Revelation 20:11-15 – The White Throne Judgment

11 Then I saw a great white throne and Him who sat upon it, from whose presence earth and heaven fled away, and no place was found for them. 

John has seen some incredible things during the writing of this book, hasn’t he?  In this passage he records for us that he sees this “Great White Throne”.  We have read about thrones throughout the book of Revelation.  Thrones are always places of authority, and sitting on a throne means to hold a place of recognized authority.

In New Testament times the Jews who were not immediately in Jerusalem gathered in buildings called synagogues, as they are still called now.  The Gospels and Acts make multiple references to these synagogues.    

What John describes is not simply called      “a throne” - it is white.  And we’ve seen throughout the book of Revelation that white is the color that represents righteousness (see text box).  It is from a place of absolute righteousness that the Lord is prepared to judge.  But righteousness is not something that our Lord Jesus only has - righteousness is who He is.  It is fundamental to His character.

The throne, we are told, is great – this same word “megas” is used for things in this book of Rev that are large, loud, massive and overwhelming.  The point of communication in this is that the authority of this throne is overwhelming and overpowering.  This is no place for a person to try being macho, cute, political, threatening or any of the other things that human beings use to find power and influence and to get their way.  No, the authority of this throne is going to be beyond any human hope of influence or appeal.

This will be the Great White Throne – the place of ultimate authority that is overwhelming in its power and absolute righteousness.  

John says he also saw “Him who sat upon it” – the Great White Throne.  Who specifically is this “Him” that John writes about?  For this we also have a specific answer, and it goes like this:

Our Lord put the matter of judgment very clearly when He said:

Matthew 28:18

And Jesus came up and spoke to them, saying, "All authority has been given to Me in heaven and on earth." 

John 5:21, 22, 27

21 "For just as the Father raises the dead and gives them life, even so the Son also gives life to whom He wishes. 22 For not even the Father judges anyone, but He has given all judgment to the Son,… 27 and He gave Him authority to execute judgment, because He is the Son of Man."

So the One who is sitting upon this throne is Jesus Christ the Lord of Glory – the One who is by His very nature totally righteous and just.  He is the One who has been given all authority for judgment – including this judgment we are about read of in more detail.  

But before we read more detail about this Great White Throne Judgment, let’s take a look this startling thing John says about heaven and earth.  Regarding this one who sits upon the great white throne, John provides further information about Him:

from whose presence earth and heaven fled away, and no place was found for them

With the stroke of pen, John writes that this judge upon the Great White Throne is the very same one from whom earth and heaven just vanish.  Whoosh!  It’s all gone!

· Skyscrapers, overpasses, gold bricks and bank accounts – gone!

· Continents, oceans, mountains – gone!

· Planets, suns, stars, galaxies – gone!

All the material universe is done way with - like that!  All that both physically supports and limits us right now – gone!

Even the very space they were in does not seems to exist any longer.  The very one though Whom all things were brought into existence will dismiss it all in an instant!

We’ll be reading about it in more detail in chapter 21, but John is making quick mention of the fact that this world - this universe - is going to pass away.  John’s description is that it flees away.  Then the Lord will create a new heaven and earth.

12 And I saw the dead, the great and the small, standing before the throne, and books were opened; and another book was opened, which is the book of life; and the dead were judged from the things which were written in the books, according to their deeds. 13 And the sea gave up the dead which were in it, and death and Hades gave up the dead which were in them; and they were judged, every one of them according to their deeds. 

Take note of the description of those standing before this awesome throne: “the dead”.  The Greek structure here conveys the idea “the dead ones”.  This stands in contrast to the “the dead in Christ” that Paul writes about.  These are not “the dead in Christ” – they are just “the dead ones”.

Then John further describes these dead ones as “the great and the small”.  Like the Greek of the dead, this phrase communicates, “The great ones and the small ones”.

The dead are those physically dead, having died the first death.  They are brought back for this time of judgment by a resurrection of sorts – though not one to rejoice over, for sure.  We’re told that these dead include the small and the great by human earthly measure.  When it comes to this judgment, such earthly differences will mean nothing at all.  The playing field, if you will, is going to be totally level – all measured by the exact same criteria.

But let’s clarify something here:  There are those among humanity of all time who will not be here:

1) Those who have believed both of this, the Church age, and from the creation of mankind until the very end of the Millennial Kingdom – these will not be subject to this judgment.  

· We know for certain that those of the Church age are not included in this judgment, because: 2 Corinthians 5:8 and Philippians 1:23 tell us that for a church age believer to be absent from the body is to be present with the Lord – like Him.  

· Believers are not to be judged here at this judgment.

· They have already been judged, not for condemnation, but for reward (1 Corinthians 3:10-15 et al).

2) Those who were judged out of the Tribulation period and sent directly into the Lake of Fire.

· These will include both the Antichrist and false Prophet as well as the unsaved of the Tribulation period identified in Matthew 25:41.

Aside from these two major groups, all the dead of humanity of all time will be at this judgment:

· Wealth and position won’t matter.

· And it won’t even matter if a person died with the most toys; they still won’t win.

· Nationality and religion won’t matter.

· There will be many who will gather before this Great White Throne that will have been very, very religious while on earth, and perhaps even sincere.

· This world may have even considered some of them as icons of religion.

· But being religious counts not one bit when it comes to eternal life.

· Only faith in Christ will save – only believing.

Verse 13 gives us some insights about the source of these dead who appear before the White Throne.  The sea gave up the dead which were in it.  Death and Hades gave up the dead which were in them.  Those who died at sea or were buried at sea are included here.  The ancients had a special abhorrence of death at sea.

We are also told that Death and Hades give up their dead as well.  These two entities were mentioned in Revelation chapter 1, where in 1:18 we read that the glorified Lord Jesus Christ has the keys of Death and Hades.  Having keys to these means that Christ has exclusive authority of access to and control over Death and Hades.  Death is the event of the separation of the earthly body from the soul.  Hades is the place of those souls not yet judged, which at this point in time holds those awaiting this final judgment.

Then we read – especially in verse 12 – of the books which were opened.  Now these books being opened indicates that this is not a “shoot from the hip” – “best guess” kind of judgment.  It is a judgment based on the facts.  It is objective and factual.  In fact, verse 15 gives us some more insight into these books, so we will wait until we get there to more fully discuss these important books.  As we mentioned many chapters back, there were no bound books like we know them today.  Records were kept on scrolls or piles of individual sheets of papyrus.  

14 Then death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. This is the second death, the lake of fire. 

Verse 14 says that both Death and Hades were thrown into the Lake of Fire.  Paul has told us in 1 Corinthians 15:26 about death:

The last enemy that will be abolished is death. 

It will not be a matter of going onto another universe like this one with death continuing on and on and on – more and more death.  It will, instead, be a matter of death being abolished – or even more clearly – death is going to be put out of business forever.

Notice that Hades will also be delivered into the Lake of Fire.  Hades has been and will until this point in time be the place for the souls of those who have died.  But it, too will be put out of its place.  There will be no more use for it.

Then John gives us a clear definition, as John is prone to do.  He tells us that the second death is the Lake of Fire.  He’s told us about the second death a few times before, and will mention it again: Revelation 2:11; 20:6; 20:14; 21:8.  
That, of course, brings up the question: What are the first and second deaths?

The first death - physical death – separates the soul from his earthly body.  That separation is to Hades, the place of the dead.  

The second death – which is only for unbelievers – separates the soul from the presence of God.  That separation is to the Lake of Fire.  The New Testament presents death as a separation from something and a separation to something (see the HHBC Biblical Anthropology Material, January – March 2008, pages 8, 9).

15 And if anyone's name was not found written in the book of life, he was thrown into the lake of fire.

In this verse John comes back to the matter of these books…and so will we.  The books are records and they provide the opportunity for facts.  They are factual historical records for each person.

First, let’s examine the matter of these books in their cultural setting:

· We have record that each city in the area in which John was writing had a roll of all those living in the city, sometimes referred to as the book of life.

· When someone died or moved away, the city’s record-keepers blotted his name out of the city’s roll.

Now, lets turn to what the Bible provides for us as background to these books:

The Old Testament speaks of books, such as: 

· Exodus 17:14; 32:32, 33

· Deuteronomy 25:6; 29:20

· Psalms 9:5; 56:8; 69:28; 109:13; 139:16

· Isaiah 4:3

· Daniel 7:10; 12:1, 2

· and other books of historical or ceremonial importance

The New Testament, however seems to turn a corner in the meaning and use of these books with eternal import:

· Luke 10:20

· Philippians 4:3

· Hebrews 12:23

· Revelation 3:5; 13:8; 17:8; 20:12, 15 & 21:27

On the following page is a table entitled, “The Book of Life”.  What it presents on the left-most column are those verses which speak either directly or indirectly about “the book of life”.  What we find are that there are some of these verses in the Old Testament and some in New Testament – so the list is broken up accordingly.  Next, we find that these verses are referring either to physical life (most often in the Old Testament with the Jews or their enemies), life in the Millennial Kingdom (typically referring to the Jews), or to eternal life (typically for Church age believers).  Then, we find that these verses either refer to being blotted out of the book of life or to being written in and/or kept in the book of life.

	The Book of Life
	In Reference To:
	Action:

	In Scripture
	Physical Life
	Millennial Life
	Eternal  Life
	Blotted Out
	Included*

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Exodus 17:14
	X
	
	
	X
	

	Exodus 32:32,33
	X
	
	
	X
	

	Deuteronomy 25:6
	X
	
	
	
	X

	Deuteronomy 29:20
	X
	
	
	X
	

	Psalm 9:5
	X
	
	
	X
	

	Psalm 69:28
	X
	X
	**
	X
	

	Psalm 109:13,14
	X
	X
	**
	X
	

	Isaiah 4:3
	 
	X
	**
	 
	X

	Daniel 7:10
	
	X
	**
	
	

	Daniel 12:1, 2
	
	X
	**
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	Luke 10:20
	
	
	X
	
	X

	Philippians 4:3
	
	
	X
	
	X

	Hebrews 12:23
	
	
	X
	
	X

	Revelation 3:5*
	
	
	X
	
	X

	Revelation 13:8+
	
	
	X
	X
	

	Revelation 17:8+
	
	
	X
	X
	

	Revelation 20:12, 15
	
	
	X
	X
	

	Revelation 21:27
	
	
	X
	
	X

	
	
	
	
	
	

	** Eternal life implied after Millennium
	
	
	*Not blotted

	+ "Not written"
	


What is not included in this chart are some references that refer more to records of deeds – works – rather than to the book of life.  Well, at this point you might be thinking:

That’s fine – nice table – but what does that have to do with these folks in the White Throne Judgment and their record of works being examined and why they aren’t in the book of life?  How does that all fit together?  Let’s take a look at what we know:

1) Those who are going to spend eternity with the Lord have already been resurrected judged for rewards in the first resurrection, which as we saw last week, consisted of 3 stages – the first fruits, the general harvest, and the gleanings – that was first Christ, then the church, and finally the Old Testament and Tribulation saints

2) Those who are not going to spend eternity with the Lord have either been sent to the Lake of Fire already – at the end of the Tribulation – or will be judged here - and there is no mention here of anything other than the Lake of Fire

3) Now we also know that while not all will believe – that is, put their faith in Christ alone for salvation – Christ did die for the sins of the whole world.  

4) But as they die, if unbelieving, their names will most certainly not be in the book of life, as these are not spiritually alive.  I should add to that point that those in the Tribulation who take the mark of the beast have no chance of having their names in the book of life. 

5) Therefore, all those whose names are not in the book of life, and who have not been judged already, will come to this Great White Throne Judgment.   They are present at this judgment because their names are not in the book of life.  Then, they are judged on the basis of their works, which are not unable to save (Ephesians 2:8,9) and are no match for the standard of absolute righteousness of Christ, that can only be appropriated by believing in Christ.  See Appendix item: “48 Revelation series – Appendix item: The doctrine of proportional punishment” for more detail on the judgment, condemnation, and punishments of unbelievers according to their sins.

6) Since their names are not in the book of life and their works do not measure up to the absolute righteousness of Christ which can only be put to one’s account by belief, these dead ones are sent to the only place they can go: to the Lake of Fire to be also punished eternally for their sins, as judged by Christ.

This Lake of Fire, to be quite truthful, will include many whom you and I know personally, as well as great masses we have seen but don’t know, and many more we’ll never see or know.  So how are we to respond to that?  Should we run about in desperation for them?  Should we scream and yell to the unsaved about their desperate condition – pounding them with words of threat and gloom?  Should we be driven by guilt and sympathetic agonies in anticipation of their eternal fate?

Or should we be apathetic and assume the matter is totally out of our own hands?  Should we figure it’s God’s job to deal with them and settle within ourselves that we’re not headed down that road and figure that their future is no real concern of ours?  After all, it’s not our personal problem – nor can we force a solution on them – they must believe.

Or is there another approach altogether?  Does God have something else quite different in mind?  Could it be that our beholding Christ will be the process that God uses to transform us from glory to glory?  Could it be that Christ, our very life will express Himself through us and to others as we walk with Him in such a way that we need not skew our perspectives to one extreme or the other?  Might it be that we need not respond to this ghastly eternity that lies ahead of so very many in our own strength and natural tendency toward one extreme or the other - neither desperation nor apathy?

Is it possible that we would not be tempted to bend the truth of the gospel to fit the expectations and likes and warped desires of this world?  Could it be that the very life of Christ in us – this treasure in earthen vessels – is totally adequate for even this monumental ministry of approaching the unsaved, by means that we cannot see or touch or humanly strategize?  Might it be that being equipped and being the body of Christ living on this earth by the very life of Christ is all that is needed or expected?

White Means Righteousness                                         In All These Verses In The                                      Book Of Revelation
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