
Blowing Its Top

When pressure builds …

in a pressure cooker, steam blows off through a built-in 
safety valve to level off or reduce the pressure. If there were no 
safety valve, the pot would explode. This is what happened in 1789 in 
France. For two and a half centuries, social and religious abuses caused im-
mense anger to build up. This culminated in the long, bloody revolution foretold 
in the book of Revelation almost seventeen hundred years before this incredible event 
took place.

For students of the book of Revelation, the strikingly detailed fulfillment of this and 
other prophecies confirms God’s greatness and His desire to communicate with us. 
“Blessed is he who reads and those who hear the word of this prophecy, and keep 
those things which are written in it; for the time is near” (Revelation 1:3).

About A.D. 98, the apostle John,1 writer of the Revelation, remained unharmed even 
after he was dropped into a cauldron of boiling oil. Frustrated, Emperor Diocletian 
banned the apostle to the island of Patmos so he could not preach. But there Jesus 
gave John seven visions that have taught all Christendom for nineteen hundred years. 
“We can do nothing against the truth, but for the truth” (2 Corinthians 13:8). 

In this and the upcoming lessons, we’ll examine several significant sections of these 
seven visions. This lesson will be about a whole nation losing control and … 

1.	 Where does 
the prophecy about the 
French Revolution begin?
“I will give power to My two wit-
nesses, and they will prophesy one 
thousand two hundred and sixty days, 
clothed in sackcloth” (Revelation 11:3). 

1	 John 13:23.



2.	 Who are God’s two witnesses?
“For the word of God is living and powerful” (Hebrews 4:12). Jesus said, about the 
Scriptures, “these are they which testify of Me” (John 5:39). The Old Testament 
Scriptures promise that He would come. The New Testament Scriptures confirm 
that He did come. The two witnesses are the Old and New Testaments personi-
fied.	  

3.	 How do the Old and New Testaments prophesy in sackcloth for 1,260 days?
To “prophesy” means to speak under inspiration. Explaining the Word is called 
“prophesying.” The Hebrews expressed their sorrow by wearing sackcloth.2 The 
1,260 days is the same 1,260-year period that we learned about in Daniel 7 (Les-
son 8), referring to the time of papal supremacy from A.D. 538 to 1798. During the 
Dark Ages, that “great tribulation” foretold in Matthew 24, for a common person to 
possess a Bible or teach it was a crime punishable by death. Thus it can be said 
that the Scriptures prophesied in sorrow for 1,260 days. 

4.	 What happened toward the end of this 1,260-year period?
“When they finish their testimony, the beast that ascends out of the bottomless 
pit will make war against them, overcome them, and kill them” (Revelation 11:7). 
In 1793, France threw off the yoke of the medieval church–but did not stop there. 
A new France emerged. “The First Republic,” described in the above verse as “the 
beast that ascends out of the bottomless pit,” officially denied the existence of God 
and banned, collected, and burned Bibles. The new France also abolished religion, 
marriage, the so-called Christian calendar, and all other institutions connected with 
religion. Instead of liberating the two witnesses, this beast killed them. 
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2 Remember Daniel praying in sackcloth in Lesson 9?
Scripture taken from the New King James Version. Copyright © 1981 by Thomas Nelson, 
Inc. Used by permission. All rights reserved. The King James Version is designated by KJV; 
other Bible versions are referred to by their full titles. All emphases and italics are ours.
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3	Exodus 5:2.
4	Hebrews 6:6.
5	Romans 8:7.

5.	 How does the prophecy symbolize the treatment the two witnesses received?
“And their dead bodies will lie in the street of the great city …” (Revelation 11:8). 
Rioters tied a Bible to a donkey’s tail and, with mockery and cheers, led the animal 
through the streets of Lyons. “Dead bodies” lying “in the street” fitly symbolize all 
the demonstrations of contempt for the Bible that were celebrated in the streets of 
France. “… Which spiritually is called Sodom …” (Sodom was notorious for its 
immorality) is a phrase that fitly symbolized France, where marriage was dubbed 
the “sacrament of adultery,” families were dissolved, and licentiousness ran ram-
pant. An ill-reputed actress was crowned the nation’s “Goddess of Reason” at the 
high altar of the cathedral of Notre Dame. The words “… and Egypt,…” depict how 
the French Revolution repeated Pharaoh’s bold defiance of God.3 Also fulfilled were 
the words “… where also our Lord was crucified.” At one point the crowd surged 
through the streets carrying a large picture of Christ crowned with thorns. Across 
the picture were written the words “Crush the Wretch!” Truly, our Lord was freshly 
crucified4 in France.

6.	 How did the surrounding European nations react to the Revolution? 
“Then those from the peoples, tribes, tongues, and nations will see their dead 
bodies three and a half days, and not allow their dead bodies to be put into graves. 
And those who dwell on the earth will rejoice over them, make merry, and send 
gifts to one another, because these two prophets tormented those who dwell on 
the earth” (Revelation 11:9-10). The central and northern European countries, hor-
rified at this assault on God and decency, continued to preserve the Word of God. 
The common people in the southern countries who had never had Bibles assumed, 
however, like the citizens of France, that the abuses imposed on them by the church 
were condoned by the Bible. Furthermore, because the instructions, restrictions, 
and restraints of God’s Word are unwelcome to the unconverted heart,5 these 
people celebrated when the two witnesses were “killed.”



7.	 How long did this terrible rebellion continue, and how were the two witnesses 
“brought back to life”?
“After the three and a half days the breath of life from God entered them, and they 
stood on their feet, and great fear fell on those who saw them” (Revelation 11:11). 
The French National Assembly “abolished” God by law in November 1793. Follow-
ing the execution of the king and queen, tens of thousands of people were executed 
on the guillotine or drowned. Virtually everything and everyone associated with the 
old system were either destroyed or banished. For three and one-half years, France 
writhed in anarchy. Fearing that the revolution would spread, the surrounding nations 
became even more protective of the Bible. At the end of this time, in June 1797, 
the above-referred-to law was unanimously repealed. France 
acknowledged the evil results of discarding God and His 
Word. Thus the two witnesses “came back to life.” 

8.	 After that, what treatment did these witnesses re-
ceive?
“And they heard a loud voice from heaven saying 
to them, ‘Come up here.’ And they ascended to 
heaven in a cloud, and their enemies saw them” 
(Revelation 11:12). God said the Scriptures would 
be given a place of honor. Before the French Revo-
lution, Voltaire, a prime catalyst of the revolution, 
had boasted, “I am tired of hearing people repeat 
that twelve men founded the Christian religion. I 
shall prove that one man is sufficient to undo it.” He 
continued: “In a hundred years the Bible will be a 
forgotten and unknown book,… a mere  
curiosity in attics and antique collections.” 

But the Revolution backfired. And Christians everywhere saw 
and responded to the need to translate and distribute the 
Bible worldwide. “Twenty years after [Voltaire’s] death 
the Geneva Bible Society bought his for-
mer home and used it for printing Bibles. 
It later became the headquarters for the 
British and Foreign Bible Society.”6 
From there, in 1892 alone, 150 
thousand Bibles were distributed.7

The venture was so successful 
that today the Bible is the all-time 
universal bestseller. God’s–not Vol-
taire’s–prophecies came true! 
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6	Ask Jeeves: Did Voltaire’s home become the home of the British and Foreign 
Bible Society? The answer came from logosresourcepages.org. Article name: 
“The Existence of God.”

7	Die Bibel auf der Anklagebank (The Bible Arraigned), p. 19.



9.	 How does the prophecy sum up the events described above?
“And the same hour was there a great earthquake, and the tenth part of the city 
fell, and in the earthquake were slain seven thousand [names of men]: and the 
remnant were affrighted, and gave glory to the God of heaven” (Revelation 11:13 
KJV, footnote). France, one of the ten kingdoms that rose out of western Rome, had 
been the most loyal daughter of the Papacy, “that great city” (Revelation 17:18)–a 
“city” notoriously corrupt. But in embracing atheism, France went “out of the fry-
ing pan into the fire.” When the oppressed masses blew their top, the carnage was 
fearful. And, as foretold, seven thousand titles8 belonging to nobility, royalty, and 
clergy were abolished. But individuals and nations had learned important lessons. 
The survivors acknowledged the need for God in their affairs.

10.	Can anything good come out of terrible and terrifying events?
“Surely the wrath of man shall praise You; with the remainder of wrath You shall 
gird Yourself” (Psalm 76:10). “Suffering,” someone wisely said, “is the greatest 
teacher of mankind.” Considering the severe oppression endured for centuries, it is 
easy to understand how the pent-up frustrations of the French finally exploded with 
a vengeance. Regrettably, they threw God out with their oppressors. This cost the 
people of France dearly. Yet, by God’s grace, good came out of this horrible event. 
Nations learned, and people went back to the Bible to find truth. 
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8	Conradi, L. R., Die Offenbarung Jesu (The Revelation of Jesus), Internationale 
Traktatgesellschaft in Hamburg, Germany (1904), p. 277.
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What about …

The Lessons of the French 
Revolution?
What are some of the valuable lessons you and I can learn from this fearful event?

a)	 Religious oppression leads to atheism.

b)	 It’s dangerous to deny God’s sovereignty and benevolence.

c)	 “We can do nothing against the truth, but for the truth” (2 Corinthians 13:8). 
Just as determined efforts to keep John “the revelator” from preaching the 
gospel signally failed and resulted only in a great work done for God, so 
France’s war on the Bible resulted only in its unprecedented popularity. 

d)	 “Do not be deceived, God is not mocked; for whatever a man sows, that he 
will also reap” (Galatians 6:7). Cause is followed by effect in nations as well 
as in nature.

e)	 “The truth shall make you free” (John 8:32). The church was able to oppress 
the people because they didn’t have the Bible, which proclaims liberty for all.

f)	 “Be ready, for the Son of Man is coming at an hour when you do not expect 
Him” (Matthew 24:44). As the last crises develop, we, and everyone else in 
the world, need to prepare spiritually so that we don’t blow our tops before 
Christ returns! 

Revelation 12, in Lesson 19, features a woman “wearing the sun,” “standing on the 
moon,” her head topped with a “garland of twelve stars,” and confronted with a fiery-
red, seven-headed, ten-horned dragon–and tells us about a church that’s “Under At-
tack!” 
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Review Questions
Please answer the following questions–and send them to us so we can help you with 
any misunderstandings. Note that multiple-choice questions may have more than one 
correct answer. Circle the letters of all correct answers.
 

1.	 Those who read, hear, and obey the book of Revelation are blessed because … 
a) 	 the book is prophetic. Readers will be prepared for what is coming.

b) 	whoever first deciphers its mysterious content claims the promised blessing.

2.	 The French Revolution was …
a)	 an uproar without a cause. 

b)	 a reaction to way too many abuses endured too long, by too many people. 

c)	 the result of Rome’s misrepresenting true religion. 

3.	 The two witnesses in Revelation 11 are …
a)	 the Old and the New Testaments personified.

b)	 the apostles Peter and Paul.

4.	 Their witnessing in sackcloth means that … 
a)	 they gave their testimony during persecution. 

b)	 the Bible was wrapped in sackcloth during the persecution.

c)	 they were highly honored by church and state.

5.	 The beast that ascended from the bottomless pit refers to …
a)	 Pagan Rome. 

b)	 Egypt. 

c)	 France.

6.	 The participants in the French Revolution …
a)	 defied God, mocked the Bible, and venerated adultery. 

b)	 overthrew the abusive medieval church and restored the Bible.



8

To receive your next free New Horizons Bible Correspondence Course lesson, include your name 
and address on the lines below. Then cut along the dotted line on the right and fold, insert into an 
envelope, and mail this answer sheet to the address below. 

Name 	 ________________________________________________________

Address 	 ________________________________________________________

City, State	________________________________________________________

Zip Code	 ____________________ Country ______________________________

NEW HORIZONS BIBLE CORRESPONDENCE COURSE
9999 E. Mississippi Avenue • Denver, CO 80247-1927, U.S.A.

7.	 How long did the bodies of the two witnesses lie in the streets?
a)	 Three and one-half years.

b)	 From 1793 to 1797.

c)	 Until the end of the 1,260 years, in 1798.

8.	 At the end of the French Revolution… 
a) 	 the Bible was given a place of honor.

b)	 people saw that nothing good came from it.

c)	 Christians translated and distributed the Bible worldwide.

9. “We can do nothing _______________ the truth, but __________ the truth” (2 
Corinthians 13:8).

	 “As the last __________ develop, we, and everyone else in the world, need to  
 
prepare ____________________ so that we don’t __________ our  
 
tops before Christ _______________!”


