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The false profit * Revelation 13:11-18 

November 13, 2016 * Langford Community Church * Graham Gladstone 

 

Well, what a week!  Donald Trump’s election to the White House has led to some pretty 
interesting conversations in our household.  For example, driving home from school one day, 
Ben said to me –  

“Dad, is Donald Trump crazy enough to launch a giant nuke at Canada?”   

No, I replied, Donald Trump would not do that.   

“Is Donald Trump crazy enough to start WWIII?”   

No, I said, he wants people to be safe and have money, so starting a war isn’t really a smart 
move.   

“Do you know Donald Trump and know he’s not crazy enough to launch a nuke?” 

“Well no, I don’t know him personally.” 

(Pause).  “Dad, Is Donald Trump crazy enough to launch a giant nuke at Mexico?”  

 No, he’s not.  Also, I said, who’s telling you these things?   

Jonathon, he explained, At school has been saying that Donald Trump is going to launch a giant 
nuke at Canada and start WWIII.   

Hmmmm I replied.  This kid Jonathan seems to know a lot about politics; how old is he?   

Grade 2.   

 

Now I know that Ben’s not alone - there are a lot of people who have similar concerns.  It’s just 
not clear what Trump is going to do.   

 

But on the other end of the spectrum, there are a lot of people who deeply trust Trump’s ability 
to make things right.  That’s a perspective that Trump himself has cultivated, framing himself as 
the only person able to fix things.  When he accepted the Republican nomination, Trump 
painted a dismal picture of American life, one characterized by ‘poverty and violence at home’ 
and ‘war and destruction abroad.’  And then he offered the solution. 

 

I am your voice, said Trump. I alone can fix it. I will restore law and order.  
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The Atlantic, a secular, liberal literary magazine offered insightful commentary on that 
statement -  

 

He did not appeal to prayer, or to God. He did not ask Americans to measure him against their 
values, or to hold him responsible for living up to them. He did not ask for their help. He asked 
them to place their faith in him.1  And many did.   

 

Now I don’t say all of this to be down on Donald Trump, and if you think this is my lead in to 
announcing that Trump is the anti-Christ, it’s not – I raise this simply to say that it’s a natural 
human impulse to look for someone to put our faith in.  Especially when things are not ideal, 
we look for something bigger than us that can help us.  And our passage today is a good 
reminder that when we are looking for someone to fix things, we need to look up.  Way, way 
up.  Satan would love to deceive us, to get us to build our hope on anything but God, but God 
alone is worthy of our trust.   

 

Let’s go to Revelation 13, starting at verse 11 – and I’ll read the whole passage – so that you can 
see how it fits together.  Then I’ll give you a summary of it and we’ll work through what it all 
means together.  Ready?  Revelation 13:11 – This is God speaking to us. 

 

11 Then I saw another beast, coming out of the earth. He had two horns like a lamb, but he 
spoke like a dragon. 

 12 He exercised all the authority of the first beast on his behalf, and made the earth and its 
inhabitants worship the first beast, whose fatal wound had been healed. 

 13 And he performed great and miraculous signs, even causing fire to come down from heaven 
to earth in full view of men. 

 14 Because of the signs he was given power to do on behalf of the first beast, he deceived the 
inhabitants of the earth. He ordered them to set up an image in honor of the beast who was 
wounded by the sword and yet lived. 

 15 He was given power to give breath to the image of the first beast, so that it could speak and 
cause all who refused to worship the image to be killed. 

 16 He also forced everyone, small and great, rich and poor, free and slave, to receive a mark on 
his right hand or on his forehead, 

 17 so that no one could buy or sell unless he had the mark, which is the name of the beast or 
the number of his name. 

                                                           
1 http://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2016/07/trump-rnc-speech-alone-fix-it/492557/ 



3 
 

 18 This calls for wisdom. If anyone has insight, let him calculate the number of the beast, for it 
is man's number. His number is 666. (Rev 13:11-18 NIV). 

 

On the all-time list of Scripture passages with weird and wacky interpretations, this has got to 
be pretty close to the top.  Another beast, the mark of the beast, 666 – what’s going on?   

 

There is a lot going on, so let’s organize our thoughts around this statement – This beast does 
great signs to inspire utter loyalty to the first beast.   

This beast does great signs to inspire utter loyalty to the first beast.   

That statement really gets at the heart of our passage, and I want to look at it with you one bit 
at a time.  Ready? 

 

This beast – who or what is this beast?  Right now, I’m want to limit my answer to what John 
sees in Revelation 13, but don’t worry, we’ll work out what it means for us later.  Right now 
though, let’s just focus on the passage. 

 

Verse 11 

11 Then I saw another beast, coming out of the earth. He had two horns like a lamb, but he 
spoke like a dragon.  12 He exercised all the authority of the first beast on his behalf. 

 

John tells us a lot about this beast – where he comes from, what he’s like and what he does. 

 

Where does he come from?  He comes from the earth.  The first beast comes from the sea; the 
second beast comes from the earth.  A lot of scholars see echoes of Job here – God talks to Job 
about these two primordial beasts that only He can control – Leviathan (comes from the sea) 
and Behemoth (comes from the earth).  This is probably an echo of that passage.    

 

So what’s he like?  Verse 11 – he has two horns, like a lamb.  Well, wait, when the Bible talks 
about a lamb, who is it talking about? Jesus.  This beast is meant to remind people of Jesus, to 
attract them with a certain gentleness and reasonableness – “Oh look, he’s so cute, like a lamb” 
- but what happens when he opens his mouth?  He speaks like a dragon.  And who’s the 
dragon?  Satan.   

 



4 
 

This beast is the ultimate expression of what Jesus said in Matthew 7:16 – ‘watch out for false 
prophets.  They come to you in sheep’s clothing, but are really ferocious wolves.’ 

 

15 "Watch out for false prophets. They come to you in sheep's clothing, but inwardly they are 
ferocious wolves. (Mat 7:15 NIV). 

 

This beast is a wolf in sheep’s clothing – well, a dragon in sheep’s clothing, I guess. 

 

Now what does he do?  Verse 12 – He gets the world to honour the first beast.  In a sense, he is 
the minister of propaganda - His job is to get people to trust the beast..   

 

Now with all of this talk about beasts, it could get pretty confusing, so I want to clarify things by 
showing you that this land beast has another name – and it’s not surprising given what Jesus 
calls wolves in sheep’s clothing.  What did He say?  They are ‘false prophets’ and that’s the 
name given to this land beast when he reappears in Rev 16, and 19 and 20.  For example, 
Revelation 16:13 says –  

 

13 Then I saw three evil spirits that looked like frogs; they came out of the mouth of the 
dragon, out of the mouth of the beast and out of the mouth of the false prophet (Rev 16:13 
NIV). 

 

The false prophet is the land beast, and you see how these three hang together?  That’ll be 
important in a minute.  So the beast in our passage today is the false prophet; I’ll just call him 
that from now on. 

 

Let’s go back to our summary.  

 

This beast - the false prophet - does great signs.  He uses the beast’s power to do some pretty 
impressive things.  Verse 13 – 

 

13 And he performed great and miraculous signs, even causing fire to come down from heaven 
to earth in full view of men (Rev 13:13 NIV).  Well that’s a neat trick – sounds a bit like Elijah 
when he faced the prophets of Baal at Mt Carmel. 
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But that’s not his only trick – look at verses 14-15 –  

 

He ordered [the people of earth] to set up an image in honor of the first beast.  15 He was given 
power to give breath to the image of the first beast, so that it could speak (!)  Wow!  That’s 
impressive.  He made a statue come alive and talk?  Wow!  That’s pretty cool. 

 

Now the signs are not just neat parlour tricks – they serve a purpose – here’s our summary -  

 

The false prophet does great signs to inspire utter loyalty (to the beast). 

 

You see, the false prophet’s job is to get people to be loyal to the beast.  He does these 
spectacular things to impress people and to demonstrate that the beast is worth committing to 
and that’s expressed in at least three ways here. 

 

First, the false prophet prompts people to commit to the beast in worship – that’s at the heart 
of this passage – v. 12 – ‘he made the earthdwellers worship the first beast’ and then in 14-15, 
all this talk about worshiping an image.  Worship is at its core ‘acknowledging something’s 
worth’ and the false prophets want people to commit to the beast by worshiping it, by saying it 
is amazing and trustworthy. 

 

The false prophet also prompts people to commit to the beast by receiving its mark.  v. 16 –  

 

16 He also forced everyone, small and great, rich and poor, free and slave, to receive a mark on 
his right hand or on his forehead, 17 so that no one could buy or sell unless he had the mark, 
which is the name of the beast or the number of his name (Rev 13:16-17 NIV). 

 

Now we could go on and on for hours and hours about what this mark could be and trust me, 
there have been all sorts of guesses – computers, bar codes, credit cards, implanted microchips 
– all have been proposed as the mark of the beast.  I understand the desire to avoid the mark 
but fear that in trying to guess what the mark looks like, we miss out on what it is.   
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The mark is a sign of loyalty.  The mark of the beast is an intentional commitment to trust the 
beast and rely on it.  And when you do, it allows you to eat – you can buy and sell on the 
market – so it looks as if committing to the beast by taking his mark is a good idea.   

 

Now there is more to be said about this mark, but we need to move on; keep it on the 
backburner though. 

 

The false prophet prompts people to commit to the beast by worshiping it, by receiving its 
mark; the false prophet also ups the ante – commit to the beast or die.   

 

You see that in verse 15, right – he orders people to make an image of the beast, then gives it 
breath and either you worship the image, or you die.  V. 15 – it caused all who refused to 
worship the image to be killed.  This is an important point – there’s no third option – the beast 
wants your commitment or it wants you dead.   

 

The false prophet does great signs to inspire utter loyalty … to the beast. 

Let’s talk about this beast for a minute.   

 

Look at verse 18 –  

 

18 This calls for wisdom. If anyone has insight, let him calculate the number of the beast, for it 
is man's number. His number is 666 (Rev 13:18-1 NIV). 

 

What does THAT mean?? 

 

For one thing, it’s a call to think seriously about this stuff.  In the face of a beast who wants your 
commitment or your life, you need to know where you stand.  You need to act with wisdom.   

 

For the most part, responsible scholarship has followed one of two routes in understanding 666 
and they both have to do with the significance of numbers in Greek and Hebrew thought. 
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The first route is this.  When you write out a cheque – remember doing that? – you write out 
the amount using letters, and then you write out the same amount using numbers, right?  We 
have letters, we have numbers.  If you used ancient Greek or Hebrew, you couldn’t do that; 
they didn’t have separate characters to indicate numbers.  They would just write in 
corresponding letters – so alpha stood for one, beta stood for 2, gamma stood for three, delta 
for four and so on.  So if you wanted to write me a cheque for four dollars, you would write me 
a cheque for Delta dollars.  (Now, I was going to make a joke about Delta dollars being a 
rewards program but just out of curiosity, I looked it up and there is such a thing as Delta 
dollars – it’s what you get when you give up your seat on an overbooked Delta airlines flight – 
but get this – the voucher number begins with 006066). 

 

So anyways, letters have a corresponding number value in Greek and in Hebrew and it has a 
name – it’s gematria.  This allowed for this thing in those languages where you could 
communicate a person by their number – so for example, there’s famous graffiti at Pompeii 
that says ‘I love her whose number is 545’ (and as Don Carson jokes, that’s not measurements – 
it indicates her name).   

 

Many scholars think that this 666 must be an example of gematria, where the numbers 
communicate a person’s name.  So of course people have done all sorts of weird and wacky 
calculations to identify the beast – for example, if you start with ‘Cute purple dinosaur then 
change the U’s to V’s to make it look latin  then extract all the Roman numerals and convert 
them to Arabic numbers and add them up you get 666 – proving conclusively that Barney is the 
antichrist.  Of course if you are creative enough, you can make almost anybody into 666 and so 
both Martin Luther and the pope have been alleged to be 666, Hitler, Ronald Regan, Bill Gates.  
And yes, if you google it you will find websites demonstrating how 666 refers to Trump.  The 
most likely suggestion I think is Nero – it relies on a variant spelling and transliteration into 
Hebrew – but it would fit well with the clues from verses 1-10.     

 

To be honest, the meaning of 666 was likely obvious to John’s first readers, but as time passed, 
it just got obscured.  Within a hundred years of John’s letter, a church father named Irenaeus 
wrote  – ‘its better to simply trust that this prophecy will be fulfilled, rather than casting about 
wildly for answers to a question that will remain unsolved.’  That’s probably wise.   

 

So gematria is one way to handle 666; there is another that I think is much more 
straightforward.  In John’s culture, 7 is the number of perfection.  We think 99 is great; they 
thought 7 meant perfection.  So 777 would be utter perfection.  But 666 always falls just short 
of the mark.  Always the bridesmaid, never the bride.  777 is divine perfection; 666 is the 
number of the beast, always short of perfection. 
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So that’s the beast and the false prophet intends for us to commit ourselves utterly to that 
beast.   

 

Now at this point, you may be wondering – ok ok, but who is it?  What exactly is the false 
prophet?  I get what he wants to do but I don’t have anybody ordering me to build a statue that 
will kill me if I don’t worship it.   

 

Let’s talk about that.   

 

Last week, I said that the beast was the sum total of humanity’s efforts against God.  It appears 
throughout history in satanically empowered human beings … who rise up to blaspheme God 
and persecute His people, and a final – ‘big one’ – THE antichrist will come at the end of the 
age.  

 

In the same way, there will be a big false prophet at the end of the age.  Throughout history 
though, little false prophets have arisen alongside the beasts and found ways to prompt people 
to ignore God and commit to the beast.   

 

In John’s time for example, the beast was expressed in Nero who claimed to be a god, and the 
false prophet was expressed by the imperial religion that grew up around him.  Roman 
emperors literally had priests who formed a religion around them and everyone was required 
to make sacrifices to the god – ie – to worship the emperor.  Many Christians refused and so 
they could not buy or sell on the market, and many were executed because they refused to 
trust the emperor more than God.  That dynamic has played out in history in many totalitarian 
regimes where the state insisted that people honour it above God and so Christians faced 
persecution because of it.   

 

In our day, the false prophet is more subtle but he is at work any time we are tempted to put 
our ultimate trust in anything other than God.  

 

If the false prophet is at work today, he is probably making an effort to get us  

to trust in money more than we trust in God or  

to trust in government more than we trust in God or  

to trust in celebrity more than we trust in God or 
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to trust in power more than we trust in God. 

 

We are very fortunate to live in a time and place where utter loyalty to God doesn’t cost us 
financially and it doesn’t cost us our lives, but that’s no reason to let our guard down or to 
compromise on our exclusive commitment to God. 

 

Because the false prophet specializes in deception. 

 

The false prophet does great signs to inspire utter loyalty to the beast, but it’s a deception.  It’s 
a false hope.  Let me show you three quick ways how that’s true.   

 

First off is verse 14 and I really wish you could alI read Greek because John has set this out in a 
way that no English Bible captures.  Our Bibles are right when it says ‘because of the signs he 
did, he deceived the inhabitants of the earth’ but John has set it out in a way that really jumps 
out in Greek.   

 

Let me do a quick exercise with you – here’s a news article from a newspaper – what’s the most 
important thought in the here?  The headline.  Newspaper articles set the important thought 
out in the headline.  In the ancient world, writers sometimes set out important points by 
working towards the main thought, setting it in the middle and then working back out, parallel 
to the way you came in.  It’s called a chiasm, after the Greek letter that looks like an X.  (chi).   

 

That’s what John does here and he amplifies the chiasm by using the same verb, over and over, 
except in the middle – the main point.  He has a verb that means ‘to make or do’ and he uses it 
over and over in verses 12-16 – v. 12 – it ‘does’ the authority of the beast, it ‘makes the earth 
dwellers’ worship, it ‘does’ great signs – all the same verb, but then at verse 14 – a new verb – 
‘and he deceives the earthdwellers’ – that stands out like a sore thumb and then he reverts to 
the make or do verb again by the great signs he ‘does’, he tells them to ‘make’ an image for 
worship, and he ‘makes’ them receive his mark.  On the level of grammar, this passage is 
structured to scream – this whole thing? – IT’S A DECEPTION.  Don’t buy into it! 

 

Now there’s a second level of deception going on here that works on a theological level.  Think 
about the relationship that we’ve seen between the beasts – the dragon, the beast and the 
false prophet.  The dragon gives authority to the beast and the beast acts on the dragon’s 
behalf.  The beast gives his authority to the false prophet and the false prophet uses it to 
honour the beast.  Does that sounds familiar?  This is a parody of the Trinity.  “As Christ 
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received authority from the Father, so Antichrist receives authority from the dragon; and as the 
Holy Spirit glorifies Christ, so the false prophet glorifies the Antichrist.” 

 

We are meant to see in these beasts an unholy Trinity that stands in utter opposition to 
everything the HOLY Trinity stands for.  It’s as if Satan looked at God the Father, Son and Holy 
Spirit and said ‘if it works for God, surely it will work for me!’  And so he often sets himself up to 
look like the real thing – Satan masquerades as an angel of light Paul says in 2 Cor 11:14 and 
this looks like the Trinity, the beast claims to be Christ-like and the false prophet is like a lamb – 
but they are a fraud – a counterfeit – a 666 when we need a perfect 777.   

 

Satan wants to make us buy into his version of spirituality but it’s a deception, and if you look 
close enough, you’ll be able to spot the counterfeits.  If something looks like Christ, but doesn’t 
square up with the full breadth of Scripture – not just a verse here and there but the tenor of 
the whole counsel of God – get out of there.   

 

Now there’s one more sense that I want you to see the deception – we’ve talked grammar and 
we’ve talked theology; let’s talk about salvation history.  Look on to chapter 14, verse 1 – and 
recognize that chapters 12-14 fit together –  

 

14, verse 1 -  

Then I looked, and there before me was the Lamb, standing on Mount Zion, and with him 
144,000 who had his name and his Father's name written on their foreheads. (Rev 14:1 NIV). 

 

There’s a mark again – but this time, it’s not the mark of the beast.  It’s the mark of Lamb.  God 
had already sealed these people; they had committed to God back in chapter 7 and Satan was 
just trying to get into the market.  Another counterfeit.  And this is how salvation history plays 
out – you have the mark of the beast or you have the mark of Lamb.  You commit to the beast 
or you commit to God.  One or the other.   

 

And boy, for a while, it looks like committing to the beast is the best way to go.  He can do some 
pretty impressive and awe-inspiring things.  And boy, if refusing the mark of the beast means 
you can’t buy food, and if refusing to honour the beast means it lashes out to kill you, it sure 
sounds like committing to the beast is the way to go.  And a lot of people take the mark of the 
beast and commit to the sum total of humanity’s efforts without God without even thinking 
about it.  
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But it’s all a deception.   

 

Slide a little further down in chapter 14 – verse 9 

 

9 A third angel followed them and said in a loud voice: "If anyone worships the beast and his 
image and receives his mark on the forehead or on the hand, 

 10 he, too, (along with Fallen Babylon, another symbol of evil) will drink of the wine of God's 
fury, which has been poured full strength into the cup of his wrath. He will be tormented with 
burning sulfur in the presence of the holy angels and of the Lamb. 

 11 And the smoke of their torment rises for ever and ever. There is no rest day or night for 
those who worship the beast and his image, or for anyone who receives the mark of his name." 

 

The beast wants you to think that poverty is the worst thing that can happen to you. 

The beast wants you to think that persecution is the worst thing that can happen to you. 

The beast wants you to think that death in the worst thing that can happen to you.   

 

It’s a deception.  The worst thing that can happen to you is to face the wrath of God and that’s 
what happens when you commit to the beast.  Yes, by committing to the beast, you escape 
from the beast’s wrath – you’re temporarily delivered from poverty and persecution and death 
– but the beast’s days are numbered and God’s wrath is eternal.   

 

Now I realize that this kind of language may make people uncomfortable – isn’t God all about 
love and forgiveness and gentleness?  He is – that’s absolutely true … and that just makes it 
even more heartbreaking when people commit to the beast and not to God.  God loves us with 
a love that is boundless and gracious and merciful and forgiving, and that just sharpens the 
contrast when we spurn His love to go our own way – ie. To follow the beast.   

 

Now cold justice would say – you reject God, He rejects you.  You turn your back on the one 
who has loved you and provided for you to cozy up with the stranger you met at the bar - that 
calls for wrath.   

 

But God showed how boundless and gracious and merciful and forgiving His love really is.  
When we were His enemies, deserving His wrath, He gave His only Son to face the wrath we 
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deserved and to claim us for God.  Jesus the Lamb died, so that we might receive His mark and 
so receive eternal blessing from God.   

 

Whose mark do you have?  The mark of the beast or the mark of a Lamb?  Forget about bar 
codes and microchips – the mark is a sign of commitment – and our passage today really calls 
us to think seriously about who we are committed to – a beast whose days are numbered and 
whose followers face God’s wrath – or the Lamb, who graciously died to deliver us from God’s 
wrath, into eternal blessing.  There’s no third option.   

 

If you’re not sure whose mark you have, you can pray today – asking God to forgive your sin, 
thanking Him for Jesus sacrifice and committing to follow Him day by day.  That’s how you 
receive the mark of the Lamb.   

 

All of that leads me to our big idea for today -  

 

There is no profit in trusting counterfeits; only God deserves our trust. 

There is no profit in trusting counterfeits; only God deserves our trust.   

 

What you appear to gain by following the beast is a false profit; you may avoid poverty, 
persecution and death in this world, for a while, but some day the beast will be gone and God 
will remain.   

what you appear to lose by following God is in fact eternal gain.   

 

As we may face uncertain days ahead, we will find our hearts looking for something bigger than 
us that can help us – God alone can fix things and He will.   

 

There is no profit in trusting counterfeits; God alone deserves our trust.   

 

 

 

23 May God himself, the God of peace, sanctify you through and through. May your whole 
spirit, soul and body be kept blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. (1Th 5:23 NIV). 


