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Try asking the person sitting beside you in church next Sunday, “How will God save?”   

You may get a response reflecting a view of “justification by death” (universalism) or 

annihilation of the wicked (soul destruction), but most likely your friend will be orthodox, and 

will give you an answer more akin to that of Webster’s dictionary than anything else.  While the 

dictionary (correctly) defines “salvation” in theological terms as “deliverance from sin and 

penalty, realized in a future state,”1 such an abstract definition does not reflect the Bible’s many 

facets of all salvation entails.  Salvation understood in these terms only responds to one of man’s 

three enemies: the flesh.  Christians often do not meditate on salvation as God rescuing us from 

our other two enemies (the world and the devil), but Scripture speaks a great deal about these.  In 

this vein, one image of the saving God that is tremendously neglected today is that of God as a 

warrior.  The purpose of this essay is to demonstrate that the salvation of God’s people includes 

Jesus Christ waging eschatological war against the enemies external to their own flesh.  This 

image of the divine warrior, which has its roots in the historical milieu of the Ancient Near East 

(ANE), is prominent throughout the Old and New Testaments, and is still relevant for the life of 

the Church today.  

1. The Divine Warrior Motif in the ANE 

The Bible and the people of God were born in the ANE.  Such a setting, with its myriad 

of religious faiths and unstable political landscape, was the perfect breeding ground for divine 

warrior imagery.  

Israel and the entire ancient Near East knew almost constant warfare.  Armies were 
always on the move, either in the interest of expanding imperial territories or defending 
against foreign encroachment.  A warrior was a powerful person, either dangerous or 
comforting depending on whether he was attacking or defending.  The biblical writers 
recognized God’s sovereignty over their history, and as they witnessed victory or defeat 
in warfare, they envisioned God’s presence in martial categories…God promised to 

                                                 
1 New Illustrated Webster’s Dictionary of the English Language, s.v. “salvation” (New York: Pamco Publishing 
Company, 1992). 
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protect Israel against their enemies as long as Israel remained loyal to him (Deut 28:7).  
When the need arose he revealed himself in the guise of a warrior. 2 

The early Israelites were not the only ANE people to employ the concept of the divine 

warrior.  “The historical annals of the great empires in Mesopotamia and Egypt describe major 

military engagements as including the participation of divine warriors, both male and female, 

alongside the king and his human armies.  Wars recorded in these texts are typically initiated by 

a deity through an oracle or divination ritual, and won as a result of the strategy, frightening 

presence, and superior strength of the deity.”3  But as is often the case in Scripture, many themes, 

images, and myths from the surrounding cultures were adopted by the inspired authors and 

adapted in a modified way to capture significant truths about the God of Israel. 4 

Furthermore, Scripture unambiguously identifies the divine warrior as more than a 

superior soldier—he is also a fighting king.  This warrior-king imagery is also rooted in ANE 

culture in suzerain-vassal covenant treaties.5 

The divine warrior theme is closely connected to the idea of covenant in the OT.  God 
reveals himself as king through covenant-treaty and then promises to protect his subject 
people from danger threatened by their enemies.  We can see this in the blessings that 
flow if the law of the covenant is obeyed.  In Deuteronomy 28:7 God the king promises 
that if Israel obeys him, “The LORD will grant that the enemies who rise up against you 
will be defeated before you.  They will come at you from one direction but flee from you in 
seven” (NIV).  He does this many times in the history of Israel, appearing in a variety of 
forms and using different means to win the battle.6 

                                                 
2 Tremper Longman III, “Divine Warrior,” DBI (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1998), 211. 
3 Theodore Hiebert, “Divine Warrior,” ABD, vol. 6 (New York: Doubleday, 1992), 877. 
4 For example, the LORD uses a variety of means to fight his enemies: (1) his own creation, i.e. the forces of nature 
(Exod 14-15; Josh 10:1-15); (2) his heavenly army (2 Sam 5:22-25; 2 Kgs 6:6-23); and (3) his own weak and 
inexperienced people (Judg 6-8; 1 Sam 17).  Through these “we observe not only the principle that large numbers 
are unnecessary in the battles of the divine warrior, but also that superior weaponry is unneeded…The significance 
of the divine warrior motif in these stories is that God is the one who wins victories for Israel.  They defeat the 
enemy, not because of their own strength or superior intelligence but because God has fought for them.”  See 
Longman, “Divine Warrior,” DBI, 212. 
5 Longman points out that the divine warrior theme is pervasive in Scripture because of its association with 
covenant.  The blessing section of ANE suzerain-vassal covenants included promises of protection as a reward for 
faithfulness while the curse section included promises of retribution for unfaithfulness. See Tremper Longman III, 
“The Divine Warrior: The New Testament Use of an Old Testament Motif,” WTJ 44, no. 2 (1982): 307 n. 37. 
6 Longman, “Divine Warrior,” DBI, 212. 
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Tremper Longman and Daniel Reid’s analysis of the ANE divine warfare pattern in their 

biblical-theological study God is a Warrior includes (1) warfare, (2) victory, (3) kingship, (4) 

housebuilding, and (5) celebration. 7  Much more could be said about the divine warrior theme in 

the ANE in general and in Israel’s history in particular.  Suffice it to say that the Bible utilizes 

this theme of the divine warrior who appears to wage war against his enemies.  But is this divine 

warrior just a loyal “big brother” who appears with impeccable timing to rescue his little siblings 

from the latest bully on the block?  Or is he merely a tribal war-deity who operates much like a 

genie or magic talisman, ensuring “victory for his team?”  Any student of Scripture can 

immediately discount these options as a plain misreading of the Biblical story.  So what does 

occasion his appearance to fight, and is there a consummate purpose guiding the divine warrior? 

2. The Timing of the Eschaton 

The Scriptural answer to the question of when will God fight the battle of salvation is 

encased in the idea of the eschaton.  The eschaton, or the final age in redemptive history, is 

always a future ideal in the OT.  It is a time when salvation will finally come to the persecuted 

and downtrodden worshippers of God, a time when the kingdom of God will be established in its 

full glory, and a time when sin and wickedness will forever be banished from the created order.  

This hope of peace and rest for the believer will be ushered into time and space on the great and 

dreadful Day of the Lord.  Thus in the OT, the temporal progression of salvation is strictly linear: 

salvation from the effects (both internal and external) of sin and death will be delayed until the 

Day of the Lord, when the kingdom of God will manifest itself in the close of the present age and 

                                                 
7 Tremper Longman III and Daniel G. Reid, God is a Warrior (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1995), 83-85.  This 
pattern is repeated in Biblical history many times, including in the exodus (Exod 15:1-18), in Israel’s early history 
up to the building of the Solomonic temple, and in the last major section of Revelation (Rev 20-22).  Bruce Stevens 
offers a modified version of the ancient divine warrior pattern which makes allowance for the defeated Christ as the 
suffering servant of Isaiah: (1) descent of a divine figure, (2) battle with chaos, (3) temporary defeat, (4) vindication 
and return to reign in the kingdom.  See his “Jesus as the Divine Warrior,” ExpT 94, no. 11 (August 1983): 328. 
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the inauguration of the eternal age of the eschaton.  All evidences of salvation in the current age 

of sin and death are shadows (types) of the real, heavenly (antitype) salvation that will only 

arrive in the eschaton.  Meredith Kline explains how these types relate to the eschatological age, 

“When the Old Testament forms are classified as type, their antitypes are found in the present 

phase of the new covenant as well as in the eternal state…Certain Old Testament types find their 

antitype in the age introduced by the first coming of Christ…But the fulfillment of other Old 

Testament types is realized only in the world to come.”8  This nuanced definition of the eschaton, 

as the period occurring both in the eternal state and during the new covenant administration, is 

exactly what Jesus taught. 

When Jesus burst upon the scene preaching the gospel of the coming kingdom of God, he 

modified the OT expectation of the sequence of redemptive-historical ages.  Instead of the 

present age decisively terminating at the arrival of the eschaton, the NT teaches that the kingdom 

of God (i.e., the eschaton or the last days) was inaugurated at the coming of Jesus in his death, 

resurrection, and ascension (not to exclude his giving of the Holy Spirit to the Church at 

Pentecost), while the present age of sin and death continues alongside the new age of inaugurated 

eschatological salvation.  Upon Christ’s return, he will judge the living and the dead, retire the 

present evil age forever, and consummate the arrival of the eschaton by ushering in the fullness 

of the kingdom of God.  “It is noteworthy that the New Testament affirms the continuity of Jesus’ 

ministry with this Old Testament concept.  He is the Divine Warrior who will establish his 

sovereignity [sic] over all creation in his kingdom rule, in the deliverance of the saints, and in 

vengeance on the enemies of the saints.”9  Many of Jesus’ kingdom parables and the book of 

Revelation provide pictures of what to expect—both salvation for God’s elect, and judgment for 

                                                 
8 Meredith Kline, The Structure of Biblical Authority (2d ed.; Eugene, Or.: WIPF & Stock Publishers, 1989), 157. 
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the rest.  Thus the timing of the eschaton’s arrival, according to the full revelation of the NT, 

began in the ministry of Jesus’ first coming, continues during the present time by way of deposit 

and guarantee, and will finally arrive in its fullness at the second coming of Christ.  So believers 

in the NT era look back to the work of the cross for the accomplishment of their salvation, praise 

God for the salvation they experience today by the power of his Spirit, but still anxiously wait for 

this age to end and be replaced by the promised glorious salvation of the eschaton. 10  For as it is 

now, they continue to experience sin and death, persecution and peril, war and oppression in this 

age, and they still long for vindication by the hand of a deliverer, who is none other than the 

divine warrior. 

But will the divine warrior tarry until the end of this age before he fights a single battle?  

Is the faith of the people of God in the divine warrior a blind faith without any historical 

antecedent?  Does God’s patience with sinners in the present age ever run out in a dramatic 

display of eschatological- like judgment? 

3. Eschatological Intrusion 

It is at this point of accounting for those historic salvation and judgment events which 

have qualities associated with the eschaton, where Kline employs a theological concept he calls 

“Intrusion.”  In God’s sovereign wisdom and timing, there are kairotic moments that prompt his 

intervention into time and space to bring dramatic and decisive acts of salvation for his people 

and judgment against his enemies. 

Breaking through first of all in the Old Testament period, the Intrusion finds itself in an 
age which is by the divine disposition of history, or, more specifically, by the divine 
administration of the Covenant of Redemption, an age of preparation for a later age of 
fulfillment and finality. Its appearing, therefore, is amid earthly forms which at once 
suggest, yet veil, the ultimate glory.  Not to be obscured is the fact that within this 

                                                                                                                                                             
9 Willem Van Gemeren, The Progress of Redemption (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1988), 152. 
10 “The end of God's appointing this day is for the manifestation of the glory of His mercy, in the eternal salvation of 
the elect; and of His justice, in the damnation of the reprobate, who are wicked and disobedient.”  See WCF 33.2. 
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temporary shell of the Intrusion there is a permanent core.  The pattern of things earthly 
embodies realized eschatology, an actual projection of the heavenly reality.  It is the 
consummation which, intruding into the time of the delay, anticipates itself.11 

A specific “intrusion” event is therefore an in-breaking or intrusion of salvation and 

judgment which is (in principle) reserved for the end of the age.  The OT is filled with such 

intrusions, of which primary examples include the flood (Gen 6-9), the destruction of Sodom and 

Gomorrah (Gen 19), the exodus from Egypt (Exod 7-14), the conquest of Canaan (Josh 6),12 and 

the Babylonian exile (2 Chr 36).  The NT teaches that these historic events when God was 

spectacularly at work were meant for our benefit—to teach us about God’s attitude toward sin, to 

warn us by example of the coming judgment at the eschaton, and to strengthen our faith in God’s 

promise to save us and to war against his enemies (1 Cor 10:1-12; 2 Pet 3:1-14; Matt 11:23-24; 

Heb 3:7-19).13  Lest we think that God has postponed warring against his foes and delivering his 

people in the NT age until Christ returns, Kline reminds us that Intrusion still applies today.  

The apocalypse of Jesus Christ and his kingdom is still in the category of Intrusion rather 
than perfect consummation, as is signalized by the fact that the present age is still 
characterized by common grace, the epitome of the delay.  The identification of the new 
covenant with the consummation keeps pace with the stages in the exaltation of the Son 
of Man; and while we see him sitting on the right hand of power, we have not yet seen 
him coming in the clouds of heaven.  Hence, there is not yet a corresponding antitype for 
every element of Old Testament typology.14 

                                                 
11 Kline, Structure, 156.  For Kline, the “time of the delay” is the epoch of common grace, which does not end until 
Christ’s second coming.  Thus the concept of Intrusion still applies during the NT age as long as God extends 
common grace to his creation. 
12 An agreed upon theodicy regarding the Conquest of Canaan (especially its bloody and merciless accounts of 
slaughter of men, women, children, and livestock) has remained somewhat elusive throughout Church history, but 
Intrusion provides a convincing explanation.  This is remarkably demonstrated in a book in Zondervan’s 
Counterpoint Series, a series which brings together authors with diverse viewpoints on various issues for interaction 
and debate.  In C. S. Cowles, Eugene H. Merrill, Daniel L. Gard, and Tremper Longman III, eds., Show Them No 
Mercy (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2003), 196-204, Merrill and Gard essentially side with Longman’s presentation 
of Intrusion. 
13 Most obvious is the cross of Christ, which serves as the ultimate example of God’s salvation and judgment 
intruding into the space-time continuum.  The NT speaks of the death, resurrection, and ascension as the event, 
predicted by the OT prophets, which ushered in the last days (the eschaton).  See Acts 2:16-36.  Regarding the last 
day as an exemplar, WCF 33.3 says, “As Christ would have us to be certainly persuaded that there shall be a day of 
judgment, both to deter all men from sin; and for the greater consolation of the godly in their adversity: so will He 
have that day unknown to men, that they may shake off all carnal security, and be prepared to say, Come Lord Jesus, 
come quickly, Amen.” 
14 Kline, Structure, 157. 
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It is important to note that with the closing of the canon and the revealing of the full 

revelation of God in Jesus Christ (Heb 1:1-2), there are no more redemptive events on the 

eschatological calendar that we may expect to be accompanied with progressive written 

revelation.  The Bible is a completed story,  with the end of salvation history already written and 

its accomplishment inaugurated; the only piece left is for history to catch up to the story.  With 

this caveat in mind, we do have some warrant to expect God, in his providential timing, to 

eschatologically intrude into this age of common grace with divine warfare.  Jesus alludes to 

such events by calling them “birth pains,” signs of the eschaton to be sure, but not to be 

interpreted as signs of the immediate immanency of the eschaton (Mark 13:7-8).  In summary, 

the eschaton is still future, although it does intrude into the age of common grace to glorify God 

and reveal in the theater of creation the awful judgment and great salvation which is still to 

come.  We now turn to examine the Synoptic Gospels and Revelation, books that clearly reveal 

Jesus Christ to be the divine warrior who will wage eschatological war on his enemies to save his 

own. 

4. Jesus Christ: The Divine Warrior in the Synoptic Gospels 

In God is a Warrior,  Longman and Reid’s treatment of Jesus as the divine warrior is 

comprehensive.  By employing themes from OT redemptive history, they demonstrate that Jesus 

is leading his people in a new exodus and on a new conquest as the divine warrior.  Their method 

is to trace this theme through the Gospel of Mark while occasionally weaving in references to 

Matthew and Luke.  First, they find John the Baptist on an “overture to battle” opening the story 

by calling Israel out to the desert, to the place where the first exodus began (Mark 1:1-8).15  Then 

Jesus is anointed by the Spirit and receives the blessing of divine favor and sonship (Mark 1:9-

                                                 
15 Longman, God is a Warrior, 92-93. 
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11), echoing the great Davidic son (Ps 2) and the suffering servant (Isa 52:13; 53:12) passages 

which employ warrior language.  Next, Jesus is driven by the Spirit further into the desert to be 

tested and confronted by his ancient archenemy, Satan.  Jesus does battle by resisting the 

Tempter with the word of God and thus emerges victorious in this clash between the kingdoms of 

God and Satan (Matt 4:1-17).  Jesus immediately begins to preach the gospel of the victorious 

kingdom of God and proceeds to do battle with the demonic forces (Mark 1:23-28), thus 

signaling the spiritual nature of the battle.  “The ongoing nature of Jesus’ battle with demonic 

forces will become evident in the first nine chapters of Mark, in the recurring accounts of Jesus’ 

driving out demons.”16  These encounters with demons, the authors argue, are not the work of 

another Jewish exorcist, but have a kingdom character to them.  “Jesus understood his encounters 

with demons as eschatological conflict.  More pointedly…these words [connecting the exorcisms 

with the coming of the kingdom of God] imply that he viewed them not as exorcisms but as 

manifestations of the power of the divine warrior’s operating in himself.”17  Mark also records 

Jesus acting like a divine warrior in the accounts of the calming of the sea (Mark 4:35-41) and 

subduing a legion of demons (Mark 5:1-20), for the sea in the OT was an image of a cosmic foe 

of God (Job 26:12; Ps 65:7; Isa 51:9-10) and  a legion was a large Roman military battalion of 

infantry.  Both the sea and Legion recognized the threat of Jesus the divine warrior and were 

subdued by his greater power. 

All of these manifestations in the ministry of Jesus may be categorized as “intrusions,” 

for they are examples of the divine warfare that will characterize the Day of the Lord.  One 

Synoptic passage in particular provides an antitypical picture of the divine warrior appearing at 

the end of history to validate all previous historical intrusions: the coming of the Son of Man 

                                                 
16 Longman, God is a Warrior, 98. 
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(Mark 13; Matt 24; Luke 21).  While this passage (and its parallels) harbors difficulties regarding 

the timing of the judgment  of Jerusalem in relation to the second coming of Christ, it is clear that 

the Son of Man is described with imagery of the  resplendent divine warrior.  This Son of Man 

comes riding the clouds with power and great glory to gather his righteous elect (Matt 24:30-31) 

and destroy his wicked enemies (Matt 24:51).  Jesus adopted this language from Daniel 7 to 

describe his second coming, when the kingdom of God arrives from heaven to destroy all earthly 

kingdoms and kings that set themselves up against the Son of Man.  The cloud rider is also a 

deliberate divine warrior reference. 

The image of the cloud rider was an ancient one by the time we come to Daniel 7:13.  
Cloud imagery associated with the Lord’s appearance is as old as the Exodus and the 
pillar of cloud by day and the fire by night (Ex 13:21).  During the climactic theophany on 
Sinai, the mountain was covered by a cloud (19:16).  In the tabernacle, God appeared in 
the cloud that was present in the Holy of Holies (Lev 16:2).  We learn of the vehicular 
cloud, however, in the psalms and the prophets.18 

Finally, Jesus unambiguously identifies himself as the “cloud-riding” divine warrior “Son 

of Man” in his trial before the Sanhedrin (Mark 14:60-62), when Jesus responds to his accusers 

by combining these images from the Psalms and Daniel (Ps 110:1; Dan 7:13). 

By immediately following this echo of Psalm 110 with an allusion to Daniel 7:13, Jesus 
implies not only his fulfillment of the Davidic promise, but his future epiphany as the 
mysterious heavenly figure who would come to initiate the kingdom of God.  Against the 
backdrop of Jesus’ previ ous announcement of the coming of the Son of Man and the Day 
of the Lord, Mark 14:62 suggests an eschatological vindication characterized not only by 
judicial proceedings but also by divine warfare led by the cloud-riding Son of Man.  The 
irony and arresting boldness of this declaration is that the high priest and the elders of 
Israel, the very ones vested with the responsibility of guarding the traditions and holiness 
of the nation, would behold the coming of the Son of Man to seal their doom.  The old 
theme of Yahweh the divine warrior coming to bring judgment against Israel is reborn. 19 

Of course Mark continues the story by narrating Jesus’ passion and resurrection.  

Nevertheless, the reader is struck by the irony that Jesus the all-powerful divine warrior is 

                                                                                                                                                             
17 Longman, God is a Warrior, 108. 
18 Longman, God is a Warrior, 67.  For examples in the Psalms and Prophets, see Pss 68:4; 104:3-4; Isa 19:1; Nah 
1:3. 
19 Longman, God is a Warrior, 128. 
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seemingly defeated on the cross of shame.  Yet there is victory in this defeat.  The death Jesus 

died was simultaneously the day of God’s wrath and the day of triumph.  For Jesus, the suffering 

servant of Isaiah, emerged from this battle to lead his people in the new exodus out of sin and 

death, and in the new conquest through the arrival of the eschatological kingdom of God (Isa 

52:13-53:12).  This is the greatest victory of all, which was won paradoxically by dying.  Van 

Gemeren summarizes, 

In the theocratic phase the Lord was the Divine Warrior who ruled over the nations, 
avenged his enemies, and delivered Israel repeatedly.  In the messianic phase, our Lord 
Jesus more fully displayed the presence of God’s kingdom by exorcisms, beneficent 
miraculous acts, his victorious resurrection, and now in his present glorious rule.  Jesus’ 
coming intensifies the tension, as Satan himself opposes the inauguration of a new stage 
in the development of the kingdom.20 

“Thus he set an example for his people living in the NT age.  They too fight not by 

killing, but by laying down their lives when necessary.  They fight not with sword, spear and 

shield, but with spiritual weapons like faith, righteousness, and the word of God (Eph 6:10-

18).”21 

5. Jesus Christ: The Divine Warrior in Revelation 

The important transition in the nature of divine warfare from the Gospels to Revelation is 

from suffering to glory.   Longman and Reid demonstrate that, after suffering in his first coming, 

Jesus Christ will wage eschatological war against his enemies at his second coming. 

The slain Lamb will emerge in Revelation as a figure of strength and warfare.  Indeed, we 
immediately learn that the Exodus-like deliverance…in Revelation 1:6-7 was brought 
about by the blood of the Lamb who was slain (5:9, where the paschal imagery shows 
through)…As the seals are opened and the horrors of apocalyptic judgment are 
unleashed on the earth, we learn that this is the result of the wrath of the Lamb (6:17).  
Indeed, the Lamb who has conquered by his blood (5:5-6) will be engaged in warfare with 
ten kings but will overcome because he is “Lord of lords and King of kings” (17:14). 22 

                                                 
20 Van Gemeren, Progress, 461. 
21 Longman, “Warfare,” DBI, 839. 
22 Longman, God is a Warrior, 182. 
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Certainly the clearest picture of Jesus Christ as the divine warrior in Revelation (and 

perhaps the entire Biblical corpus) is found in chapter 19.  Therefore this passage will be 

analyzed in greater detail in order to showcase how the Bible progressively and finally reveals 

the image of Christ as the divine warrior. 

“The most transparent use of the divine-warrior motif in the book of Reve lation is 19:11-

21.  The cycles of seals, trumpets, and bowls culminate in the vision of Christ, his eyes blazing 

with fire and his robe dipped in blood; he is mounted on a white horse.”23  It is here that we read 

of the warrior Messiah who strikes the nations with the wrath of God and defeats the Beast and 

False Prophet.  The elements of this passage may be arranged according to three categories. 

1. The names of the divine warrior. 

2. The appearance of the divine warrior. 

3. The actions of the divine warrior.24 

Of the divine warrior’s names, we learn that he is called “Faithful and True” (v. 11), “The 

Word of God” (v. 13), “King of kings and Lord of lords” (v. 16), and has a secret name that only 

he knows (v. 12).  Robert Mounce writes that “in Hebrew thought a word is not a lifeless sound 

but an active agent that achieves the intention of the one who speaks (Gen 1:3, 7, 9, etc).  The 

Word of God is God fulfilling his divine purpose…The Messiah as avenging warrior is 

appropriately named ‘the Word [the powerful and active utterance] of God.’”25  George Caird 

rightly notes “the title is the ground, not the result, of the coming victory; he will conquer the 

monster and the kings because he is already King of kings and Lord of lords.  The warrant for the 

                                                 
23 Longman, God is a Warrior, 186.  It is strange that the authors only briefly comment on this important divine 
warrior passage, an omission that amounts to an unfortunate shortcoming in an otherwise thorough biblical survey. 
24 David E. Aune, Revelation 17-22, WBC 52C (Nashville: Thomas Nelson Publishers, 1998), 1047, proposes the 
similar categories of identity, description, and tasks of the rider on the white horse. 
25 Robert H. Mounce, The Book of Revelation, NICNT (rev. ed.; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans Publishing Company, 
1998), 354. 
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title is the initial victory of the Cross.”26  Eugene Boring reminds us that the Roman Caesars 

claimed the title of “King of kings and Lord of lords,” which rightfully belongs only to the divine 

warrior king.27 

As to the divine warrior’s appearance, John sees this one who bursts forth from the 

opened heaven sitting on a white horse (v. 11).  One commentator notes that “we do not 

commonly think of Jesus returning on a horse, accompanied by multitudes of angels on horses, 

not should we do so.  It is a representation of Jesus the almighty Conqueror, ‘Field Marshal’ of 

the armies of heaven, coming to subdue the rebellious of earth, which are led by the powers of 

hell.”28  His eyes are aflame with fire and he wears many crowns (v. 12).  His appearance 

becomes progressively more frightening as he is pictured wearing a robe dipped in blood 

(presumably from battle, v. 13), accompanied by the purified hosts of heaven in his train (v. 14), 

and a sharp sword protruding from his mouth (v. 15).  David Aune understands the blood-stained 

robe symbolically: “[it] is a literal reference to the heavenly warrior whose garment is stained 

with the blood of those he has slain.”29  According to Longman and Reid, “the imagery is 

strongly reminiscent  of Isaiah 63:2-3, where the divine warrior’s garments are bloodstained from 

waging war against Edom.  Regarding the sword in this passage, some interpret it as a symbol of 

the word of God, or more specifically, the gospel. 30  Hendriksen disagrees, “this sword is not the 

comforting story of the gospel.  It is symbolical of destruction, as is clearly indicated by the 

entire context.  He comes to ‘smite the nations’, and to ‘shepherd them with a rod of iron’ (2:27; 

                                                 
26 George Bradford Caird, The Revelation of St. John the Divine, HNTC, vol. 19 (New York: Harper & Row 
Publishers, 1966), 246. 
27 M. Eugene Boring, Revelation, IBC (Louisville: John Knox Press, 1989), 196. 
28 George R. Beasley-Murray, “Revelation,” NBC (4th ed.; Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1994), 1450. 
29 Aune, Revelation 17-22, 1057. 
30 Somewhat representative of this view is Caird, Revelation, 245, although he limits the gospel story to its soothing 
aspects. 
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12:5).  He treads the winepress of the fierceness of the wrath of God, the Almighty.”31  There is 

probably truth in both interpretations, for surely the good news of the gospel is foolishness and a 

stumbling block to those who refuse to believe.  The gospel of the kingdom will be bad news for 

the unrepentant and the enemies of God’s people.  The armies of heaven following Christ the 

warrior recall Yahweh’s leading his army in battle against the historical enemies of Israel.”32 

As the divine warrior rides forth in action he judges and makes war (v. 11) by striking 

down the nations, ruling them with an iron rod, and treading the winepress of the fury of God’s 

wrath (v. 15).  Mounce explains the symbolism of the iron rod: “To rule with an iron scepter 

means to destroy rather than to govern in a stern fashion.  The shepherd not only leads his flock 

to pasture but defends the sheep from marauding beasts.  His rod is a weapon of retaliation.  The 

Messiah’s rod is a scepter of iron; that is, it is strong and unyielding in its mission of 

judgment.”33  Although he is challenged to a great battle by the Beast and the kings of the earth 

with their armies, he (apparently without struggle) casts the Beast and the False Prophet into the 

lake of fire (v. 20) and slays the rest of his opponents with the sword of his mouth (v. 21).  Christ 

the divine warrior metes out judgment by slaying “all who have in the final alignment of 

loyalties arrayed themselves against God and the forces of righteousness.”34 

In a beautifully simple way, John profoundly captures the essence of the divine warrior in 

language even a child can comprehend.  By including other relevant portions of Revelation35 into 

our analysis important light is shed on the significance of the names, appearance, and actions of 

                                                 
31 William Hendriksen, More Than Conquerors (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1940; paperback, Baker Books, 1998), 
182. 
32 Longman, God is a Warrior, 186. 
33 Mounce, Revelation, 355-56. 
34 Mounce, Revelation, 359. 
35 See Rev 1:9-20; 14:14-20 for other explicit divine warrior imagery.  Obviously, the entirety of Revelation is about 
the victory of Jesus Christ, therefore everything attributed to him in Revelation may be attributed implicitly to Jesus 
as the divine warrior. 
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the divine warrior in Revelation 19.  The regal warrior Christ, the King and Lord, who comes 

from heaven to wage eschatological war on his enemies, will certainly win the battle against his 

foes, both those who persecute his beloved bride from the outside (Rev 19:20-21) and those who 

insidiously seduce her from the inside (Rev 2-3) to commit idolatry/adultery against her 

betrothed husband, who is Christ.  He who is Faithful and True promises to gather his Church to 

save her from the onslaught of the lying world, the flesh, and the Devil, and to reap the harvest of 

the grapes of his furious wrath (Rev 19:15).  He who is called the Word of God will strike them 

down with the (s)word of his mouth, as the gospel of the kingdom is finally proclaimed in its 

consummate form (when the day of salvation arrives in the “not yet” and passes from the “now”) 

to the vindication of his elect and to the dread of those who refused to worship the Christ and 

chose instead to take the mark of Beast-allegiance (Rev 16:2).  All will look on his coming as 

heaven itself opens wide to reveal the supremely crowned Lord with all-seeing fiery eyes, 

sweeping down to earth in battle array with his holy hosts, to righteously judge the hidden and 

revealed sins of the nations and the unholy trinity of the Dragon, the Beast, and the False Prophet 

(Rev 16:13).  This great antitype warrior will fight the great battle of righteousness alone on 

behalf of his holy ones, and will take no prisoners (as his enemy’s blood, which will flow like 

rivers, stained on his garments ensures).  What comfort the divine warrior brings to those he 

defends (in the court of justification and in the battle of sanctification)!  What unimaginable 

horror to those he judges and slays!  Jesus Christ, the suffering servant who first set his face 

toward Jerusalem and the shame of the cross, will return as the divine warrior to remove all 

obstacles of sin and death for the arrival of his glorious house, the New Jerusalem (Rev 3:12; 

21:2-3).  The war is finished, his enemies are vanquished, and the celebration begins with a 



Eschatological War as Salvation and Judgment Brian M. Sandifer 

Reformed Theological Seminary 15 12/9/2006 

marriage feast (Rev 19:7, 9) and consummates with God finally bringing to fruition the eternal 

blessed hope of dwelling with his people in perfect Sabbath rest (Heb 4:9-11; Rev 21-22). 

6. Pew Talk and Real Life 

So how does all this sober talk of divine war and judgment speak to your friend in the 

pew?  First, our perception of doctrine is touched by the divine warrior theme.  The question 

“how will God save?” can naturally lead to “from whom are we saved?”  The obvious answer is 

that the Church is saved by her King, her Lord, her Savior Jesus Christ, who is the divine 

warrior.   But perhaps not so obvious is that ultimately the Church, comprised of redeemed 

sinners from the race of fallen Adam, are saved from the wrath of the divine warrior.  It is by 

grace alone that the Christian will not experience the wrath of God (Eph 2:1-9).  Thus the image 

of Christ as the divine warrior paints the doctrine of soteriology in crimson red, reminding us of 

the horror of God’s eschatological warfare and driving us to the cleansing substitutionary blood 

of Christ shed in sacrificial love for his beloved Church.  Second, our understanding of how to 

live the Christian life is enhanced by the divine warrior theme.  Longman cautions that 

exercising warfare in the name of God is inappropriate for believers in the NT era.  “The church 

is commanded to join in the struggle against the spiritual enemies of God.  We can also see that 

the weapons employed in such a battle are spiritual, not physical (i.e., truth, righteousness, and 

so on).”36  And again, “we fight a spiritual war against the powers and principalities (Eph 6:10-

18), while knowing that victory has been won on the cross.  We look forward to the culmination 

of the conflict when Christ comes again ‘with the clouds’ (Rev 1:7).”37  Thus today we should 

love our neighbor and our enemy (Matt 5:43-48), and trust that Christ has saved us, is now 

                                                 
36 Longman, “The Case for Spiritual Continuity,” Show Them No Mercy, 186. 
37 Tremper Longman, “Warfare,” New Dictionary of Biblical Theology (Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 
2000), 839. 
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saving us, and will save us by fighting against those who oppress us: the world (1 John 2:15-17), 

the flesh (Rom 7:5), and the Devil (1 Pet 5:8).  So let us join the chorus  of the Bible’s closing 

benediction, addressed to those who hope in the prophecy of Revelation: “He who testifies to 

these things says, ‘Surely I am coming soon.’ Amen. Come, Lord Jesus!” (Rev 22:20). 
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