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Vision One - The Seven Seals
Revelation 4:1 - 8:1

Outline for the Remainder of Vision One

The four horsemen (6:1 - 6:8)

The souls slain (6:9 - 6:11)

The sun darkened (6:12 - 6:17)

The church in earth (7:1 - 7:8)

The church in heaven (7:9 - 7:17)

The silence (8:1)

The four horsemen (6:1 - 6:8)

As the first four seals are opened, the famous “four horsemen of the Apocalypse” appear.  The four horses and men have an obvious and significant parallel in Zechariah 1:7-17 and 6:1-8. In these passages, Zechariah gave God’s message of hope and restoration to the people of Judah who are in captivity in Babylon under King Darius.

I saw that the Lamb opened one of the seven seals, and I heard one of the four living creatures saying, as with a voice of thunder, “Come and see!” 

Many scholars believe this instruction is correctly translated “Go”, and is directed to the first horse rider. 

And behold, a white horse, and he who sat on it had a bow. A crown was given to him, and he came forth conquering, and to conquer.

The word for “bow” is an old word for a “great bow,” also found in Zechariah 9, as God uses the nation of Israel as a weapon to destroy the enemies of Israel. 

The great bow was the weapon of choice for the Parthian army, from the region that today is Iran and Afghanistan, who had defeated the Roman army on several occasions. 

The phrase translated as “conquering” indicates there is no doubt that the conqueror would be victorious.

When he opened the second seal, I heard the second living creature saying, “Come!” Another came forth, a red horse. To him who sat on it was given power to take peace from the earth, and that they should kill one another. There was given to him a great sword.

The word “peace” used here in Revelation is the Greek word eirene, also meaning “quiet and rest.”  Hebrew allowed an important distinction between shalom, meaning “health, prosperity, and peace” and shaqat, meaning “to be at repose, rest, or quiet.” In Zechariah 1:11-13, when the four horsemen report that the world is at “peace”, it is the word shaqat that is used, showing the emptiness that comes with a human-imposed peace.

Peace is not always a good thing! In Zechariah, “peace” is imposed by the dominance of the Babylonians and the Medes and Persians, just as the Pax Romana ruled over the word under the domination of Rome, and the angel prayed for deliverance from this peace.

Notice also that all the second horseman does is to remove the barriers to insurrection, and sinful human nature results in slaughter.

When he opened the third seal, I heard the third living creature saying, “Come and see!” And behold, a black horse, and he who sat on it had a balance in his hand. I heard a voice in the midst of the four living creatures saying, “A choenix of wheat for a denarius, and three choenix of barley for a denarius! Don’t damage the oil and the wine!”

The color black symbolized mourning and famine. 

The amount of wheat referenced was just enough to feed one man for a day, and the barley just enough for a small family, and these prices were roughly ten times the normal price for this amount of grain. The four staple foods in Palestine are represented this passage, but the famine, while a great hardship, is not a total devastation, because only some of the foods are affected.

In Leviticus 26:26, God warns the Israelites that if they do not follow his commandments, He will punish them such by famines such that they will “dole out your bread by weight.” In Ezekiel 4:16, God speaks of this punishment coming to cause his people to return to him: “I am going to break the staff of bread in Jerusalem; they shall eat bread by weight and with fearfulness, and they shall drink water by measure and in dismay.” The purpose of these action is to bring them back to God.

Note what the famine affected and what it did not. It was common in a drought for grain to be affected, because those plants had shallow roots, but olives and grapes with deep roots would fare well. This created a troubling social situation, as the basic foods were scarce, but the luxuries of oil and wine were still plentiful.

This situation had occurred in the reigns of Nero and Domitian, and both rulers mishandled the situation. Nero refused to change the planting patterns during the drought in his time, and his troops had to settle a particularly famous riot when a ship from Egypt arrived in Rome, not with desperately needed corn, but with white sand to use in a gladiator stadium. Domitian botched his handling of the drought, about the time of John’s writing, when he first ordered some vineyards to be cut down to plant more grain, but after objections from the rich, he reversed his ruling and ordered that anyone destroying a vineyard should be punished.

When he opened the fourth seal, I heard the fourth living creature saying, “Come and see!” And behold, a pale horse, and he who sat on it, his name was Death. Hades followed with him. Authority over one fourth of the earth, to kill with the sword, with famine, with death, and by the wild animals of the earth was given to him.

The color of the horse, chloeros, was a color also used to describe the face of one who was frightened, which we might say was “ashen.” 

The authority given to Death was greater than that of the first three riders. This passage echoes of Leviticus 26:21-26 in God’s warning to his people not to wander from his teaching.

“Sword, hunger, pestilence, and wild animals” are the same four “deadly acts of judgment” listed in Ezekiel 14:21-23, brought by the Lord to purge Jerusalem of evil.

Both the Leviticus and Ezekiel passages in this context encourage repentance, but warn that no person or nation can escape the judgment of God for rejecting His will.

The source of these four evil calamities is humanity’s rebellion against God.  By failing to follow His plan, we mess up our political, military, and economic systems, and threaten our own survival.

Be careful of how modern thought interferes with the meaning.  We believe that every individual life is precious, but the early Christians would have believed that the aggregate People of God were more precious than the individual.  We are far more horrified than first century Christians would have been by the death of individuals that came with the four horsemen, because the first century Christians would have recognized that the Christian movement would have survived the testing.

The souls slain (6:9 - 6:11)

When he opened the fifth seal, I saw underneath the altar the souls of those who had been killed for the Word of God, and for the testimony of the Lamb which they had. 

Specifically the Jewish altar used for sacrifices, where the blood was poured “under” the altar.  These souls have given their lives in service to God and are waiting for the New Heaven.

They cried with a loud voice, saying, “How long, Master, the holy and true, until you judge and avenge our blood on those who dwell on the earth?” 

The problematic word in this verse is ekdikeo, which can mean to vindicate, to give legal protection, to avenge, or to take revenge.  The emphasis here is more properly on judgment, when God will make everything right again and eliminate evil in the world.  God would rather be merciful and tolerate to give people more time to repent.

This is most similar to the cry for reassurance in Psalm 79:5-10, “How long, O Lord?” This is similar to Psalm 22:1, quoted by Jesus on the cross, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? Why are you so far from helping me, from the words of my groaning?” These psalms always express the certain rescue that God would provide, as in Psalm 22:24, “For he did not despise or abhor the affliction of the afflicted; he did not hide his face from me, but heard when I cried to him.”

A long white robe was given to each of them. They were told that they should rest yet for a while, until their fellow servants and their brothers, who would also be killed even as they were, should complete their course.

The answer, once again, is to be patient and allow God to work. 

White robes signify victory, even though the victory has not yet been won, and even though more will be martyred.

The sun darkened (6:12 - 6:17)

I saw when he opened the sixth seal, and there was a great earthquake. The sun became black as sackcloth made of [black goat] hair, and the whole moon became as blood. The stars of the sky fell to the earth, like a fig tree dropping its unripe figs when it is shaken by a great wind. The sky was removed like a scroll when it is rolled up. Every mountain and island were moved out of their places. 

There were frequent localized earthquakes in Asia Minor, but this was a widespread earthquake.  Earthquakes were common in scripture related to the coming judgement, as in Ezekiel 38:19-20 and Joel 2:10.

The full moon turning as red as blood is the same imagery as in Ezekiel 32:7-8, Isaiah 13:9-10, and Joel 2:31, speaking of God’s judgment on the earth. Peter quotes this passage in Joel in Acts 2:20 in his sermon at Pentecost, saying this prophesy was fulfilled in the person of Jesus Christ.

The falling of the stars and the rolling up of the sky, as in Isaiah 34:4, were terrifying in Jewish thought, because the constancy of the heavens represented the constancy of God’s care.  The falling of the stars would represent God abandoning the world to its own chaos.

Jesus, in Mark 13:28, uses the changes seen on a fig tree at the end of winter as being a sign of the spring to come, reminding his twelve disciples and all his followers that in the end, God will give to us a permanent “spring.”

Since John was imprisoned on Patmos, it would have been especially encouraging that God would move his island prison to take care of him!

The kings of the earth, the princes, the commanding officers, the rich, the strong, and every slave and free person, hid themselves in the caves and in the rocks of the mountains. They told the mountains and the rocks, “Fall on us, and hide us from the face of him who sits on the throne, and from the wrath of the Lamb, for the great day of his wrath has come; and who is able to stand?”

Scriptural parallels to this passage include people hiding in caves in fear of God in Isaiah 2 and God’s might like a refiner’s fire in Malachi 3:1-5. The parallel is important between the martyrs in the fifth seal exalted by God in heaven and the powerful and the persecutors in the sixth seal being humbled on earth by the wrath of the Lamb.

The image of a “wrathful lamb” is a shocking combination of opposites both then and now. God, who is Love, shows incredible patience with humanity, but we cannot be deceived that this love is passive and weak, like a lamb. God will put an end to evil, and God’s wrath, in all its power, will bring about that end.

When God acts, believers rejoice in the promise of God’s faithfulness even when “the mountains may depart and the hills are removed” in Isaiah 54:10, but sinners hide, just like Adam and Eve did in Genesis 3:8. This is the Day of the Lord, rescuing the faithful, punishing the wicked, and causing everyone to acknowledge God’s sovereignty.

The church in earth (7:1 - 7:8)

After this, I saw four angels standing at the four corners of the earth, holding the four winds of the earth, so that no wind would blow on the earth, or on the sea, or on any tree. 

Superstition at the time was that winds from the North, South, East, and West were “good” winds, while winds from the corners (NE, NW, SE, SW) brought trouble. As an example, Paul’s boat to Rome in Acts 27:13-14 left port because of a south wind, but got into trouble with a northeast wind.  The angels are holding back the bad winds to give a pause before the worst that evil could do would be released.

Note that with the 5th seal, the martyrs asked “how long?”, and now with the 6th seal comes the answer that the resolution is imminent!

I saw another angel ascend from the sunrise, having the seal of the living God. He cried with a loud voice to the four angels to whom it was given to harm the earth and the sea, saying, “Don’t harm the earth, neither the sea, nor the trees, until we have sealed the bondservants of our God on their foreheads!” I heard the number of those who were sealed, one hundred forty-four thousand, sealed out of every tribe of the children of Israel:

of the tribe of Judah were sealed twelve thousand,

of the tribe of Reuben twelve thousand,

of the tribe of Gad twelve thousand,

of the tribe of Asher twelve thousand,

of the tribe of Naphtali twelve thousand,

of the tribe of Manasseh twelve thousand,

of the tribe of Simeon twelve thousand,

of the tribe of Levi twelve thousand,

of the tribe of Issachar twelve thousand,

of the tribe of Zebulun twelve thousand,

of the tribe of Joseph twelve thousand,

of the tribe of Benjamin were sealed twelve thousand.

Marking believers goes back to the flight of the Israelites out of Egypt, and is also used in Ezekiel 9:1-10. 

The practice of sealing an item was a sign of ownership, and a way of applying the reputation of the owner to the item. The message is as victorious and certain as the white robes given to the martyrs.

This number, 144,000, represents the perfection of God’s plan, being the perfect 12 times the 12 tribes times the multiplier of 1000.  The meaning is an immense number, not a limited population as we would consider it today.

Many want to interpret this list as just being Jews, but early Christian thought, as in Romans 2:28-29 and Galatians 3:29, was that Christians were the true “children of Israel” in covenant with God, just like Jesus responded in Matthew 12:46-50 that his followers were his true family.

We will see the 144,000 again in chapter 14, further supporting the idea that the visions are presented as parallel descriptions of the same events, not sequential events.

This listing of the twelve tribes is unusual. Compared to the Genesis 35:23-26 list of the children of Jacob, Revelation drops Dan and substitutes Manasseh, and lists Judah first instead of the eldest son, Reuben. Judah is listed first because Jesus was born into the tribe of Judah. Dan was omitted because of the ongoing reputation since Genesis of the sinfulness of this tribe, and because of a passage in Jeremiah 8:16 that was widely interpreted to mean that the Antichrist would come from the tribe of Dan. Also in this substitution is a parallel to the twelve Disciples, where Judas Iscariot was replaced by Matthias. Notice the incredible way that God makes perfect both the Tribes, marred by the Antichrist, and the Disciples, marred by the betrayal of Judas Iscariot. When we mess up, we can never make it right again, but God can make what we ruin perfect!

The church in heaven (7:9 - 7:17)

After these things I looked, and behold, a great multitude, which no man could number, out of every nation and of all tribes, peoples, and languages, standing before the throne and before the Lamb, dressed in white robes, with palm branches in their hands. 

Four words illustrate the entirety of all people in the earth.

The white robes and palm branches were signs of victory and joy

The palm branches often signified a coronation, just as was meant by the crowds when Jesus entered Jerusalem on a donkey.

Notice the contrast to the powerful people hiding in the rocks at the sixth seal, crying out, “who can stand before the Lord?”

This parallel emphasizes that even in the wrath of the Lamb is their hope as God cleanses evil from the world.

They cried with a loud voice, saying, “Salvation be to our God, who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb!”

The Greek tenses are clear that salvation has already been achieved. This victory of salvation is not earned by the multitude, even those who were killed for God - the victory and the coronation are for God and for the Lamb.

All the angels were standing around the throne, the elders, and the four living creatures; and they fell on their faces before his throne, and worshiped God, saying, “Amen! Blessing, glory, wisdom, thanksgiving, honor, power, and might, be to our God forever and ever! Amen.”

One of the elders answered, saying to me, “These who are arrayed in white robes, who are they, and from where did they come?”

I told him, “My lord, you know.”

He said to me, “These are those who came out of the great tribulation. They washed their robes, and made them white in the Lamb’s blood. 

While the elder in this translation identifies the crowd as those “out of the great tribulation”, this is not a reference to the acts of the four horsemen, as is often considered, but all tribulation faced by believers.

Recall that the destructive actions of the horsemen, as with the parallel tribulations in later visions, are limited by God, while the description of countless millions tells us that this must be all believers through the ages who have suffered for their faithfulness.

“Washing in blood” seems horrifying to us today.  The connotation of blood today represents a violent death, where blood in the first century was associated with the essence of life.

Barclay writes that it was a part of other religions in the first century. Many Roman soldiers worshiped the god Mithra to be better soldiers. The initiation into this religion was to shower in the blood of an ox, thus being “reborn” with the strength and bravery of an ox. The contrast between the “rebirth” of Roman soldiers and the true rebirth of a child of God is an intentional, pointed rebuke of the Roman empire.

Therefore they are before the throne of God, they serve him day and night in his temple. He who sits on the throne will spread his tabernacle over them. They will never be hungry, neither thirsty any more; neither will the sun beat on them, nor any heat; for the Lamb who is in the midst of the throne shepherds them, and leads them to springs of waters of life. And God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.”

Note the role that all of the redeemed would take to serve God through worship. In Jewish worship, normal people were isolated from God-- only the high priest could enter into the Holy of Holies once each year, and others were separated by varying distances from even the curtain to the Holy of Holies. Here, all of God’s followers have full and constant access to the very throne of God, and all are worthy to serve as priests.

The one about whom  John 1:14 says, “the Word became flesh and tabernacled among us” will raise His Tabernacle around us.

Isaiah 25:6-10 talks about the magnificence that God will give his faithful followers, even that God personally will wipe away all their tears.

In Isaiah 49:10, God will lead his people so that they will never again hunger or thirst or be scorched in the sun. 

The silence (8:1)

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

Even though the early scripture organizers put this into chapter 8, this truly belongs at the end of chapter 7, and this verse ends the first of the visions that make up John’s Revelation.

This ending image can be interpreted in many ways, and we aren’t sure which ones were intended:

· One thought is that the silence represents complete peace, that creation is completely right with God. 

· Another thought is that God stops the praising and singing of the angels to hear the prayers of his Redeemed.

· There is a parallel in how God dealt with Elijah in the wilderness in 1 Kings 19:9-18. Elijah, in fear for his life, ran to the wilderness of Horeb. God called him out of his cave to show him rock-splitting winds, earthquakes, and firestorms, but God didn’t reveal Himself to Elijah until He caused “a sound of sheer silence.” Out of that humbling silence came God’s reassurance to Elijah to go back to Israel and depend on God’s resources.

· There may be a prophetic parallel to Habakkuk 2:20, where the preacher warns of destruction to those in Israel that reject God’s ways and worship idols, that “The Lord is in his holy temple; let all the earth keep silence before him!”

One obvious purpose of this silence is as a literary transition device.

Many commentators believe that the opening of the seventh seal proceeds linearly into the angels with the seven trumpets, so this dramatic pause might emphasize the gravity of the ultimate judgment of God that is brought forth in the sounding of the trumpets.

If, as I think, John shows in the breaking of the seventh seal the completion of God’s plan and the End Time of perfect fellowship with God, John still has six more repetitions of the story to write, and he’s saving up for a glorious ending.  This dramatic pause provides a break to set up the repetition in the seven trumpets of the message of tribulation and ultimate victory for God’s people.

Note: All the handouts for this series can be found on the internet at http://www.jmbiblestudy.com/rev.html

