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Every person who predicted a date for the second coming was wrong…and right. 
 
Revelation 19:11-21 
July 16, 2017 
 
How wrong can you be? 

Over the past four weeks, Linda and I have been on the road more than at home. We 
attended the Southern Conference Annual Meeting in Virginia Beach, and went early to visit my 
mom who lives nearby. We also attended the UCC’s General Synod in Baltimore and went from 
there to visit Linda’s mom in Pennsylvania. On our way home this week, we went to 
Charlottesville, Virginia, for a belated wedding anniversary trip. 

A theme for our travels might have been “How wrong can you be?” The theme played 
out in trivial matters, like missing a turn because I wasn’t paying attention to the GPS or having 
the Baltimore Marriott charge about $3200 too much to my credit card. 

We also pondered much heavier wrongs. On Thursday we visited Monticello, Thomas 
Jefferson’s mountain top plantation near Charlottesville. The number one question was how 
the man who penned the words, “all men are created equal” could build and maintain his home 
on the backs of hundreds of slaves.   

While in the car for long drives, Linda and I listened to Martin Luther: Renegade and 
Prophet, by Lyndal Roper. With the 500th anniversary of Luther’s 95 theses coming in a couple 
of months, I want to learn more about him. Roper reveals both his brilliance and his arrogance. 
Luther’s wrath could erupt into foul words of hatred for his enemies, which included not only 
the Catholics and Jews but other Protestant reformers like Ulrich Zwingli and the radical 
reformers known as Anabaptists. His ability to insult his opponents makes Donald Trump 
milquetoast in comparison.  

It’s a good introduction for this sermon to think about how wrong the world can be, 
even how wrong it actually is. What are the worst wrongs you can name? 
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False predictions 

“How wrong can you be?” connects well to a sermon on the second coming of Christ. 
Wikipedia offers a long list of wrong predictions about the end of the age, which our summer 
intern, Charlie Tracy, reviewed for me, noting hundreds of wrong dates predicted for the end. 
Among the most common – 

• AD 500 – Many Christian leaders calculated from the Bible that the world was 
then 6000 years old, and since the world was created in six days and one day 
with the Lord is like a thousand years, that had to be the year for the end to 
come. 

• AD 1000 – Many Catholic leaders, including Pope Sylvester II, preached that the 
millennium had now ended and Apocalypse would follow. When it didn’t happen 
in the year 1000, they recalculated at 1033, allowing for a thousand years since 
Pentecost. 

• AD 1500’s – Due to all the turmoil in the church and fresh attention to the Bible, 
many Christian leaders suggested this might be the end. Martin Luther, for 
example, believed the pope was the Antichrist and predicted the end of the age 
by 1600. 

• AD 2000 – A wide range of people thought Y2K would surely usher in the end, 
including Isaac Newton, Timothy Dwight, Tim LaHaye, Jerry Falwell, and Sun 
Myung Moon. 

Others rejected the round numbers but calculated their own time frame. John Wesley 
calculated 1836. Charles Taze Russell, founder of the Jehovah’s Witnesses, said 1874. Joseph 
Smith, founder of Mormonism, 1891. Hal Lindsey thought for sure during the 1980s. The first 
time I heard Jack Van Impe, he was convinced there was no way we’d make it out of 1973 
without the rapture. He’s since recalculated frequently. Harold Camping was another 
recalculator: first 1994, then two different dates in 2011. 

Here is my prediction: He will come again. That’s the message of Revelation 19. Once 
again, I’m going to remind you not to get lost in the symbols. Focus on the meaning. Revelation 
19 is not about the when, where, what, or how. It’s about the Who and why. 

The who and the why 

If you have attended every Sunday in this Revelation series, you may notice that we 
skipped a lot of text between last week and this week. Last week (in the traditional service), 
Chad Hall preached on the Antichrist passage in Revelation 13, focusing on the power behind 
the power, on the need to stand up to powers that seem to be irresistible, and on the need for 
patient endurance by God’s people. 

Now we’ve jumped all the way to chapter 19. It’s not that I think those in between 
chapters are unimportant. Most commentators agree that John did not intend his readers to 
follow a chronology in orderly sequence through the book. Instead, he repeats and intensifies 
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themes throughout the visions. Much of what we skipped over was the intensification of both 
evil and judgment. John sees the world becoming more and more opposed to God. God 
responds with increasingly dramatic plagues and horrors. Still, people do not repent. Instead, 
they gather together in a place called Armageddon (16:16) for a final, climactic fight against all 
that is good and true. 

In chapters 17 and 18 we meet “Babylon the Great,” the prostitute who symbolizes this 
world’s arrogance, power, and idolatry. It’s as if we have a composite of Alexander the Great, 
Domitian, Suleiman, Adolf Hitler, Mao Tse Tung, and Osama Bin Laden. John’s readers, who are 
already suffering for their faith, learn the world can and will get much worse. But in chapters 18 
and 19, Babylon falls. The earth mourns and weeps, but heaven sings the Hallelujah Chorus and 
Jesus sits down for a wedding supper with his bride. There isn’t any combat.   

This is also how John portrays the second coming of Jesus Christ. The powers of this 
earth believe they are assembled to fight that one apocalyptic, final, epical battle. The reader is 
expecting something that looks like Normandy or Thermopylae or Yorktown or the fictional 
clashes in Lord of the Rings – times ten – with both sides inflicting incalculable losses and with 
nervous uncertainty about who’s going to triumph when it’s all over. Nothing like that happens. 
As soon as Jesus shows up, it’s over. There are no casualties on Jesus’ side – zero. And there are 
no survivors on the dark side – none.  

Who. The first half of our text gives us a series of symbols describing Jesus Christ 
without ever using his name. The way John describes Jesus makes a greater impact than his 
name would. What John’s vision does is to connect Jesus with the Old Testament, the Gospels, 
the Epistles of Paul, and the preceding visions in Revelation. Who shows up in Revelation 19? 

• A white horse (11). Roman generals rode white horses on their return from a 
victorious battle. Earlier in Revelation (6:2), the white horse represented the desire 
for conquest of this world’s powers. Jesus is the ultimate conqueror. 

• He is called faithful and true (11). We’re expecting his name, because of the 
introductory phrase, “he is called.” Instead we get adjectives we’ve heard about him 
before in Revelation (1:5, 3:15). He is “faithful and true”; more commonly in our 
time we would say he’s reliable and genuine, the real deal. 

• With justice he judges and makes war (12). This fulfills the longings of the prophets. 
Isaiah says of God’s chosen king, “With righteousness he will judge the poor” (11:4). 
At the UCC’s General Synod the theme was creating “a just world.” Having 
everything fair and just is a human longing throughout the age, though we might 
disagree about what it looks like. Jesus makes it happen. 

• His eyes are like blazing fire (12). Again, these are symbols from early in the book 
(1:14; 2:18). His gaze is penetrating. He knows all. 

• On his head are many crowns (12). Greek has two words for “crown” – stephanos is 
the crown of a victor (given, for example, to the winner of an Olympic race), but this 
is diadema, the royal crown. In John’s time, kings wore multiple crowns if they ruled 
over different countries. Jesus wears “many crowns” to show he rules them all. 
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• A name only he knows (12). This seems like an odd description, especially since three 
times in this passage we’re told what he is “called” (11) or what his name is (13, 16). 
The point seems to be that when you name something you have power over it. 
There are two places in the Old Testament (Gen 32:29; Judges 13:18) where a 
heavenly guest refuses to give his name. There is a mystery about Christ that 
exceeds our ability to put him in a box. 

• Dressed in a robe dipped in blood (13). The blood, of course, is not from battle – he 
hasn’t been involved in one, and he’s not going to do any hand-to-hand fighting this 
time. This description is parallel the heavenly multitude in chapter 7, who have 
“washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb.” This is his own 
blood that he has shed for the sins of the world. 

• His name is the Word of God (13). This is surely John’s reference to his own prologue 
to the Gospel of John, which begins, “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word 
was with God, and the Word was God,” and a few verses later, “The Word was made 
flesh” (John 1:1,14). 

• The armies of heaven were following him, riding on white horses and dressed in fine 
linen, white and clean (14). Note that the “armies” are not coming to fight. They 
don’t carry swords and spears. Many passages in the New Testament portray angels 
accompanying Jesus in his return (Mark 8:38; 2 Thess. 1:7; Jude 14, and others). The 
“white linen,” however, may be intended to include believers who have already died 
(1 Thess. 4:14; Rev. 7:14). 

• Out of his mouth comes a sharp sword (15). We saw this same image earlier in 
Revelation (1:16), but John also connects it to Psalm 2:9, “He will rule them with an 
iron scepter.” 

• He treads the winepress of the fury of the wrath of God Almighty (16). This phrase is 
likely to make some Christian readers uncomfortable, and I’ll come back to this idea 
in a moment when we talk about why he comes. But this is exactly what we confess 
each week in the Apostles’ Creed – not just that he will come again, but that he will 
come again to judge the living and the dead. 

That’s the Who. The One who comes is all-powerful and completely just. He keeps his 
word. He judges rightly. He is also the One who gave his life so that we might be saved. He is 
the perfect picture of grace and truth, of love and justice. Isn’t that the Who you trust to right 
the wrongs of the world? 

Why. The rest of our text says why he comes. At the climax of earthly powers arrayed 
against him, an angel announces a feast. This is an ugly scene. It’s a party no one really wants to 
watch – vultures and carrions and scavengers eating the flesh of these worldly powers. That’s 
an image from Ezekiel 39. It’s followed by the capture of the beast and false prophet who had 
deceived all humanity. They are thrown into the lake of fire. Their followers are killed by the 
sword protruding from Jesus’ mouth so that the birds of prey can eat their flesh. Horrible, gory 
scene. This completes the description of Jesus “treading the winepress of the fury of the wrath 
of God Almighty” (16). 
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Aren’t we supposed to come to church and talk about how loving God is, how 
comforting it is that he watches over us and forgives us? This part of Revelation makes most of 
us uncomfortable. It makes me uncomfortable. That’s why I don’t want to step around it. Next 
week we’ll deal with it even more directly in chapter 20. 

Here’s what is important for now:  Name again what you think is most wrong with the 
world. The second coming of Jesus will make it right. You can’t make the world right without 
eliminating what is wrong. You can’t have God just showing up and saying, “Hey, y’all, I’m now 
going to provide everyone a beautiful mansion and all the ice cream you want without gaining 
weight. From now on, we’re all going to be nice to each other.” 

No, the whole Bible from one end to the other presents the reality and depth of evil – 
an evil being who is behind it all, as well as people and systems who follow that evil. The 
promise of Jesus’ coming would be no comfort if he did not eliminate, eradicate, and destroy 
forever all evil. I for one don’t want to live in a world where we still battle greed and inequality 
and death and disease and thirst for power and abuse and addiction. 

Why does Jesus return? To end decisively everything that is evil in his creation. This is 
what we mean when we confess in the Apostles’ Creed that he will come again to judge the 
living and the dead. If he didn’t do that, we’d struggle with evil forever. 

The blessed hope 

Revelation 19 is not the only biblical description of Jesus’ second coming. Some writers 
and preachers have tried to harmonize all the passages in the New Testament. I trust 
everything the Bible says, but find it confusing and even unbiblical to try to synthesize the 
details. We miss the point. The point is that he will come again. 

The New Testament is saturated with the second coming of Jesus. The reason the book 
of Revelation is in the Bible is because it’s consistent with the other teachings of the New 
Testament – including the teaching about the Second Coming. 

Jesus himself spoke of his second coming repeatedly – 
• “The Son of Man is going to come in his Father’s glory with his angels, and he will 

reward each person according to what he has done” (Matt 16:27). 
• “At that time, they will see the son of Man coming in a cloud with power and 

great glory” (Luke 21:27). 

The book of Acts begins with Jesus’ ascension followed by the angel’s words, “This same 
Jesus, who has been taken from you into heaven, will come back in the same way you have 
seen him go into heaven” (Acts 1:11). Jesus’ second coming for judgment was a consistent 
theme of early church preaching (Acts 3:19-21; 10:42; 17:31). 

Paul repeatedly wrote in his letters about the coming of Jesus.   
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• He said we shouldn’t judge now – but wait until Jesus comes and let him do it (1 
Corinthians 4:5).   

• He comforted the Thessalonians, “For the Lord himself will come down from 
heaven, with a loud command, with the voice of the archangel and with the 
trumpet call of God, and the dead in Christ will rise first. After that, we who are 
still alive and are left will be caught up with them in the clouds to meet the Lord 
in the air” (1 Thess. 4:16-17).   

• He reminded the Philippians that their citizenship is in heaven, “and we eagerly 
await a Savior from there, the Lord Jesus Christ” (Philippians 3:20).  

• Maybe his best quote is in his letter to Titus, where he wrote “we wait for the 
blessed hope, the glorious appearing of our Lord Jesus Christ” (2:13). 

References to the second coming don’t stop with Paul in the New Testament. 
• “So Christ was sacrificed once to take away the sins of many people; and he will 

appear a second time, not to bear sin, but to bring salvation to those who are 
waiting for him” (Hebrews 9:28). 

• “You too, be patient and stand firm, because the Lord’s coming is near” (James 
5:8). 

• “And when the Chief Shepherd appears, you will receive the crown of glory that 
will never fade away” (1 Peter 5:4). 

• “What we will be has not yet been made known. But we know that when he 
appears we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is” (1 John 3:2). 

• “See, the Lord is coming with thousands upon thousands of his holy ones to 
judge everyone” (Jude 14-15). 

And then of course there’s Revelation, and not just in chapter 19.   
• “Look, he is coming with the clouds, and every eye will see him” (1:7). 
• “Behold, I am coming soon!” (22:7, 12, 20).  

Every person who predicted that Jesus would come on a date before July 16, 2017, was 
wrong. But on the other hand, they were all right. Every believer has the assurance that he will 
come again, and it will be soon. There are not many beliefs about which I say this so 
confidently, but I say it of this truth. The second coming of Jesus is essential to Christian 
thinking. 

The second coming is also essential to Christian living. It is the reason we can endure 
whatever this life brings. It is the motivation to live holy and pure lives. It is the basis for not 
judging others. It is our hope for reunion with our loved ones who have died. It is our deep 
assurance that what he started in us he will finish. 

Even so come, Lord Jesus. Amen. 


