours out his Chalice
upon the air, in order to produce the lightning and
thunder (v. 18) and hail (v. 21). Again a Voice comes
“from the Temple of heaven, from the Throne,” sig-
nifying God’s control and approval. St. John has
already announced that these seven Chalice-plagues
were to be “the last, because in them the wrath of
God is finished” (Revelation 15:1); with the Seventh
Chalice, therefore, the Voice proclaims: It is done!
(cf. John 19:30; Revelation 21:6).

Again St. John records the phenomena associ-
ated with the Day of the Lord and the covenant-
making activity of the Glory-Cloud: flashes of light-
ning, peals of thunder, voices, and “a great earth-
quake” (Revelation 16:18). Seven times in Revelation
St. John mentions an earthquake (6:12; 8:5; 11:13
[twice]; 11:19; 16:18 [twice]), emphasizing its cove-
nantal dimensions. Christ came to bring the definitive
earthquake, the great cosmic earthquake of the New Cove-
nant: “one such as there had not been since the men
came to be upon the Land, so mighty an earth-
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quake, and so great” (cf. Matthew 24:21; Exodus
9:18, 24; Daniel 12:1; Joel 2:1-2).

This was also the message of the writer to the
Hebrews. Comparing the covenant made at Sinai
with the coming of the New Covenant (which would
be established at the destruction of the Temple and
the complete passing of the Old Covenant), he an-
nounced that the “heavens and earth” of the Mosaic
economy were passing away, having been replaced
by Christ’s eternal Kingdom:

See to it that you do not refuse Him who is
speaking. For if those did not escape when they
refused Him who warned them on earth, much
less shall we escape who turn away from Him
who warns from heaven. And His Voice shook
the earth then, but now He has promised, say-
ing: Yet once more I will shake not only the earth, but
also the heaven [Haggai 2:6]. And this expres-
sion, “Yet once more,” denotes the removing of
those things that can be shaken, as of created
things, in order that those things that cannot be
shaken may remain. Therefore, since we receive
a Kingdom that cannot be shaken, let us show grati-
tude, by which we may offer to God an accept-
able service with reverence and awe; for our
God is a consuming fire (Hebrews 12:25-29).

St. John has made it clear that “the Great City” is
the Old Jerusalem, where the Lord was crucified
(Revelation 11:8; cf. 14:8); originally intended to be
“the light of the world, a City set on a hill,” she is
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now an apostate murderess, condemned to perish.
Under the judgment of the seventh Chalice, she is to
be “split into three parts” (Revelation 16:19). This
imagery is drawn from the fifth chapter of Ezekiel, in
which God instructs the prophet to stage a drama
portraying the coming destruction of Jerusalem.
Ezekiel was to shave his head with a sharp sword and
then carefully divide the hair into three parts:

One third you shall burn in the fire at the
center of the city. . . . Then you shall take one
third and strike it with the sword all around the
city, and one third you shall scatter to the wind;
and I will unsheathe a sword behind them.
Take also a few in number from them and bind
then in the edges of your robes. And take again
some of them and throw them into the fire, and
burn them in the fire; from it a fire will spread
to all the house of Israel.

Thus says the Lord Gob: This is Jeru-
salem; I have set her at the center of the na-
tions, with lands around her. But she has
rebelled against My ordinances more wickedly
than the nations and against My statutes more
than the lands that surround her; for they have
rejected My ordinances and have not walked in
My statutes.

Therefore, thus says the Lord Gob:
Because you have more turmoil than the na-
tions that surround you, and have not walked
in My statutes, nor observed My ordinances,
nor observed the ordinances of the nations that
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surround you; therefore, thus says the Lord
Gob: Behold, I, even I, am against you, and I
will execute judgments against you in the sight
of the nations. And because of all your abomi-
nations, I will do among you what I have not
done, and the like of which I will never do
again. Therefore, fathers will eat their sons
among you, and sons will eat their fathers; for I
will execute judgments on you, and scatter all
your remnant to every wind.

So as I live, declares the Lord Gob, surely,
because you have defiled My sanctuary with all
your detestable idols and with all your abomi-
nations, therefore I will also withdraw, and My
eye shall have no pity and I will not spare. One
third of you will die by plague or be consumed
by famine among you, one third will fall by the
sword around you, and one third I will scatter
to every wind, and I will unsheathe a sword
behind them (Ezekiel 5:1-12).

While St. John’s image of the City’s division into
three parts is clearly taken from Ezekiel, the specific
referent may be the division of besieged Jerusalem
into three factions, each struggling fiercely and vio-
lently for dominance. Scholars have often observed
that this factionalism proved to be the the downfall
of the city; she was betrayed and destroyed through
her divisions.

One important indication that the Great City is
Jerusalem is the fact that in this verse St. John dis-
tinguishes her from “the cities of the Gentiles,” which



148 THE GREAT TRIBULATION

fell with her. Jerusalem, we must remember, was the
capital city of the Kingdom of priests, the place of
the Temple; within her walls sacrifices and prayers
were offered up for all nations. The Old Covenant
system was a world-order, the foundation on which the
whole world was organized and maintained in stabil-
ity. She covenantally represented all the nations of
the world, and in her fall they collapsed. (The new
organization of the world is based on the New Jeru-
salem, built on the Rock and “multicentralized”
throughout the world.)

Thus “Babylon the Great [cf. Revelation 14:8]
was remembered before God, to give her the cup of
the wine of His fierce wrath.” In this judgment every
false refuge disappears: the mountains and rocks no
longer can hide the wicked “from the face of Him
who sits on the Throne, and from the wrath of the
Lamb” (cf. Revelation 6:16). “Every island fled
away, and the mountains were not found” (Revela-
tion 16:20).

We have already noticed that Revelation and the
prophecy of Ezekiel share some common themes.
Here again there is a parallel: Ezekiel declared that
Jerusalem’s false prophets would bring on her de-
struction by a violent hailstorm (Ezekiel 13:1-16). St.
John foretells the same fate: “And huge hailstones,
about the weight of a talent [100 lbs.], came down
from heaven upon men; and the men blasphemed
God because of the plague of the hail, because its
plague is extremely severe” (Revelation 16:21). As
with the other plagues, the imagery is borrowed
from the plagues that Moses brought upon Egypt (in
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this case, the seventh plague: Exodus 9:18-26). The
plague of hailstones also calls up associations with
“the large stones from heaven” that God threw down
upon the Canaanites when the Land was being con-
quered under Joshua (Joshua 10:11); as Deborah
sang, the very stars of heaven make war against the
enemies of God ( Judges 5:20).

A specific historical referent of this “hailstorm”
may have been recorded by Josephus, in his strange
account of the huge stone missiles thrown by the
Roman catapults into the city: “The stone missiles
weighed a talent and traveled two furlongs or more,
and their impact not only on those who were hit first,
but also on those behind them, was enormous. At
first the Jews kept watch for the stone—for it was
white —and its approach was intimated to the eye by
its shining surface as well as to the ear by its whizz-
ing sound. Watchmen posted on the towers gave the
warnings whenever the engine was fired and the
stone came hurtling toward them, shouting in their
native tongue: ‘The Son is coming!” Those in the line of
fire made way and fell prone, a precaution that re-
sulted in the stone’s passing harmlessly through and
falling in their rear. To frustrate this, it occurred to
the Romans to blacken the stones so that they could
not be seen so easily beforehand; then they hit their
target and destroyed many with a single shot’” (The
Jewish War, v. vi. 3).

After considering various theories about the
meaning of this phrase, commentator J. Stuart
Russell observed: “It could not but be well known to
the Jews that the great hope and faith of the Chris-
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tians was the speedy coming of the Son. It was about
this very time, according to Hegesippus, that St.
James, the brother of our Lord, publicly testified in
the temple that ‘the Son of Man was about to come
in the clouds of heaven, and then sealed his
testimony with his blood. It seems highly probable
that the Jews, in their defiant and desperate
blasphemy, when they saw the white mass hurtling
through the air, raised the ribald cry, ‘The Son is
coming,” in mockery of the Christian hope of the
Parousia, to which they might trace a ludicrous
resemblance in the strange appearance of the
missile” (The Parousia, p. 482).

Again “the men blasphemed God”— their consist-
ent reaction throughout the pouring out of the
Chalices, revealing not only their wickedness but
their downright stupidity: when hundred-pound
stones are falling from heaven, it is surely the wrong
time to commit blasphemy! But God has abandoned
these men to their own self-destruction; their
vicious, hateful rebellion consumes them to such a
degree that they can depart into eternity with curses
on their lips.

The Chalices containing “the last of the plagues”
have been poured out; but the end is not yet. The
rest of St. John’s prophecy closes in on the destruc-
tion of the great Harlot-City of Jerusalem and her
allies, and concludes with the revelation of the
glorious Bride of Christ: the true Holy City, New
Jerusalem. (Revelation 17-22 may therefore be con-
sidered a continuation of the seventh Chalice, or an
exposition of its meaning; in any case, the events are
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clearly governed by the angels of the Chalices; see
17:1; 21:9.)

In his fascinating study of The Early Days of Chris-
tianity (p. 557), F. W. Farrar draws this conclusion
about the Book of Revelation: “The whole book from
beginning to end teaches the great truths— Christ
shall triumph! Christ’s enemies shall be overcome!
They who hate him shall be destroyed; they who love
him shall be blessed unspeakably. The doom alike of
Jew and of Gentile is already imminent. On Judea
and Jerusalem, on Rome and her Empire, on Nero
and his adorers, the judgment shall fall. Sword and
fire, and famine and pestilence, and storm and
earthquake, and social agony and political terror are
nothing but the woes which are ushering in the Mes-
sianic reign. Old things are rapidly passing away.
The light upon the visage of the old dispensation is
vanishing and fading into dimness, but the face of
Him who is as the sun is already dawning through
the East. The new and final covenant is instantly to
be established amid terrible judgments; and it is to
be so established as to render impossible the conti-
nuance of the Old. Maranatha! The Lord is at hand!
Even so come, Lord Jesus!”
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PUBLISHER’S EPILOGUE
by Gary North

And if thine eye offend thee, pluck it out: it is better
Jor thee to enter into the kingdom of God with one eye,
than having two eyes to be cast into hell fire: Where
their worm dieth not, and the fire is not quenched. For
every one shall be salted with fire, and every sacrifice
shall be salted with salt. Salt is good: but if the salt
have lost its saltiness, wherewith will ye season it?
Have salt in yourselves, and have peace with one
another (Mark 9:47-50).

The Great Tribulation is a book about God’s judg-
ment. It may not be the judgment that you had in
mind when you bought it. Whatever kind of biblical
events that you associate with the word “judgment,”
or the words “great tribulation,” never forget as you
read this book that these earthly judgments are noth-
ing compared to the eternal judgment that Jesus said
is coming at the end of time. They are “earnests” —
down payments—on God’s holy wrath in eternity.

Actually, our use of language is misleading when
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we speak of God’s judgment exclusively as punish-
ment. In the Bible, judgment is two-fold: blessing and
cursing. We see this in the final judgment. At the final
judgment, after the resurrection of all humanity,
God will judge men. He judges between men: “sheep”
to one side and “goats” to the other (Matt. 25:33).
(I hope there is no one reading this book who is so
“literalistic” that he believes that Jesus was talking
about literal sheep and literal goats. Literalism has
its limits. The Bible is filled with symbols, which you
should bear in mind as you read this book. Jesus was
talking about people, not animals. You and I will be
there at that great division.) That great final division
leads to two different eternal states:

Then shall the King say unto them on his
right hand, Come, ye blessed of my Father, in-
herit the kingdom prepared for you from the
foundation of the world. . . . Then shall he say
also unto them on the left hand, Depart from
me, ye cursed, into everlasting fire, prepared
for the devil and his angels (Matt. 25:34, 41).

There will be eternally blessed people and eter-
nally cursed people. Each group goes to its respective
everlasting “resting” place, though there is no rest for
the wicked. In fact, the two places can be defined in
terms of rest: ethical rest for those who live in God’s
kingdom forever, and zero ethical rest for those who
live (exist) in the second death of the lake of fire.

The second death is the ultimate and everlasting
curse. It is living death, meaning spiritual death
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with the sensation of pain. The Bible speaks of the
worst pain imaginable: fire. “And death and hell were
cast into the lake of fire. This is the second death”
(Rev. 20:14). This is not annihilation, as several
cults teach. It is not oblivion. It is not non-existence.
Those condemned to the lake of eternal fire would
gladly exchange their everlasting bodies for mere
oblivion. Oblivion would mean an escape from the
everlasting agonies of God’s curse, the longed-for
silence of God. But God is not silent. Sinners in hell
and later in the lake of fire are never given this op-
portunity to silence God. Sin has everlasting conse-
quences. It is God’s final judgment that will mark
forever the blessed and the cursed, the living and the
dead, the covenant-keepers and the covenant-
breakers, the Christians and the non-Christians.
Note that the Bible teaches that both the post-
resurrection kingdom of God and the place of ever-
lasting torment were created from the foundation of
the world. The kingdom of God was created for
redeemed people, while the lake of fire was created
for the devil and his angels, though God opens it up
for human covenant-breakers (Matt. 25:41). The
lake of fire is marked by something called “the
worm.” We do not know what this is, but we know
what it isn’t. It is not a fallen angel, for the fallen
angels are rendered eternally impotent, too. The
worm is not human conscience, for there is no sense
of voluntary submission before God and His law.
Covenant-breakers remain covenant breakers for-
ever. The worm may be gnawing regret that men are
not God. What we do know is that it never dies. And
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if it never dies, then its victims never enter into the
cultists’ hoped-for peace of eternal oblivion. The
worm torments condemned covenant-breakers for-
ever.

This book is about earthly judgment. What is
coming in eternity has been previewed on earth:
blessings and cursings. The great tribulation was
(not “will be”) an event in history that reflected in
some small measure the horror of the future cursing
to come. Compared to the lake of fire, the great trib-
ulation was a brief, minor discomfort for a handful
of people. Nevertheless, compared with God’s condi-
tional covenant blessings to His chosen people, the
Jews—blessings that were revoked in 70 A.p.—the
great tribulation was a world-changing catastrophe.
This book is about that catastrophe.

Equal Ultimacy: Blessing and Cursing

God’s judgments come in history and also at the
resurrection of the dead. This brings us to a funda-
mental doctrine of the Bible, one which in our day is
rarely mentioned, even by pastors and theologians
(especially by theologians): the equal ultimacy of
blessings and cursings. In common language, this is
sometimes expressed as the equal ultimacy of heaven
and hell, but this phrase is incorrect. Heaven and
hell are not the final standard, because they are
incomplete places historically. People do not have
their bodies in heaven and hell. They are reunited
with their bodies at the last judgment. This means
that people are resurrected from both heaven and
hell. We have to conclude then, that heaven is not
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yet perfect, for people do not possess their perfect
resurrected bodies. It is yet incomplete. Also, in the
days of John, they cried out for God to bring His
judgment, another mark of incompleteness: “And
they cried with a loud voice, saying, How long, O
Lord, holy and true, dost thou not judge and avenge
our blood on them that dwell on the earth” (Rev.
8:10). God’s blessings in heaven arc historically
incomplete.

Similarly, hell is a place of comparative grace, if
we are comparing hell to the lake of fire. In hell, peo-
ple do not possess perfect bodies to burn eternally,
only souls. God’s cursing on them is therefore lim-
ited. Furthermore, Jesus’ story of the rich man who
dies and goes to hell indicates that there is some sort
of communication between those in hell and at least
one person in heaven, “Father Abraham” (Luke
16:23-31). God’s cursings in hell are therefore histori-
cally incomplete. After the final judgment, there is
no more limited, “low temperature,” body-free, hell
fire. There is also no more communication with any-
one in the kingdom of God. The last traces of grace
in history are removed from the cursed, when hell,
the devil, his angels, and resurrected non-Christians
are all ceremoniously dumped into the lake of fire
(Rev. 20:14), just as the final absence of grace in his-
tory is removed from the saints when they depart
from heaven and bodily enter the restored New
Heaven and New Earth. At that point and forever
more, those in hell can think back to the comparative
comforts of hell and correctly say of God, “No more
Mr. Nice Guy.”
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Neither Christians nor non-Christians like to
think about such things. This does not make these
future events less real or less inevitable.

Equal Ultimacy, Unequal Results

One possible source of confusion needs to be
cleared up. I have said that blessing and cursing are
equally ultimate. I am referring to covenantal ultimacy
in judgment, not historical ultimacy. Good and evil
are not equally powerful over time. God’s blessings
strengthen His covenant-keepers, while His cursings
weaken covenant-breakers. God’s promise to Eve of
the coming seed (Gen. 3:15) was more powerful than
all of Satan’s attempts to destroy the covenant line.
Noah’s ark was more powerful than the Flood. The
exodus was more powerful than Egyptian slavery.
The resurrection of Christ was more powerful than
the cross. The Church became visibly more powerful
than Israel after 70 A.p. Christianity is more power-
ful in principle than humanism, and this will eventu-
ally be manifested in history. Long-term power
comes from covenant-keeping: conformity to God’s
law through the empowering of the Holy Spirit.
Long-term impotence comes from covenant-break-
ing: disobedience to God’s law through the em-
powering of Satan. (See my book, Dominion and Com-
mon Grace: The Biblical Basis of Progress; Box 8000,
Tyler, Texas: Institute for Christian Economics, 1987:
$8.95.)

Heaven and hell are equally ultimate as places.
They are equally ultimate covenantally. Hell as a place
of God’s wrath is equally ultimate to heaven as a
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place of God’s blessing, and both hell and heaven are
limited by history. God makes His declaration of
“lost” to those in hell, just as He declares “saved” to
those in heaven. Hell is no less real than heaven; it is
simply impotent compared to heaven. Death is
equally ultimate to life covenantally. In fact, life and
death are primarily covenantal concepts, not physi-
cal concepts, as we shall see. They exist in relation to
God’s covenant. Life and death must always be de-
fined in terms of God’s five-point covenant structure,
a structure described best in Ray Sutton’s book, 7hat
You May Prosper: Dominion By Covenant (Box 8000,
Tyler, Texas: Institute for Christian Economics,

1987; $14.95):

The transcendence (yet also presence) of God
The hierarchy of God’s creation

The law of God

The judgment (sanctions) of God

The inheritance (or disinheritance) of God

O O NS

Heaven and hell are limited by time and by their
relation to events on earth. The two post-resurrec-
tion worlds will not be limited by time. God’s grace
will shine forth perfectly in one place, and His wrath
will shine forth perfectly in the other. There is no
escape from God in history: “Whither shall I go from
thy Spirit? Or whither shall I flee from thy presence?
If I ascend up into heaven, thou art there: if I make
my bed in hell, behold, thou art there” (Ps. 139:7-8).
How much more is God present in eternal judg-
ment, in both the place of unrestrained blessing and
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the place of unrestrained cursing! The presence of
God is eternal; hence, once created, human beings
are creatures of endless future duration. Many peo-
ple will wish they weren’t everlasting. For those in
the lake of fire, endless duration is the opposite of
eternal life: it is the eternal second death.

The Bible speaks here of God’s presence in the
sense of knowing and observing all things, determin-
ing all things. It is not speaking of His presence in
the sense of ethical presence: showing grace (common
grace or saving grace) to people. That kind of pres-
ence will not exist in the lake of fire. The residents of
the lake of fire are separated from God eternally, not
in the sense that men can escape God’s presence, but
in the sense that they cannot pray to God, seek God’s
face, or expect God’s mercy. He is present with them
in some sense as He was present in the burning
bush: as a consuming fire. He is present in some sense
as the worm that never dies. (It is not Satan or a
fallen angel that serves as the worm, for they are
equally impotent, equally under the curse.) He is
present because God is omnipresent: present every-
where. This very presence as the Judge is the ulti-
mate curse of God: no ethical presence with people
as the Savior and source of grace. They spend eter-
nity in the presence of God’s wrath, not God’s grace.

The key issue here, as always, is ethics. Life is a
function of covenantal ethics, not duration as such.
So is death. Life is a gift of God’s grace, an un-
mitigated blessing: “He that believeth on the Son
hath everlasting life: and he that believeth not the
Son shall not see life; but the wrath of God abideth
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on him” (John 3:36). Covenant-breakers have exist-
ence on earth, but not life: they shall not see life,
meaning covenantal life, Jesus said. They will have
the same existence in the lake of fire: they shall not
see life. Life is ethical, not simply a function of physi-
cal perception. Those in ethical rebellion against
God are ethically dead. They do not possess life.

It is the devil’s own lie that mere physical percep-
tion is life, and that physical death is the end of life.
It is also his lie that physically dead men will not
have perception, especially the perception of incom-
parable, inconceivable pain. In non-physical hell
and also in the eternally physical lake of fire, dead
men will have perception. What they would give not
to have it! Nothing, in this case, would be so much
better than something.

Accept the sacrifice of Jesus Christ on Calvary as
your lawful substitute in the eyes of God. Entertain
no false hope of a world of nothing beyond the grave.
Sinners deserve a lot more than nothing.

Taking Christ’s Suffering Seriously

Because people seldom consider the eternal real-
ity of the lake of fire, they do not fully understand or
take seriously the cosmic and eternal implications of
the sufferings of the Son of God at Calvary. “A big
deal, yes, but not that big a deal,” they think to them-
selves. They do not take God’s law seriously. They
do not take God’s eternal judgment seriously. This,
of course, is precisely what sin is all about: not taking
God seriously.
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What of those who refuse to accept Christ’s sacri-
ficial work as their substitute? Their fate is the same
as those in the Old Testament era who refused dur-
ing their life on earth to accept the representative
roasting of animals on God’s altar. Remember, there
are no bulls and goats to take their place. They
themselves will replace the bulls and goats on God’s
eternal altar. Not yet. They are enjoying— compared
to what is in store for them after the final judgment
—a brief respite in hell. After the final judgment,
things will at last and forever get really hot for them,
body and soul, “where their worm dieth not, and the
fire is not quenched.” They will look back fondly at
hell as a place of God’s restrained cursing. Hell will
be thought of as a place of comparative rest and
recreation. The Soviet Union’s Gulag concentration
camp system will be remembered by its covenant-
breaking victims as a positive paradise.

There is no purgatory for sinners. Nothing
purges the consequences of sin after the sinner has
died. Hell is the sinner’s only “purgatory,” in the
sense of a place of femporarily restricted cursing.
Hell’s function is comparable to that of a prison in a
biblical commonwealth: a holding place until the
final sentence is handed down. It is better there than
in the courtroom of the judge, and surely better than
in the place of execution— eternal execution.

The Salt of God’s Covenant
Salt is symbolic of judgment in the Bible.
Remember, judgment is two-fold: blessing and curs-
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ing. Therefore, salt is for both blessing and cursing.

We know from the language of the New Testa-
ment that salt is a blessing, for Christians are de-
scribed as salt. “Salt is good: but if the salt have lost
its saltiness, wherewith will ye season it? Have salt
in yourselves, and have peace with one another”
(Mark 9:50). Again, Jesus said in the Sermon on the
Mount: “Ye are the salt of the earth: but if the salt
have lost his savour, wherewith shall it be salted? It
is thenceforth good for nothing, but to be cast out,
and be trodden under foot of men” (Matt. 5:13).
Obviously, salt does not lose its savor, but it can be
mixed with other substances and become tasteless or
bitter. This is what sin does to something good.
When good men become corrupt, they are fit for
cursing in history, to be “trodden underfoot.” They
become good for nothing.

What about cursing? The first example is Lot’s
wife. She looked back toward the plain where Sodom
and Gomorrah were being subjected to God’s fiery
judgment. God turned her into a pillar of salt (Gen.
19:26). Why salt? Because in God’s sacrificial sys-
tem, salt always accompanies judgment. “And every
oblation of thy meat offering shalt thou season with
salt; neither shalt thou suffer the salt of the covenant
of thy God to be lacking from thy meat offering: with
all thine offerings thou shalt offer salt” (Lev. 2:13).
Here we find the phrase, “the salt of the covenant of
thy God.” God in a sense flavors His covenantal
judgments with salt. Salt is good. It is a blessing.
Covenant-keepers are the salt of the earth in history.
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But if we mix our salt with corruption, as Lot’s wife
did, then we become covenantally dead salt, cor-
rupted salt, and useless to God.

Salt was a required aspect of God’s sacrificial
system,

And on the second day thou shalt offer a kid
of the goats without blemish for a sin offering;
and they shall cleanse the altar, as they did
cleanse it with the bullock. When thou hast
made an end of cleansing it, thou shalt offer a
young bullock without blemish, and a ram out
of thy flock without blemish. And thou shalt
offer them before the Lorp, and the priests shall
cast salt upon them, and they shall offer them up
for a burnt offering unto the Lorp (Ezek.

43:22-24).

There must always be salt on the altar. Chris-
tians are that salt. In their sin-free resurrected bod-
ies, they will serve as eternal salt for God’s eternal
altar. There will always be a sacrifice on that altar,
just as surely as there will always be a Church, God’s
holy salt. On that fiery altar judgment will burn for
as long as the Church shall exist. There can be no
acceptable sacrifices without salt. God will not
tolerate salt-free sacrifices. He will preserve His
Church, for He will always preserve His altar. His
law is perpetual, His justice is perpetual, and His
judgment is everlasting, both blessings and cursings.
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Salt is also used as a destroyer in history. It not
only adds flavor, it also kills, and kills “forever.” It was
used in the ancient world as a means of destroying
an enemy city, for salting over a city’s agricultural
area destroyed its future productivity. “And Abim-
elech fought against the city all that day, and slew
the people that was therein, and beat down the city,
and sowed it with salt” (Jud. 9:45). God salted over
Sodom and Gomorrah, and later other cities. Why?
To preserve His covenant. Chilton reproduces this
passage in its entirety in The Days of Vengeance in rela-
tion to the Temple’s sacrifices. He does so in his in-
troductory remarks to the book’s section on God’s
covenant sanctions (p. 226):

And the Lorp shall separate him unto evil
out of all the tribes of Israel, according to all the
curses of the covenant that are written in this
book of the law: So the generation to come of
your children that shall rise up after you, and
the stranger that shall come from a far land,
shall say, when they see the plagues of that
land, and the sickness which the Lorp hath laid
upon it; And the whole land thereof is brim-
stone, and salt, and burning, that it is not
sown, nor beareth, nor any grass groweth
therein, like the overthrow of Sodom, and
Gomorrah, Admah, and Zeboim, which the
Lorp overthrew in his anger, and in his wrath:
Even all nations shall say, Wherefore hath the
Lorp done thus unto this land? What meaneth
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the heat of this great anger? Then men shall
say, Because they have forsaken the covenant of
the Lorp God of their fathers, which he made
with them when he brought them forth out of
the land of Egypt: For they went and served
other gods, and worshipped them, gods whom
they knew not, and whom he had not given
unto them. And the anger of the Lorp was kin-
dled against this land, to bring upon it all the
curses that are written in this book (Deut.
29:21-27).

The phrases of cursing are temperature-oriented:
“the whole land thereof is brimstone, and salt, and
burning”; “the heat of this great anger”; “the anger of
the Lorp was kindled against this land.” It is totally
misleading to speak of God’s judgments in history
apart from the language of fire. But it is also mis-
leading to speak of God’s judgmental fire without
salt. Salt is the savor of judgment. Thus the presence
of the Church in history is the savor of judgment in
history. God’s covenant sanctions are two-fold: bless-
ing and cursing.

What is true of God’s covenant cursings in his-
tory is equally true of His covenant cursings in eter-
nity. The lake of fire is the place “where their worm
dieth not, and the fire is not quenched. For every
one shall be salted with fire, and every sacrifice shall
be salted with salt.” The New Heaven and the New
Earth is as assured of its eternal status as the lake of
fire is, and vice versa. God’s covenant sanctions never
end.
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Covenantal Death and the Baptism of Fire

Death is a covenantal phenomenon. God told
Adam that he would die on the day that he ate of the
forbidden fruit. Adam ate and died. He died cove-
nantally. God’s covenant sanctions of cursing were
placed on him. He did not die physically (a sign of
God’s grace to him in history), although his body de-
finitively died that day. It bore marks of the curse:
sweat on the brow (Gen. 3:19). This same mark of
the curse was not allowed for the high priest, which
is why he was required to wear the mitre on his head
and was also required to wear linen (Ex. 29:38-43).
We are specifically told in Ezekiel’s vision that the
high priest was required to wear linen in order to
avoid sweating (Ezek. 44:18). Adam’s body progres-
sively died through the aging process for over nine
centuries; then it finally died (Gen. 5:5). He could
not escape God’s covenant sanction of cursing.

This physical death is only the first death. There
is a second death, the post-resurrection death after
the final judgment (Rev. 20:14). Why is this second
death required? Because covenant-breaking, if it is per-
sisted in until the day of the first death, becomes a
permanent condition. The covenant of God is eternal.
Therefore, one’s position and condition as a cove-
nant-breaker or a covenant-keeper becomes perma-
nent at the death of the pre-resurrection body. If
people could escape their position as covenant-
breakers in eternity through any means, including
annihilation, they could therefore eliminate the per-
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manence of God’s covenant sanctions. God does not
permit such an attack on His sovereignty in time and
eternity. His sanctions never end, for His covenant
never ends.

Kline’s Exposition of the Ritual Sanctions

These covenant sanctions are two-fold sanctions:
cursings and blessings. This two-fold nature of the
covenant sanctions is spelled out in great detail by
Meredith G. Kline in his book, By Oath Consigned
(Eerdmans, 1968). Kline refers to John the Baptizer’s
summary of Christ’s ministry: “I indeed baptize you
with water unto repentance: but he that cometh after
me is mightier than I, whose shoes I am not worthy
to bear: he shall baptize you with the Holy Ghost,
and with fire” (Matt. 3:11). What did John have in
mind, “baptizing with fire”? Kline cites Malachi 4:1:
“For behold, the day cometh, that shall burn as an
oven; and all the proud, yea, and all that do wickedly,
shall be stubble: and the day that cometh shall burn
them up, saith the Lorp of hosts, it shall leave them
neither root nor branch.” Stubble cannot grow. It
cannot send roots into the soil for nourishment, nor
grow leaves on branches to absorb sunlight. Without
root and branches, stubble dies, dries, and is easily
set afire.

But there is another source of light than the
burning of stubble, as Malachi 4:2-3 says: “But unto
you that fear my name shall the Sun of righteousness
arise with healing in his wings: and ye shall go forth,
and grow up as calves of the stall. And ye shall tread
down the wicked; for they shall be ashes under your
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feet in the day that I shall do this, saith the Lorp of
hosts.”

What are Malachi’s next words? A call to re-
member God’s covenant law. “Remember ye the law
of Moses my servant, which I commanded unto him
in Horeb for all Israel, with the statutes and judg-
ments” (v. 4). Then is promised John’s own ministry:
“Behold, I will send you Elijah the prophet before the
coming of the great and dreadful day of the Lorp”
(v. 5). Kline comments: “For evildoers the fire of that
day is the burning of an oven to consume them, but
for those who fear God’s name it is the healing rays
of the sun to refine them” (p. 58). John’s baptism
“was not an ordinance to be observed by Israel in
their generations but a special sign for that terminal
generation epitomizing the particular crisis in cove-
nant history represented by the mission of John as
messenger of the Lord’s ultimatum” (p. 61).

Viewed from a more comprehensive van-
tage point, John’s baptism was a sign of the or-
deal through which Israel must pass to receive
a judgment of either curse or blessing. . . . By
his message and baptism John thus proclaimed
again to the seed of Abraham the meaning of
their circumcision. Circumcision was no guar-
antee of inviolable privilege. It was a sign of the
divine ordeal in which the axe, laid unto the
roots of the unfruitful trees cursed by Messiah,
would cut them off (Matt. 3:10; Lk. 3:9). John’s
baptism was in effect a recircumcising (p. 62).
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Kline concludes: “Baptism, then, is concerned
with man in the presence of God’s judgment throne”
(p- 67). Baptism is a covenant sign, and it bears the
mark of the two-fold nature of covenant sanctions:
blessing and cursing. This system of dual covenant
sanctions will be manifested at the final judgment:

Again, when the Lord appears in the final
ordeal theophany as the Judge of the quick [liv-
ing] and the dead, taking fiery vengeance on
them that obey not the gospel, he will bring
before his judgment throne all who have been
within his church of the New Covenant. There
his declaration of the curse of the covenant will
fall on the ears of some who in this world have
been within the community that formally owns
his covenant lordship, so that still in that day
they think to cry, “Lord, Lord, have we not
prophesied in thy name? and in thy name have
cast out devils? and in thy name done many
wonderful works?”. . . There is, therefore, a
fulfillment of the covenant lordship of Christ
over his New Testament church unto condem-
nation and death as well as unto justification
and life. In the execution of both verdicts,
whether unto life or unto death, the New Cove-
nant will be enforced and perfected (pp. 77-78).

Permanent Sanctions
The New covenant is enforced and perfected in God’s
final judgment. That future judgment is as perma-
nent as the covenant itself. The sanctions of blessing
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and cursing are everlasting. The terminal genera-
tion of Israel did not understand the threat to them.
They ignored John’s baptism. They did not take
baptism seriously as a permanent (eternal) covenant
sign. They did not heed John’s warning of the
supreme ability of the One who followed him to im-
pose the baptism of permanent consuming fire.
Thus, when they crucified Christ, they sealed their
fate. The day of the Lord came in A.p. 70 and visibly
destroyed the Temple and its animal sacrifices. The
final day of the Lord will come and institute the only
sacrifice that in principle God ever honored: true,
complete, and permanent judgment.

Is God’s blessing ultimate? Yes: the resurrection
of the blemish-free bodies of saints to be merged with
their souls newly released from heaven, and their
post-judgment transfer to their new permanent en-
vironment: the perfected New Heaven and New
Earth. Is God’s cursing ultimate? Yes: the resurrec-
tion the blemish-free bodies of dead sinners to be
merged with their souls newly released from hell,
and their post-judgment transfer to their new per-
manent environment: the lake of fire. God curses
them with perfect resurrected bodies to serve as eter-
nal stubble, that they may endure eternal agony in
the lake of fire.

Covenantal death is permanent, after the death
of the body. Covenantal death is as permanent as the
covenant itself. Therefore,

if thine eye offend thee, pluck it out: it is better
for thee to enter into the kingdom of God with
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one eye, than having two eyes to be cast into
hell fire: Where their worm dieth not, and the
fire is not quenched. For every one shall be
salted with fire, and every sacrifice shall be
salted with salt. Salt is good: but if the salt have
lost its saltiness, wherewith will ye season it?
Have salt in yourselves, and have peace with
one another (Mark 9:47-50).

Those who argue for anything other than eternal
judgment have adopted what philosophers call nom-
inalism: “Hell is just a name, not a real place,” or
“the lake of fire is simply symbolic language, not a
real place.” This is what modern theological liberal-
ism argues. So do the cults, with their doctrine of an-
nihilationism. But hell and the lake of fire are real
places, for they play eternal roles in God’s covenant.
They are covenantal realities, not verbal symbols of
God’s wrath—a “wrath without wrath.” Hell is as
real as heaven; the lake of fire is as real as the post-
resurrection New Heaven and New Earth. They are
so real, that they have manifestations in history.

Heaven and Hell on Earth

Chilton’s Days of Vengeance has a chapter titled,
“All Hell Breaks Loose.” On page 257, he cites
Herbert Schlossberg’s Idols for Destruction (Thomas
Nelson, 1983): “When a civilization turns idolatrous,
its people are profoundly changed by that experi-
ence. In a kind of reverse sanctification, the idolater
is transformed into the likeness of the object of his
worship. Israel ‘went after worthlessness, and be-
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came worthless’ (Jer. 2:5).”

This is a brilliant observation. But Schlossberg
stops short of the goal. This is not “a kind of reverse
sanctification”; this #s reverse sanctification. Cove-
nant-keepers progressively work out the implications
of their faith in history, manifesting the heavenly
kingdom of God in time and on earth. God progres-
sively answers the required prayer: “Thy kingdom
come. Thy will be done in earth, as it is in heaven”
(Matt. 6:10). This is progressive sanctification: the work-
ing out in history of the perfect moral righteousness
of Christ’s perfect humanity (not His divinity) that
God imputes to Christians at the point of their salva-
tion. What God imputes to us definitively in princi-
ple at the point of our conversion to Christ—the
mind and righteousness of Jesus Christ—we are to
manifest progressively over time.

Schlossberg’s point is that Satan’s followers man-
ifest a parallel process of sanctification. To “sanctify”
means to set apart. Satan sets his followers apart in
the same way that God does. They are to work out in
history the evil covenant principles of Satan’s hellish
kingdom, just as Christians are to work out in his-
tory the righteous covenant principles of God’s heav-
enly kingdom.

There is a constant complaint by those who hold
eschatologies of earthly defeat that it is foolish to
work for the establishment of God’s law on earth.
They call such a view “utopian.” They deny that
there can ever be a widespread manifestation of
God’s kingdom on earth in history. They dismiss
such a vision as totally false, “looking for heaven on
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earth.” Yet to refuse to work to bring heaven on earth
by teaching people to obey heaven’s righteous princi-
ples on earth is to turn history over to the devil. His
disciples are working hard to bring hell on earth by
teaching people to obey hell’s rebellious principles on
earth.

There is a war going on. It is a war between God
and Satan, righteousness and evil, covenant-keepers
and covenant-breakers, heaven and hell. This war is
going on in history. It is an earthly war primarily. The
ultimate issue over which the war is being fought is
the issue of sovereignty. Who is sovereign, God or
Satan? The historical issue is also being fought over
the issue of sovereignty: Whose human forces will
triumph in history, God’s or Satan’s® Whose New
World Order will be victorious in history, Christ’s or
Satan’s? In short, the war is being fought over this
question: Heaven on earth or hell on earth?

There is no possibility of any other kingdom on
earth. There is no possibility of neutral man’s king-
dom on earth, operated by hypothetical neutral nat-
ural law. Men are never neutral, and there is no
such thing as natural law. There is God’s law, and
there are Satan’s numerous alternatives, including
“neutral” natural law. There is no neutrality. Therefore,
we face the question: Will it be heaven on earth or
hell on earth? Will it be God’s covenant law as the
law of nations, or one or more of Satan’s counterfeit
law systems? Any attempt to substitute a third
choice, such as natural law, is simply another at-
tempt to replace God’s covenant law with Satan’s. It
is simply another attempt to build hell on earth.
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Sadly, pessimistic Christians who expect little
but defeat for God’s people cling to faith in natural
law as a neutral common ground between Satan’s
supposedly expanding influence in history and the
church’s supposedly decreasing influence. They see
God’s Bible-revealed law as a threat to their retreat
from historic responsibility, so they choose to preach
an undefined (and always undefinable) “neutral nat-
ural law” which lays no uniquely Christian civic re-
sponsibilities on them.

Conclusion

The judgment of God on Israel in A.p. 70 should
persuade us of the futility of escaping God’s progres-
sive judgments in history. In our day, potentially the
greatest blessings since Pentecost are facing us:
worldwide revival, the information revolution of
computerization, and a rediscovery of God’s revealed
law as a tool of godly dominion (Gen. 1:26-28). In
our day, also potentially the worst curses since the
fall of Jerusalem are facing us: biological terrorism
that would kill millions of residents in a large city or
cities, nuclear terrorism, or an attack on the west’s
telecommunications systems. We need to understand
God’s judgment. It involves blessing and cursing.

God’s blessing is definitive: the grace of salvation in
Christ. His blessings are also progressive: promise of
the coming seed (Gen. 3:15) and His provision of
clothing for them, Noah’s ark, the exodus from
Egypt, the return to the land under Nehemiah and
Ezra, the resurrection of Christ, and the expansion
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of the Church. God’s blessing is also final and eternal:
the sin-free culmination of the post-resurrection
New Heaven and the New Earth.

God’s curse is definitive: the death of mankind.
His curses are also progressive: the cursing of Adam
and Eve and their environment, casting them out of
the garden, the Flood, slavery in Egypt, captivity in
Assyria and Babylon, the death of Christ on the
cross, and the fall of Jerusalem. God’s cursing is also
Jfinal and eternal: the lake of fire.

As the Westminster Confession of Faith (1646)
puts it, regarding eternal blessing and eternal curs-
ing, beginning at judgment day:

The end of God’s appointing this day is for the
manifestation of the glory of His mercy, in the
eternal salvation of the'elect; and of His justice,
in the damnation of the reprobate, who are
wicked and disobedient. For then shall the
righteous go into everlasting life, and receive
that fulness of joy and refreshing, which shall
come from the presence of the Lord: but the
wicked, who know not God, and obey not the
Gospel of Jesus Christ, shall be cast into eternal
torments, and be punished with everlasting de-
struction from the presence of the Lord, and
from the glory of His power. (Chapter
XXXIII: II)

Everlasting joy or everlasting torment: we must
preach the equal ultimacy of blessing and cursing in eter-
nity. To refuse to do so is to abandon biblical cove-
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nant theology. It is to fudge orthodox Christianity.
Let Israel’s experience in A.D. 70 be our guide to the
importance of faithfulness to God’s revealed Word. If
we are so careless and arrogant as to deny the eternal
reality of God’s cursings, we risk having to experi-
ence them first-hand. “Learning by doing” is not
what you want in thss lesson in theology.



