Unravelling Revelation No. 2

“The Seven Seals”

(Revelation 6v1-8v1)

Introduction

Bear in mind that Chs.4-22 and especially chs.6-22 depict “things which must take place after” the writing of the Book of Revelation (ch.1:19, 4:1) – i.e. from the end of the First century until the   return of Christ at the End of the Age. So what will be described for us now in this section      Ch.6:1-8:1 covers that period. The Seven Seals that Jesus is now able to open on the Scroll that was in the hand of God, tell of things that have happened, are happening and will continue to happen until Jesus comes again. The Seven Seals speak of the Tyranny that will be unleashed on the earth, and particularly against God’s people, throughout the Church Age. So let’s see what we can learn from—The Seven Seals:

1. The First Four Seals—(6:1-8) - “The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse.”
        

Ch. 6 begins with John watching as the Lamb opens the first of the seven seals that were on the scroll in the hand of God. As the first seal is opened one of the Four Living Creatures shouts in a loud voice the word “Come!” At this the first of four horses and riders appears. 

(i) The First Seal brings out A Rider on a White Horse. 

He tells us that this rider held a bow in his hand, but no arrows, he was “given” a crown, and he rode out as “a conqueror bent on conquest.” Who is this and what does he represent? Well again we need to bear in mind that John is writing at the end of the first century when Rome was at the height of its power. They had built up their empire as successive Caesars had invaded neighbouring countries, conquered them, and then subdued them under the power of the Empire of Rome. The Conquering  Emperor usually then returned to Rome and had a March of Triumph through the City. He usually rode on a white horse. This was the sign of victory. So Rome was the ultimate “Conqueror bent on Conquest.” But down through the Centuries since, many other empires and nations have risen and fallen in world domination. For example in the Twentieth century it was Germany under Adolph Hitler that invaded other countries of Europe and was only defeated by America and her allies in 1945. Then in the period of Communism it was Russia who dominated such a vast area of Asia and Eastern Europe. Only in the last 10-15 years has her domination been broken.  So not just at the beginning, nor just at the end of the age, but throughout the Church Age there have been riders on white horses heading out to conquer other countries around them. 

(ii) The Second Seal brings out A Rider on a Red Horse. 

The Rider on the white horse, heading out to conquer neighbouring countries, inevitably involves making war with those nations that resist. This is depicted by the rider on the fiery red horse in John’s Vision. This is the War-maker. We are told that its rider again was “given” power to take peace from the earth and to make men slay each other. To him was given a large sword. But then didn’t Jesus talk about this in Matthew ch. 24. In fact Matthew ch.24 parallels so much of what we see in Revelation ch.6. Jesus said in v.6 that we would hear of “wars and rumours of wars,” but he also said, “See to it that you are not alarmed. 

Such things must happen, but the end is still to come,” 

(or the end is not yet.) In other words, wars and conquests would go on throughout the Church Age, as it has done for the last 2000 years, not just at the beginning, and not just at the end. 

For example at present there is a “War going on against Terrorism.” It involved the war in Afghanistan earlier this year. It could involve another War in the Gulf against Iraq in the near future. This is what Jesus told us—We will hear of wars and rumours of wars, but the end is not yet. These things will continue throughout the Church Age. The important thing to notice is that both of these riders were given a crown, and given power to take peace from the earth. 

They couldn’t have done these things if God had not permitted them. They only have a certain amount of power. They are not all-powerful like God. They think they are all powerful dictators or super-powers, but they’re not. They can’t do any more than God in His purposes permits. Some people think the rider on the White horse is the Antichrist, and the rider on the red horse represents the red dragon or the beast that we will come to in due course. But you can only come to that conclusion if you think all these things are only going to happen at the end of time. I think Jesus meant, and indeed Revelation teaches that these personalities will come to the fore again and again throughout the Church Age. I think John is helpful here in 1 John 2:18 

“Dear children, this is the last hour (from the first Century on) and as you have heard that the antichrist is coming, even now many antichrists have come. This is how we know it is the last hour.” So many anti-Christian leaders will rise up throughout the Church Age bent on conquest and determined to take peace from the earth with wars and rumours of wars. But the end is still to come.          


          

(iii) The Third Seal (6:5-6) brings out A Rider on a Black Horse.  

We are told that its rider was carrying a pair of scales in his hand. A pair of scales like you would often see in the hand of a statue on a Law Court building. It’s supposed to represent Justice, but here it is the exact opposite. Because now a voice is heard among the Living Creatures saying, “A quart of wheat for a day’s wages, and three quarts of barley for a day’s wages, and do not damage the oil and the wine!” This is talking about a situation of economic injustice. The kind of situation that always results from War. Basic food commodities become scarce, and what there is either has to be rationed, or else the prices are hiked up on the black market, so that the poor starve and the rich are the only ones able to afford it. A quart of wheat would only be enough to feed one man, so what should be do? Pay his whole days wages just to feed himself on wheat, or pay his whole day’s wages to have enough barley to feed most of his family? The only thing that is not affected by the rationing or the scarcity is oil and wine—luxury items. The rich could still afford them, while the poor starved even for lack of wheat! John is telling us, as Jesus did in Matthew 24 that Conquest, War and all kinds of Injustice will be common occurrences throughout the Church Age—the Age in which we live. But of course the injustices of war lead to something else. 

(iv) The Fourth Seal (6:7-8) brings out A Rider on a Pale Horse. 

Here the inevitable is spelled out. Conquest, War, and Injustice eventually spell Death. And the rider on the pale horse (chlorus—chlorine—a sickly green colour) we are told is called “Death,” and Hades was following close behind. Again we read, “They were given power over a fourth of the earth to kill by sword, famine and plague and by the wild beasts of the earth.” It doesn’t matter what period of history you’re talking about, things such as conquest, and war and injustice, always end in death on a massive scale. For example the Conquest of the Romans in the First and Second Centuries led to the massacre of many people including Jews and Christians. Possibly up to 1 million in Jerusalem in AD70. The conquest of Hitler in the Second World War lead to untold thousands and even millions of Jews and Christians and others being put to death in gas chambers and all sorts of places. What about Kosovo, Yugoslavia and Bosnia? - Again tens of thousands of people lost their lives. The same in the Gulf and in Afghanistan. Here John sees one quarter of all the earth being brought to their deaths in this way. The only thing is that 3/4 were spared, when 1/4 went to their deaths. In that, God was actually limiting the damage that these tyrants could do? They were only given the liberty to do so much, but God stopped them from doing any more. The sad thing is that among those who meet their deaths in these conquests and wars are Christians. Obviously John is thinking of some of his fellow-Christians who have lost  their lives already in the First Century under the Roman Conquests. The Seven Churches he was writing to would have been made up of many Jews who had fled Jerusalem in AD70 to get away from the terrible things that the Romans were doing there. Now they were converted to Christ. Incidentally, in Matthew 24:15-25 that’s exactly what Jesus told them to do—to flee for their lives out of Jerusalem. But of course, down through the Centuries since, Christians have been caught up in conflicts and lost their lives, or they have been deliberately singled out and put to death because they were Christians, and it’s still going on today particularly in Muslim lands. All this brings us to the opening of the Fifth Seal, which is when John sees the souls of those who have been martyred as Christians. What does he notice about them:

2. The Fifth Seal—(6:9-11) - The Blood of the Martyrs. (cf Matthew 24:9-14).       

We need to remember again why John is writing the Book of Revelation. It’s not just speculation about what’s going to happen in the future. It’s not just pie in the sky star gazing, he was writing it to help his brothers and sisters in Christ in the Seven Churches in Asia who were facing severe persecution, tremendous pressure to give up their faith in Jesus and return to Judaism or to the Greek pagan religions, and many of them, because they had refused to do so, had ended up losing their lives—being executed, purely because of their witness for the Lord Jesus Christ. I’m sure their loved ones would love to know what had happened to these people. Did God not care? Why did he let this happen? What’s the point of being a Christian? Well the opening of the Fifth Seal, I’m sure would have helped and comforted them greatly. When the Fifth seal was opened John again saw into heaven, and this time he notices that under the altar in heaven were “the souls of those who had been slain (slaughtered) because of the Word of God and the testimony they had maintained.” John was allowed to see that for these Christian martyrs it certainly was “absent from the body and present with the Lord — which is far better.” They were now at rest. Their suffering was over. They had borne faithful witness to their Lord right to the end, under tremendous pressure. They had not given in. But now in heaven John hears them crying out in a loud voice, 



“How long, Sovereign Lord, holy and true,

until you judge the inhabitants of the earth and avenge our blood?” (v.10).       

They weren’t saying this just to be vindictive. I’m sure many of them like Jesus and Stephen were praying for their persecutors at the point of their death, even praying for their forgiveness. But   because they know God is sovereign and holy and true and just, they fully expect him to punish those who treated them and His Gospel in this way. And He will. They asked “How long?” He answers “Not yet.” He is still being patient. But they are all given a white robe—again white symbolising their victory, and they are told to wait just a little longer, 

“until the number of their fellow servants and brothers who were to be killed 

as they had been was completed.” 

So God knows how many are going to be saved, and he knows how many are going to be martyred for their faith. None of this takes him by surprise. He is in ultimate control. Men may do their worst, thinking they can wipe out God’s Church, but what they don’t know is 


“The Blood of the martyrs is the seed of the Church.” (Irenaeus) 

God brings good for the Gospel, out of the horrific evil that men do against his people. As he said, 
“I will build my church, and the gates of hell will not prevail against it.” 

God might be holding back his judgement for now, but one day he will act in judgement.

3. The Sixth Seal—(6:12-17) - The Day of God’s Wrath—The Day of the Lord. 

Judgement Day is coming. And we don’t have to wait until ch.20 to know that. Here it is in ch.6. This again ties in with Matthew 24:29-33. As the sixth seal is opened there is a Great Earthquake. The sun turns black, the moon turns blood red, the stars fall from the sky, the sky is rolled up like a scroll, and every mountain and island is removed from its place. The world as we know it is going to be completely destroyed. And no-one, no matter who they are, will be able to escape (vs.15-17). From kings, princes and generals to the rich and mighty, right down to every slave and every free man—they will all be affected. They will try to hide in caves and behind rocks. They will even call to the mountains and rocks to fall on them and hide them from the face of God and the wrath of the Lamb! But there will be nowhere to run and nowhere to hide from God. 


“The day of their wrath has come, and who can stand?” (v.17). 

I’m sure John’s readers were left wondering, “What about us? Will we be caught up in that?”  

So it’s at this point that we break from the opening of the seven seals for an interlude. 

4. Interlude—(7:1-17) - The 144,000 and The Great Multitude.                            

Here John is shown that before all this wrath of God is poured out on the earth something is going to happen. (v.1-3) Those who are the true servants of God are sealed before any harm is allowed to be done to the earth. A seal speaks of ownership, it proves the person is genuine, and it guarantees, in this case, safety. All of these ideas are included in Ephesians 1:13-14 where we as believers receive the seal of the Holy Spirit at conversion. So all believers will be safe. 

But here John speaks of two groups of people in Rev. ch.7:

(a) 144,000 from all the tribes of Israel—This is tied in with the Leaders of the 12 Tribes of Israel that I talked about the last time—12 of the 24 elders around God’s throne in Heaven. There are 12,000 from each of the tribes listed. Judah is mentioned first because that is the tribe that Jesus came from—the Lion of the tribe of Judah. But there is a problem in that the tribe of Dan is not mentioned at all! Instead one of the sons of Joseph is mentioned—The half tribe of Manasseh. I have no answers to these discrepancies, except to say that the Lord alone knows them that are his, even from his OT people of Israel. As Paul said in Romans 9:6 “For not all who are descended from Israel are Israel.” Many of those that John was writing to were Jewish Christians—This would have comforted them. But many were from gentile backgrounds, so John goes on to comfort them. It’s not just Jews or Israelis who are going to be safe.

(b) The Great Multitude that no man can number—These are linked to the Twelve Apostles of the NT Church—the other 12 elders gathered around God’s Throne. Of course the number 144,000 was only symbolic—it’s not literal, but it was a number that could be counted nevertheless. But when we come to see the gentile believers, we are confronted with “A Great Multitude that no man could number!” (7:9). And they come from every nation, tribe, people and language! Some from each. And there they are standing before the throne and in front of the Lamb. Wearing white robes—again they too have been given the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ, and they’re holding palm branches in their hands. They are worshipping God and The Lamb for their salvation. The angels join in their worship in full agreement. (v.11-12). But then one of the elders asks John a question that he very quickly turns back to the elder. 


“These in white robes—who are they and where did they come from? 



John simply says, “Sir, you are the one who knows.” 


Answer: “These are they who have come out of the great tribulation; 


they have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb.”

Now some people think that the Great Tribulation is a seven year period that is still to come in the future. But I have a problem with that interpretation. How could anybody say that what the early church passed through under Rome, was not great tribulation, and how can anybody say that what the Jews and Christians faced under Hitler in the Twentieth Century was not great tribulation, and what Christians in Muslim lands today are facing is not great tribulation? We might want to hear a system of prophetic teaching that tells us that the church will be Raptured before the Seven Years of The Great Tribulation happens, but I think that goes totally against what is being spelled out to us here in Revelation ch.6 & 7 and indeed what Jesus taught us in Matthew ch.24. The message of comfort that John wanted to bring to Christians who, like him, were passing through times of great tribulation was that they had been sealed by the Holy Spirit of God. So no matter what men might do to their bodies, they couldn’t harm their souls. If they did have to face martyrdom and die for their Lord, it would be “absent from the body and present with the Lord” for them too. They might feel isolated and insignificant now, but then they would be part of a great multitude that no man could number. They would gather around God’s Throne in Heaven and as v.15-17 tells us they would have the privilege of serving God day and night in his temple. The One who sits on the throne would spread his tent over them to give them shelter. Never again would they be hungry, and never again would they ever thirst. The sun would not beat upon them, nor any scorching heat (remember many Christians were burnt alive by Nero). Why? “For the lamb at the centre of the throne will be their shepherd (Psalm 23). He will lead them to springs of living water.” And what’s more, 



“God will wipe away every tear from their eyes!” 


What more does anybody who is passing through tribulation need to hear than that?     

God will one day right all the wrongs that are done to us. The blessings of Heaven will far outweigh all the sufferings we will ever have to face here on this earth. (Romans 8:18-25)  

So Ch.8:1 says: 


“When he opened the seventh seal, there was silence in heaven for about half an hour.”
