THE SEVEN SEALS

Revelation 4-11

Key verse: 5:5

“Do not weep! See, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David,

has triumphed. He is able to open the scroll and its seven seals.”


John saw the vision of Christ who speaks to his churches. Some of the churches were losing vitality. Others were going to be persecuted to death. There was a church which Christ was going to spit out of his mouth because she became lukewarm. John saw that Christ Jesus died for the shortcomings of each church and rose from the dead for them to rise again. He saw the glory of Christ in the midst of churches.


But there arise questions to the readers. What if the churches do not repent? To what end was the judgment on the churches heading? What will be the worth and value of the glory of Christ if the churches will not repent and eventually fall? Are his churches sandwiched between his demand and the world and destined to be blamed for the tarnish of his glory? What is the worth and value of his churches, or of those who are redeemed by his gospel, if they will eventually disappear?

I.  The throne in heaven (chapter 4)


After he wrote down Christ’s message to the seven churches, John was shown the throne of God which is glorious for ever and ever and can never be shaken. The first thing he saw was a door standing open in heaven. Then he heard a voice speaking to him like a trumpet, which said, “Come up here, and I will show you what must take place after this.” Obviously John himself couldn’t think of what was coming after the judgment of Christ’s churches. Thank God through Jesus Christ. The answer to the uncertainties of Christ’s churches is the Lord God Almighty who sits on the throne in heaven.


John describes the glory of the throne in heaven in 4:3-11. Someone was sitting on the throne in heaven, and the one who sat there had the appearance of jasper and carnelian. Jasper is an opaque reddish, brown, or yellow quartz. To say he had an appearance of jasper means radiant with the mysterious color of quartz. Carnelian is a reddish variety of clear chalcedony, which is a translucent to transparent milky or grayish quartz, used in jewelry. The one sitting on the throne had the appearance of the mysterious quartz red, like that of fire or blood. A rainbow resembling an emerald, which perhaps means a brilliant transparent green, encircled the throne.


Surrounding the throne were twenty-four other thrones, and seated on there were twenty-four elders. They were dressed in white and had crowns of gold on their heads. From the throne came flashes of lightning, rumblings and peals of thunder. Before the throne, seven lamps were blazing. There are the seven spirits of God. Also before the throne there was what looked like a sea of glass, clear as crystal.


In the center, around the throne, were four living creatures, and they were covered with eyes, in front and in back. The first living creature was like a lion, the second was like an ox, the third had a face like a man, the fourth was like a flying eagle. Each of the four living creatures had six wings and was covered with eyes all around, even under his wings. Day and night they never stop saying: “Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God Almighty, who was, and is, and is to come.” 


Whenever the living creatures give glory, honor and thanks to him who sits on the throne and who lives for ever and ever, the twenty-four elders fall down before him who sits on the throne, and worship him who lives for ever and ever. They lay their crowns before the throne and say: “You are worthy, our Lord and God, to receive glory and honor and power, for you created all things, and by your will they were created and have their being.” 


What may we learn from this vision? The vision of the throne of God indicates or symbolizes the nature and character of God that we may learn the way in which he ought to be worshiped. In Genesis 9:12-17 God gave the rainbow to testify to his faithfulness. In Exodus 19 and 24:10-11 are similar descriptions of the fearful appearance of YHWH to the Israelites at Mount Sinai. In Ezekiel 1:5 down and in 10:12 are the descriptions of the four living creatures. In Isaiah 6 is the testimony of the glory of YHWH which made the prophet Isaiah convicted of his sin and of his calling. As John did, may we learn to look up at God through the meditation of the testimony of this chapter. May the vision encourage us to get out of the trap of uncertainties and lead us to the worship of the Everlasting.  

II.  The Lamb opens the scroll and its six seals (5:1-7:17)


After he saw the vision of the throne, John saw in the right hand of him who sat on the throne a scroll with writing on both sides and sealed with seven seals. Then he heard a mighty angel proclaiming in a loud voice, “Who is worthy to break the seals and open the scroll?” But no one in heaven or on earth or under the earth could open the scroll or even look inside it. John wept and wept because no one was found who was worthy to open the scroll or look inside. Then one of the elders said to him, “Do not weep! See, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, has triumphed. He is able to open the scroll and its seven seals.”


Then John saw the vision of the Lamb. He describes the vision in 5:6 this way: “Then I saw a Lamb, looking as if it had been slain, standing in the center of the throne, encircled by the four living creatures and the elders. He had seven horns and seven eyes, which are the seven spirits of God sent out into all the earth.” We notice the tense in 5:6a. Christ had been slain. But now he is standing in the center of the throne. As we read the description of his glory in the next verses we are confused whether he is God Almighty. They seem one and at the same time two. But we learn what the significance of his present status is in the song of the four living creatures and of the twenty-four elders. They were prompted to sing a new song when he came and took the scroll from the right hand of him who sat on the throne. By his blood he purchased men for God from every tribe and language and people and nation. He has made them to be a kingdom and priests to serve God and they will reign on the earth. Their song was followed by the chorus of many angels, numbering thousands upon thousands, and ten thousand times ten thousand. They encircled the throne and the living creatures and the elders. In a loud voice they sang: “Worthy is the Lamb, who was slain, to receive power and wealth and wisdom and strength and honor and glory and praise!” Then the angelic chorus was followed by the song of every creature in heaven and on earth and under the earth and on the sea, and all that is in them. They sang “To him who sits on the throne and to the Lamb be praise and honor and glory and power, for ever and ever!” 5:14 ends this way: “The four living creatures said, ‘Amen,’ and the elders fell down and worshiped.” The vision of the Lamb ended with Amen and the worship of him.


As we follow the songs we learn why John wept, why all creation was prompted to sing, and why the song is called a new song. Unless the Lamb had been slain, unless he has purchased men for God and has made them to be a kingdom and priests to serve our God, there will be an eternal chasm between the throne of God and his creation. Unless he comes and takes the scroll and opens its seals the creation will be bound to its frustration for ever even if Christ shed his blood for our sins. He delivered us from our sin by his blood. By taking the scroll and opening its seals he fulfills God’s will to complete his work of creation. What the Lamb has done assures us that the work will be done truly and for sure, which means, Amen. Indeed, Amen. What he has brought to us therefore is the promise of new heavens and a new earth. In God all things are new and they are always new. They never become old. So should be the gospel of Jesus Christ then. If the gospel appears boring and the Bible is burdensome, we should pray until we can come to say Amen for it should be new everyday. To help ourselves we may remember that Christ is described as the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, while he appeared as the Lamb who looked as if it had been slain. The Lamb who had been slain is the Lion. He who had been slain by the hands of his creation is the Ancient of Days, the Root of David. Many praises and hymns to the One who lowered himself only because of his grace and mercy toward us. There is no God who would give up his glory for his creation, yet that is what he did. There is no God who would rise again after he is gone, yet that is what he did. He labored so much only to make amen come true, that God may be God and us to be in him. As we remember him we see that we are new, that we are in the new world with a new order of things. We should live like new people and think and understand and see like new people.


John watched as the Lamb opened the seven seals. When the Lamb opens the seals one of the four living creatures says in a voice like thunder, “Come!” and there came out six different visions, which seem to indicate human depravity. The first one was a rider on a white horse with a bow in his hand. He rode out as a conqueror bent on conquest. Perhaps it indicates human depravity caused by militarism, particularly by the Antichrist. The second was a rider on a fiery red horse with a large sword. Perhaps it indicates the robbery of peace from mankind by continuing warfare. The third one was a black horse and its rider held a pair of scales in his hand. Perhaps it indicates famine, resulting from warfare. The fourth was a pale horse. Its rider was named Death, and Hades was following close behind him. They indicate the massacre of a fourth of the earth, by war, famine and plague and by the wild beasts of the earth. The fifth seal indicates the continuing persecution and martyrdom of the saints. The sixth seal indicates the celestial phenomena which Jesus said would immediately precede his return (Mark 13:24‑26; Matt. 24:29‑30; Luke 21:25‑27). 


Then John saw what all people would do on the day just before Christ’s return. He says in 6:15-17, “Then the kings of the earth, the princes, the generals, the rich, the mighty, and every slave and every free man hid in caves and among the rocks of the mountains. They called to 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 their wrath has come, and who can stand?’” We learn in their words the wrath of the Lamb is to be more feared than death. We do not know the scale and severity of God’s judgment and therefore why it should be more fearful than death. That is beyond us. But we do learn something to be grateful for from the vision of their fear in 6:15-17 and of the promise of the continuing suffering of the saints to their death in 6:9-11. As we learn from somewhere in the Bible every man is bound to be in slavery to their own lives by the fear of death. Now the Lamb of God had been slain for our sin which sold us to the slavery, and now the Lamb of God judges the world to declare himself more fearful than death and Hades, and that they are his servants. Those who wash their clothes in the blood of the Lamb will not fear death. Death and Hades will not harm them. They will fear the Lamb and worship him in reverent fear. John describes who the new people are and what the Lamb would do for them in chapter 7. 


After the sixth seal had been opened John saw four angels standing at the four corners of the earth, holding back the four winds of the earth to prevent any wind from blowing on the land or on the sea or on any tree. He says in 7:2-3, “Then I saw another angel coming up from the east, having the seal of the living God. He called out in a loud voice to the four angels who had been given power to harm the land and the sea: ‘Do not harm the land or the sea or the trees until we put a seal on the foreheads of the servants of our God.’” 


144,000 from all the tribes of Israel, 12,000 from each, received the seal of the living God. After the vision of the 144,000 John saw a vision of a great multitude: “After this I looked and there before me was a great multitude, from every nation, tribe, people and language, standing before the throne and in front of the Lamb. They were wearing white robes and were holding palm branches in their hands. And they cried out in a loud voice: ‘Salvation belongs to our God, who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb.’” Their song was followed by the Amen song of all the angels standing around the throne and around the elders and the four living creatures in 7:12.. They fell down on their faces before the throne and worshiped God, saying: ‘Amen! Praise and glory and wisdom and thanks and honor and power and strength be to our God for ever and ever. Amen!’


The 144,000 from the tribes of Israel must have been by the promise of God in the Old Testament. But who were the multitude, and where did they come from? One of the elders of the twenty-four answered John in 7:14-17, “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. Therefore, ‘they are before the throne of God and serve him day and night in his temple; and he who sits on the throne will spread his tent over them. Never again will they hunger; never again will they thirst. The sun will not beat upon them, nor any scorching heat. For the Lamb at the center of the throne will be their shepherd; he will lead them to springs of living water. And God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.’” In 3:10 and 6:15-17 we learn that the great tribulation is the time of trial that is coming to test men. The great multitudes are the people who depend on the grace of our Lord Jesus. We should learn what it could mean for us to wash our clothes in the blood of the Lamb and make them white. Along with those 144,000 who receive seals on their foreheads those who wear the white robes will go through the great tribulation and will stand in front of the throne of God with praises of the Lamb and of God.

III.  The seventh seal (8:1-11:19)

Finally the seventh seal was opened. John says in 8:1 that when the Lamb opened the seventh seal, there was silence in heaven for about half an hour. Then he saw the seven angels who stand before God and that seven trumpets were given to them. Then he saw another angel, who had a golden censer, come and stand at the altar. The angel was given much incense to offer, with the prayers of all the saints, on the golden altar before the throne. The smoke of the incense, together with the prayers of the saints, went up before God from the angel’s hand. Then the angel took the censer, filled it with fire from the altar, and hurled it on the earth; and there came peals of thunder, rumblings, flashes of lightning and an earthquake. We learn from the vision of prayer which was shown to John before the blast of seven trumpets that the prayer of those who wash their clothes in the blood of the Lamb is the judgment of God (1Co 6:2). Their prayer offered in tears (7:17) and with broken hearts would ignite thunder and lightning and earthquake.


John describes the seven trumpet judgments in 8:6-9:21. When the first trumpet blasted there came hail, fire or lightning, and blood, resulting in the burning of one‑third of the earth When the second trumpet was blown something like an erupting volcano was thrown into the sea, resulting in the turning into blood of one​ third of the sea and in death and destruction to one‑third of life and ships at sea. As the third trumpet sounded a blazing star named “Wormwood,” fell and one‑third of the water supply on land, rivers and springs, turned bitter and poisonous with widespread loss of life. The sounding of the fourth trumpet resulted in the darkening of the sun, moon, and stars by one​ third. But it was just beginning of the judgment. John said in 8:13, “As I watched, I heard an eagle that was flying in midair call out in a loud voice: ‘Woe! Woe! Woe to the inhabitants of the earth, because of the trumpet blasts about to be sounded by the other three angels.”


When trumpet 5 sounded there was the opening of the bottomless pit by a star that has fallen from heaven to earth, resulting in demonic torment of human beings. The demons looked like locusts with the stinging tails of scorpions. Trumpet 6 sounded and there came the slaughtering of one‑third of the human population by barbaric horsemen. We learn in 9:20,21 what was the purpose of these trumpet judgments: “The rest of mankind that were not killed by these plagues still did not repent of the work of their hands; they did not stop worshiping demons, and idols of gold, silver, bronze, stone and wood-idols that cannot see or hear or walk. Nor did they repent of their murders, their magic arts, their sexual immorality or their thefts.” They were to call people to repentance which leads them to salvation. We learn from the fact that these judgments were executed in trumpet sounding that we need to learn to fear God as we witness all the troubles on earth (cf. Amos 3:6; Ez 33:1-5). We learn from 8:2; 9:1,4,13-15 that God is in control over all that happens on earth. We should be hardened in our hearts because of all the sufferings. We perhaps can’t help when we suffer. But we should learn to wash our clothes and minds and hearts in the blood of the Lamb. Then we will be helped to repent and receive God’s deliverance from all things in all things. 


In chapter 10 is the description of John eating a little scroll, which is the word of God. This vision tells us that there is a limit of what is revealed to John (10:7, 11; cf. Dt 29:29; Job 26:14). We shouldn’t have an illusion that we will know everything about God through the study of the book of Revelation. John said God’s word was sweet to taste, but sour in his stomach. John was commissioned to preach the word of God as it is to many people, nations, languages and kings. The study of the book of Revelation should encourage us to keep the word of God and proclaim it. That is how we will be prepared for the blasts of the seventh trumpet. 


In chapter 11 before the description of the seventh trumpet there is a vision about two witnesses in 11:1-14. It is hard to understand. But we may learn from the vision of measuring the temple and the altar and counting the worshipers there that all the vision has to do with God’s intention to protect his worshipers. We may also learn from the vision of the two witnesses the gospel of the death and resurrection of our Lord Jesus is true and everlasting. 


When the seventh trumpet finally sounded Christ’s rule will come on earth. That probably is the mystery of God mentioned in 10:7. At the sound of the 7th trumpet, there came the loud voices in heaven which said, “The kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of our Lord and of his Christ, and he will reign for ever and ever.” And the twenty-four elders, who were seated on their thrones before God, fell on their faces and worshiped God, saying: “We give thanks to you, Lord God Almighty, the One who is and who was, because you have taken your great power and have begun to reign. The nations were angry; and your wrath has come. The time has come for judging the dead, and for rewarding your servants the prophets and your saints and those who reverence your name, both small and great- and for destroying those who destroy the earth.’ Then God’s temple in heaven was opened, and within his temple was seen the ark of his covenant. And there came flashes of lightning, rumblings, peals of thunder, an earthquake and a great hailstorm (11:15-19).”

Conclusion:


John’s life on the island of Patmos was that of slavery under the systematic extortion of labor power. He wasn’t in the Spirit day and night. He faced reality. He lived with the memory of the revelation and of Jesus Christ. He was no more a big leader. There was no more congregation, no more fellowship. What could have been the worth and meaning for an old slave of the revelation that Christ’s rule will come true?


There was no more fear of life or of death. He lived with the fear of God Almighty. When he lays down his tired body in the dungeon where he was placed to stay, where all others collapse to the ground and fall asleep, to his great surprise he would hear in his heart praises of God Almighty and of the Lamb. He wouldn’t know why his heart is filled with praises and thanks for the Lamb and the Everlasting for he is lonely and tired and had nothing on this earth to hope for. Yet the reminder of the vision of the throne of God and of the Lamb who takes the scroll and open its seven enable him to discern what is not seen or heard as true and real. As he remembers the vision in his heart wells up the praises while his body is tired and aching.

