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Lesson 22  Commentary  Revelation 6-7

Lesson 23  Questions        Revelation 8-11

WHO CAN STAND?

Revelation 6-7

INTRODUCTION


In heaven we saw the Great King on His throne (Revelation 4, 5). While we are in the midst of earth’s history, worship is going on in heaven. We are ready now to see the Lamb, who stands erect in quiet majesty. Unseal the Scroll of “what will take place in time to come” (Revelation 4:1).


As is usual with John, our evangelist, we have been in a heaven of union, worship, and peaceful love. After this experience, John needs now to give us earth’s experiences, for it is not in union with good; it has serious “woes” which we will think about.

I. THE FIRST SIX SEALS BROKEN (Revelation 6:1-17)


A. The Four Horsemen (not Notre Dame’s Four Horsemen!)



1. First Horse and Rider (Revelation 6:1-2). As the Lamb broke the first seal, one of the four living creatures cried in a voice like thunder; “Come forward!” A rider on a white horse rode out with a bow in his hand. He was given a victor’s crown, and then rode off to new victories. He will return in chapter 19. Meanwhile, a second rider comes out at the call of the second creature “Come forward!”



2. Second Horse and Rider (Revelation 6:3-4). The horse that came out was a red one, whose rider was given power to rob the earth of peace by war; “so that people would slaughter one another” (Revelation 6:4a), he was given a large sword.


All history is a battle between good and evil. Why, we ask, does God allow it? The battles are within our own hearts, or within human affairs or between nations.



3. The Third Horse (Revelation 6:5-6). The Lamb breaks the third seal; the living creature thunders his cry; and a black horse came whose rider had scales in his hand. He brought to the earth, the battle of human greed against the plentiful provisions of God. In famine, superfluities abound, while necessities are so expensive that only the rich can afford them. “This is called a higher standard of living.” What, we ask, does mankind do with God’s generous earth? One clever writer expresses it thus: “We put millions of people to work at idiot jobs to make machines that pollute the air we breathe, so that we can move rapidly from one place to another in projectiles at lethal speeds (killing and maiming other millions—more than have died in all the wars ever fought on the earth) so that we have more time to sit before outrageously priced electronic devices that flicker with forms of flesh fantasies that attempt to convince us (usually successfully) that we must have oil and wine luxuries for which we must go back to make the lethal machines... What do we need? We don’t need constant stimulating, poisoned food, carcinogenic air, useless work for which we are highly paid” (Eugene Paterson and Paul Goodmen).



4. The Fourth Horse (Revelation 6:7-8). At the cry, “Come!” a horse sickly green in color came with a rider named Death, and the whole underworld following.


Our bodies are weakened and impaired by lack of good use. Technology and machines leave our bodies little to do; pestilence and disease grows quickly; our hospitals are our temples, large edifices crowded and well attended. The pale horse and rider leaves marks in history through pestilence and disease.


These four riders and horses were given authority over a fourth of the earth, to kill with sword and famine, plague and wild beasts.


B. The Fifth and Sixth Seals (Revelation 6:9-17)



1. The Fifth Seal (Revelation 6:9-11). The evil here is religious persecution, narrower than the others; it comes only to those who live by faith and who were put to death for it. John pictures them under the altar, related as in life, to Christ and His sacrifice. (The altar stone containing a relic of a martyr usually a bone or something connected with the body, is in the middle of the altar, under the chalice.)


The martyrs in Revelation with a loud voice plead to God: “How long before you sit in judgment on the inhabitants of earth?” These last are those whose life is centered on this world. Giving the martyrs a special white robe, symbol of victory, God asks them to wait till their number will be filled with others who will be killed for their faith.



2. The Sixth Seal (Revelation 6:12-17). This is catastrophe, which is not selective, as the fifth one was, but catches the innocent along with the guilty, the helpless as well as the strong. All the wicked then understand that the Face of the One who sits on the Throne and the wrath of the Lamb is the terror they want to hide from; they cry to rocks to fall on them, rather than God’s justice. The just, caught in catastrophe, meet God’s welcoming love.


John brings all these evils out in the open. Christians have no illusions or rationalizations about evil.

II. THE QUESTION OF GOOD AND EVIL IN HISTORY


Does God’s love and redemption work in human history?


A. Evil. There are persons and groups bent on destroying what is a good creation, killing people, exploiting a good earth, weakening strong bodies. There are wars, social evils; famine, ecological evils; and sickness and death; biological evils. All these attack God’s gifts and his plenty given to the earth. The sources of human sins have been analyzed and called “capital sins.” They come under seven headings: Pride, Covetousness, Lust, Anger, Gluttony, Envy, and Sloth. Sometimes war is called patriotism; famine, a higher standard of living, envy and covetousness, competition (which may sometimes get violent and can sometimes end in war). Unfortunately, we accept and name a good number of evils by pleasant terms.


St. James’ letter voices Christ’s truths on these (James 4:1-4). “Where do the wars and where do the conflicts among you come from? Is it not your passions that make war within your members? You covet and do not possess. You kill and envy but you cannot obtain; you fight and wage war. You do not possess because you do not ask. You ask, but do not receive because you ask wrongly, to spend it on your passions. Adulterers! Do you not know that to be a lover of the world means enmity with God (Matthew 6:24, Luke 16, 13, Romans 8:7)? Too much of this in too many can erupt in a war between nations. As I write, this week’s threat of a bad and extensive war (Desert Shield 1991) comes from a coveting of land and a power by the ruler of one nation.


B. Good. We saw the white horse come into the battle. Christ has come into the world and its history, ruling and conquering evil again and again. Our Sundays are not the only Lord’s Days. Christ triumphs all over the earth each week day (not reported in newscasts!). If there were no preaching of Christ, the hosts of the saints would not have conquered over many evils; the ordinary saints of every time and place would not have changed many lives, and history, too.


Goodness has far more power than evil. “Love begets love.” As Christians became known among the inhabitants in the Roman empire, an amazed comment used to come: “See how these Christians love one another.” All the violence and pride of the Roman Empire ended in a Christian Rome, to spread all over Europe. “Love is stronger than death.” God, who is LOVE, opposes all our wars, small and great. Christ never sits on the red horse. And the white horse will conquer in many people and places. The rider of the white horse will reign in the history that never ends.


Yes, God works all through history.

III. WHO CAN STAND? (Revelation 7:1-7)


After the sixth seal was opened and the great earthquake, the sun darkening and the moon like blood, those who were hiding cried out, “Who can stand it?” (Revelation 6:17).


A. Angels Can. Scripture presents angels as beings who are God’s messengers; they do His will and carry out His commands; they are not afraid of horsemen in history, or confused by eruptions in the skies.


B. Angels (Revelation 7:1, 2, 11). These splendid created beings are frequent in Revelation, not as messengers only, but in charge of natural forces on earth and sky, of functions around heaven’s throne of God, and over events of earth, for instance, as guardian angels for the four corners of the earth (Revelation 7:1).


There are questions among theologians today about the reality of angels, since the word in Scriptures simply means messengers. The existence of angels was twice defined by the Church: at the Fourth Lateran Council and the First Vatican Ecumenical Council.


An angel is a pure created spirit with no body and so not dependent on matter. They are faithful to God. (Devils have angelic and fallen natures.)


“In him you also, who have heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation, and have believed in him, were sealed with the promised Holy Spirit, which is the guarantee of our inheritance until we acquire possession of it, to the praise of his glory” (Ephesians 1:13-14, 4:30).


Christians can scorn this earth’s rewards; they are much more attracted by those that will last, not rust and decay and fade (Matthew 6:19-25).


What lasts will stand, those will stand who are sealed with God’s name and will look up in joy. What is this seal of God?

IV. THE SEVENTH SEAL (Revelation 7:1 - 8:1-3)


A. Of Israel Sealed. An angel at each corner of the world holds back the winds so that all is quiet. An angel from the East comes. The East in Scripture symbolizes the sun and light, paradise, and the home of God.


This angel from the East holds another seal—that of the Living God—to be imprinted on the foreheads of the people of Israel’s twelve tribes, 144,000, which is the infinite number, 12, multiplied by itself and then by 1,000 - a limitless number in that system; the People of God, God’s friends, a new Israel the Church. The “seal” of God on Christians is their baptism: an indelible mark leading to honor and glory in heaven or if denied, disgraced in hell.


B. The Christian Elect, the New Israel (Revelation 7:9, 8:4). No one can count the people of every nation, persecuted by the enemies of God, who are God’s people and are now white robed (robes washed in the blood of the Lamb), and who carry the sign of victory—palms. They fill the heavenly court with joyous praise and adoration (Revelation 7:15-17). They are the Lamb’s flock, the Lamb that is the Chief Shepherd. When the Lamb broke the seventh seal, suddenly there was silence in heaven.


What can silence songs of praise and joy in heaven (Revelation 8:1)? Only prayer on earth. God, the angels, and the saved from earth are listening intently.


On earth, Christians, Israelites, all who have discovered God, send up to Him all forms of prayer: praise, thanks, petition, contrition. Heaven listens. “An angel came, holding a gold censer. He was given a great deal of incense to offer, sweet-smelling and rising upward to God, as earth’s prayers rise to God.” This is what happens in heaven at our prayer—it is as incense in a gold censer, a sweet-smelling fragrance rising from the gold altar up to God. This is the meaning the Church has in its use of incense at our worship. Our prayers are as gold to God, precious and beautiful. The prayers of the faithful went up before God from the hand of the angel” (Revelation 8:4).


Then what happens? Fire from the altar in burning coals, symbols of the prayers from earth, sent back to earth, answered. Prayer must return to earth mixed with God’s fire, as much outer as inner; ascended prayer now descends to the earth! Our prayers become as fire for the earth, lighting, heating, fueling life there. Heaven sends our prayer back to earth where it blesses, strengthens, comforts, even when the receivers don’t know from where it came (Revelation 8:5).

God’s Elect “will not hunger or thirst anymore,

nor will the sun or any heat strike them;

for the Lamb will shepherd them, and

lead them to springs of life-giving water,

and God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.

* * * * * * *
QUESTIONS FOR LESSON 23

Revelation 8-11

Day 1

Read the notes


a.
What was of interest to you?


b.
What helped you?

Day 2

Read Revelation 8:1-5.


a.
What did an angel place on the altar of gold in front of the throne?


b.
What went up before God after this?


c.
What does this tell us of the effect of prayers?


d.
What do we learn about “the prayers of God’s holy ones,” and “the prayers of God’s people” (Revelation 8:3-4)?

Day 3

Read Revelation 8:6-13, Numbers 10:1-2, 10:9, 1 Thessalonians 4:16, Matthew 24:31.


a.
Name an effect of the angels’ trumpets.


b.
What do trumpets blowing show in regard to our prayer?


c.
What effect on earth followed the trumpet blows? Explain.

Day 4

Read Revelation 9:1-11.


a.
Who is “the angel in charge of the abyss”? What does this name mean?


b.
In Revelation 9:20-21, what effect does the locust plague have on those still alive after the plague?

Day 5

Read Revelation 10:1-11, Ezekiel 3:1-4, and Daniel 12.


a.
Who does the mighty angel in verse 1 resemble? In verse 2, is there a like similarity?


b.
Read Psalm 29:1-11 and Daniel 12:7. What attitude do these convey to you?

Day 6

Read Revelation 11:3-13.


a.
What do some details of this suggest to you about who the two witnesses are?


b.
Does catastrophe in verse 13 bring about a good? What does this tell us about God’s reason sometimes for catastrophes?


c.
Read Revelation 11:15-18. After the catastrophes of the first six trumpets, what mood does the scene at the seventh trumpet bring?
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