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the earth, and his angels were cast out with him.”33 The Prophet 
Joseph Smith taught that when Satan fell, “He sought for things 
which were unlawful. Hence he was sent down, and it is said he 
drew many away with him; and the greatness of his punishment 
is that he shall not have a tabernacle.” Further, “The contention in 
heaven was—Jesus said there would be certain souls that would 
not be saved; and the devil said he could save them all, and laid 
his plans before the grand council, who gave their vote in favor 
of Jesus Christ. So the devil rose up in rebellion against God, and 
was cast down, with all who put up their heads for him.”34 This 
Restoration view of Jude’s mention of “the angels who kept not 
their first estate” is very different from other Christian and aca-
demic readings of the verse.

Michael the Archangel (Verse 9)

A second verse for which the Restoration provides signif-
icant insight is verse 9, which reads, “But when Michael, the 
archangel, when contending with the devil he disputed about 
the body of Moses, durst not bring against him a railing ac-
cusation, but said, The Lord rebuke thee.” In Jewish tradition, 
Michael is the leader of archangels who dwell in the presence 
of God (Ascension of Isaiah 3:16). In this capacity, he functions 
in a number of roles. He is “the patron angel of Israel . . . fight-
ing for Israel” against her enemies, he is “an intercessor for 
Israel before God,” he keeps “the heavenly books,” and he is the 

33.	 McConkie, Doctrinal New Testament Commentary, 3:418. 
34.	 Smith, Teachings, 297, 357; see also Joseph Fielding Smith, Doctrines of 

Salvation (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1954–56), 1:65, and James E. Tal-
mage, The Articles of Faith (Salt Lake City: The Church of Jesus Christ of 
Latter-day Saints, 1987), 62–63.
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leader of the angels who cast Satan from heaven (Revelation 
12:7–9).35 

Latter-day revelation provides additional information. The 
Doctrine and Covenants teaches us that Michael will play an im-
portant role at the resurrection and at the end of the Millennium. 
Doctrine and Covenants 29:26 reads, “But, behold, verily I say 
unto you, before the earth shall pass away, Michael, mine arch-
angel, shall sound his trump, and then shall all the dead awake, 
for their graves shall be opened, and they shall come forth—
yea, even all.” Then, at the end of the Millennium, when Satan 
is loosed, “Michael, the seventh angel, even the archangel, shall 
gather together his armies, even the hosts of heaven. And the 
devil shall gather together his armies; even the hosts of hell, and 
shall come up to battle against Michael and his armies. And then 
cometh the battle of the great God; and the devil and his armies 
shall be cast away into their own place, that they shall not have 
power over the saints any more at all. For Michael shall fight their 
battles, and shall overcome him who seeketh the throne of him 
who sitteth upon the throne, even the Lamb,” (D&C 88:112–15). 

Perhaps most significantly, Restoration teachings identify 
Michael as Adam (See D&C 27:11; 107:54; 128:21). The Prophet 
Joseph Smith taught that he “is the father of the human family, 
and presides over the spirits of all men, and all that have had the 
keys must stand before him in the grand council.” Further, he 
is “the first to hold the spiritual blessings, to whom was made 
known the plan of ordinances for the salvation of his posterity 
unto the end, and to whom Christ was first revealed, and through 
whom Christ has been revealed from heaven, and will continue 
to be revealed from henceforth.”36

35.	D uane F. Watson, The Anchor Bible Dictionary, ed. David Noel Freed-
man (New York: Doubleday, 1992), s.v. “Michael.”

36.	 Smith, Teachings, 157, 167.
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The Death of Moses (Verse 9)

In addition to introducing Michael, verse 9 also includes 
an intriguing reference to a dispute between him and the devil 
over the body of Moses.37 Jude assumes that the account was fa-
miliar to his audience. According to some early Christian texts, 
Jude is quoting from a document known as the Assumption of 
Moses.38 From parallel Jewish stories, we can assume that the de-
bate was over who should have control of Moses’s body.39 The ac-
count in Deuteronomy says that “Moses the servant of the Lord 
died . . . in the land of Moab, according to the word of the Lord. 
And he buried him in a valley in the land of Moab, over against 
Bethpeor: but no man knoweth of his sepulcher unto this day” 
(Deuteronomy 34:1). Some Jewish sources accept that Moses 
died as other mortals.40 The account in Josephus, however, says 

37.	 The concept of a debate between one of God’s angels and the devil is 
also known in other sources (see Zechariah 3:1–5; Jubilees 17:15–18; 
48:2–5; and the Dead Sea Scrolls fragment 4Q544).

38.	 Clement of Alexandria, Comments on the Epistle of Jude; Origen, On 
First Principles, 3.2.1. An incomplete sixth-century manuscript of the 
Assumption of Moses (or Testament of Moses) does not include Jude’s 
reference in the extant material.

39.	 One text from the Dead Sea Scrolls (4Q544) describes an account in 
which Moses’s father, Amram, has a vision of a dispute between two 
angels over him. One angel “had a dreadful appearance . . . and his 
clothing was coloured and obscured by darkness” while the other “in 
his appearance and his face was smiling” (1.13–14). They were disput-
ing because they “[have received] control and control all the sons of 
Adam” (1.12). Translation from Florentino García Martinez, The Dead 
Sea Scrolls Translated, The Qumran Texts in English, trans. Wilfred G. E. 
Watson (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1994), 273.

40.	 See, for example, Pseudo-Philo, 19. Christian texts usually refer to 
Enoch and Elijah being translated, but not Moses (1 Clement, 9.3; Jus-
tin Martyr, Dialogue with Trypho, 19; Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 4.16.2; 
5.5.1; Clement of Alexandria, Miscellanies, 4.17; Tertullian, Against the 
Jews, 2, 4, A Treatise on the Soul, 50).
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that while he was on the mountain Abarim, “(one that affords, to 
such as are on it, a prospect of the greatest part of the excellent 
land of Canaan,) [Moses] dismissed the senate; and as he was 
going to embrace Eleazar and Joshua, and was still discoursing 
with them, a cloud stood over him on the sudden, and he disap-
peared in a certain valley, although he wrote in the holy books 
that he died, which was done out of fear, lest they should venture 
to say that, because of his extraordinary virtue, he went to God” 
(Antiquities of the Jews, 4.8.48). 

Concerning the end of Moses’s life, the Book of Mormon 
compares it to that of Alma the Younger: “And this we know, 
that he [Alma] was a righteous man; and the saying went abroad 
in the church that he was taken up by the Spirit, or buried by 
the hand of the Lord, even as Moses. But behold, the scriptures 
saith the Lord took Moses unto himself; and we suppose that he 
has also received Alma in the spirit, unto himself; therefore, for 
this cause we know nothing concerning his death and burial” 
(Alma 45:19). Latter-day Saints understand these passages to 
mean that Moses did not die, but was translated, as was Elijah. 
President Boyd K. Packer wrote, Elijah and Moses “were both 
translated—taken from the earth without experiencing mortal 
death. . . . There were things that both Elijah and Moses must 
pass on to others in the flesh in the generations that were still 
to come, and they would come back to earth to do that before 
experiencing the change from mortality to resurrected being.”41 
It would appear, therefore, that the argument between Michael 
and the devil cannot have been over who would control the body 
because, as a translated being, Moses kept his body. Speaking 
of translated beings, Mormon teaches, “There must needs be a 
change wrought upon their bodies, or else it need be that they 

41.	B oyd K. Packer, The Holy Temple (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1980), 109.
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must taste of death” (3 Nephi 28:37). It may be, therefore, that 
what Michael and the devil are disputing over is whether Moses 
was worthy to be translated, not who should have control of the 
body after he died. 

The Assumption of Moses (Verse 9) and 1 Enoch (Verses 14–15)

Jude’s quotation from the Assumption of Moses raises a 
question of importance for Latter-day Saints: why does he quote 
from a nonbiblical source? The issue becomes even more sig-
nificant where he, in verses 14–15, seems to be quoting from 
another nonbiblical text, 1 Enoch. Jude writes, “And Enoch also, 
the seventh from Adam, prophesied of these, saying, Behold, the 
Lord cometh with ten thousands of his saints, To execute upon 
all, and to convince all that are ungodly among them of all their 
ungodly deeds which they have ungodly committed, and of all 
their hard speeches which ungodly sinners have spoken against 
him” (see also 1 Enoch 1:9). In the Christian Church, 1 Enoch ap-
pears to have played an important role. For example, two influ-
ential Christian authors from the second century quote from it: 
Irenaeus (Against Heresies, 4.36.4), and Justin Martyr (2 Apology, 
5). In addition, the Epistle of Barnabas quotes 1 Enoch using the 
formula, “For the Scripture says” (16.5–6), and Tertullian spe-
cifically used Jude’s quotation of 1 Enoch to argue for the lat-
ter’s authenticity (On the Apparel of Women, 1.3). By the time of 
Jerome (fifth century), however, many considered the quotation 
to be evidence that the Epistle of Jude was not inspired scrip-
ture.42 In this dispensation, the Prophet Joseph associated Jude’s 
quotation from 1 Enoch with the prophecy of Enoch recorded in 
Moses 7.43

42.	 Jerome, Lives of Illustrious Men, 4.
43.	 Smith, History of the Church, 1:132–33.
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Jude’s use of the Assumption of Moses and 1 Enoch reminds 
readers that the concept of scripture was much more fluid in 
Jude’s day than during the fourth century, when, from the per-
spective of many Christians, the canon became a closed entity.44 
In the earliest period of Christianity the only scriptural text avail-
able was the Hebrew Bible, which was itself still in a certain pe-
riod of fluidity and which included texts from the Old Testament 
Apocrypha.45 When the Prophet Joseph was engaged in his 
translation of the Old Testament, he inquired of the Lord about 
how he should approach the apocryphal texts included in his 
version of the King James Bible. The Lord instructed him, “There 
are many things contained therein that are true, and it is mostly 
translated correctly,” but he also warned, “There are many things 
contained therein that are not true, which are interpolations by 
the hands of men. . . . Therefore, whoso readeth it, let him under-
stand, for the Spirit manifesteth truth; and whoso is enlightened 
by the Spirit shall obtain benefit therefrom” (D&C 91:1–5).

With time the early Christian churches developed their own 
scriptural texts, which included texts that were not later includ-
ed in the canon. For example, the Muratorian Canon includes 

44.	 Although the terms “scripture” and “canon” are sometimes used in-
terchangeably, there is a distinction. “If in connection with Christian 
writings the word ‘canon’ originally had a specific sense of a fixed 
list of authoritative documents, the term ‘scripture’ designates writ-
ings which are taken to be religiously authoritative and are used and 
valued as such, yet without regard to their systematic enumeration or 
limitation. Whereas the concept of canon presupposes the existence of 
scriptures, the concept of scripture does not necessarily entail the no-
tion of canon. It is entirely possible to possess scriptures without also 
having a canon, and this was in fact the situation in the first several 
centuries of Christianity” (Harry Y. Gamble, The New Testament Can-
on: Its Making and Meaning [Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985], 18).

45.	 For a discussion of early Christian use of authoritative sources, see 
Bruce M. Metzger, The Canon of the New Testament: Its Origin, Devel-
opment, and Significance (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987), 39–73.
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texts such as epistles to the Laodiceans and the Alexandrians 
(although it claims that “it was forged in Paul’s name for the sect 
of Marcion”), the Revelation of Peter, the Wisdom of Solomon, 
and the Shepherd of Hermas. Other texts that were also quoted 
authoritatively in the early Christian Church included 1 Clement, 
the Epistle of Barnabas, and the Acts of Paul.

While Jude’s use of noncanonical texts may be difficult to 
explain for those who adhere to a closed canon, Latter-day Saints 
are not faced with the same conundrum. The Prophet Joseph, in 
answer to the question, “Is not the canon of Scriptures full?” re-
plied, “If it is, there is a great defect in the book, or else it would 
have said so.”46 Latter-day Saints have always accepted that both 
scripture and canon are subject to expansion because we believe 
in the principle of continuing revelation from God. Jude’s epistle 
confirms that he has also acknowledged an expanded version of 
scriptural texts. 

Conclusion

The Epistle of Jude is a short but important scriptural text. 
Because of the teachings of the Restoration, Latter-day Saints 
are well equipped to recognize and appreciate its contribution. 
Although Eusebius listed Jude’s epistle among “the Disputed 
Books,” the Latter-day Saint doctrines of the Apostasy, the pre-
mortal existence, the identity of Michael, the translation of 
Moses, and an expanded canon all provide an interpretive lens 
through which we can see the important role this text plays in 
our New Testament canon.

46.	 Smith, Teachings, 121.
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One of the salient concepts in the New Testament for 
Latter-day Saints, particularly in those texts following 
the four Gospels, is the emerging scene of apostasy 

within the primitive Church. Though the Greek term apostasia is 
only used in 2 Thessalonians 2:3, the word apostasy has become 
the common expression used by members of the Latter-day Saint 
faith to describe the period of time in which gospel principles 
and priesthood authority were gradually lost in the early Church. 
The word literally means “to desist” or “to remove oneself,” and 
in contexts outside of the New Testament even “contention” or 
“political revolt.”1 The writings of Paul, Peter, and John suggest 

1.	 Gerhard Kittel and Gerhard Friedrich, eds., Theological Dictionary of 
the New Testament, trans. and ed. Geoffrey W. Bromiley (Grand Rap-
ids, MI: Eerdmans, 1964–74), s.v. “αφιστημι, αποστασια, διχοστασια”; 

Twelve

Daniel Belnap

The Process of 
Apostasy in the New 
Testament and the 

Book of Mormon



Shedding Light on the New Testament

248

that such separations were ongoing in the Church even while 
they struggled to teach true gospel principles to the members. 

Though this volume is concerned with the doctrines and 
teachings of the New Testament following the Gospels and in-
sights into these texts garnered from the Book of Mormon, this 
study concerning apostasy begins with a dialogue between Christ 
and His disciples before His Crucifixion. Following their request 
for information about the impending destruction of Jerusalem 
and the events surrounding the Second Coming, Christ responds 
in this manner: “Take heed that no man deceive you; for many 
shall come in my name, saying—I am Christ—and shall deceive 
many; then shall they deliver you up to be afflicted, and shall kill 
you, and ye shall be hated of all nations, for my name’s sake; and 
then shall many be offended, and shall betray one another, and 
shall hate one another” (Joseph Smith—Matthew 24:5–8).

 In the above reference, Christ provides the reader a tem-
plate of events by which one can understand apostasy: decep-
tion by false Christs, offense taken by the members, betrayal by 
member against member, and eventually hatred towards other 
members. The elements of this pattern are found in the writings 
of Paul, Peter, and John, and when identified in their letters to 
the early Church, the ongoing apostasy is revealed. The Book of 
Mormon also depicts these elements and enhances our under-
standing of them by describing the full consequences of the ele-
ments within Nephite society. Finally, the pattern suggests the 
solution to the threat of apostasy; thus, recognizing the solution 
in the letters of the New Testament and the unique perspective 
that the Book of Mormon provides concerning the solution al-
lows us to prevail over the threat of apostasy today.

see also Kent P. Jackson, From Apostasy to Restoration (Salt Lake City: 
Deseret Book, 1996), 9.
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“Many Shall Come . . . and Shall Deceive Many” 

The first element of this process is the warning of false 
Christs. The writers of the different New Testament texts use two 
terms to refer to these deceptive individuals. The first of these, 
pseudochristos, meaning “false christ,” which is derived from 
the roots pseudomai, meaning “to lie” or “to say what is false,” 
and christos, meaning “anointed one,” thus this term describes 
those who would pretend to have the authority and power of 
the true Christ.2 The second term antichristos, or “antichrist”, is 
only used in the writings of John and also describes those who 
would supplant Christ as the one holding authority. Because the 
Greek prefix anti- can mean not only “over, against” but also “in 
place of” or “because,” and even “substitution,”3 the term can 
refer to the same being as pseudochristos.4 These terms reveal 

2.	 Kittel and Friedrich, Theological Dictionary, s.v. “ψευδος.” “The prima-
ry meaning is ‘false’ in the broad sense. . . . The noun ψευδος means 
‘what is untrue,’ ‘deceit,’ ‘falsehood,’ ‘lying,’ ‘lie.’”

3.	 Kittel and Friedrich, Theological Dictionary, s.v. “α̉ντì.” “In its basic 
meaning of ‘over against’ it does not occur in the NT, but is mostly 
used in the sense of . . . ‘in place of.’ . . . In this respect it makes little 
difference whether the word denotes an actual replacement, or in-
tended replacement, or a mere equivalent in estimation.” See also 
Glenn L. Pearson and Reid E. Bankhead, Building Faith with the Book 
of Mormon (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1986), 74. “The word antichrist is 
the Bible term for the false teachers in the Church who taught a false 
Christ instead of a true Christ. The Greek preposition anti, roughly 
translated, means instead of. It also carries the meaning of ‘face to 
face’ or mirror image. The image in the mirror, looking back at you, is 
face to face with you. It looks like you. Yet it has no substance. It is a 
counterfeit of you, in a sense. It only appears to be you.”

4.	 The term antichristos is found in 1 John 2:18, 22; 4:3, and 2 John 1:7. 
For more on the meaning of the term see Raymond E. Brown, The Epis-
tles of John, Anchor Bible (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1982), 333. “If 
we examine the term, the Greek preposition anti, ‘in place of,’ is used 
for substitution; and sometimes nouns compounded with it imply 
only that, e.g., antibasilieus, ‘viceroy, the substitute for the king.’ Other 
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the dangerous nature of these individuals as they would oppose 
Christ by simulating him in purpose and in presentation.5 

According to the New Testament, conflict within the Church 
emerged from dissenters and individuals falsely claiming au-
thority. The letters of Paul written throughout his three-year 
mission record in many places the concern of Church leadership 
over these false Christs. Paul’s second letter to the Thessalonians 
exhorts the membership to “withdraw yourselves from every 
brother that walketh disorderly, and not after the tradition which 
he received of us. . . . For we hear that there are some which walk 
among you disorderly” (2 Thessalonians 3:6, 11). To the Saints 
of Corinth he warned of “false apostles, deceitful workers, trans-
forming themselves into the apostles of Christ” (2 Corinthians 
11:13).6 

times, however, substitution involves a false thing taking the place 
of the real; and so a term like antichristos need not be far from the 
pseudochristos, ‘false Christ,’ of the Synoptic warnings. Finally, there 
can be antagonism between the substitute and the real, giving Greek 
anti- compounds the force of English anti- compounds.”

5.	 Book of Mormon Student Manual: Religion 121 and 122, rev. ed. (Salt 
Lake City: Intellectual Reserve, 1996), 48. “An anti-Christ is a person 
who opposes the Lord. . . . An anti-Christ may set himself up as a 
savior of the people and offer pseudosalvation based on his own prin-
ciples. . . . Through either word or action the anti-Christ says, ‘I am the 
source of salvation and power.’”

6.	I n the pastoral letters to Timothy and Titus, the same concern is ex-
pressed. To Timothy, Paul gives the responsibility of charging church 
members “that they teach no other doctrine . . . From which some 
having swerved have turned aside unto vain jangling; desiring to be 
teachers of the law; understanding neither what they say, nor whereof 
they affirm” (1 Timothy 1:3, 6–7). Later, in the same chapter, Paul actu-
ally names some of these false teachers by name: “This charge I com-
mit unto thee, . . . holding faith, and a good conscience; which some 
having put away concerning faith have made shipwreck: of whom is 
Hymenaeus and Alexander” (vv. 18–20; see also 2 Timothy 2:16–18).
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Peter, John, and Jude also express concern over false lead-
ership. In his second letter, Peter declares: “There shall be false 
teachers among you, who privily shall bring in damnable her-
esies, even denying the Lord that bought them. . . . And many 
shall follow their pernicious ways. . . . And through covetousness 
shall they with feigned words make merchandise of you, . . . be-
guiling unstable souls” (2 Peter 2:1–3, 14). In his second letter, 
John warns: “deceivers are entered into the world, who confess 
not that Jesus Christ is come in the flesh” (2 John 1:7).7 Finally, 
Jude records that “there are certain men crept in unawares . .  . 
ungodly men, turning the grace of our God into lasciviousness, 
and denying the only Lord God, and our Lord Jesus Christ”  
(Jude 1:4).

While it is clear from the above texts that the New Testament 
ecclesiastical leadership knew of and warned their people con-
cerning these false Christs emerging among the members of 
the Church, nothing is told of the effect the individuals actu-
ally had on the greater Church membership. By taking our un-
derstanding of the Greek terms and applying these definitions 
to individuals in the Book of Mormon, we can understand the 
dangerous effect these individuals had on the larger communi-
ty, both religious and secular. Based on the definition provided, 
at least four individuals in the Book of Mormon can be under-
stood to be false Christs or anti-Christs: Sherem in the book of 
Jacob and Nehor, Korihor, and Amalickiah in Alma.8 The latter 

7.	I n 1 John 2:22, John states that “he is antichrist, that denieth the Father 
and the Son.”

8.	 Of these four only Korihor is called anti-Christ in the text itself, but 
Sherem and Nehor have been considered as such by latter-day Apos-
tles and Book of Mormon scholars. The most current Book of Mormon 
Student Manual implies that more than one anti-Christ is mentioned 
in the text (see page 48). Bruce R. McConkie seems to have been the 
first to associate Sherem and Nehor with the term in Mormon  
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two, in particular, left lasting legacies that included apostasy not 
just among Church members but also among the greater social 
and political spectrums of the community reflected in the doc-
trine of later apostate groups, culminating in the founding of the 
Gadianton robbers.9 

Yet the Book of Mormon’s value is that we not only see the 
results of these individuals upon the greater society, but we also 
learn the personal consequences each paid for repudiating the 
truth and engaging in their self-deception, an important les-
son missing from the New Testament. Following his confron-
tation with Jacob, Sherem admitted that he had been deceived 
by Satan and now feared that he had committed the unpardon-
able sin: “For I have lied unto God; for I denied the Christ, and 
said that I believed the scriptures” (Jacob 7:19). Nehor died an 

Doctrine (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1979), 40: “Sherem (Jac. 7:1–23), 
Nehor (Alma 1:2–16), and Korihor (Alma 30:6–60) were antichrists 
who spread their delusions among the Nephites.” In a more recent vol-
ume, Richard Dilworth Rust (Feasting on the Word: The Literary Testi-
mony of the Book of Mormon [Salt Lake City: Deseret Book; Provo, UT: 
FARMS, 1997], 40) describes the similarities between Jacob and the 
anti-Christ Sherem and Alma and Korihor. Though Amalickiah is not 
normally part of this list, his qualifications certainly fit the definition 
presented above.

9.	 The effect these individuals had on the greater Book of Mormon his-
tory is staggering. The effects of Nehor continued after his death as at 
least three apostate groups: the Amlicites, Amalekites and the Amu-
lonites were all Nehorian in doctrine. The apostasy of Ammonihah 
as well as the annihilation of the same city all came about because of 
the followers of Nehor. The doctrine of Korihor existed decades after 
his death, his political teachings being reflected in Amalickiah’s later 
claims and in the purpose claimed by the Gadianton Robbers for 
their existence. Approximately one-third of the Book of Mormon (ap-
proximately 117 pages) is concerned with events directly or indirectly 
connected to these individuals. This is even more striking when one 
considers that the books of Alma, Helaman, 3 Nephi 1–7 (approx. 214 
pages) are primarily about the impact that Nehor, Korihor, Amalickiah, 
and the various groups spawned by these had on Nephite society. 
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“ignominious death” (Alma 1:15) because he reacted with vio-
lence when confronted with the truth. Korihor experienced 
death by being trampled after he admitted that he too had been 
deceived by the devil: “I always knew that there was a God. But 
behold, the devil hath deceived me. . . . And I have taught his 
words; and I taught them because they were pleasing unto the 
carnal mind; and I taught them . . . insomuch that I verily be-
lieved that they were true” (Alma 30:52–53). Though we have 
no final words of Amalickiah, he too dies dishonorably, alone 
and rendered useless. Certainly, one can only deduce that the 
inevitable consequence of the anti-Christ is that which Mormon 
himself noted: “And thus we see the end of him who perverteth 
the ways of the Lord; and thus we see that the devil will not sup-
port his children . . . but doth speedily drag them down to hell” 
(Alma 30:60).

“And Then Many Shall Be Offended”

The New Testament writers were especially concerned with 
the conditions in which these false leaders found fertile ground. 
As pointed out earlier, Christ outlined three elements following 
the presence of false Christs which facilitated apostasy. The first 
mentioned was that of being offended. The word offend comes 
from the Latin offendere, meaning “to stumble,” reflecting the 
original Greek skandalizo meaning to trip or to cause to fall.10 The 
King James Version used by Joseph Smith in his translation of 
Matthew 24 presents the passive form of this verb, meaning that 
many will be offended, or many will stumble without necessarily 
being the cause of such stumbling themselves. In other words, 
the actions of some will lead to the stumbling of others. 

10.	 Kittel and Friedrich, Theological Dictionary, s.v. “σκανδαλιζο.”
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Today the phrase “be offended” (Matthew 24:10) is used 
to describe an act in which one’s feelings are hurt by another. 
Importantly, this sense of hurt is not necessarily based on what 
actually happened or was intended, but on the perception that a 
wrong had been done.11 Either way, often the result is increased 
strife and contention between the two individuals which can 
spill out into the larger community, leading many to stumble in 
their spiritual progression.12 

Though the Greek term skandalizo is found forty-five times 
in the New Testament, only thirteen of these references are in the 
letters of the Apostles. Of these thirteen references, four of them 
are in verb form; the rest are nouns and are often translated as 
stumbling block. Of the four verb forms, three refer to a very spe-
cific cause of stumbling in the early Church—eating meat origi-
nally offered to an idol. In Romans 14:21, Paul states, “It is good 
neither to eat flesh . . . nor any thing whereby thy brother stum-
bleth, or is offended, or is made weak.” In 1 Corinthians 8:13, re-
sponding to the same concern, he declared, “Wherefore, if meat 
make my brother to offend, I will eat no flesh . . . lest I make my 
brother to offend.” 

11.	 This has been the emphasis of a number of recent addresses in confer-
ence, see David A. Bednar, “And Nothing Shall Offend Thee,” Ensign, 
November 2006, 89–92; see also Jeffrey R. Holland, “The Tongue of 
Angels,” Ensign, May 2007, 16–18; James E. Faust, “The Healing Power 
of Forgiveness,” Ensign, May 2007, 67–69; Richard G. Scott, “Removing 
Barriers to Happiness,” Ensign, May 1998, 85–87; Boyd K. Packer, “The 
Balm of Gilead,” Ensign, November 1987, 16–18. 

12.	 Kittel and Friedrich, Theological Dictionary, s.v. “σκανδαλìζο.” “In 
both Rome and Corinth tensions of faith in members of the churches 
are the cause of the skandalizo. . . . In both churches the collision of 
divergent views and attitudes causes a skandalizo for the weak. . . . The 
skandalizo can lead to division in the community or to the separation 
of the weak from it.”
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Yet idol meat would not be the only stumbling block for the 
Church. In Romans 14:13, Paul suggests that offense had been 
taken by members judging one another: “Let us not therefore 
judge one another any more: but judge this rather, that no man 
put a stumblingblock or an occasion to fall in his brother’s way.” 
Elsewhere, Paul speaks of the contentions, strifes, and envyings 
that can characterize both offensive behavior and the taking of 
offense (see 1 Corinthians 3:3; 2 Corinthians 12:20; Galatians 
5:20). In Ephesians Paul exhorts the members to “put on the new 
man, . . . putting away lying” (4:24–25). Paul also asks, “Can ye be 
angry, and not sin?” (Joseph Smith Translation, v. 26). Because 
the answer is no, Paul continues, “Let all bitterness, and wrath, 
and anger, and clamour, and evil speaking, be put away from 
you” (v. 31). To the Philippians he warns: “Do all things with-
out murmurings and disputings” (Philippians 2:14). To Timothy 
Paul suggests that he avoid those who are “doting about ques-
tions and strifes of words, whereof cometh envy, strife, railings, 
evil surmisings, perverse disputings of men of corrupt minds, 
and destitute of the truth” (1 Timothy 6:4–5). 

Paul demonstrated the seriousness of offense by correlat-
ing the divisions in the Church with the preaching of heresy or 
false doctrine: “I hear that there be divisions among you; and 
I partly believe it. For there must be also heresies among you”  
(1 Corinthians 11:18–19).13 Peter also recognizes this relationship 

13.	 For Paul, if there are divisions, no matter the cause for such, then her-
esy must also be present. Thus, one cannot separate offense from in-
correct doctrines. This provides new insight into those New Testament 
passages concerned with false doctrine, such as Paul’s defense against 
docetism and other Gnostic elements as recorded in the letters to Co-
lossians and Philippians. Though these two letters do not necessarily 
mention any explicit false leadership issues, the fact that Paul needs 
to address these doctrines suggests that divisions did exist among the 
two communities. See Gerald F. Hawthorne, Philippians, Word  
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as he warns in his second letter that false teachers have secret-
ly brought in heretical concepts, creating divisions among the 
members (see 2 Peter 2:1–3; 1 Peter 2:1). In light of the above, 
we can appreciate Paul’s exhortation recorded in Romans 16:17: 
“Now I beseech you, brethren, mark them which cause divisions 
and offenses contrary to the doctrine which ye have learned; 
and avoid them.” 

Again, the value of the Book of Mormon is not so much in its 
description of the same apostate elements, but in the presenta-
tion of its effects on the majority of Church members and soci-
ety. While the New Testament simply warns of them, the Book of 
Mormon allows us to discern why they are so dangerous. Though 
the term offend is rare in the Book of Mormon, the text of the 
Book of Mormon does describe the “stumbling” experienced by 
those who turn from the truth.14 Jacob speaks of the “stumbling 
of the Jews,” declaring that they “despised the words of plain-
ness, and killed the prophets, and sought for things that they 
could not understand” (Jacob 4:14–15). In his vision recorded in  
1 Nephi 11–14, Nephi was warned that “because of the many 
plain and precious things . . . which are taken away out of the 
gospel of the Lamb, an exceedingly great many do stumble”  
(1 Nephi 13:29). Nephi also revealed the root of stumbling when 

Biblical Commentary (Waco, TX: Word Books, 1983), 43:xliv–xlvii; 
Peter T. O’Brien, Colossians, Philemon, Word Biblical Commentary 
(Waco, TX: Word Books, 1982), 44:xxx–xli; Walter Shmithals, “The False 
Teachers of the Epistle to the Philippians,” in Paul and the Gnostics, 
trans. John E. Steely (Nashville, New York: Abingdon Press, 1972), 
65–122. 

14.	 The terms offended or offense are found only nine times in the Book of 
Mormon. The verb “to stumble” and its derivatives, including the noun 
form, “stumbling block” are found sixteen times in the Book of  
Mormon.
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he proclaimed, “The Gentiles are lifted up in the pride of their 
eyes, and have stumbled” (2 Nephi 26:20).15

 In their own society, the destructive nature of the divisions 
that can arise from offense are made evident. Alma chapter 1 re-
cords that members of the Church “began to contend warmly with 
their adversaries, even unto blows” (v. 22). This, we are told, was 
“the cause of much affliction in the church; . . . many withdrew 
from among them” (vv. 23–24). In the eighth year of the reign of 
the judges, following a brief period of prosperity, we are told that 
there “were envyings, and strife, and malice, and persecutions, 
and pride” in the Church as members had begun to “be scorn-
ful, one towards another, . . . despising others” (4:8–9, 12). All of 
this led to the Church itself becoming: “a great stumbling-block 
to those who did not belong to the church; and thus the church 
began to fail in its progress” (4:10). Following a major battle with 
the Gadianton robbers about 110 years later, the Nephites again 
experienced the offenses associated with apostasy: “Some were 
lifted up unto pride and boastings . . . even unto great persecu-
tions. . . . Some did return railing for railing. . . . And thus there 
became a great inequality in the land, insomuch that the church 
began to be broken up” (3 Nephi 6:10, 13–14). 

Finally, while both the New Testament and Book of Mormon 
have spoken of the destructive nature of offense and of the 

15.	I n his conference address “Beware of Pride” (Ensign, May 1989), Presi-
dent Ezra Taft Benson taught, “The Doctrine and Covenants tells us 
that the Book of Mormon is the ‘record of a fallen people.’ Why did 
they fall? This is one of the major messages of the Book of Mormon. 
Mormon gives the answer in the closing chapters of the book in these 
words: ‘Behold, the pride of this nation, or the people of the Nephites, 
hath proven their destruction.’ And then, lest we miss that momentous 
Book of Mormon message from that fallen people, the Lord warns us 
in the Doctrine and Covenants, ‘Beware of pride, lest ye become as the 
Nephites of old’” (4).
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stumbling blocks that impeded Church members, the term was 
also used to describe Christ Himself. Of the nine Greek noun 
forms of skandalon, four speak of Christ as a stumbling block or 
rock of offense because accepting Him was incompatible with 
the doctrines of some faiths (see Romans 9:33; 1 Corinthians 
1:23; Galatians 5:11; 1 Peter 2:8). The Book of Mormon also rec-
ognizes Christ as a stumbling block. Yet Jacob’s discussion of the 
allegory of the olive tree, a text not found in its entirety anywhere 
else, teaches plainly that the stumbling block is also the founda-
tion upon which all can be established, a doctrine only hinted 
at in 1 Peter 2:8. Thus, by providing the consequences of offense 
and the true nature of accepting Christ as a stumbling block, the 
Book of Mormon provides unique lessons concerning this step 
of apostasy, helping us understand with greater appreciation the 
warnings of offense in the New Testament. 

“And Shall Betray One Another”

According to Christ, another step towards apostasy is be-
trayal of members by members. The root of the Greek term 
translated as betrayal means “to give up or to hand over” and 
is used both in the negative sense (betrayal) and in the posi-
tive sense (deliverance).16 While there are many places in the 
New Testament where we are told that individuals will be “de-
livered up” to their enemies, outside of Matthew 24 we are not 
told of a time when the members handed over other members 
to enemies.17 

16.	 Kittel and Friedrich, Theological Dictionary, s.v. “δίδωμι.” The term is 
often used to describe the positive nature of God’s delivering, or hand-
ing over, of man from Satan and sin. 

17.	 Kittel and Friedrich, Theological Dictionary, s.v. “δίδωμι.” “παραδίδωμι: 
The word occurs frequently in the passion story, being used for the be-
trayal of Jesus by Judas (Mk. 14:10 and par. etc.).”
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Because the term is not used to describe the turning of 
member upon member in the New Testament, especially in the 
letters of Paul, Peter, and John, it may be supposed that this was 
not a problem. Yet in 1 Corinthians, Paul addresses what ap-
pears to be such a crisis. According to chapter 6, one of the is-
sues facing the congregation was suing one another in court. As 
Paul states: “Dare any of you, having a matter against another, 
go to law before the unjust, and not before the saints? . . . I speak 
to your shame. Is it so, that there is not a wise man among you? 
No, not one that shall be able to judge between his brethren? But 
brother goeth to law with brother, and that before the unbeliev-
ers. Now therefore there is utterly a fault among you, because ye 
go to law one with another” (vv. 1, 5–7).

The tension between some of the Jewish converts of the 
Church and their Gentile counterparts, as described in Galatians, 
can be understood as a betrayal, even though the term is not 
used in the text. These Galatian individuals were “false breth-
ren unawares brought in, who came in privily to spy out our lib-
erty which we have in Christ Jesus, that they might bring us into 
bondage” (Galatians 2:4). Though the false brethren were not 
handing over the Gentile converts to opposition groups, their ul-
terior motive to place the coverts into the bondage of the Mosaic 
law suggests that this event can be understood as a betrayal, par-
ticularly since the Greek term often describes the delivering of 
an individual to prison or bondage.18 Later in the chapter, similar 
individuals exacerbated this tension by forcing Peter into a situ-
ation in which individuals were going to be offended either way. 
If he chose to remain sitting with the Gentile converts, he would 
offend the Jewish converts, and vice versa. The seriousness of 

18.	I n Acts 8:3 and 22:4, Paul is described as delivering Christians up into 
imprisonment.
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this division can be reflected in the query by Paul concerning 
this potential betrayal: “Am I therefore become your enemy?” 
(Galatians 4:16).19 

As before, the value of the Book of Mormon is not just in be-
trayal, but in revealing the devastating consequences of betrayal, 
something missing in the New Testament directly. In at least two 
references, Book of Mormon prophets are betrayed or delivered 
into prison by their own people. Mosiah 12 records Abinadi’s 
second mission among his own people, which resulted in his be-
ing bound and brought before the king. The people themselves 
declare: “Behold, here is the man, we deliver him into thy hand” 
(Mosiah 12:16). Another such betrayal, or handing over of the 
prophets by their respective congregations, is recorded in Alma 
10:13. Here, Alma and Amulek are confronted with the lawyers of 

19.	 The Antioch confrontation described by Paul in Galatians 2 is prob-
lematic for a number of reasons, not the least of which is the diffi-
cult syntax. Most scholarship has seen the confrontation as an open 
presentation of the division between Paul and Peter (see Richard J. 
Bauckham, “James, Peter and the Gentiles,” in The Missions of James, 
Peter, and Paul: Tensions in Early Christianity, ed. Bruce Chilton and 
Craig Evans, Supplements to Novum Testamentum 115 [Boston: Brill, 
2005], 91–142; also in the same volume, Jacob Neusner, “What, Exactly, 
Is Israel’s Gentile Problem? Rabbinic Perspectives on Galatians 2,” 
275–306; also Robert Jewett, “Gospel and Commensality: Social and 
Theological Implications of Galatians 2.14,” in Gospel in Paul: Studies 
on Corinthians, Galatians and Romans for Richard N. Longenecker, ed. 
L. Ann Jervis and Peter Richardson, Journal for the Study of the New 
Testament Supplement Series 108 [Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 
1994], 240–52). Yet others have suggested that while differences existed 
among the Apostles, they were in overall agreement, suggesting that 
this episode was not so much highlighting divisions among the leader-
ship, but an attempt by some in the church to exacerbate the potential 
for division among the leadership (see Vincent M. Smiles, The Gospel 
and the Law in Galatia: Paul’s Response to Jewish-Christian Separation 
and the Threat of Galatian Apostasy [Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 
1998], 48): “The essential facts are clear for Paul: his relations with the 
Jerusalem authorities are basically harmonious.”
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Ammonihah who “thought to question them, that by their cun-
ning devices . . . they might deliver them to their judges . . . that 
they might be slain or cast into prison.” Beyond the prophets, we 
are also shown a great betrayer who betrays not one but three 
different communities. Amalickiah, in Alma 46 and 47, success-
fully betrays his own supporters (see Alma 46:33), the renegade 
Lamanite army, and the Lamanite king (see Alma 47:13–24).

The consequences of these betrayals as depicted in the 
Book of Mormon are devastating as they render the communi-
ties involved in the betrayals helpless to respond to other crises 
that arise. For Abinadi’s people, their betrayal of Abinadi leads 
to the persecutions of Alma the Elder by the king and his army. 
This in turn creates a division among the people themselves, al-
lowing the Lamanites to invade and take over (see Mosiah 19). 
Similarly, following the betrayal of Alma and Amulek, the peo-
ple of Ammonihah “were destroyed; yea every living soul of the 
Ammonihahites was destroyed. . . . In one day it was left deso-
late, . . . and so great was the scent thereof that the people did not 
go in to possess the land of Ammonihah for many years” (Alma 
16:9–11). 

Amalickiah’s betrayals may be the most vivid of the three 
examples since they precipitated the most catastrophic war the 
Nephites had yet experienced and demonstrated the most in-
sidious consequence of betrayal—the engendering of other be-
trayals. As attested by Morianton in Alma 50 and the king-men 
in Alma 61, who later betrayed the country and people by en-
tering into an alliance with Amalickiah’s brother, Amalickiah’s 
betrayals engendered thirteen years of immediate conflict. The 
subsequent betrayals which arose from his original betrayal 
threatened to destroy Nephite civilization more than once. Such 
consequences, though not found in the New Testament, are 
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vividly on display in the Book of Mormon and leave an indelible 
impression on the serious nature of betrayal. 

“And Shall Hate One Another”

The last criteria Christ listed in His conditions leading to 
apostasy is that of hatred stemming from the offense and betrayals 
within the Church community. The Greek term translated as hate 
is found forty-two times in the New Testament, yet the only refer-
ences that discussed hatred among members at any length are in 
the writings of John, particularly in his first and second letters,20 
though it is mentioned briefly as one of many qualities that Paul 
exhorts the Saints to avoid (see Romans 1:30; Galatians 5:20; Titus 
3:3). 

John begins his discussion of hate by declaring: “He that 
saith he is in the light, and hateth his brother, is in darkness 
even until now. . . . He that hateth his brother is in darkness, and 
walketh in darkness, and knoweth not whither he goeth” (1 John 
2:9, 11). Later, in chapter 3, John states bluntly that “whosoever 
hateth his brother is a murderer” (v. 15).21 Of course, John is not 
necessarily saying that all who hate will, at some point, physi-
cally murder another. But he is suggesting that one who hates 
has lost a certain understanding of his fellowmen—that when 
one reaches the state of hatred for another he has lost the ability 
to recognize the intrinsic value of that human life.

20.	 Kittel and Friedrich, Theological Dictionary, s.v. “μισέω” 
21.	I n 1 John 2, following these statements, John warns of anti-Christs 

even then among the community: “They went out from us, but they 
were not of us” (v. 19). His second letter warns of deceivers (see 2 John 
1:7), and in the third letter he acknowledges that apostates had so 
turned some congregations that the Apostles were no longer welcome: 
“Diotrephes . . . receiveth us not . . . neither doth he himself receive the 
brethren, and forbiddeth them that would, and casteth them out of the 
church” (3 John 1:9–10).
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Unfortunately, or perhaps fortunately, we are not given 
any indication within the New Testament that Church members 
reached this state, though John’s mentioning of the apostates in 
his second and third letters certainly suggests it was present. Yet 
the consequences laid out by John are on display in tragic fashion 
in the Book of Mormon. In fact, the primary conflicts described 
throughout the book—Lamanites versus Nephites, Gadianton 
robbers versus the righteous, the final conflict between the 
Nephites and the Lamanites—are all grounded in hatred.22 

Of the thirty-four references to hatred in the Book of  
Mormon, nineteen describe the hatred of the Lamanites for the 
Nephites. Though not as common, the Book of Mormon does 
note that the hatred went both ways; according to 2 Nephi 1:18, 
Lehi worries that all his sons’ descendants would be “visited by 
sword, and by famine, and are hated.” Later, Jacob addresses three 
concerns he has with his people all stemming from inequalities 
based on perceptions. The last of these false perceptions had led 
to racism, in which the Nephites “hate [the Lamanites] because 
of their filthiness and the cursing which hath come upon their 
skins” (Jacob 3:5). 

The Gadianton robbers were formed in the fortieth year of 
the reign of judges in response to the execution of Paanchi, who 
lost the bid for the chief judgeship and sought to instigate a re-
bellion. According to Helaman 1:7, “That part of the people that 
were desirous that he should be their governor, was exceedingly 
wroth.” A few verses later we are told, “Those people who were 
desirous that he should be their governor . . . they were angry  
. . . and murdered Pahoran as he sat upon the judgment-seat” (v. 
9). In 3 Nephi 3:4, the letter from the Gadianton chief, Giddianhi, 

22.	I n the last conflict (between the Nephites and the Lamanites) it is un-
clear whether or not the distinction is according to genetic lineage. 
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states their willingness to go to war because of their “everlasting 
hatred towards you because of the many wrongs which ye have 
done unto them.” Not surprisingly, the Book of Mormon points 
out that it is from perceived wrongs that this hatred finds root. 

The final conflict between the Nephites and Lamanites also 
emerged from hatred for one another. According to 4 Nephi 
1:36–39: “There arose a people who were called the Nephites, 
and they were true believers in Christ. . . . Therefore the true 
believers in Christ, and the true worshipers of Christ . . . were 
called Nephites. . . . And it came to pass that they who reject-
ed the gospel were called Lamanites . . . ; and they did teach 
their children that they should not believe. . . . And they were 
taught to hate the children of God, even as the Lamanites were 
taught to hate the children of Nephi from the beginning.” This 
hatred eventually reaches the point at which the people “have 
become strong in their perversion; and they are alike brutal, 
sparing none, neither old nor young. . . . They are without prin-
ciple, and past feeling” (Moroni 9:19–20).

In all these cases, we are provided explicit examples of 
the spiritual darkness created by hatred as described by John. 
Hatred arose from real or perceived offenses and betrayals, 
leading to breakdown of the social norms by which one can re-
late to another. In the case of the Lamanites and Nephites, a 
family is separated; in the case of the Gadianton robbers and 
the righteous, a society is destroyed; in the case of the final 
conflict, two entire civilizations ripped each other apart. All 
this occurred because individuals had completely lost sight of 
the intrinsic value of human beings; their very ability to reason 
or think clearly and even feel, especially concerning the value 
of another man, was lost. And in this, the real lesson concern-
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ing apostasy is taught: that apostasy is ultimately a rebellion 
against the truth.23

“But Then Shall I Know Even As Also I Am Known”

If apostasy is the result of hatred, which itself arises from in-
ternal offenses and betrayals, then the ability to overcome apos-
tasy must be found in hatred’s opposite: love.24 As noted above, 
John recognized the destructive apostate condition of hatred, 
particularly in his first letter to the Saints. Therefore, much of, 
if not the entire tenor of, the letter is his attempt to instill a set 
of qualities that could overcome hatred by concentrating prin-
cipally on the true natures of Christ and ourselves and how rec-
ognition of these are related to the concept of love: “Behold, 
what manner of love the Father hath bestowed upon us, that we 
should be called the sons of God: therefore the world knoweth 
us not, because it knew him not. Beloved, now we are the sons 

23.	 M. Catherine Thomas, “From Malachi to John the Baptist: the Dynam-
ics of Apostasy,” in Studies in Scripture, vol. 4, 1 Kings to Malachi, ed. 
by Kent P. Jackson (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1993), 471–83: “Satan 
was the first apostate and the father of apostasy. He revealed the es-
sential motive behind apostasy when he challenged God: ‘Wherefore 
give me thine honor’” (472); see also George Q. Cannon, Gospel Truth: 
Discourses and Writings of George Q. Cannon, ed. Jerrell L. Newquist 
(Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1987), 496: “Every apostate from the 
truth, Judas-like, indulges in this same feeling; and the hatred which 
they bear to the principles they once rejoiced in and its believers, their 
former brethren, is varied in intensity by the progress they made in 
the knowledge of truth when they loved it and the extent to which they 
abandon themselves to the influence which their master exercises.” 
See also David O. McKay, in Conference Report, October 1965, 10–11: 
“Fundamental in all Christ’s teachings was the crime of wrong think-
ing. . . . He who harbors hatred and bitterness injures himself far more 
than the one towards whom he manifests these evil propensities.”

24.	 See Robert F. Orton, “The First and Great Commandment,” Ensign, No-
vember 2001, 81: “Hatred is the antithesis of love.” 
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of God, and it doth not yet appear what we shall be: but we know 
that, when he shall appear, we shall be like him, for we shall see 
him as he is” (1 John 3:1–2). 

Clearly from the first clause, it is God’s love that leads to 
our designation as sons and daughters of God. Moreover, John 
teaches us that we recognize this designation in ourselves when 
we are able to see God “as he is.”25 This designation is one that 
holds great promise. Paul, speaking to the Romans, stated: “For 
as many are led by the Spirit of God, they are the sons of God.  
. . . And if children, then heirs, heirs of God and joint-heirs with 
Christ” (Romans 8:14, 17). John suggests that what makes us like 
God is not so much what we see as the fact that we will possess 
the ability to see. Thus, God’s love for us is demonstrated by our 

25.	I nterestingly, this principle is perhaps what Christ Himself suggested 
in Joseph Smith’s translation of Matthew 24:1, “For I say unto you, that 
ye shall not see me henceforth and know that I am he of whom it is 
written by the prophets, until ye shall say: Blessed is he who cometh 
in the name of the Lord, in the clouds of heaven, and all the holy an-
gels with him.” The verse is taken from Psalm 118:26, and though this 
is often taken as a reference to the Second Coming of Christ, a closer 
look reveals that the point of His declaration can also refer to one’s 
seeing and knowing Christ, recognizing Him through scripture study 
and revelation, regardless of place or time. If taken from this point of 
view, the scripture quoted by Christ can have multiple applications, 
even referring to the condescension of His mortal birth as well His tri-
umphal Second Coming. See also J. Ross Wagner, “Psalm 118 in Luke–
Acts: Tracing a Narrative Thread,” in Early Christian Interpretation of 
the Scriptures in Israel: Investigations and Proposals, ed. Craig A. Evans 
and James A. Sanders, Journal for the Study of the New Testament 
Supplement Series 148 (Sheffield, UK: Sheffield Academic Press, 1970), 
154–78, 160: “The association of Psalm 118 with the acts of divine de-
liverance celebrated at Tabernacles, Hannukah and Passover may have 
encouraged readings of the psalm that focused on the hope of God’s 
future deliverance of Israel through the agency of his Anointed One.” 
See also Andrew C. Brunson, Psalm 118 in the Gospel of John, Wis-
senschaftliche Untersuchungen zum Neuen Testament 2. Reihe 158 
(Tübingen, Germany: Mohr Siebeck, 2003).
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receiving the revelation concerning His nature, which in turn 
demonstrates our own divine nature. His love, demonstrated by 
His revealing to us our true, divine natures, becomes an anchor 
to us allowing us to “have boldness in the day of judgment: be-
cause as he is, so are we in this world” (1 John 4:17). 

The same doctrine is recorded in the Book of Mormon, but 
with insights that are missing from both the Gospels and the 
letters that make the rest of New Testament. First, the book in-
cludes a definition of truth not found in any biblical text: “For 
the Spirit speaketh the truth and lieth not. Wherefore, it spea-
keth of things as they really are and of things as they really will 
be” (Jacob 4:13).26 This definition speaks of the actuality of truth, 
the inclusion of the adverb really suggesting that it is to be un-
derstood as contrasting the way things seem and the way things 
actually are. Thus, charity, or seeing the way God really is, can be 
plainly understood as a revelation of God's true nature or self, 
which is eactly what Mormon suggests in Moroni 7. 

With language similar to that used by John, Mormon ex-
horted the peaceful followers of Christ: “Wherefore, my beloved 
brethren, pray unto the Father with all the energy of heart, that 
ye may be filled with this love, which he hath bestowed upon all 
who are true followers of his Son, Jesus Christ; that ye may be-
come the sons of God; that when he shall appear we shall be like 
him, for we shall see him as he is” (Moroni 7:48). While much of 
this is similar to that which John wrote, they are important dif-
ferences including both instruction as to how to gain charity and 
the reasons why one would want charity in the first place. More 
importantly, while Mormon notes that seeing God as He really is 
makes us akin to Him, similar to the statements of John, he also 

26.	 Similarly, in Doctrine and Covenants 93:24, “And truth is knowledge of 
things as they are, as they were, and as they are to come.”
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reveals that it is our own possession of charity that becomes the 
means by which we become the sons and daughters of God. It is 
our love that allows us to see God as He really is. 

The small but significant clause, “that ye may become the 
sons of God,” missing from John’s version, teaches us that the 
love which makes us like God is meant for us to use, not merely 
be passive agents receiving His love. Mormon’s statement sug-
gests that when we actively experience this revelatory love we 
become the heirs of God, the joint-heirs of Christ, doing the 
work that such beings engage in. The pure love that Christ pos-
sesses gave Him the strength to provide deliverance for every-
one whether they accepted this gift or not because He saw their 
right to a divine nature. Similarly, when one possesses this love, 
one has the knowledge necessary to see through the deception 
that causes offense and hatred and therefore act according to 
the recognition of the divine nature of others, transforming us 
into the Christlike beings we are ourselves.27 Of course, knowing 
God means that we can see the same truth in others, the same 
true nature of others, and by so doing we are able to overcome 
the deception that lies at the heart of apostasy.28

27.	I t would seem that during his final discourse, Christ still sought to 
instill this teaching in His disciples. His intercessory prayer, recorded 
in John 17, is particularly revealing. According to the text, Christ pled 
with the Father that He would “sanctify them through thy truth . . . that 
the love wherewith thou hast loved me may be in them, and I in them” 
(John 17:17, 26). Here, as in Mormon’s doctrine on charity, a relation-
ship is made between the acquisition of truth, the way things really 
are, and the love of God; the knowledge of our true nature provides us 
the ability to overcome apostasy.

28.	 This seems to have been understood by the other New Testament 
prophets. To the Church in Colossae, Paul said, “Put on therefore, 
as the elect of God, holy and beloved, bowels of mercies, kindness. 
. . . And above all these things, put on charity, which is the bond of 
perfectness” (Colossians 3:12, 14). To the Galatians, Paul exhorted, 
“Brethren, ye have been called unto liberty; only use not liberty for 
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“Therefore . . . Love One Another As I Have Loved You”

The Restoration of the true Church emerged from a period of 
time characterized by a lack of priesthood authority and the dis-
tortion of doctrine.29 This period began with the death of Christ’s 
original twelve Apostles and ended with the call of Joseph Smith 
in the spring of 1820.30 Yet while that Apostasy is over and both 

an occasion to the flesh, but by love serve one another” (Galatians 
5:13). To the Corinthians he declared, “For now we see through a 
glass, darkly; but then face to face; now I know in part; but then shall 
I be known even as also I am known” (1 Corinthians 13:12). Later, he 
concludes his letter by exhorting, “Let all your things be done with 
charity” (1 Corinthians 16:14). In each of these cases, the passages are 
preceded by accounts of divisions, conflict, and apostasy among the 
congregations. Similarly, our prophets today have stressed the need 
for love. As recently as April of 2006, President Gordon B. Hinckley 
spoke of the need to “recognize that each of us is a son or daughter of 
our Father in Heaven, who loves all of His children” (“The Need for 
Greater Kindness,” Ensign, May 2006, 58). In April 2002, Elder Gene 
R. Cook provided a personal example of the knowledge charity pro-
vides when he spoke of his friend Betty, “She felt God’s love . . . [and] 
partook of His divine nature. . . . Her love for others increased. . . . She 
learned to love herself more . . . and started loving herself the way God 
loved her. Her image of herself became His image of her” (“Charity: 
Perfect and Lasting Love,” Ensign, May 2002, 82). And in 2001, Elder 
Robert F. Orton declared, “Brothers and sisters, if we are obedient to 
the commandment of love, there will be no disputations, contention, 
nor hatred between nor among us. We will not speak ill of one another 
but will treat each other with kindness and respect, realizing that each 
of us is a child of God” (“The First and Great Commandment,” Ensign, 
November 2001, 81). 

29.	 Within the church this period of time is commonly referred to as the 
Great Apostasy (see Alexander B. Morrison, Turning from the Truth: A 
New Look at the Great Apostasy [Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 2005], 1: 
“Mormonism, so-called, stands or falls, in major ways, on the reality of 
what Latter-day Saints commonly term ‘The Great Apostasy.’”)

30.	 Secondary sources on the Apostasy are too numerous to mention. The 
following are only as a list to begin study: Tad R. Callister, The Inevi-
table Apostasy and the Promised Restoration (Salt Lake City: Deseret 
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priesthood authority and correct doctrine can be found again, 
the process of apostasy as outlined by Christ is as much a threat 
today as it ever was in days of the New Testament apostles and 
Book of Mormon prophets. 

By studying this process—offense and taking offense and 
betrayal, and hatred caused by anti-Christs—both in the warn-
ings of the New Testament and in the recorded effects of them 
in the Book of Mormon, we can fortify ourselves against the 
elements of apostasy. The instructions provided in both books 
concerning the importance of charity, particularly the doctrines 
found in the Book of Mormon, provide the reader the knowledge 
necessary to “remain steadfast” against the false truths that are 
the hallmark of apostasy. Though both the New Testament and 
Book of Mormon dispensations collapsed under apostate con-
ditions, their examples and exhortations have been kept and 
passed down through the centuries. By heeding these teachings 
we can avoid similar pitfalls and become the Saints that we are 
meant to be. 

Book, 2006); Early Christians in Disarray: Contemporary Perspectives 
on the Christian Apostasy, ed. Noel B. Reynolds (Provo, UT: FARMS, 
Brigham Young University Press, 2005); Alexander B. Morrison, Turn-
ing from Truth: A New Look at the Great Apostasy (Salt Lake City: De-
seret Book, 2005); Kent P. Jackson, The Apostasy and the Restoration 
(Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1996); Apostasy and Restoration (Salt 
Lake City: The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 1982); James 
E. Talmage, The Great Apostasy (1909; repr., Salt Lake City: Deseret 
Book, 1998).
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The Lord said that He “knoweth all things, for all things 
are present before mine eyes” (D&C 38:2). The context of 
His words suggests He was referring to history. Indeed, 

as the Prophet Joseph Smith observed, “The past, the present, 
and the future were and are, with Him, one eternal ‘now.’”1 The 
book of Revelation emphasizes that fact. John’s work stands as 
a testament of the foreknowledge of God and has thereby given 
hope and assurance through nearly two millennia. Its message 
for the righteous continues to promote comfort and confidence. 
The book’s assurance comes primarily from showing the past 
and present Saints what is to come and, thus, preparing them for 

1.	 Joseph Smith, Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, comp. Joseph 
Fielding Smith (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1976), 220.
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the future. Indeed, there are no other people for whom the work 
is more germane. 

That fact, however, does not mean that the book is easy 
reading. One scholar without the benefit of the restored gospel 
described Revelation as a book that finds a man mad or leaves 
him that way.2 Many, even among the Saints, who have labored 
through its maze would agree. But God gave the vision and pre-
served it because it had a message for those living in the latter 
days as well as those living in the meridian of time, and there-
fore it is important that His Saints understand it.3 Fortunately, 
through the Restoration, the Lord has revealed a number of keys 
to unlock the secrets of the book. Thus, Joseph Smith declared 
that the book “is one of the plainest books God ever caused to 

2.	 Northrop Frye, “Typology: Apocalypse,” in The Revelation of St. John 
the Divine, ed. Harold Bloom (New York: Chelsea House, 1988), 71.

3.	I n response to the question, “Are we expected to understand the book 
of Revelation?” Elder Bruce R. McConkie stated: “Certainly. Why else 
did the Lord reveal it? The common notion that it deals with beasts 
and plagues and mysterious symbolisms that cannot be understood 
is just not true. It is so far overstated that it gives an entirely erroneous 
feeling about this portion of revealed truth. Most of the book—and it 
is no problem to count the verses so included—is clear and plain and 
should be understood by the Lord’s people. Certain parts are not clear 
and are not understood by us—which, however, does not mean that 
we could not understand them if we would grow in faith as we should. 
The Lord expects us to seek wisdom, to ponder his revealed truths, 
and to gain a knowledge of them by the power of his Spirit” (“Under-
standing the Book of Revelation,” Ensign, September 1975, 87). In his 
Doctrinal New Testament Commentary, Elder McConkie further stated, 
“We are in a much better position to understand those portions of Rev-
elation which we are expected to understand than we generally realize. 
Thanks be to the interpretive material found in sections 29, 77, 88, and 
others of the revelations in the Doctrine and Covenants [and other 
latter-day scriptures]; . . . we have a marvelously comprehensive and 
correct understanding of this otherwise hidden book” (Salt Lake City: 
Bookcraft, 1973), 3:431. 
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be written.”4 It may be true that he was helped because, as has 
been facetiously pointed out, he saw the movie.5 Even so, the 
standard works provide all the Saints with a solid resource for 
understanding the book’s message.

Due to the vast amounts of symbols Revelation contains, 
this paper can focus on only a few of them. Therefore, keeping 
with the theme of this volume as a whole, only those scriptures 
receiving attention from Joseph Smith along with others on 
which the Restoration can shed light are examined here.

The Nature of Apocalyptic Style 

The reader must not go into Revelation expecting the logical 
and well-developed themes of most of the scriptures. The work 
is full of abrupt changes and impossible combinations. A com-
pletely logical and clearly understood apocalyptic style, howev-
er, would be a contradiction in terms, even for Revelation. The 
reader must be prepared for a trip along a surreal and dreamlike, 
sometimes nightmarelike, landscape. The prophet received his 
vision through poetic images free of any need for external con-
sistency and conformity to reality. But this is what gives apoca-
lyptic literature its impact.6 The style allows God to communicate 
through the force of the images and movements He creates. He 
is not shackled with the need to make all things smooth and logi-
cal. An inconsistency can even underscore a point. For example, 
the beast that rises from the sea in chapter 12 has seven heads but 
ten horns and crowns. The Lord does not intend for the reader 
to arrange horns on the heads, but to interpret them. Again, the 

4.	 Smith, Teachings, 290. 
5.	 This statement has been around so long that I have no idea who origi-

nally stated it.
6.	 For discussion, see David E. Aune, Revelation 1–5, Word Biblical Com-

mentary 52a (Dallas: Word Books, 1977), 1:lxx–civ.
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heads represent Satan’s kingdom on earth, symbolized by the 
seven hills of Rome (see 17:9) and the Joseph Smith Translation 
states the beast represents “the kingdoms of the earth” (Joseph 
Smith Translation, 13:1). The horns symbolize those powers and 
the crowns, those governments that are supported by the beast.7 
The ten horns suggest that the beast’s power, like the dragon’s, is 
limited. 

This example shows how God uses symbols as a means of 
communicating ideas. Symbols freed John to represent tran-
scendental and spiritual experiences. The Lord employs sym-
bols in almost every sentence of the revelation. But He did not 
create them ex nihilo; these symbols are consistent with the 
Old Testament and Jewish apocalyptic literature.8 Indeed, in 
Revelation, the Lord uses the words, phrases, images, and pat-
terns of the ancient covenant as a kind of language arsenal that 
undergirded and propelled the message which John’s contem-
poraries clearly understood. 

Important among the symbols used was that of numbers.9 
One must be careful in taking them too literally, however. Near 
Eastern literature, not just Hebrew, reveals a fondness for using 
numbers to communicate ideas. When used this way, they take 
on a qualitative rather than a quantitative meaning. Why certain 
numbers became laden with symbolic meaning is unknown; in 
most cases the meanings arose during the period in which there 
was little or no record keeping and are now lost to us. It is of in-

7.	 See G. K. Beale, The Book of Revelation, New International Greek Tes-
tament Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1998), 681–84. 

8.	 For a discussion of the tie of images to the Old Testament, see Beale, 
Revelation, 58–64.

9.	 See A. Y. Collins, “Numerical Symbolism in Jewish and Early Christian 
Apocalyptic Literature,” Aufstieg und Niedergang der Römischen Welt 
(1984), 2.21.2:1221–87.
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terest that there is a general consistency across cultures to the 
meaning of certain numbers which John does not violate.10

For example, the numbers 4, 7, 12, and 1,000 denote aspects 
of wholeness, or completeness: the first to the world, the sec-
ond to totality or fullness, the third to priesthood, and the last to 
superlative greatness or perfection.11 Some numbers express an 
identical idea. For example: 1,260, 42, and 3½ are all derived from 
the Jewish calendar and denote the number of days and months 
in three and one-half years. But they all represent the period in 
which God allows evil to dominate. It is the temporary period in 
which the dragon and the beast rule (see Revelation 11:2–3, 11; 
12:6; 13:5). In this light, note that it is only after three and one-half 
days of evil rejoicing over what appears to be a great victory that 
God’s two witnesses to Israel are resurrected and good triumphs 
(see Revelation 11:3–12; see also D&C 77:15). Since the number 
2 symbolizes witnesses and three and one-half the momentary 
triumph of evil, neither number need be taken literally. There 
may be more than two witnesses, and the period of their death 
may be more or less than three and one-half days. God’s point is 
that there will be a point when evil seems to have won, but that 
dream will be shattered the moment these prophets arise.

The number of those called to service in the last days, 
144,000, is instructive. As noted, they are high priests called as 
missionaries in the last days. The message, however, is not in the 
quantity, for again the number need not be taken literally, but in 
the quality. Twelve represents priesthood. Multiplying the num-
ber by itself adds wholeness (as would multiplying it by seven). 

10.	 For John’s use of numbers see Beale, Revelation, 58–64.
11.	 For discussion on the number 12, see Homer Hailey, Revelation: An 

Introduction and Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 
1979), 41; Charles R. Erdman, The Revelation of John (Philadelphia: 
Westminster Press, 1966), 15. 
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Thus, the number denotes the quality of priesthood held by those 
who are God’s servants in the last days. For this reason, one need 
not worry that chapter 7 leaves out the tribe of Dan from the list 
of those called to God’s service. It is all symbolic. There will be 
many Danites in God’s kingdom, but John may have left the tribe 
out because, according to popular Jewish myth, the anti-Christ 
was to arise from that tribe, and John worked to put down any 
form of idolatry.

The Vision Given in Code

There is a good reason why the book is less than clear. 
According to the Book of Mormon, the Bible went through the 
hands of a “great and abominable church, which is most abomi-
nable above all other churches; for behold, they have taken away 
from the gospel of the Lamb many parts which are plain and 
most precious; and also many covenants of the Lord have they 
taken away” (1 Nephi 13:26). Members of this church acted to 
pervert the gospel and lead men astray.12 

The Lord needed to get His message concerning the last 
days through the editors of the great and abominable church. 
One way was to hide the message in symbols. John therefore did 
not choose the form of the vision; God did. The form is now called 
“apocalyptic.” It provided John with the means of being able to 
write in a kind of divine code, and it seems to have worked well 
for him. Though there are more variant manuscript readings of 
the text of Revelation than that of any other New Testament book, 
these are not sufficient to cause uncertainty on the meaning of a 

12.	 Stephen E. Robinson has effectively argued that the word “church” 
would best be understood as “organization” in “Early Christianity and 
First Nephi 13–14,” in The Book of Mormon: First Nephi, The Doctrinal 
Foundation, ed. Monte Nyman and Charles D. Tate Jr. (Provo, UT: Reli-
gious Studies Center, Brigham Young University, 1988), 178.
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single paragraph taken as a whole.13 We are fortunate to live in a 
day when living prophets have opened the meaning of many of 
these symbols once more.14

One cannot fully appreciate the message of the book, there-
fore, until one can see past the symbols to the vast realities for 
which they stand. Fortunately, Revelation is quite helpful in the 
task. In a few instances it actually interprets the symbol for the 
reader. For example, the seven stars in chapter 1 represent the 
leaders of the various congregations of the Church, while the can-
dlesticks represent the churches (see vv. 12, 16, 20).15 In chapter 
17, the “waters” symbolize nations and peoples under the power 

13.	I n the 400 verses of Revelation there are about 1,650 variant readings 
(these do not include different spellings of the same word) in the five 
available uncials. In comparison, the general epistles contain 432 vers-
es and contain about 1,100 variants with considerably more manu-
script sources and, therefore, the potential for an even greater number 
of discrepancies (see Isbon T. Beckwith, The Apocalypse of John [New 
York: Macmillan, 1919; reprint, Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 
1967], 411, and for an updated discussion see Beale, Revelation, 70–86, 
and Aune, Revelation 1–5, cxxxiv–clx). 

14.	 Though there are gospel truths revealed in the standard works, the 
Doctrine and Covenants is particularly helpful in understanding latter-
day events. Section 77, which was known in its earliest form as a key to 
understanding the book of Revelation, is critical (see an 1851 edition 
of the Pearl of Great Price). For discussion and background, see Ste-
phen E. Robinson and H. Dean Garrett, A Commentary on the Doctrine 
and Covenants (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 2001), 2:234–38. Though 
Joseph Smith seldom discussed Revelation, he did make some help-
ful remarks in a discourse delivered on April 8, 1943. For content, see 
Joseph Smith, History of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 
ed. B. H. Roberts, 2nd ed. rev. (Salt Lake City: The Church of Jesus 
Christ of Latter-day Saints, 1976), 5:340–45.

15.	 The Joseph Smith Translation changes “angels” to “servants.” This 
agrees with the sense of the original Greek, since the term “angel” de-
noted both a mortal and immortal servant of God. Technically, John 
did not see candlesticks but rather lampstands. Candles had not yet 
been invented.

Understanding Images and Symbols in the Book of Revelation
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of spiritual Babylon (see vv. 1, 15).16 Though the seer interpreted 
his symbols in only a few instances, he did not design the others 
to contradict or confuse. Indeed, the use of major symbols is uni-
form throughout Revelation. The trumpets, seals, bowls, beasts, 
and so forth, all have a fixed and consistent meaning.17 The con-
text allows most of the meanings to be ascertained. Further, 
modern revelation, as noted, helpfully elucidates and provides 
the key to understanding others. The Doctrine and Covenants 
is particularly helpful on this point. Section 77 explicitly defines 
certain symbols and thereby acts as a check on the meaning of 
others.18 It needs to be understood, however, that there are some 
images which remain obscure, and their full interpretation must 
wait for further light. For example, in chapter 10, God refused to 
let John write what the seven thunders uttered. We do not know 
why. Another example comes from chapter 13, where we meet a 
great beast. According to the Joseph Smith Translation, it repre-
sents “the kingdoms of the earth” (v. 1), yet just which kingdoms 
have not yet been revealed. What we do not know, however, con-
stitutes but a small portion of the book and in no way hampers 
the message.19

The reader should be aware that John uses his symbols as a 
means of presentation, rather than as an attempt to analyze or 
prove a point.20 One value of symbolic representation is the lay-
ers of meaning it can generate. Readers must therefore fix their 
attention not upon the image but upon the ideas that the image 

16.	 See also 4:5; 5:6; 11:8; 12:9; 17:3, 9; 19:8. 
17.	 Erdman, Revelation, 15. 
18.	 There are limitations, however. For example, Doctrine and Covenants 

88 uses many of the images found in Revelation, but it recasts and re-
arranges them for its own purpose.

19.	 See, for example, 8:1; 9:14–15; 10:3–4; 12:15–16; 13:3, 18. 
20.	 Austin Farrar, A Rebirth of Images: The Making of St. John’s Apocalypse 

(Boston: Beacon, 1963), 19. 
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portrays. Keep in mind that God did not design the images for 
pictorial representation. They come through the mind of a poet, 
not the pen of an illustrator.21 Further, John consistently records 
the full complement of his images to produce understanding 
about the prophetic matrix upon which he is focusing. 

For example, in chapter 14, the vision opens with a lamb 
standing with 144,000 upon Mount Zion. We have met the  
Lamb before. It is the Savior. Chapters 5 and 6 depict Him as the 
Lamb slain before the foundation of the world who has power 
to undo the seals and open the book of God. Modern revela-
tion teaches us that the book contains the will and words of God 
which must be executed for the salvation of humankind (see 
D&C 77:6). The Doctrine and Covenants tells us that the 144,000 
who stand with Him represent high priests ordained out of every 
nation whose task it is to bring all who will come into the Church 
of the Firstborn (see D&C 77:11). Chapter 14 focuses on the peri-
od just before the Second Coming and shows that Zion has been 
established and the Lord is with His people there. The revelation 
then states that “one like unto the Son of man” (another image of 
the Lord) will harvest earth, that is, the grain fields—a symbolic 
representation of the gathering of the righteous (compare D&C 
86:1–6). Only when that gathering is done does another angel 
begin his work, the harvesting of the vineyards. The latter har-
vest represents the crushing power the wicked will experience 
as they are “cast . . . into the great wine press of the wrath of God” 
(Revelation 14:19). Note how the images blend together to show 
that God will secure His people before He unleashes the destroy-
ing angel. Further, Christ does not personally act as a destroyer. 
His role is that of Savior. Unfortunately, the only way He can save 

21.	 Erdman, Revelation, 14. 

Understanding Images and Symbols in the Book of Revelation



Shedding Light on the New Testament

280

the earth is to have His angels “destroy them which destroy the 
earth” (Revelation 11:18). 

The strength of the Apocalypse lies in its ability to commu-
nicate its prophetic message by inviting the reader to imagina-
tive participation. God designed the symbols to communicate 
ideas in a vivid and arresting manner while John developed the 
narrative flow of the book to produce emotions, reactions, and 
understanding that would have been much more difficult, if 
not impossible, through conventional language.22 Consider the 
image of the great enemy of the Lord, the dragon of chapter 12. 
The Greek word drakōn signifies a serpent or sea monster but is 
best understood as the personification of impotent and seething 
chaos, often represented as the dark, primeval waters that op-
pose not only God but also all that is holy.23 It is no minor power. 
Indeed, in the Old Testament it represents that force which only 
God can subdue.24 The distinguishing feature of the monster is its 
insatiable cruelty.25 It is demonic in its genesis and intent, and as 
such is the perfect type of Satan at his worst.26

22.	 Elizabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, The Book of Revelation: Justice and Judg-
ment (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985), 22. 

23.	 Gerhard Kittel and Gerhard Friedrich, eds., Theological Dictionary of 
the New Testament, trans. and ed. Geoffrey W. Bromiley (Grand Rap-
ids, MI: Eerdmans, 1964), s.v. “δραvκων.” The symbol reaches way back 
in antiquity, being found among the Mesopotamians as both Tiamat 
and Labbu, among the Egyptians as Apophis, the main symbol of the 
typhoon along with the crocodile. In the Old Testament, it has the 
name of Rahab (Isaiah 51:9–10; Job 26:12–13), Leviathan (Psalm 74:12–
19; Isaiah 27:1), and the dragon of the sea (Job 7:12; Ezekiel 29:3–6; 
32:2–8). See Aune, Revelation 1–5, 2:682–83. 

24.	 See discussion in John Day, God’s Conflict with the Dragon and the Sea 
(Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 62–87. 

25.	 Walter Scott, Exposition of the Revelation of Jesus Christ (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Kregel, 1979), 249–50. 

26.	 Joseph Smith noted that when the prophets speak of beasts they mean 
images, “they being types to represent certain things. At the same time 
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John sets this symbol against that of the virtuous woman, 
who represents poise, harmony, beauty, and life-giving creation. 
Teachings from the Restoration identify her as the Church, whose 
issue is the political kingdom of God (Joseph Smith Translation, 
Revelation 12:2, 8), which “was to rule all nations with a rod of 
iron” (Revelation 12:5). 

In this context the significance of the dragon’s color is 
heightened. It is fiery red, the color of that which engulfs and 
consumes. The color seems to suggest the despiteful, violent, 
and murderous means by which Satan, the dragon, brings about 
his ends.27

The dragon has seven crown-wearing heads and ten horns.28 
The crowns are not the laurels of a victor, which the woman wears, 
but diadems, symbols of political domination.29 The scriptures 
never depict Satan wearing laurels because he wins no perma-

they received the interpretation as to what those images or types were 
designed to represent” (Smith, Teachings, 291). He stated, further, that 
the word dragon is actually a mistranslation and should be rendered 
devil (see Smith, History of the Church, 5:345; compare Beale, Revela-
tion, 632–35).

27.	 Jesus said of his adversaries, “Ye are of your father the devil. . . . He was 
a murderer from the beginning” (John 8:44).

28.	 Note the inconsistency. There are either too many or too few horns for 
the heads. But God is not creating an image to be pictured but rather 
communicating through symbols the nature of the thing He describes. 
Interestingly, the Ugaritic sea monster Leviathan possessed seven 
heads (see A. Herdner, Corpus des tablettes en cunéiforms alphabé-
tiques [Paris: University of Paris, 1963], 3.IIID.39; 5.I.3, and the idea is 
repeated in the Od Sol 22.5).

29.	 A nuance of the Greek is missed in the King James Version because 
very different Greek words, stephanos and diadēma, are both trans-
lated into the word crown. A stephanos was a headpiece won by an 
Olympic athlete or a victorious general, while the diadēma was the 
fillet worn by a king.
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nent victories.30 He does, however, have temporary power over 
certain kingdoms and institutions represented by the heads.

The numbers are significant. The seven crowned heads sug-
gest the universality of his rule as the king of chaos. They rep-
resent Satan’s pseudo-claim to royalty, which John describes as 
wearing many diadems (see Revelation 19:12–16),31 set against 
that of the King of Kings and the Lord of Lords.

The horns denote the dragon’s all-pervasive and false sov-
ereignty. Horns symbolize power. Ten represents the part of a 
whole, but not the whole itself.32 Thus, the dragon has great pow-
er, but John shows that he does not have all power; some portion 
is lacking. This is not true of the Lamb whom John depicts with 
seven horns, the symbol of fullness (see 5:6). Thus, John’s meta-
phors subtly show that the dragon is indeed powerful, but the 
Lamb is more so and therefore will take down the dragon.

The Great Enemies of the Last Days

The picture John paints in chapter 13 continues; the dragon 
has more than one assistant. The other is a lamb, a diabolical and 
perverse image of the Lord. The lamb has two horns, the number 
suggesting witnesses, that help identify what it represents—false 
philosophies and doctrines. It is buying into these that cause in-
stitutions and governments to follow after the dragon.

30.	 Hailey, Revelation, 270.
31.	 Robert H. Mounce, The Book of Revelation, The New International 

Commentary on the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 
1977), 237–38.

32.	 For example, the term ten tribes is used to represent that portion of 
Israel which was taken into captivity by the Assyrians and which will 
return in the last days. However, there were only nine of the landed 
tribes, the Northern Kingdom of Israel, affected, and in reality some 
members of all the tribes were taken. On the other hand, some mem-
bers of all the tribes remained in the Southern Kingdom.
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With the coming of the false prophet, a wolf in lamb’s cloth-
ing, the evil triumvirate stands complete. Now they can imitate 
by deception the true Godhead. As the Son has his two witness-
es, so too the dragon has his two monsters; as the Son draws his 
power from the Father, so too the first beast draws authority from 
the dragon; as the Holy Ghost glorifies the Son, so too the evil 
lamb glorifies the first beast.33 There is little doubt but that John 
exposes them in symbolic terms as the counterfeit godhead, the 
beguiling revelators, and the false lawgivers, whose powers will 
rule through the last days.34

The second beast never comes fully into view but remains 
in the background, the deceptive distance catching those who 
might not otherwise be attracted to the first beast, and in this way 
betrays people into the worship of the latter. Indeed its whole 
function seems to be to seduce mankind into this false worship. 
And what is the objective of worship? In a word, materialism: the 
ability to buy and sell and to get gain.

John lays before the reader the terrifying prospect of an 
economic system completely dominated by what has been 
called “the Mahanic principle.”35 Satan, who stands as initia-
tor of this system, first revealed its great secret to Cain, who 
in turn revealed it to his followers (see Moses 5:29–31). “And 
he [Satan] did plot with Cain and his followers from that time 
forth” (Helaman 6:27). And what was the objective of all that 
plotting? To learn the trade of turning human life into prop-
erty. Evil and conspiring men formed the secret combination, 

33.	 Mounce, Revelation, 258–59.
34.	 Many commentaries view the images of the beast and the lamb as as-

pects of Rome with its imperial cult. That may be the way the earliest 
Christians viewed these images. They do indeed fit but should not be 
limited to that view. For discussion, see Beale, Revelation, 680–718.

35.	 Hugh W. Nibley used this term in a lecture I attended in 1971.
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which then swept across oceans and survived through time. 
And Satan “doth hand down their plots, and their oaths, and 
their covenants, and their plans of awful wickedness, from gen-
eration to generation according as he can get hold upon the 
hearts of the children of men” (Helaman 6:30).

The seer shows that this power will stoke the destructive 
forces of the latter days. Slowly genuine humility and brother-
hood will be surpressed under a vast and complex coercion of 
sophisticated and bewitching propaganda and the brutality of 
pragmatism and unrestrained egotism.36 The beasts can gain con-
trol only because of the fallen and spiritually degenerate state 
brought about by evil and indifference and ambivalence toward 
good in mankind.

The real issue is worship. The battle is for the hearts and 
minds of mankind. The objective of the false lamb is to get men 
to worship the beast. Thus, the false prophet takes on a priestly 
role with pseudoreligious authority. A false religion drives the 
people, blinded by selfishness and lust, into the worship of secu-
lar power that is able to explain away real miracles. The result is 
the universal victory of secular humanism in which God is de-
nied and mankind is exalted.37

Out of this philosophy and its worldliness come the “mir-
acles” of the age. Such miracles have deceived many into false 
faith and blinded many into a false security. Willingly, the de-
luded follow the ways of the first beast.

36.	 Emil Bock, The Apocalypse of Saint John, trans. Alfred Heidenreich 
(Edinburgh: Floris Books, 1951), 106–7. Elder McConkie has noted that 
“the identity of these powers remains to be revealed” (Doctrinal New 
Testament Commentary, 3:523).

37.	 Mounce, Revelation, 259.
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The Mark of the Beast

No discussion of Revelation would be complete without 
at least mentioning the one number most associated with the 
work, 666. John associates the number with the mark of the 
beast. Understanding the nature of the mark opens the meaning 
of the number. The seer uses the Greek term charagma, “mark,” 
which denotes a stamp, etching, engraving, or impression. It also 
describes the brand a master places upon an animal or a slave. 
The word’s most important connotation, however, may be that it 
describes the mark left by a serpent’s bite.38

The objective of the beast is that “all, both small and great, 
rich and poor, free and bound” receive the mark of the dragon 
“in their right hand, or in their foreheads” (Revelation 13:16). No 
one is to be free of the mark. This mark stands in contrast to and 
is the converse of the seal placed upon the faithful followers of 
the Lamb (see 7:3). As the seal designates those who are God’s, 
the mark signifies those who are Satan’s.39

The mark of the monster consists of the letters of its name 
written in its numerical equivalent. Most ancient people did not 
have a separate numbering system and alphabet, so letters also 
served as numbers. Generally the first nine letters of the alphabet 
stood for numbers one through nine, the next nine for numbers 
ten through nineteen, and so on. Anciently, some had fun mak-
ing up riddles by translating a name into its numerical equiva-
lent. For example, a line of graffiti from Pompeii reads, “I love 
her whose number is 545.”40 The number of the beast has caused 

38.	 Kittel and Friedrich, Theological Dictionary, s.v. “charagma.” 
39.	B oth God and Satan can seal people to themselves. See Mosiah 5:15 in 

contrast to Alma 34:35.
40.	 Adolf Deissman, Light from the Ancient Near East: The New Testament 

Illustrated by Recently Discovered Texts of the Graeco-Roman World 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Book House, 1978), 277. Among the Jews 
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no end of speculation. There John gives the challenge, “Let him 
who hath understanding count the number of the beast,” and 
then gives the number 666.

Scholars and amateurs both have suggested many inge-
nious solutions ranging in possibilities from single individuals 
to whole institutions.41 However, the whole problem is fraught 
with difficulties. First, there are two manuscript traditions. The 

the practice was known as gematria. Many rabbis looked for esoteric 
meanings in the numbers found in the Old Testament. For example, 
Abraham is said to have taken 318 trained men to rescue Lot from 
his captors (see Genesis 14:14). That number translates into “Eliezer,” 
Abraham’s chief servant. The Sibylline Oracles (1.342–44) gives the 
number of the name of Jesus in Greek as 888 (I=10, A=8, S=200, O=70, 
Y=400, S=200). For discussion, see Mounce, Revelation, 263.

41.	 Some popular suggestions include, for an individual, the emperor Ti-
tus (Greek teitan, where t=300, e=5, t=10, i=300, a=1, n=5); for a nation, 
the Romans (Greek lateinos, where l=30, a=1, t=300, e=5, i=10, n=50, 
o=70, s=200). There are other names that work as well, like the Greek 
man’s name euanthas (where e=5, u=400, a=1, n=50, t=9, a=1, s=200). 
On these, see Irenaeus, Against Heresies, 5.30.3. Some have argued for 
Nero, the initiator of Christian persecution by the Roman state, as the 
man John had in mind. To derive the number, Nero’s name is translit-
erated into Hebrew nron ksr. The breakdown according to the Hebrew 
gematria is n=50, r=200, o=6, n=50, k=100, s=60, r=200. Though the 
solution is ingenious, it is hard to believe that John would have put his 
readers through so much trouble. One popular suggestion is that the 
number refers to the Catholic Church because the Greek forms italika 
ekklēsia (Italian Church), and hēletana basileia (the Latin Church) 
both add up to 666. Further, some have said that the inscription on 
the miter of the Pope, vicarious felii die, also yields the same number. 
However, this is purely anti-Catholic propaganda because no such 
inscription has ever existed. The view that the beast is a church seems 
narrow, if not bigoted, especially since the idea behind the beast 
seems more state than church. The adversary would probably like the 
wrong kingdoms pegged. For methodology, bibliography, and a list on 
many of the proposed solutions see J. Massaygberde Ford, Revelation, 
vol. 38, Anchor Bible, ed. William F. Albright and David Noel Freed-
man (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1975), 215–17; Charles, Commen-
tary, 1:366–68.
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majority give the number 666, but a significant number of others 
give 616. Second, the meaning may require the use of the digam-
ma, an archaic letter that was dropped out of use in the Greek 
alphabet before John’s day but sometimes retained for use as the 
number 6.42

Taking the Greek as it stands, John’s riddle points to “a man,” 
that is, an individual. Historically, the one man who has left his 
mark as the arch-persecutor of the Christians because he was 
willing to use the full force of the state against the people of God 
was Nero. “Six hundred threescore and six” can be derived from 
his name-title.43 But he was probably dead for nearly a quarter 
century before John wrote. However, in John’s day, there was an-
other who bore the spiritual nature of Nero. This was Domitian. 
As emperor, he sought to exterminate the Church of God. To 
John he may have seemed to be Nero reincarnate.

But a specific historical entity may not be what John had in 
mind. It may be that he was portraying a spiritual condition. As 
the mark and the number cannot be separated, so, too, the mark 
and the worship of the beast cannot be separated. The mark 
stands for the beast. In such a case, the number 6 would stand 
in contrast to the number 7, God’s number. The number 6 would 
then be that which comes the closest to perfection, and 666 falls 
short in each of its digits. In that light, it represents a trinity of 
imperfection: the dragon, the beast, and the false prophet (see 
chapters 12 and 13).44 Partaking of the mark signifies spiritual 
devotion of the beast. It designates those who throughout time 

42.	 See Beale, Revelation, 720–28.
43.	 A significant number of ancient manuscripts give the number as 616. 

This is arresting because this is the number of Nero’s name if one 
leaves it in Latin. The phenomenon suggests that many Christians 
from the second to fourth centuries saw Nero or someone like him as 
the archenemy.

44.	B eale, Revelation, 726–27.
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have been bitten by the serpent from the sea and who carry its 
venom in their veins.45

We can see that although symbols make Revelation difficult 
to read, they also give the book a depth and richness when prop-
erly interpreted. For example, at the end of his vision, John saw 
the future celestial kingdom and those who gained it. One fea-
ture of the vision is arresting. John’s angel guide showed him “a 
pure river of water of life, clear as crystal, proceeding out of the 
throne of God and of the Lamb” (Revelation 22:1). John specifi-
cally states that the river represents the waters of life. But there 
is more to it. The source of the water is important. It flows from 
“the throne of God and of the Lamb”—not two thrones but one. 
The point seems to be that there is only one source of life—God 
Himself. Sharing in the responsibility, however, is the Son, who 
ever stands as “the very eternal Father of heaven and of earth, and 
all things which in them are” (Alma 11:39). Thus John calls Him 
“the Word” (John 1:1; see also vv. 2–3) and notes that all things 
have their being because of Him. Indeed, His gospel is symbol-
ized as “living water,” and “whosoever drinketh of the water that 
[the Lord] shall give him shall never thirst; but the water that 
[the Lord gives] shall be in him a well of water springing up into 
everlasting life” (John 4:14). Thus both the Father and the Son 
occupy the same throne, for life flows from both. There is, how-
ever, yet another and more significant symbol for water. Nephi 
saw that the “waters are a representation of the love of God” (1 
Nephi 11:25). Herein lies the power of the water. It bequeaths 
and sustains life because it is love—pure and unaffected. 

Thus we see how symbols work to the Lord’s end. On one 
level they have protected the message from being lost or diluted 

45.	 For a broad spectrum of views on the subject, see Erdman, Revelation, 
114; Hailey, Revelation: An Introduction, 297–99; Mounce, Revelation, 
264–65.
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through two millennia by corrupted hands. On another level, 
one based on insights from the Restoration, they have provided 
the message with a richness and depth of understanding that al-
lows the Latter-day Saints to appreciate the Lord and His work 
more fully.
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*

Fourteen

Richard D. Draper

The Exalted Lord

Richard D. Draper is a professor of ancient scripture at 
Brigham Young University.

The book of Revelation is not, of course, easy reading. 
Anyone who has spent much time trying to decode 
John’s message will not underplay the difficulties. One 

major problem is that some passages can be understood on 
more than one level or in more than one way. Consider the first 
line of the first verse: “The Revelation of Jesus Christ.” What does 
that phrase mean? Is it the revelation that belongs to Jesus or the 
revelation that discloses Him? The context suggests it is the rev-
elation that belongs to Him, for John expressly states that “God 
gave [it] unto him, to shew unto his servants things which must 
shortly come to pass” (Revelation 1:1). Still, as we look at the 
book’s prophetic message, we cannot doubt that the great rev-
elation emphasizes the work of the Savior on its cosmic scale. It 
really is the revelation of, meaning about, the Savior. In it we see 
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aspects of the Savior found in none of the other standard works 
of the Church. This chapter examines the four visions in which 
the Savior directly appears in order to help the reader appreciate 
John’s contribution to our understanding of the nature and mis-
sion of the Lord.

The Revelation of the Savior in the First Vision

In the very first chapter, John records the Savior’s testimo-
ny of Himself: “I am Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the 
ending, saith the Lord, which is, and which was, and which is to 
come, the Almighty” (Revelation 1:8). That the Lord introduced 
Himself with these elements suggests that they form the back-
bone, as it were, of what He wants disclosed about Himself. The 
Lord begins that disclosure by identifying Himself with the first 
and last letters of the Greek alphabet. In doing so, He stresses 
His overarching role in the salvation process. The Lord acts as 
“the beginning,” or “Alpha,” by giving people the “light of Christ” 
(Moroni 7:19; D&C 88:7–13) by which they are able to discern 
and live the way of God. As they respond to their new under-
standing by entering into and keeping covenants with Him, He 
is able to finish their perfection, that is, act as “the ending,” or 
“Omega,” by bringing them to the Father (see Moroni 10:32–33; 
D&C 84:46–47.) Thus, salvation begins and ends in Him and in 
Him alone.

Jesus describes Himself further as He “who is, and who was, 
and who is to come” (Joseph Smith Translation, Revelation 1:8). 
The descriptive title strongly echoes the name of God given to 
Moses in Exodus 3:14–15 as translated in the Septuagint (the 
Hebrew Bible translated into Greek sometime between 300 and 
100 BC).1 The Greek phrase, as written by John, begins with apo, 

1.	 Compare Jeremiah 1:6; 14:13; and 39:17 in the Septuagint. 

The Exalted Lord



Shedding Light on the New Testament

292

“from,” which takes the genitive case but here is followed by three 
nominative phrases linked by the connective kai, “and.” By keep-
ing the form in the nominative, John emphasizes the idea that the 
Savior is always the subject.2 He holds the initiative. Even from 
the beginning, “He ordered all things according to the council 
of His own will.”3 Men do not force His hand but work, even in 
their rebellion, according to it (see Romans 9:15–18; John 10:18; 
Ezekiel 38:1, 14–22). We can take the phrase as an indeclinable 
noun, a rephrase, as it were, of the tetragrammaton YHWH, “He 
Who is.”4 John’s rephrase of Jehovah’s name reminds the reader 
that Jehovah is eternally existent. As He said to Moses, “Endless 
is my name; for I am without beginning of days or end of years; 
and is not this endless?” (Moses 1:3).5

The title does more. It brings the Endless One onto the stage 
of history. He alone stands as the Lord of the past, the present, 

2.	 See Davie E. Aune, Revelation 1–5, Word Biblical Commentary 52a 
(Dallas: Word Books, 1977), 30–32. 

3.	 Joseph Smith, Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, comp. Joseph 
Fielding Smith (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1978), 220. 

4.	 J. Massyngberde Ford, Revelation, vol. 38, Anchor Bible, ed. William 
F. Albright and David Noel Freedman (Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 
1975), 376. The Song of the Doves at Dodona speaks of “Zeus who was, 
Zeus who is, Zeus who will be” (Paus. Asin. 10.12.10). At Sais the shrine 
of Minerva boasted, “I am that hath been and is and shall be” (Plut. 
Mor., De Is. Et Os 9. See Robert H. Mounce, The Book of Revelation, The 
New International Commentary on the New Testament [Grand Rapids, 
MI: Eerdmans, 1977], 68.) 

5.	 Jesus may well have been speaking by divine investiture of authority as 
He uttered these words. In that case, it is Elohim who is “Endless and 
Eternal” (Moses 7:35). However, the perspective of the Father is shared 
by the Son through the power of the Holy Spirit. According to Joseph 
Smith, the Son possesses the same fulness with the Father and “having 
overcome, received a fulness of the glory of the Father, possessing the 
same mind with the Father” (Joseph Smith, comp. Lectures on Faith 
[Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1985], 60). By sharing the same mind, 
the Savior can speak from the perspective of the “Endless and Eternal.” 
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and the future. He “contemplated the whole of the events con-
nected with the earth, pertaining to the plan of salvation, before 
it rolled into existence, or ever ‘the morning stars sang together’ 
for joy; the past, the present, and the future were and are, with 
Him, one eternal ‘now.’”6 Jesus, by virtue of His eternal existence, 
exercises power and fulfills His purposes through the course of 
history.

The last title the Lord ascribed to Himself was “the Almighty” 
(Revelation 1:8). The appellation emphasizes His power over and 
through history. The Greek word used, pantokrator, means “om-
nipotent” but not in the sense that some theologians give it as the 
ability to do anything. Here it is best understood as the power of 
one who has all embracing authority to hold together and regu-
late.7 In this title we see the central message of Revelation and 
a message reiterated in modern scripture: He “ascended up on 
high, as also he descended below all things, in that he compre-
hended all things, that he might be in all and through all things, 
the light of truth” (D&C 88:6). It is this “light which is in all things, 
which giveth life to all things, which is the law by which all things 
are governed” (v. 13). Thus, the Savior overmasters the sun, the 
moon, and even the stars with all their world systems. He rules 
world history and sets humankind’s destiny. Nothing can disrupt 
His designs (see D&C 3:1–2). As will be shown below, nothing 
goes beyond the limits He sets. He is indeed God, the Almighty.

This auditory witness was but the beginning of John’s un-
derstanding of the nature of the Lord. Within moments the 

6.	 Smith, Teachings, 220. 
7.	 See Gerhard Kittel and Gerhard Freidrich, eds., Theological Diction-

ary of the New Testament, trans. and ed. Geoffrey W. Bromiley (Grand 
Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1967), 3:914–15, s.v. “παντοκραvτoρ”; Bruce 
R. McConkie, Doctrinal New Testament Commentary (Salt Lake City: 
Bookcraft, 1973), 3:436. 
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Savior parted the veil and appeared to His beloved disciple. With 
powerful imagery, John records his encounter with the Second 
Comforter. As the vision opened, the prophet saw standing in 
the midst of seven lamps “one like unto the Son of man, clothed 
with a garment down to the foot, and girt about the paps with 
a golden girdle” (Revelation 1:13).8 The phrase “son of man” is 
found in all the standard works usually referring to the Savior, 
though in the Old Testament it is used to distinguish mortals 
from God especially in a judgment context (see Numbers 23:19; 
Psalm 8:4; Isaiah 51:12. Ezekiel especially uses the term this way. 
See for example: 2:1, 3, 6, 8). The book of Moses gives another di-
mension to the title; there the name is capitalized, “Son of Man,” 
making it a proper name or title (Moses 6:52). According to that 
same verse, “in the language of Adam, Man of Holiness” is the 
name of God, “and the name of his Only Begotten is the Son of 
Man, even Jesus Christ, a righteous Judge.” In this context, the 
name designates He who is the Son of the Man of Holiness.

John’s culture gives us a further dimension. The term can be 
found in a number of writings during the first century.9 Though 
scholars are still unsure as to the full meaning of this title, the 
term designated a supernatural figure who was to act as the vice-
regent of God at the close of the age (compare Daniel 7:13).10 It is 
of note that Jesus first applied the term “Son of man” to Himself 

8.	 The phrase “like unto” seems to suggests that John did not actually see 
the Savior. Such is not the case. There are a number of scriptures where 
the phrase “like unto the Son of Man” refers to none other than the 
Savior (see Abraham 3:27; Revelation 14:14).

9.	 James H. Charlesworth, ed., The Messiah: Developments in Earliest 
Christianity and Judaism (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992). For the 
concept of Messianism in earliest Judaism, see 79–115; on the term 
“son of man,” see 130–44.

10.	 For discussion, see M. D. Hooker, The Son of Man in Mark (London: 
Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 1967), 81–93.
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when His dual power to heal physical and spiritual illness proved 
His divinity (see Luke 5:18–26). The then-current definition of 
supernatural being and God’s viceregent seems to fit much of 
the profile of the Savior.11 The title’s implications would not have 
been wasted on John’s readers.

The imagery John uses in Revelation to describe the Lord 
reveals much. It, along with the lamp stands, ties the vision to 
the temple. The words John used to describe the Lord’s robes 
are the same as those used in the Septuagint for the vestments 
of the high priest (see Exodus 28:4; 29:5; see also Daniel 10:5). 
The golden girdle or clasp, worn at breast level, marked royalty.12 
Thus, the Lord seems to present Himself as both king and priest, 
offices associated with the temple and the fulness of the priest-
hood. The revelation shadows His standing at the head of the pa-
triarchal order, presiding as father, king, and priest.

John goes on to describe the Lord’s countenance like that 
of the sun shining in its strength, His hair “white like wool, as 
white as snow; and his eyes . . . as a flame of fire” (Revelation 
1:14). Fire also surrounded His feet and legs, “as if they burned 
in a furnace” (v. 16). John’s vision mirrors that of Joseph Smith 
and Oliver Cowdery. When they saw the Lord, “His eyes were 
as a flame of fire; the hair of his head was white like the pure 
snow; his countenance shone above the brightness of the sun; 

11.	 Luke spoke previously of the Lord’s power (dynamis) to heal. Here 
Luke focuses on His authority (exousia) to do so. 

12.	 See Exodus 28:4; 29:5 in the Septuagint where the girdle is connected 
with the attire of the high priest. His girdle was made of fine-twined 
linen and embroidered with needlework (see Exodus 28:6, in the Sep-
tuagint), while the clasp or girdle that gathered together the long robe 
of the Lord was of gold. Josephus, however, notes that during his time 
the high priest’s girdle was interwoven with gold (The Jewish Antiqui-
ties 3.7.2). The golden clasp or propē was worn by the king and his as-
sociates (1 Maccabees 10:89; 11:58) and served as a mark of office. For 
further discussion, see Mounce, Revelation, 77–78.



Shedding Light on the New Testament

296

and his voice was as the sound of the rushing of great waters, 
even the voice of Jehovah” (D&C 110:3). Both visions emphasize 
the celestial, overwhelming glory and power associated with the 
Lord.

There is a dramatic difference between the two visions, 
however. In John’s, “a sharp twoedged sword” issued from the 
Lord’s mouth (Revelation 1:16). The imagery is a bit startling, 
but like much in John’s visions, the symbolism is not meant 
for the paintbrush but for the mind. In other words, the image 
begs for interpretation not artistic rendering. The KJV translates 
two Greek words as “sword”: machaira and rhomphaia. Both 
terms refer to swords in general, but a machaira also described 
a butcher’s knife and a surgeon’s scalpel. That is not the case 
for rhomphaia, the word John used. It particularly designated a 
Thracian broadsword, but was sometimes used to designate a 
lance or spear with a broad, double-edged head.13

The symbolism echoes Isaiah, who said Christ “shall smite 
the earth with the rod of his mouth” (11:4; the Septuagint re-
places “rod” with “word”), and “he hath made my mouth like a 
sharp sword” (49:2). The sword stands as an excellent symbol for 
the executive and judicial powers of the Lord, which sever, cut, 
open, and reveal. It stands as a perfect symbol of the word of the 
Lord, which is “quick and powerful, . . . to the dividing asunder of 
the joints and marrow, soul and spirit; and is a discerner of the 
thoughts and intents of the heart” (D&C 33:1).

Before giving John his commission, the Lord revealed one 
more fact about Himself: “[I] have the keys of hell and of death” 
(Revelation 1:18). Many find that phrase surprising, supposing 
that Satan possesses those keys. The book of Revelation, however, 

13.	 See Kittel and Friedrich, Theological Dictionary, s.v. “μαχαιvρα” and 
“ρομφαι�α.”
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has it right. Keys give access or control; they symbolize authority. 
The Greek word translated “hell,” hadēs, denoted, in its Christian 
context, the world of spirits where the rebellious await the day of 
judgment in torment.14 The Lord holds power over spirit prison 
as well as paradise. The wicked, consigned to hell, feel “a cer-
tain fearful looking for of judgment and fiery indignation, which 
shall devour the [Lord’s] adversaries” (Hebrews 10:27). Alma 
testified that “this is the state of the souls of the wicked, yea, in 
darkness, and a state of awful, fearful looking for the fiery indig-
nation of the wrath of God upon them” (Alma 40:14). The Lord’s 
judgment places the wicked in torment that they might repent 
and be purged and prepared though the fire for a kingdom of 
glory and happiness.

The Lord’s power over death and hell came through the 
Atonement and the Resurrection. Peter testified of the Lord’s 
descent into spirit prison, which made it possible for the souls 
there to be taught the gospel that they might be judged with the 
same judgment as men in the flesh (see 1 Peter 3:18–20; 4:6). 
The Savior’s descent should be seen as that of a conquering hero 
come to liberate the prisoners. His ministers declared “liberty to 
the captives who were bound, even unto all who would repent of 
their sins and receive the gospel” (D&C 138:31). It was, however, 
through the power of the Resurrection that the Lord fully dem-
onstrated His complete authority. Indeed, one day, through the 
twin keys that belong to Him alone, all of hell and every tomb 
will stand empty. We will come back to this more fully below.

14.	 See G. K. Beale, The Book of Revelation, The New International Greek 
Testament Commentary (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1999), 215. He 
notes that through the Resurrection, Jesus won His victory over the 
realm of the dead and now determines over whom it has control and 
for how long. 
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The Message of the First Vision

From the very first vision, Revelation shows Jesus not only 
as king and priest, but also as caretaker and director—a God 
immediate, intimate, and cognizant. “I know thy works,” He as-
sured the servants of the seven churches (Revelation 2:2). John’s 
Lord stood not outside history, but at its very core. “I can stretch 
forth mine hands and hold all the creations which I have made; 
and mine eye can pierce them also,” He assured Enoch (Moses 
7:36). He warned the seven churches to mend their ways or He 
would take away their candlesticks. The Lord reveals Himself as 
caring and compassionate, yet exacting and unyielding.

The Revelation of the Savior in the Second Vision

As a prelude to the second appearance of the Lord in 
Revelation, John was invited to see the celestial kingdom with 
God sitting upon His throne surrounded by cherubim and el-
ders. In His hand was a scroll. It was the book of destiny, for in it 
was recorded “the revealed will, mysteries, and the works of God; 
the hidden things of his economy concerning this earth during 
the seven thousand years of its continuance, or its temporal ex-
istence” (D&C 77:6). John understood that somebody had to ex-
ecute God’s will. John saw a problem: the heavens could find no 
one worthy to do the job. Indeed, no one “was able to open the 
book, neither to look thereon” (Revelation 5:3). The earth stood 
in danger of not having the will of God executed because no one 
“was able.” The Greek word dynamai suggests that no one had 
the power or ability in or of himself to do the task, not even the 
angels of heaven.

John’s reaction was instant and heartfelt: “I wept much” 
(Revelation 5:4). His pathos, however, was short-lived, for one 
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of the elders assured him that “the Lion of the tribe of Juda, the 
Root of David, hath prevailed” and could, therefore, open the 
scroll (v. 5). Both titles come from Jewish messianism. The first 
echoes Genesis 49:9–10, in which Judah is called a “lion’s whelp” 
and promised that the scepter would not depart from him “un-
til Shiloh [the Messiah] come.” The second title suggests Isaiah 
11:1, which refers to the Root of Jesse, the future ideal King of 
David’s line, who was to usher in the period of peace. Both com-
bine to reveal the Savior as the true King of Israel, the Sovereign 
of heaven and earth ready to bring in His millennial reign.

John turned to look, but he did not see the majestic figure of 
a regal lion. Instead he saw a lamb “in the midst of the throne” 
(Revelation 5:6). The phrase gives the lamb a position nearest 
the throne, sharing, as it were, the central place. In this way, the 
Seer symbolized a principal reality. The Lamb is the center of all 
things, preeminent over all God’s creations.

The Lamb, though living, bore the marks of a violent death. 
The Greek verb used to describe the wound, sphazō, “slaughter,” 
refers to the act of sacrificing.15 John could have had the Paschal 
lamb in mind. If so, his imagery echoed the celebration of the 
Passover with its ritual slaughtering of the lamb. The whole 
would have reminded his Jewish readers of the ultimate victory 
and freedom they gained through Jehovah, the Lamb of God. 
This powerful symbol emphasizes a central biblical theme: victo-
ry through sacrifice.16 The Lamb prevails not by sovereign might 
but by sacrifice grounded in love (see John 16:33).17 He derives 

15.	 Walter Bauer, A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other 
Early Christian Literature, rev. ed. Frederick William Danker, 3rd ed. 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), s.v. “σφáζω.” 

16.	 Mounce, Revelation, 144.
17.	 Homer Hailey, Revelation: An Introduction and Commentary (Canter-

bury, New Zealand: Baker Publishing Group, 1979), 176–77.
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His worthiness by purchasing God’s people with His own blood. 
The Seer’s metaphor emphasizes both the high value of those He 
purchased, costing Him His blood and life, and the universality 
of His action in redeeming all the faithful from death and hell.18

John described the Lamb as having seven eyes and seven 
horns. Again, the image created suggests symbolic interpretation 
rather than visual reconstruction. The eyes depict knowledge, the 
horns represent power, and the number seven suggests fullness 
or completeness.19 Christ possesses with His Father the powers 
of omnipotence and omniscience; He is “the power of God, and 
the wisdom of God” (1 Corinthians 1:24). To these the Seer adds, 
through the symbolism of the “seven Spirits of God,” the fullness 
of administrative authority (Revelation 5:6). Each image shows 
the Lord’s connection to earthly government which He is about 
to assume in His redemptive role as “slain” (v. 9). Through “the 
seven Spirits of God sent forth into all the earth,” John represents 
the omnipresence of the Lamb (v. 6).

The Joseph Smith Translation provides an additional in-
sight. There the Lamb has twelve horns and twelve eyes “which 
are the twelve servants of God, sent forth into all the earth” (v. 
6). The text defines the nature of the power of the Lamb. Twelve 
symbolizes the priesthood, and the JST seems to teach that all 
priesthood centers in and flows from the Lamb. The Doctrine 

18.	 Elizabeth Schüssler Fiorenza, Revelation: Vision of a Just World, ed. 
Gerhard Krodel (Kitchner, ON: Fortress Press, 1992), 73.

19.	 The possession of seven eyes echoes Zechariah 4:10, where they are 
symbols of God’s omniscience. The horn is the Old Testament symbol 
for power. See Numbers 23:22; Deuteronomy 33:17; 1 Samuel 2:1;  
1 Kings 22:11; Psalm 75:4; 89:17. Thus, it was the mark of kingly dignity. 
See Psalm 112:9; 148:14; Zechariah 1:18; Daniel 7:7, 20; 8:3. In 1 Enoch 
90:9, the Maccabees are said to have “horns [grow] upon those lambs” 
(R. H. Charles, trans., The Book of Enoch [London: Society for Promot-
ing Christian Knowledge, 1917], 126). For a discussion on the qualita-
tive meaning of the number 7, see Aune, Revelation 1–5, 114–17. 
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and Covenants notes that at one time “it was called the Holy 
Priesthood, after the Order of the Son of God. But out of respect 
or reverence to the name of the Supreme Being, to avoid the too 
frequent repetition of his name, they, the church, in ancient days, 
called that priesthood after Melchizedek, or the Melchizedek 
Priesthood” (D&C 107:3–4; italics in original). Further, “The 
Melchizedek Priesthood holds the right of presidency, and has 
power and authority over all the offices in the church in all ages 
of the world, to administer in spiritual things” (D&C 107:8). All 
this power centers in the Lamb and flows from Him to His lead-
ers, especially His Apostles. By its authority, the Savior acted to 
bring about the Atonement and continues to minister its saving 
power in the world. This is the central deed in the scroll of des-
tiny, for all history pivots on this one act. It alone allowed for the 
complete fulfillment of the Father’s will.

The Message of the Second Vision

The imagery in which God chose to clothe the revelation of 
His Son manifests the Redeemer’s role as the slain or sacrificed 
Lamb. But, though the wound is horrible, it does not dominate 
the metaphor. The Lamb’s horns and eyes stand out. The image 
draws the reader’s mind to those elements that explain why the 
Lamb prevailed to open the scroll, why He could act when no one 
else “was found worthy to open and to read the book, neither to 
look thereon” (Revelation 5:4). Of note is that John could clearly 
see the scroll from where he was standing, but he could not look 
on it. The Greek word John chose (blepō) suggests not just view-
ing but reading, understanding, or comprehending.20 This he 
could not do. It took more power and knowledge than he had to 
comprehend the will, economy, and mystery of God as it played 

20.	B auer, Greek-English Lexicon, s.v. “βλέπω.”
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out in the world’s history. The Lamb possessed those powers. But 
He received them, we must remember, because of the wound. It 
was the sacrifice that made the Lamb “worthy to open the book, 
and to loose the seals thereof” (Revelation 5:2). But God’s imag-
ery brings the reader’s mind an even higher understanding. The 
horns and eyes do indeed invest the Savior with the attributes 
of deity. More important, the whole image—the Lamb, the eyes, 
the horns, and especially the wound—force a new definition of 
omnipotence. Often felt to describe God’s power of unlimited 
coercion, the Seer reveals its true nature as the power of infinite 
persuasion, the invincible strength of self-sacrificing love.21

The Revelation of the Savior in the Third Vision

As the next vision opened, John saw the Savior standing 
with 144,000 of the Saints of God. These represent those whom 
the Savior has sealed into eternal life. The number need not be 
taken literally. The Doctrine and Covenants states that “those 
who are sealed are high priests, ordained unto the holy order of 
God, to administer the everlasting gospel; for they are they who 
are ordained out of every nation, kindred, tongue, and people, by 
the angels to whom is given power over the nations of the earth, 
to bring as many as will come to the church of the Firstborn” 
(77:11). Note that this scripture does not specify a number. 
Instead, it notes that they are high priests who have a special 
calling “to administer the everlasting gospel” and “to bring as 
many as will come to the church of the Firstborn.”

21.	 G. B. Caird, The Revelation of St. John the Divine (San Francisco: Harp-
er, 1966), 75.
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Joseph Smith associated them with the temple.22 The sym-
bolic meaning of the number supports this association. Twelve 
represents the priesthood. Certain people living in the ancient 
world would square a number to amplify its symbolic meaning. 
Thus, 144 suggests a fullness of priesthood authority. But the 
Lord was not satisfied with that. He gives the image a superlative 
quality by multiplying it by 1,000, representing completeness. In 
this way He shows the strength and breadth of the priesthood 
in the latter days, in this dispensation which is, indeed, the dis-
pensation of the fullness of times. During this period complete 
priesthood authority will operate. It is little wonder that the 
world will be condemned as it spurns this authority.

It is the 144,000 who will build the New Jerusalem and es-
tablish the foundation of Zion. It is here, John understands, that 
the Lord will be dwelling before the great and dreadful day over-
takes the rest of the earth. The presence of the Lord prepares the 
Saints against the judgments He is about to unleash against the 
rest of the world.

The momentum of John’s vision up to this point has pre-
pared the reader for the onset of a great battle, but, as usual, God 
throws in a twist. He does not disclose the figure standing on 
Mount Zion as a terrible warrior-king garbed in battle array, but 
instead, as a lamb, the symbol of meekness and peace. Further, 
harmony and joy reign over the entire scene. These people do 
not know worry or distress; they seem unconcerned about the 
war clouds gathering over the whole earth. The harmony of 
sweet music fills the region and reaches from earth to heaven. 

22.	 Joseph Smith, History of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 
ed. B. H. Roberts, 2nd ed. rev. (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1971), 
6:365; Joseph Smith, The Words of Joseph Smith, ed. Andrew F. Ehat 
and Lyndon W. Cook (Provo, UT: Religious Studies Center, Brigham 
Young University, 1980), 368.
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The whole rhapsody comes to a climax as heaven responds, ex-
alting in a new song—new not only because it has never been 
sung before but because it could never have been sung before. 
It signals a total victory which only now becomes possible. For 
this reason, only the 144,000—representing the sealed who have 
won the battle—are able to sing it. The Doctrine and Covenants 
provides the setting for and content of such a song. In it the Lord 
states:

For I, the Almighty, have laid my hands upon the na-

tions, to scourge them for their wickedness.

And plagues shall go forth, and they shall not be taken 

from the earth until I have completed my work, which shall 

be cut short in righteousness—

Until all shall know me, who remain, even from the 

least unto the greatest, and shall be filled with the knowl-

edge of the Lord, and shall see eye to eye, and shall lift up 

their voice, and with the voice together sing this new song, 

saying:

The Lord hath brought again Zion;

The Lord hath redeemed his people, Israel,

According to the election of grace,

Which was brought to pass by the faith

And covenant of their fathers.

The Lord hath redeemed his people;

And Satan is bound and time is no longer.

The Lord hath gathered all things in one.

The Lord hath brought down Zion from above.

The Lord hath brought up Zion from beneath.

The earth hath travailed and brought forth her 

strength;

And truth is established in her bowels;
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And the heavens have smiled upon her;

And she is clothed with the glory of her God;

For he stands in the midst of his people.

Glory, and honor, and power, and might,

Be ascribed to our God; for he is full of mercy,

Justice, grace and truth, and peace,

Forever and ever, Amen. (D&C 84:96–102)

In these verses, the Lord reveals the triumphant nature of 
the song. It celebrates the time when the plagues of judgment 
will cleanse the earth. Only the redeemed will remain. God and 
His Saints will win the day, and Zion will stand supreme.

Revelation 14 explains the underpinnings of the song, al-
lowing us to understand why it can be sung. In the dramatic 
closing scene, John beholds “a white cloud, and upon the cloud 
one sat like unto the Son of man” (Revelation 14:14). The imag-
ery is taken from Daniel 7:13–14, and appears to be a reference 
to the resurrected Lord coming in the fulness of His power. On 
His head sits a golden wreath. The KJV describes it as a “crown,” 
but the Greek word (stephanos) does not refer to a diadem, the 
mark of civil rule, but rather to a wreath, a sign of the highest ath-
letic achievement or of a great military victory.23 In His hand, He 
readies the sickle of judgment and begins to harvest the wheat 
fields. The day of judgment has fully come “for the harvest of 
the earth is ripe” (Revelation 14:15). It is the ripeness that deter-
mines the timing of the reaping. The Lord expresses this idea in 
a parable of harvest:

But behold, in the last days, even now while the 

Lord is beginning to bring forth the word, and the 

blade is springing up and is yet tender—

23.	 Aune, Revelation 1–5, 172–75. 
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Behold, verily I say unto you, the angels are cry-

ing unto the Lord day and night, who are ready and 

waiting to be sent forth to reap down the fields;

But the Lord saith unto them, pluck not up the 

tares while the blade is yet tender (for verily your faith 

is weak), lest you destroy the wheat also.

Therefore, let the wheat and the tares grow to-

gether until the harvest is fully ripe; then ye shall first 

gather out the wheat from among the tares, and after 

the gathering of the wheat, behold and lo, the tares 

are bound in bundles, and the field remaineth to be 

burned. (D&C 86:4–7)

The first harvest, the harvest of the Lord, is the ingather-
ing of the wheat. That time is now and the time is urgent. To his 
Saints the Lord declared, “For verily, verily, I say unto you that ye 
are called to lift up your voices as with the sound of a trump, to 
declare my gospel unto a crooked and perverse generation. For 
behold, the field is white already to harvest; and it is the eleventh 
hour, and the last time that I shall call laborers into my vineyard” 
(D&C 33:2–3). It is in this light that the Lord commands, “Whoso 
desireth to reap let him thrust in his sickle with his might, and 
reap while the day lasts, that he may treasure up for his soul ev-
erlasting salvation in the kingdom of God” (D&C 11:3). Now is 
the time when the wheat must be gathered in. Those who par-
ticipate are the Lord’s sickle. The Lord will reward the effort of 
His laborers with the security and peace of Zion.

Through the efforts of the laborers, the world will hear the 
gospel. But when the world openly rejects goodness and turns 
against God’s people, then another sickle will begin to do its ter-
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rible work.24 That will be the day when the voice of God will utter 
from heaven:

Hearken, O ye nations of the earth, and hear the 

words of that God who made you.

O, ye nations of the earth, how often would I have 

gathered you together as a hen gathereth her chickens 

under her wings, but ye would not!

How oft have I called upon you by the mouth of 

my servants, and by the ministering of angels, and by 

mine own voice, and by the voice of thunderings, and 

by the voice of lightnings, and by the voice of tempests, 

and by the voice of earthquakes, and great hailstorms, 

and by the voice of famines and pestilences of every 

kind, and by the great sound of a trump, and by the 

voice of judgment, and by the voice of mercy all the 

day long, and by the voice of glory and honor and the 

riches of eternal life, and would have saved you with 

an everlasting salvation, but ye would not!

Behold, the day has come, when the cup of the 

wrath of mine indignation is full. (D&C 43:23–26)

The period of the second sickle begins when all peaceful at-
tempts to redeem the world have failed. At that point the Book 
of Mormon’s warning may again find fulfillment: “For behold, 
there is a curse upon all this land, that destruction shall come 
upon all those workers of darkness, according to the power of 
God, when they are fully ripe” (Alma 37:28). The warning applies 
not only to the Americas but also to the world at large. 

The harvest of ruin will be carried out not by the Lord but 
by an angel of destruction. His target is not the fields but the 

24.	 Compare 2 Nephi 28:15–20 with Alma 37:30–31, which teaches that the 
world is fully ripe when it both rejects and fights against goodness.
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vineyards.25 He is to “gather the clusters of the vine of the earth; 
for her grapes are fully ripe” (Revelation 14:18). Further, he is to 
cast the fruit “into the great winepress of the wrath of God” (v. 
19). The destruction will be tremendous and bitter. 

The Message of the Third Vision

In the third vision, the Father reveals His Son as the Victor, 
the great General who has met His foe and won. It is out of this 
victory that the 144,000 sing their victory song and celebrate 
both security and peace. But the celebration, in the context of 
Revelation, seems premature. The actual battle has never com-
menced and the enemy still stands strong, arrogant, and unde-
feated. How then can the Saints celebrate with such a surety? 
There are two reasons. The first is grounded in their absolute faith 
in the ability of the Lord to overcome. Part of this is based on the 
redemption He had already won for them. Their absolute confi-
dence echos the same faith they exhibited during the great war 
in heaven when “they overcame him [Satan] by the blood of the 
Lamb, and by the word of their testimony” (Revelation 12:11). 
The second stems from the fact that the Lord is personally with 
them, directing affairs and attending to the Saints’ needs and as-
suring their safety. The Lord had promised the Saints of America 
that here “shall be a New Jerusalem. And the powers of heaven 
shall be in the midst of this people; yea, even I will be in the midst 
of you” (3 Nephi 20:22). He assured them further that it shall be 
“a land of peace, a city of refuge, a place of safety for the saints 
of the Most High God; And the glory of the Lord shall be there, 

25.	 The drepanon was an all-purpose blade used for pruning, cutting clus-
ters of grapes, and harvesting grains. Its roughly footlong, curved blade 
made it easy to handle with clean cutting power (Bauer, Greek-English 
Lexicon, s.v. “δρεvπανον”). 
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and the terror of the Lord also shall be there, insomuch that the 
wicked will not come unto it, and it shall be called Zion” (D&C 
45:66–67). It is not the Saints who need to fear, but the enemy. 

The Lord directs the work of the harvest from Zion. The 
144,000 act as the sickle of the Lord moving among the nations to 
gather out all who will come to Zion. John emphasizes the Lord’s 
saving ministry. Neither He nor any of His people work to destroy 
the world or its enemies. It was another angel whom John saw 
that “came out of the temple which is in heaven, he also having 
a sharp sickle” (Revelation 14:17). It is this one whom the angel 
of the altar commands, “Thrust in thy sharp sickle, and gather 
the clusters of the vine of the earth; for her grapes are fully ripe”  
(v. 18). John’s point seems to be that, at least at this point, the 
Lord does not come to destroy the earth nor its people. He comes 
to save it. Revelation gives credit for destruction to the five an-
gels of the Lord (the four in chapter 7 and the one in chapter 14) 
on the one side and to Satan on the other. The engine that does 
the actual work is the army described as horsemen with “breast-
plates of fire, and of jacinth, and brimstone” (Revelation 9:17), 
and lead by one “whose name in the Hebrew tongue is Abaddon, 
but in the Greek tongue hath his name Apollyon,” and in English, 
the Destroyer or “Perdition” (Revelation 9:11; D&C 76:26).26 Out 
of the horsemen’s mouths come fire and smoke and brimstone, 
and “by these three was the third part of men killed” (Revelation 
9:18). So what does the Lord do at His coming? John understood 
perfectly. The Lord comes to “destroy them which destroy the 
earth” (Revelation 11:18). 

The point is that the Savior does just what His name says—
He saves. The paradox is that the Lord’s destruction becomes His 

26.	 The Greek word apoleia is a feminine noun and carries the meaning of 
something that destroys or brings to utter ruin (Bauer, Greek-English 
Lexicon, s.v. “απολεία”). 
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tool of salvation. He uses that tool, however, only when all others 
have failed. Still, it is a tool of salvation, and for that reason the 
angels can say, “Lord God Almighty, true and righteous are thy 
judgments” (Revelation 16:7). The Lord is perfectly prepared to 
allow His destroying angels and the beasts of Satan a certain de-
structive power over millions. Some may have trouble with this 
idea, but Revelation forces upon us a very realistic understand-
ing about death. From the Lord’s perspective, all must die. The 
question is when and how. Ultimate destiny is not determined 
by the moment or manner of death; it is by the manner of life. 
Keep in mind that those who are destroyed are not annihilated. 
They have further existence. But for the present they refuse to 
play the game by God’s rules. They have become mean and vio-
lent, and so they are thrown into the penalty box, so to speak, for 
unnecessary roughness while the game goes on. We must fight 
against the current idea that mortality is so infallibly precious 
that, as one scholar put it, “the death which robs us of it must be 
the ultimate tragedy.” Such an idea, he says, 

is precisely the idolatry that John is trying here 

to combat. We have already seen . . . that John calls the 

enemies of the church “the inhabitants of earth,” be-

cause they have made themselves utterly at home in 

this transient world order. If all men must die, and if 

at the end heaven and earth must vanish, along with 

those whose life is irremediably bounded by worldly 

horizons, then it is surely in accord with the mercy of 

God that he should send men from time to time force-

ful reminders of the insecurity of their tenure.27

27.	 G. B. Caird, A Commentary on the Revelation of St. John the Divine 
(Peabody, MA: Henderson Publishers, 1966), 113. 
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Besides, John shows us clearly that the purpose of the 
plagues is to drive those who would not do so otherwise to re-
pentance and, thus, into the protective arms of God. Those who 
will not repent must be accountable to the fire. What happens to 
those who refuse to repent leads us to God’s next revelation of 
His Son. 

The Revelation of the Savior in the Fourth Vision

At the beginning of his heavenly revelations, John saw “a 
door was opened in heaven” through which he was able to see 
the throne of God (Revelation 4:1); later “the temple of God was 
opened in heaven” such that the Seer could behold the ark of the 
testimony (11:19); afterward, the whole temple opened so that 
the seven angels with the seven bowls could come out (15:5). 
Now John sees the entire expanse of heaven unfold to make way 
for the Warrior-king and His army prepared to battle the hosts of 
darkness.28 The Rider, terrible in majesty upon His white horse, 
is the Savior, “called Faithful and True” (Revelation 19:11; com-
pare D&C 45:74–75). These names of Christ, as Elder Bruce R. 
McConkie points out, “signify that he is the embodiment and 
personification of these godly attributes. Above all his fellows, 
he was obedient to the will of the Father and true to every trust 
imposed upon him.”29 John clearly states the Rider’s purpose: “In 
righteousness he doth judge and make war” (Revelation 19:11). 
War results from His just judgment. Evil must be put down even 
by force when necessary.

John sees the Lord coming with crowns upon His head. 
Unlike the others which the Lord has worn, this one is not a 

28.	 Exodus 15:3 depicts Jehovah as “a man of war.” The idea persists in  
2 Maccabees 3:22–30 and in the Qumran scrolls 1QM 12.10–11; 19.2–4.

29.	 McConkie, Doctrinal New Testament Commentary, 3:566.
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wreath but a diadem, the symbol of political rule. The King 
comes to take back His domain. John deliberately contrasts the 
King with the dragon and the sea beast met in chapter 12. While 
the former two possess seven and ten diadems respectively, the 
Warrior has “many crowns [diadems]” (Revelation 19:12). The 
King’s true royalty far surpasses the false sovereignty of Satan 
and his minion. He now rides as “KING OF KINGS, AND LORD 
OF LORDS” (v. 16)—and He has acquired His crowns since John 
last saw Him. Although John had seen Him in regal authority 
early in the revelation (see Revelation 3:21, see also 1:5), John 
mentions no diadem. Here they are prominently displayed. They 
signify that the “kingdoms of this world are become the king-
doms of our Lord, and of his Christ; and he shall reign for ever 
and ever” (11:15).30

The Rider bore a name “that no man knew, but he himself” 
(Revelation 19:12). Again Elder McConkie gives insight: “As with 
all glorified beings, our Lord has a new name in celestial exalta-
tion, a name known to and comprehended by those only who 
know God in the sense that they have become as he is and have 
eternal life. See Rev. 2:12–17. Thus, Christ’s ‘new name’ shall 
be written upon all those who are joint-heirs with him (Rev. 
3:12), and shall signify that they have become even as he is.”31 
But the Warrior does have a known name: “The Word of God” 
(Revelation 19:13). John calls Him by this same title at the be-
ginning of his Gospel (John 1:1–3). In Revelation the name em-
phasizes the authoritative declaration which judges the kings of 
the world.32 Among many ancient people, a word was not simply 
a lifeless sound but an active agent bringing into being the in-

30.	 Aune, Revelation 1–5, 842; Caird, Revelation, 241.
31.	 McConkie, Doctrinal New Testament Commentary, 3:567.
32.	 Mounce, Revelation, 345–46; Beale, Revelation, 957–58.
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tent of the one who spoke.33 The Savior is the active agent who 
executes the word (the will) of God. That word is now judgment. 
Thus, the Rider’s vestments are bloodred, for the judgment is 
one of death (see also Isaiah 63:1–6). According to the Doctrine 
and Covenants, His appearance will cause consternation among 
the nations. Many will ask:

Who is this that cometh down from God in heav-

en with dyed garments; yea, from the regions which 

are not known, clothed in his glorious apparel, travel-

ing in the greatness of his strength?

And he shall say: I am he who spake in righteous-

ness, mighty to save.

And the Lord shall be red in his apparel, and his 

garments like him that treadeth in the wine-vat.

And so great shall be the glory of his presence 

that the sun shall hide his face in shame, and the moon 

shall withhold its light, and the stars shall be hurled 

from their places. 

And his voice shall be heard: I have trodden the 

wine-press alone, and have brought judgment upon 

all people; and none were with me;

And I have trampled them in my fury, and I did 

tread upon them in mine anger, and their blood have 

I sprinkled upon my garments, and stained all my rai-

ment; for this was the day of vengeance which was in 

my heart. (D&C 133:46–51)

Clearly John depicts the moment of vengeance when the 
Lord will destroy all wickedness by the brightness of His coming 
(see D&C 5:19). But He does not come alone. With Him comes 

33.	B eale, Revelation, 953–56; Mounce, Revelation, 345–46; see, for exam-
ple, Genesis 1:3, 6, 9; Hebrews 4:12.
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His army “upon white horses, clothed in fine linen, white and 
clean” (Revelation 19:14). Against these “the kings of the earth, 
and their armies, gathered together to make war” (v. 19), but 
they will be “slain with the sword of him that sat upon the horse, 
which sword proceeded out of his mouth: and all the fowls were 
filled with their flesh” (v. 21). At this moment all nations will 
come under His authority “and he shall rule them with a rod of 
iron” (v. 15). 

The Message of the Fourth Vision

Chapter 19 gives us a clear view of the nature and purpose of 
the Second Coming. Unlike other accounts where the glory and 
burning power of the Redeemer dominates, Revelation stresses 
the regal and martial authority of the Lord. He appears as the 
Warrior-king at the head of His angelic host coming to take back 
His land from the dark lord and his legions. Actually, He does 
not need to take it back, for He has never lost it. His is executing 
more of a mopping-up exercise against those who have tried to 
take His world and failed. 

Some may be concerned because the day of the Lord is filled 
with destruction, but it has its purpose. Nothing unclean or un-
justified can enter into the Lord’s presence and survive (see John 
6:46; Hebrews 12:14; Moses 6:35, 57). Christ is about to sweep 
the earth with His glory that the millennial era may be estab-
lished. Therefore, evil must come to an end. It is of note that, by 
the time the Lord comes, there will be very little evil left to stop. 
Throughout Revelation we have seen the self-destructive nature 
of wickedness. But God cannot allow such self-destruction to 
act as an impersonal nemesis, an independent, self-operating 
moral law sweeping away all in its path. To do so would allow 
the powers of evil to carry all the inhabitants of the earth down 
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with them to utter ruin. God would be left with a hollow, Pyrrhic 
victory, resembling defeat far more than triumph. Since God’s 
victory must also be the Saints’ victory, it must be won through 
righteous human agents exercising faith in God. Evil must be 
allowed to combine its forces against the Savior’s people and 
then fall back in utter defeat through the Saints’ faith, trust, and 
loyalty.34

Because His victory is theirs, they reign with Him. As John 
declared, “I saw thrones, and they [who] sat upon them, and 
judgment was given unto them” (Revelation 20:4). These “lived 
and reigned with Christ a thousand years” (v. 4). His coming, 
then, results in a world over which He will preside, along with 
the faithful, without opposition from the dragon. The result will 
be that His people “shall be priests of God and of Christ, and 
shall reign with him a thousand years” (v. 6). 

What Revelation Reveals about the Lord

Revelation teaches that the ultimate power working with-
in the cosmos is God, not something independent of Him, and 
is therefore morally based. Further, that power is described in 
terms of almightiness. One way the Savior, as God, used this pow-
er was to make those who followed Him kings and priests, and 
by extension, queens and priestesses (see Revelation 1:6; 5:10). 
Indeed, the song of the Saints declares that Christ “hast made 
us unto our God kings and priests” (Revelation 5:10). The tense 
of the verb shows that the Lord had already made some of those 
to whom John was writing kings and priests. Thus, they had at-
tained a royal and priestly status (see also Revelation 20:4). In or-
der to do so, they would have had to have received the fullness of 
the priesthood. Joseph Smith taught, “Those holding the fulness 

34.	 Caird, Revelation, 145.



Shedding Light on the New Testament

316

of the Melchizedek Priesthood are kings and priests of the Most 
High God, holding the keys of power and blessings.”35 Women 
would have been included. As Joseph Fielding Smith taught, 
both genders “have been promised that they shall become sons 
and daughters of God, joint heirs with Jesus Christ, and if they 
have been true to the commandments and covenants the Lord 
has given us, to be kings and priests and queens and priestesses, 
possessing the fulness of the blessings of the celestial kingdom.”36 
These offices are bestowed only on those individuals who have 
participated in all the ordinances of the house of the Lord, and, 
thereby, have been “sealed up unto eternal life” (D&C 131:5–6).37 
John’s wording suggests that there were those in John’s audience 
who had achieved this status. 

The Lord’s use of His power in behalf of His Saints showed 
how immediate and intimate He was to these people. Their re-
ward did not have to wait for the far future. They received the as-
surance of salvation right then and there because His power was 
operating then and there. 

So far as the ultimate message in Revelation is concerned, 
the importance of the Lord’s almightiness is this: the Son is 
not simply active in history—He is the driving force behind it. 
Admittedly, human agency also shapes history. But because the 
Savior is almighty and, therefore, created the stage, sets in order 
the cast of characters, orchestrates the events, and determines 

35.	 Smith, Teachings, 322.
36.	 Joseph Fielding Smith, Answers to Gospel Questions (Salt Lake City: 

Deseret Book, 1966), 4:61. 
37.	 For further discussion, see Smith, Words of Joseph Smith, 302–6; Mc-

Conkie, Doctrinal New Testament Commentary, 3:436. That the same 
program is still going on is evident from the Lord’s admonition in D&C 
78:15, where He admonishes the Saints to be obedient, “that you may 
come up unto the crown prepared for you, and be made rulers over 
many kingdoms.”
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all limits, neither human agency nor satanic will can overrule 
His predesigned plans (see D&C 3:1–3). He really is the Almighty. 
Therefore, the Saints can put their full faith in Him, a message 
that the Saints in John’s day desperately needed to hear. 

The book as a whole also celebrates another aspect of the 
almightiness of the exalted Christ, that is, His victory over death 
and hell. More importantly, it showcases His power, especially 
that expressed in His fully won victory over all His enemies. It 
emphasizes His closeness to His Church and its leaders. God 
gave this revelation during the darkest period of His Church’s 
history. The members desperately needed to know that their 
Lord had indeed overcome the world and that through Him, as 
hard as the current conditions seemed, they would overcome as 
well. 

The same message stands behind the book to this day. The 
Lord is He who was and is and is to come. His involvement in 
human affairs and with His Church have not slackened. As the 
Saints move further into the tribulation of the last days, John’s 
testimony rings clear: the Lord is in “the midst of the seven can-
dlesticks” and He has “in his right hand seven stars” who are the 
servants of God (Revelation 1:13, 16). Indeed, the time is near 
when the wicked will know that God’s “wrath is come, and the 
time of the dead, that they should be judged [is at hand], and 
that thou shouldest give reward unto thy servants the prophets, 
and to the saints, and them that fear thy name, small and great; 
and shouldest destroy them which destroy the earth” (Revelation 
11:18). 
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