Study Guide
Week 3

Andrew Butterworth

Ch 4-5: The Throne in Heaven

Figure 1 A depiction of the throne room of heaven with four living creatures and 24 elders1

I

n the midst of persecution (like the letter’s recipients) or sitting in a prison cell (like the
letter’s author), what is the most encouraging thing a believer can be shown? It’s a vision
into heaven itself, seeing Jesus in all his glory ruling from a throne. As chapter 4 leads us
into John’s second main vision, he gets to see a doorway into heaven itself. To the uninitiated
it, it’s an unusual setup: 24 elders sit on thrones surrounding the main throne. In between
them are four composite creatures with lots of eyes and multiple wings, flying around the
throne. However, this is a similar vision to one that both Ezekiel and Isaiah saw when they saw
God ruling in all his glory surrounded by his ministering seraphim/cherubim and his council.
The scene reaches its pinnacle with the entrance of Jesus. This time in a different form from
chapter 1 – that of a slain lamb. Jesus, in this form is representative of his atoning sacrifice. It
is in this form that he is declared the only being worthy enough to carry out justice for those
who also bore the brunt of wickedness. The lamb is given a seven-sealed scroll. This outlines
the just retribution to be metered out to those who killed the lamb’s martyrs (who will be
revealed once the fifth seal is broken). But before the scroll is read out, heaven worships the
Lamb in song and through declarations of his greatness and majesty. Jesus is worthy of
worship and his justice is about to roll on like a river (Amos 5:24). What a vision to behold!
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https://redmoonrapture.org/2017/05/26/who-are-the-24-elders-in-the-heavenly-temple/
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REVELATION CHAPTER FOUR
4 After this I looked, and behold, a door standing open in heaven!
-

The apocalypse progresses from spoken prophecy by a glorified Jesus to a view into
heaven itself. John sees a doorway into heaven. He’s on Patmos but he is looking up
into heaven. This is the start of the second (and main) vision of the four.

And the first voice, which I had heard speaking to me like a trumpet, said, “Come up here, and
I will show you what must take place after this.”
2

‘first voice’ – the angel or Jesus. The being tells him that he will show him ‘what must
take place after this’ – the ‘after’ must relate to after the letters to the seven churches.

At once I was in the Spirit,
-

‘in the Spirit’ - as mentioned previously, this is commonly used to describe receiving a
vision

and behold, a throne stood in heaven, with one seated on the throne. 3 And he who sat there
had the appearance of jasper and carnelian, and around the throne was a rainbow that had
the appearance of an emerald.
-

-

Here we see that God is on his throne (implying ruling) looking radiant (glorified),
shining like the brilliance of jewels.
God’s throne is a common image in the Old Testament picture: "I saw the Lord sitting
on his throne, and all the host of heaven standing beside him" (1 Kings 22:19); “God sits
on his holy throne" (Psalms 47:8). Isaiah: "I saw the Lord sitting on a throne, high and
lifted up" (Isaiah 6:1)
The throne is mentioned in every chapter in Revelation except for three (Chs 2, 8 & 9).

4

Around the throne were twenty-four thrones, and seated on the thrones were twenty-four
elders, clothed in white garments, with golden crowns on their heads. 5 From the throne came
flashes of lightning, and rumblings and peals of thunder, and before the throne were burning
seven torches of fire, which are the seven spirits of God, 6 and before the throne there was as
it were a sea of glass, like crystal.
-

-

-

Surrounding the main throne is twenty-four other thrones each containing an ‘elder’
clothed in white and with a golden crown. Isaiah 24:23 states that God will reign in
Jerusalem before its elders. There is the seven-fold spirit of God represented by
torches of fire and there is a glassy sea. We are straight into apocalyptic language here.
The vision has been introduced by an angel and is rich in symbolism.
‘seven torches’ - these are representing seven spirits of God are not seven separate
spirits but the number seven is a symbol of perfection and is representing the
perfection of God’s Spirit – the Holy Spirit. The fire torches may represent the tongues
of fire on Pentecost.
‘24 elders’
3

“The 24 elders seem a bit mysterious. Who are they? In Ch 5 they are found holding a
golden bowl of incense which we are told represents the prayers of all the Christians alive
on earth at that time (saints). This gives us a clue – that they are representative of people
in God’s kingdom. 24 is not a common number but 12 is. There were 12 tribes of Israel
and 12 apostles. In Revelation 21 we see the New Jerusalem it is full of 12s. On its gates
were the names of the twelve tribes of Israel and on the foundations were the names of the
twelve apostles. It’s likely that these 24 elders are representative of these two foundational
phases of God’s kingdom through the ages: the kingdom of Israel founded on the 12 tribes
and God’s church founded on the 12 apostles.” – A. Wilson
“There were so many priests in Israel that they could not possibly serve in the Temple at
the one time and so they were divided into twenty-four different courses (1 Chronicles
24:7-18). Each of these courses had its president, known as an elder of the priests.
Sometimes these elders were called princes, or governors, of the house of God (1
Chronicles 24:5). It is suggested that the twenty-four elders stand symbolically for the
twenty-four courses of the priests. They present the prayers of the faithful to God
(Revelation 5:8), and that is priestly work. The Levites were similarly divided into twentyfour courses for the work of the Temple and they praised God with harps and psalteries
and cymbals (1 Chronicles 25:6-31), and the elders also have their harps (Revelation
5:8). So the twenty-four elders may stand for the heavenly ideal of the earthly worship of
the priests and Levites in the Temple.” W. Barclay

And around the throne, on each side of the throne, are four living creatures, full of eyes in
front and behind: 7 the first living creature like a lion, the second living creature like an ox, the
third living creature with the face of a man, and the fourth living creature like an eagle in
flight. 8 And the four living creatures, each of them with six wings, are full of eyes all around
and within, and day and night they never cease to say,
“Holy, holy, holy, is the Lord God Almighty, who was and is and is to come!”
-

The living creatures are a direct reference to the four living creatures in Ezekiel 1 &10.
Jonathan Edwards, the 18th Century American theologian, linked them also to the
vision Isaiah had in Isaiah 6 of the six-winged seraphim who sing a similar refrain.
The comparison between Ezekiel’s living creatures and the ones here are almost
identical. Ezekiel later tells us in chapter 10 that these are cherubim, which
corresponds to the seraphim of Isaiah 6. Cherubim and seraphim are type of angels.

Harmony of the Four Living Creatures in the Bible
Reference

Ezekiel 1

Ezekiel 10

Isaiah 6

Revelation 4

Where Situated

Under the throne

Under the throne

Above the throne

Around the throne

Type

Cherubim

Cherubim

Seraphim

Not stated

No. of creatures

4

4

Not stated

4

Type of Creatures

Man

Lion

Man

Ox

Eagle

Cherub Eagle

Lion

Not stated

Man

Lion

Calf

Eagle

Number of wings

4 (plus human
hands)

4

6

6

Number of eyes

Not stated

Covered with

Not stated

Many

Table 1 Comparison of the passages of the Bible that mention the Four Living Creatures

4

“The cherubim were part of the decoration of Solomon's Temple, in the place of prayer
and on the walls (1 Kings 6:23-30; 2 Chronicles 3:7). They were represented on the
hanging veil which shut off the Holy of Holies from the Holy Place (Exodus 26:31). There
were two cherubim on the lid of the ark, called the mercy-seat; and they were so placed
that they faced each other and their wings swept over to form a kind of canopy over the
mercy-seat (Exodus 25:18-21). One of the commonest pictures of God is sitting between
the cherubim, and it is thus that he is often addressed in prayer (2 Kings 19:15; Psalms
80:1; Psalms 99:1; Isaiah 37:16). God is represented as flying on the cherubim and on
the wings of the wind (Psalms 18:10). It is the cherubim who guard the way to the Garden
when Adam and Eve have been banished from it (Genesis 3:24)… this one thing emerges
clearly--the cherubim are angelic beings who are close to God and the guardians of his
throne…
The earliest and the fullest identification was made by Irenaeus about A.D. 170. He held
that the four living creatures represented four aspects of the work of Jesus Christ, which
in turn are represented in the four Gospels.
The lion symbolises the powerful and effective working of the Son of God, his leadership
and his royal power. The ox signifies the priestly side of his work, for it is the animal of
sacrifice. The man symbolises his incarnation. The eagle represents the gift of the Holy
Spirit, hovering with his wings over the Church. John represents "the original, effective
and glorious generation of the Son from the Father," and tells how all things were made
by him; and is, therefore, symbolized by the lion. Luke begins with the picture of Zacharias
the priest, and tells the story of the fatted calf killed for the finding of the younger son;
and is, therefore, symbolized by the ox. Matthew begins by giving us the human descent
of Jesus and "The character of a humble and meek man is kept up throughout the whole
gospel," and is, therefore, symbolized by the man. Mark begins with a reference to the
Spirit of prophecy coming down from on high upon men which "points to the winged
aspect of the Gospel"; and, therefore, is symbolized by the eagle.” W. Barclay
9

And whenever the living creatures give glory and honour and thanks to him who is seated on
the throne, who lives forever and ever, 10 the twenty-four elders fall down before him who is
seated on the throne and worship him who lives forever and ever. They cast their crowns
before the throne, saying,

Figure 2 Depiction of the 24 elders casting their golden crowns towards Jesus2

2

https://christinprophecyblog.org/2019/05/who-are-the-24-elders-of-revelation-4/

5

11

“Worthy are you, our Lord and God,
to receive glory and honour and power,
for you created all things,
and by your will they existed and were created.”
-

The conclusion is that both the human representation of God’s kingdom (24 elders)
and the angelic representation (living creatures) all worship God. The whole cosmos
has become a temple.
Casting crowns is a sign of deep respect. While those wearing the crowns may be in a
place of ruling, they are demonstrating that the ultimate ruler is the one they cast
their crowns to.

REVELATION CHAPTER FIVE
5 Then I saw in the right hand of him who was seated on the throne a scroll written within and
on the back, sealed with seven seals. 2 And I saw a mighty angel proclaiming with a loud voice,
“Who is worthy to open the scroll and break its seals?” 3 And no one in heaven or on earth or
under the earth was able to open the scroll or to look into it, 4 and I began to weep loudly
because no one was found worthy to open the scroll or to look into it.
-

‘I began to weep’ - John was seeing the vision and he was so overcome with emotion
that he actually started to weep. Why was he weeping? The scroll outlines God’s just
judgments. We see in the fifth seal that the Christians who were martyred cry out for
justice against those who violently killed them. John is weeping because no one is able
to bring about justice. None is worthy to do this. John is showing here that it is right to
weep at pain and brokenness in the world. But God is the God who responds to our
tears. Look what happens next:

5

And one of the elders said to me, “Weep no more; behold, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the
Root of David, has conquered, so that he can open the scroll and its seven seals.”
-

‘Weep no more!’ - why? Because the Lion of the Tribe of Judah is here? ‘He is worthy!
He is able to judge and bring justice. Because he has conquered he has the authority to
open the scroll.
‘Lion of Judah’ - Andrew Wilson states that the first book of the Bible raises this theme
'the lion of Judah’ when Jacob blesses his sons. The question 'who is this lion?' is
answered in the last book: 'it's Jesus.'
‘Root of David’ - Revelation is declaring that he is David’s source – David ultimately
comes from him.
‘open the scroll’ - here introduces the seven seal judgments (and from them, the trumpet
and bowl judgments). Picture a scroll (rolled up) that has seals that lock people from
reading it. The seals are made of wax and were a common way of ensuring a document
wasn’t read by the wrong person. To stop somebody just melting the wax and resealing
it, a signet ring or stamp was placed in the hot wax that identified the sender

6

Figure 3 Photo of a scroll sealed by a wax seal and a photo of a wax seal being imprinted with a specific emblem

-

This scroll has seven sections to it which are all separately sealed off. If you broke the
first seal then you could read that section. But you would have to break the next seal if
you wanted to read further.
The request is made to find somebody who is worthy to open the seals and only Jesus
is able to. He is introduced by two titles: the Lion of Judah, and the Root of David but
look what appears…

6

And between the throne and the four living creatures and among the elders I saw a Lamb
standing, as though it had been slain, with seven horns and with seven eyes, which are the
seven spirits of God sent out into all the earth. 7 And he went and took the scroll from the
right hand of him who was seated on the throne. 8 And when he had taken the scroll, the four
living creatures and the twenty-four elders fell down before the Lamb, each holding a harp,
and golden bowls full of incense, which are the prayers of the saints.
-

-

9

‘I saw a Lamb’ - Jesus was introduced as the Lion of Judah and the Root of David, but
he is actually viewed as a slain lamb. Jesus is shown in his form as an atoning sacrificial
– it’s this sacrifice that makes him worthy to judge. Because he suffered at the hands
of unjust oppressors, he is able to judge those very same oppressors.
‘with seven horns and seven eyes’ – this is not an average lamb. This strange image is
obviously symbolic, and we are told as much. The seven eyes and seven horns are
representative of the sevenfold Spirit of God.

And they sang a new song, saying,

“Worthy are you to take the scroll
and to open its seals,
for you were slain, and by your blood you ransomed people for God
from every tribe and language and people and nation,
-

‘from every tribe and language…’ - this is looking from a place in the future when the
gospel has gone to every tribe and people group. It is encouraging to us that Jesus’s
mission will be completed.

10

and you have made them a kingdom and priests to our God,
and they shall reign on the earth.”
7

-

‘reign on the earth’ - this is pre-empting the descent of the Heavenly Jerusalem to a
renewed earth in Revelation 21-22. Our ultimate destination as believers is heaven on
a renewed earth.

11

Then I looked, and I heard around the throne and the living creatures and the elders the
voice of many angels, numbering myriads of myriads and thousands of thousands, 12 saying
with a loud voice,
“Worthy is the Lamb who was slain,
to receive power and wealth and wisdom and might
and honour and glory and blessing!”
13

And I heard every creature in heaven and on earth and under the earth and in the sea, and
all that is in them, saying,
“To him who sits on the throne and to the Lamb
be blessing and honour and glory and might forever and ever!”
14

And the four living creatures said, “Amen!” and the elders fell down and worshiped.
-

Next the scroll is opened and the seven seal judgements begin.

8

Ch 6-7: The Seven Seals

Figure 4 Illustration of the Lamb opening the scroll with seven seals taken from the Ottheinrich Bible (1400 AD) - p.2873

O

nce the lamb was found to be worthy, the seals could be opened and the contents of
the scroll opened and read. This led to a series of court rulings being announced. The
people who were fighting against the church were found guilty. For killing and
enslaving God’s people, the outcome was the same as that of the Egyptians who thousands of
years earlier had captured God’s people and treated them as less than human – all while
worshipping and serving demonic-empowered deities. The result? Similar plagues that were
sent on Egypt were sent on Rome: darkness, pestilence, famine. These judgments challenged
Rome’s confidence in its own abilities and revealed their true state before the world’s creator.
The reality was that Rome was deeply deceived:
§ While Rome referred to Jews as pagans for worshipping just one deity, and considered
themselves the enlightened civilisation God declared they were actually in deep
spiritual darkness, turning the moon to blood and removing light from the land.
§ While Rome considered themselves at the pinnacle of medicine and hygiene with their
highly sophisticated bath houses and natural springs, through sending pestilence, God
demonstrated that the very breath of their lungs was a gift from him that could be
taken away at any moment.
§ While Rome boasted that their technological advance revolutionised farming, God
demonstrated with famine that a good harvest was ultimately in his control.
§ And while Rome boasted that they had brought peace on the world, the famed ‘Pax
Romana,’ God showed that they were continually at enmity with him and in a state of
war.

3
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God’s judgments were in response to the cries of the innocent for justice. 400 years of prayers
from harshly treated Israelites in Egypt brought justice and freedom. The same was coming for
God’s people in the time of John. Wrongly accused of setting Rome alight (during the time of
Nero) and being a scourge on the Empire, the cries of the martyrs for justice (shown in fifth
seal) was being answered.
REVELATION CHAPTER SIX
6 Now I watched when the Lamb opened one of the seven seals, and I heard one of the four
living creatures say with a voice like thunder, “Come!”
-

-

Once the lamb was found to be worthy, the seals could be opened and the contents of
the scroll opened and read. This was a series of court rulings. The people who were
fighting against the church were found guilty and judgment sent on them.
In the same way that God’s judgments on Egypt brough freedom for the Israelites,
God’s judgments on Rome would bring freedom to his church. And that’s what
happened. As we know from history, the church won. The persecution stopped and
the whole Empire turned away from the Roman pantheon of gods and chose to
worship Jesus Christ.
In response to that thunderous ‘come’, the first of these seven judgments are read
out. The following table summarises them:

Overview of the Seven Seal Judgments
Judgment
Reference

Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse

5 Martyrs

6 Tribulation

7 Silence

Rev. 6:7-8

Rev. 6:9-11

Rev. 6:12-7:17

Rev. 8:1-5

Christian
martyrs
request to
be avenged
Given a
white robe
& told to
rest

Earthquake,
darkness,
blood moon,
star falling…

Silence in
heaven for
30 mins

Kings of the
earth go into
hiding

7 trumpet
judgments
begin

1 White

2 Red

3 Black

4 Pale

Rev. 6:1-2

Rev. 6:3-4)

Rev. 6:5-6

Action

Conquest

Remove
peace

Increased
price of
grain

War,
pestilence,
famine, wild
beasts

Result

War

Wars,
Rebellions

Famine

¼ of
population
died

Table 2 Overview of the Seven Seal Judgments

-

But these judgements are not in isolation. Out of the seventh seal comes seven more
trumpet judgments and out of the seventh trumpet comes seven bowl judgments.
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Figure 5 Diagrammatic representation of the three sets of judgments and how they relate to each other

-

Just because the judgments are sequential, it doesn’t mean they are referring to 21
separate judgments. As this is apocalyptic literature, there is often overlap of imagery.
Different images commonly refer to the same event. There’s also a clue to this with
the neatness of the sevens with each of the sevens mirroring the six days of creation
followed by a day of rest. Have a look at this comparison:

7 Days of
Creation

7 Seal
Judgments

(Gen. 1:1-2:3)

(Rev. 6:1-8:5)

7 Trumpet
Judgments

(Rev. 8:6-11:19)

7 Bowl
Judgments
(Rev. 16:1-21)

Light & Earth (1:1-5)

Conquest (6:1-2)

Earth (8:6-7)

Earth (16:1-2)

Separation of waters (1:6-8)

War (6:3-4)

Sea (8:8-9)

Sea (16:3)

Dry Land & Plants (1:9-13)

Famine (6:5-6)

Rivers (8:10-11)

Rivers (16:4-7)

Mass death 1/4 (6:7-8)

Heavens (8:12-13)

Sun (16:8-9)

Martyrs’ Request for
Justice (6:9-11)

Locust-Scorpions (9:1-12)

Darkness (16:10-11)

Tribulation (6:12-7:17)

Horse-Lions (9:13-11:14)

Frogs (16:12-16)

30 min Silence (8:1-5)

Temple (11:15-19)

Temple (16:17-21)

Sun, Moon, Planets and
Stars (1:14-19)
Birds & Sea Creatures
(1:20-23)

Land Animals &
Mankind (1:24-31)
God Rests (2:1-3)

Table 3 Comparison of the bowl, trumpet and seal judgments alongside the days of creation

1. The White Horse
-

The first seal is broken and its contents known to heaven. A living creature then enacts
the commands within it. In this case, to release a white horse and it’s rider on the
earth. As three more seals are broken the rider on the white horse is followed by three
more horses and riders. These are the famed ‘four horseman of the Apocalypse’ which
simply means the four horsemen of Revelation.

11

Figure 6 Depiction of the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse

-

The Four Horsemen themselves are drawn from Zechariah 1:8-11 & 6:1-6. He had a
similar style vision:
8 “I saw in the night, and behold, a man riding on a red horse! He was standing among
the myrtle trees in the glen, and behind him were red, sorrel, and white horses. Then I
said, ‘What are these, my lord?’ The angel who talked with me said to me, ‘I will show
you what they are’ So the man who was standing among the myrtle trees answered, ‘These
are they whom the Lord has sent to patrol the earth.’ And they answered the angel of the
Lord who was standing among the myrtle trees, and said, ‘We have patrolled the earth,
and behold, all the earth remains at rest.’ Zech 1:8-11
“Again I lifted my eyes and saw, and behold, four chariots came out from between two
mountains. And the mountains were mountains of bronze. The first chariot had red horses,
the second black horses, the third white horses, and the fourth chariot dappled horses—
all of them strong. Then I answered and said to the angel who talked with me, “What are
these, my lord?” And the angel answered and said to me, “These are going out to the four
winds of heaven, after presenting themselves before the Lord of all the earth. The chariot
with the black horses goes toward the north country\, the white ones go after them, and
the dappled ones go toward the south country.” When the strong horses came out, they
were impatient to go and patrol the earth. And he said, “Go, patrol the earth.” So they
patrolled the earth. Then he cried to me, “Behold, those who go toward the north country
have set my Spirit at rest in the north country.” Zech 6:1-6§

-

The Four horsemen are not agents of the enemy but delivers of divine judgment.

2

And I looked, and behold, a white horse! And its rider had a bow, and a crown was given to
him, and he came out conquering, and to conquer.
“…the white horse and its rider stand for conquest in war. When a Roman general
celebrated a triumph, that is, when he paraded through the streets of Rome with his armies
and his captives and his spoils after some great victory, his chariot was drawn by white
horses, the symbol of victory… The rider of the horse had in his hand a bow. In the Old
Testament the bow is always the sign of military power. In the final defeat of Babylon her
mighty men are taken and their bows--that is, their military power--destroyed (Jeremiah
51:56). God will break the bow of Israel in the valley of Jezreel (Hosea 1:5). God breaks
the bow and shatters the spear in sunder and burns the chariots with fire; that is, against
him no human military power can stand (Psalm 46:9). The bow, then, would always stand
for military power. But there is one particular picture which the Romans and all who
dwelt in Asia would at once recognise. The one enemy whom. the Romans feared was the
Parthian power. The Parthians dwelt on the far eastern frontiers of the Empire and were
12

the scourge of Rome. In A.D. 62 an unprecedented event had occurred; a Roman army
had actually surrendered to Vologeses, the king of the Parthians. The Parthians rode
white horses and were the most famous bowmen in the world. A "Parthian shot" still
means a final, devastating blow, to which there is no possible answer. So, then, the white
horse and its rider with the bow stand for militarism and conquest.” – W. Barclay

2. The Red Horse
3

When he opened the second seal, I heard the second living creature say, “Come!” 4 And out
came another horse, bright red. Its rider was permitted to take peace from the earth, so that
people should slay one another, and he was given a great sword.
“The function of the second horse and its rider is to take peace from the earth. They stand
for that destructive strife which sets man against man and nation against nation in a chaos
of tragic destruction.” – W. Barclay

-

The first and second seals leads to wars and rebellions. Look what happened to Rome
during the next few centuries after this judgment. Rome was continually at war:

Year
54 BC – 628 AD
66-73 AD
86-88, &
101-102
105-06 AD
132-136 AD
166-180 AD
235-298 AD
272 AD
356-368 AD
376-382 AD
402-419 AD
436 AD
447-451 AD
455 AD

Name
Roman Persian Wars
1st Roman-Jewish War
Dacian Wars
Dacian Wars
Dacian Wars
2nd Roman-Jewish War
Macromannic Wars
Gothic & Alemannic Wars
Palmyrene War
Alemanni War
Gothic War
Gothic War
Visigoths War
War with Huns
Sacking of Rome

Opposition
Persians (Iranians)
Jews
Dacians (Romanians)
Dacians (Romanians)
Dacians (Romanians)
Jews
German Barbarians
Germans
Palmyrenes
German Tribes
German Goths
German Goths
German Visigoths
German Huns
Vandals

Table 4 List of Wars involving the Roman Empire

-

And while those wars were being carried out, Rome was also suppressing rebellions
and internal strife. Look at how many civil wars were happening within the Empire:

Year
68-69 AD
193-197 AD
218 AD
238 AD
274 AD
285 AD
306-324 AD

Name
Civil War
Civil War
Civil War
Civil War
Civil War
Civil War
Civil War of the Tetrarchy
13

Opposition
Internal
Internal
Internal
Internal
Internal
Internal
Internal

350-353 AD
388 AD
394 AD
432 AD

Civil War
Civil War
Civil War
Civil War

Internal
Internal
Internal
Internal

Table 5 List of Civil Wars occurring in the Roman Empire

3. The Black Horse
5

When he opened the third seal, I heard the third living creature say, “Come!” And I looked,
and behold, a black horse! And its rider had a pair of scales in his hand. 6 And I heard what
seemed to be a voice in the midst of the four living creatures, saying, “A quart of wheat for a
denarius, and three quarts of barley for a denarius, and do not harm the oil and wine!”
-

“A quart of wheat for a denarius, and three quarts of barley for a denarius, and do not
harm the oil and wine!” - A denarius in the first century was usually equal to a day's
wages, and the amount of grain given here is just enough to keep a person alive. These
were basic staples for living. The implication seems to be that most people in this
period are struggling just to meet their basic survival needs. This is the kind of poverty
which threatens a person's life, not merely their lifestyle. However, the voice from the
midst of the four living creatures also commanded, "Do not harm the oil and wine!" Oil
and wine, in this context, are less crucial supplies, making them a form of minor luxury.
The implication that these are not harmed might suggest that wealthy people would
not be hurt by the economic or inflationary catastrophe.
“There had been desperate famines in the time of Nero which left the luxury of the rich
untouched. There was an occasion when a ship arrived in Italy from Alexandria. The
starving populace thought it was a cornship, for all the cornships came from Alexandria;
and they rioted when they discovered that the cargo was not corn but a special kind of
sand from the Nile Delta to spread upon the ground of the arena for a gladiatorial show.
This passage finds an amazing echo in certain events during the reign of Domitian, at the
very time when John was writing.
There was a very serious shortage of grain and also a superabundance of wine. Domitian
took the drastic step of enacting that no fresh vineyards should be planted and that half
the vineyards in the provinces should be cut down. At this edict the people of the province
of Asia, in which John was writing, came very near to rebelling for their vineyards were
one of their principal sources of revenue. In view of the violent reaction of the people of
Asia, Domitian rescinded his edict and actually enacted that those who allowed their
vineyards to go out of cultivation should be prosecuted. Here is the very picture of a
situation in which corn was scarce and it was yet forbidden to interfere with the supply of
wine and oil.” – W. Barclay

4. The Pale Horse
7

When he opened the fourth seal, I heard the voice of the fourth living creature say, “Come!”
And I looked, and behold, a pale horse! And its rider's name was Death, and Hades followed
him. And they were given authority over a fourth of the earth, to kill with sword and with
famine and with pestilence and by wild beasts of the earth.
8

14

-

Seal 4 adds pestilence (pandemics) and wild beasts on top of this and the result is that
one quarter of the population die. Is that number possible? We have to be cautious
with numbers here because the further trumpet and bowl judgments get very
symbolic and poetic with their judgments. However, we know from history that in the
6th Century there was a very severe epidemic that devastated the Roman Empire.
During the Justinian Plague (541-549 AD) one fifth of the population of Rome died. It
was estimated to have led to the death of 30-50 million people.
The world’s population in 500 AD was 200 million people. Astonishingly, this meant
one quarter of the world’s population in the 6th Century died from this pandemic!4
This brings an end to the four horseman judgments. Sets of four judgments like this are
not unknown in the Bible. Have a look at this table for a comparison:

-

The Four Judgments

The Four Sorrows

The Four Curses

The Four Horsemen

(Ezekiel 14:21)

(Matthew 24:5-7)

(Leviticus 26:14-26)

(Revelation 6:1-8)

Beasts

False Christs & Prophets

Wild Beasts

Conqueror

Sword

Wars

Sword

Sword & War

Famine

Famine

Break Supply of Bread

Famine

Pestilence

Earthquakes

Pestilence

Death

Table 6 Comparison of common four-set judgments in the Bible

5. The Martyrs
9

When he opened the fifth seal, I saw under the altar the souls of those who had been slain
for the word of God and for the witness they had borne. 10 They cried out with a loud voice, “O
Sovereign Lord, holy and true, how long before you will judge and avenge our blood on those
who dwell on the earth?” 11 Then they were each given a white robe and told to rest a little
longer, until the number of their fellow servants and their brothers should be complete, who
were to be killed as they themselves had been.
-

-

Jesus warned his disciples of this type of persecution: “Then they will deliver you up to
tribulation, and put you to death; and you will be hated of all nations for my name's
sake" (Matthew 24:9; Mark 13:9-13; Luke 21:12; Luke 21:18). The day would come
when those who killed Christians would think they were doing a service for God (John
16:2).
In this vision, the martyrs (Christians killed for their faith) are asking how long until
justice occurs. They are told that they have to wait longer as more Christians will die
for their faith.
‘I saw under the altar’- Leviticus 4:7 describes the relation of the alter to temple
sacrifice: “The rest of the blood of the bull the priest shall pour out at the base of the
altar of burnt offering" The blood is offered at the base of the alter.”
“The souls of the martyrs are beneath the altar. That is to say, their life-blood has been
poured out as an offering to God. The idea of the martyr's life as a sacrifice to God is in

4

https://www.nationalgeographic.com/news/2014/1/140129-justinian-plague-black-death-bacteria-bubonic-pandemic/#
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the mind of Paul. He says that he will rejoice, if he is offered up on the sacrifice and the
service of the faith of the Philippians (Philippians 2:17). "I am already," he says, "on the
point of being sacrificed" (2 Timothy 4:6)...When Ignatius of Antioch was on his way to
Rome to be burned, his prayer was that he should be found a sacrifice belonging to God.
There is a great and uplifting truth here. When a good man dies for the sake of goodness,
it may look like tragedy, like the waste of a fine life; like the work of evil men; and, indeed,
it may be all these things. But every life laid down for right and truth and God is ultimately
more than any of these things - it is an offering made to God.” – W. Barclay

-

The martyrs are given white robes which symbolise being made clean or pure. (See
Zechariah 3:3-5 - Joshua the high priest is given clean clothes to demonstrate being
cleansed from iniquity).

6. Tribulation
12

When he opened the sixth seal, I looked, and behold, there was a great earthquake, and the
sun became black as sackcloth, the full moon became like blood, 13 and the stars of the sky fell
to the earth as the fig tree sheds its winter fruit when shaken by a gale. 14 The sky vanished
like a scroll that is being rolled up, and every mountain and island was removed from its place.
15
Then the kings of the earth and the great ones and the generals and the rich and the
powerful, and everyone, slave and free, hid themselves in the caves and among the rocks of
the mountains, 16 calling to the mountains and rocks, “Fall on us and hide us from the face of
him who is seated on the throne, and from the wrath of the Lamb, 17 for the great day of their
wrath has come, and who can stand?”
-

-

Seal number 6 brings us more judgments in response to the martyrs cries for justice.
We get darkness over the earth, earthquakes, blood moons, and star falling…There’s a
lot of Exodus imagery here. History shows us that the Roman empire experienced a
number of solar eclipses that plunged the land into darkness. Blood coloured moons
occur when there is a total lunar eclipse which occur every 1.5 years and earthquakes
were frequent in certain areas with fault lines, and Italy has two large fault lines.
Significant Solar Eclipses during the Roman era:
§
§
§
§

96 AD
164 AD
205 AD
363 AD

REVELATION CHAPTER SEVEN
7 After this I saw four angels standing at the four corners of the earth, holding back the four
winds of the earth, that no wind might blow on earth or sea or against any tree.
“This vision is expressed in conceptions of the world which were the conceptions of the
days in which John wrote. The earth is a square, flat earth; and at its four corners are
four angels waiting to unleash the winds of destruction. Isaiah speaks of gathering the
outcasts of Judah from the four corners of the earth (Isaiah 11:12). The end is come upon
the four corners of the earth in Ezekiel (Ezekiel 7:2). It was the belief of the ancient
peoples that the winds which came from due north, south, east and west were all
16

favourable winds; but that those which blew diagonally across the earth were harmful.
That is why the angels are at the corners of the earth. They are about to unleash the winds
which blow diagonally.” W. Barclay
2

Then I saw another angel ascending from the rising of the sun, with the seal of the living God,
and he called with a loud voice to the four angels who had been given power to harm earth
and sea, 3 saying, “Do not harm the earth or the sea or the trees, until we have sealed the
servants of our God on their foreheads.” 4 And I heard the number of the sealed, 144,000,
sealed from every tribe of the sons of Israel:
“Opinions differ on the identity of the two groups in this chapter. Some believe the 144,000
to be ethnic Jews who come to faith in Jesus during a future tribulation. Others believe
the two sections of this chapter to be two different ways of speaking about the entirety of
God’s people.”

Faithlife Study Bible
-

‘Seal on the forehead’ - See Ezekiel 9:4, God says to an angel: “Walk through the
streets of Jerusalem and put a mark on the foreheads of all who weep and sigh
because of the detestable sins being committed in their city.” Those who are on God’s
side get sealed prior to judgment occurring.
“The idea of the king's seal would be very meaningful in the East. Eastern kings wore a
signet ring whose seal was used to authenticate documents as really coming from the
king's hand and to mark that which was the king's personal property. When Pharaoh
appointed Joseph his prime minister and representative, he gave him his signet ring in
token of the authority which had been delegated to him (Genesis 41:42). So King Xerxes
gave his signet ring, first to Haman and then, when Haman's wicked schemes were
unmasked, to Mordecai (Esther 3:10; Esther 8:2). The stone which shut Daniel into the
lion's den was sealed (Daniel 6:17), as was the stone with which the Jews sought to make
the tomb of Jesus secure (Matthew 27:66). Very commonly a seal indicated source or
possession. A merchant would seal a package of goods to certify that it belonged to him;
and the owner of a vineyard would seal jars of wine to show that they came from his
vineyard and with his guarantee.
So here the seal was a sign that these people belonged to God and were under his power
and authority. In the early church this picture of sealing was specially connected with two
things. (a) It was connected with baptism which was regularly described as sealing. It is
as if, when a person was baptized, a mark was put upon him to show that he had become
the property and the possession of God. (b) Paul regularly talks about the Christian being
sealed with the gift of the Holy Spirit. The possession of the Holy Spirit is the sign that a
man belongs to God. The real Christian is marked out by the seal of the Spirit which
enables him to have the wisdom and the strength to cope with life in a way beyond the
attainment of others.” – W. Barclay

-

The concept of the seal/mark is developed throughout Revelation. (See Table 7 The
Mark of God vs The Mark of the Beast in Revelation chapter 14 for more details.)

5

12,000 from the tribe of Judah were sealed,
12,000 from the tribe of Reuben,
12,000 from the tribe of Gad,
6
12,000 from the tribe of Asher,
12,000 from the tribe of Naphtali,
17

12,000 from the tribe of Manasseh,
7
12,000 from the tribe of Simeon,
12,000 from the tribe of Levi,
12,000 from the tribe of Issachar,
8
12,000 from the tribe of Zebulun,
12,000 from the tribe of Joseph,
12,000 from the tribe of Benjamin were sealed.
-

In the list that above of those who were sealed, John is referencing the twelve tribes of
Israel. However, this is different to other lists of the tribes because Dan has been
omitted and replaced by Manasseh. Ephraim is referred to as Joseph instead (there
wasn’t a tribe of Joseph). Joseph is representative of Ephraim as Ephraim was the
oldest of Joseph’s two sons. Dan is also omitted in I Chronicles 1-9 but included in
Ezekiel 48:1
“The tribe of Dan as a whole was guilty of gross idolatry—even to the point of stealing
the idols they used to practice their religion (Judges 18:14-31). Theirs was the first
organised idolatry in ancient Israel, and the longest in duration. It continued "until the
day of the captivity of the land," nearly 500 years later (Judges 18:30). Jewish tradition
says that Dan was the first tribe to follow Jeroboam into his sin of idolatry, and in their
literature, the term "Dan" is often used to represent idolatry.” 5

-

9

The other striking thing from this list is that Judah is now at the head not the eldest
brother Reuben. Judah has supplanted his three older brothers because out of him
came the messiah.

After this I looked, and behold, a great multitude that no one could number,
-

The 144,000 is obviously a symbolic number because now it becomes a ‘great
multitude that no one could number.’

from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages, standing before the throne and
before the Lamb, clothed in white robes, with palm branches in their hands, 10 and crying out
with a loud voice, “Salvation belongs to our God who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb!” 11
And all the angels were standing around the throne and around the elders and the four living
creatures, and they fell on their faces before the throne and worshiped God, 12 saying, “Amen!
Blessing and glory and wisdom and thanksgiving and honour and power and might be to our
God forever and ever! Amen.”
-

The multitude joins the heavenly temple and joins in with the worship.

13

Then one of the elders addressed me, saying, “Who are these, clothed in white robes, and
from where have they come?” 14 I said to him, “Sir, you know.” And he said to me, “These are
the ones coming out of the great tribulation.

5

https://www.cgg.org/index.cfm/library/bqa/id/115/why-is-tribe-dan-not-mentioned-revelation-74-8.htm
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-

Reference is made to a specific ‘great tribulation’. This is also referenced in Matthew
24:21 and Rev 2:22 (Letter to the Thyatira Church)
“For then there will be a great tribulation, such has not been from the beginning of the
world until now, no, and never will be” Matt. 24:21

They have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb.
-

Washing robes in Jesus’ blood is symbolic of being cleansed of sin. White robes are
representative of purity.

15

“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 shelter them with his presence.
16
They shall hunger no more, neither thirst anymore;
the sun shall not strike them,
nor any scorching heat.
17
For the Lamb in the midst of the throne will be their shepherd,
-

Powerful paradox: the lamb will be the shepherd!

and he will guide them to springs of living water,
and God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.”

7. 30 minutes Silence
REVELATION CHAPTER EIGHT
8 When the Lamb opened the seventh seal, there was silence in heaven for about half an
hour.
-

-

2

Then I saw the seven angels who stand before God, and seven trumpets were given to them.
-

3

The previous chapters have been very loud and this is contrasted by silence. There is a
parallel here with Genesis 1 - six days of activity creating the universe followed by a
day of rest. Here there are six seals of activity followed by silence. In the OT, silence is
also indicative of God’s impending judgment (see Hab. 3:3–6; Zech. 2:13–3:2). There is
a dramatic pause in the endless praises of the living creatures as everyone is expectant
of what happens next.
‘about half an hour’ - in John's gospel, the time is significant. In his gospel it is 'the hour
has come' the 'half hour' could be 'in the middle of the night.' Like Passover, perhaps
some believers are rescued in the middle of the night, in the darkness.

Here John is introducing the seven trumpet judgments to us that follow out of the
seventh seal.

And another angel came and stood at the altar with a golden censer,
19

-

‘Golden censer’ - a rounded vessel in which incense and burning coals were placed
together. The resulting sweet fragrance often accompanied worship ceremonies and
religious rituals See Luke 1:9 “he was chosen by lot, according to the custom of the
priesthood, to go into the temple of the Lord and burn incense.”

Figure 7 A typical ornate golden censor and a close up of incense that is used inside of the censer

and he was given much incense to offer with the prayers of all the saints on the golden altar
before the throne, 4 and the smoke of the incense, with the prayers of the saints, rose before
God from the hand of the angel. 5 Then the angel took the censer and filled it with fire from
the altar and threw it on the earth, and there were peals of thunder, rumblings, flashes of
lightning, and an earthquake.
-

Prayers from believers are treated very carefully. They rose before God and create a
response: fire is sent down to the earth from the alter in response to the saints prayers
and judgment occurs. The saints cry for justice and justice is the result.

20

Questions
Icebreakers (for group sessions)
•
•

Share of a time when you saw justice being done (it can relate to something in the news - it
doesn’t have to be personal).
Have you watched the movie, The Prince of Egypt or read the account of the plagues in
Exodus? How many can you name?

Q1: In chapter 4, John sees God in his glory sitting on his throne. Read through this scene
again. What comfort would it give to John, while in prison, seeing God in a place of ruling
and reigning over the universe? Does the scene give an comfort to you in your current
situation? Why or why not?
Q2: In chapter 4, verse 4, John is found weeping during his vision because no one is found
worthy enough to bring about justice for him and his fellow believers while they were
undergoing such persecution. In response to his tears, Jesus appears and prepares to open
the scroll and deliver justice. What does this teach us about how we should respond to
injustice?
Q3: Jesus was announced as the ‘Lion of Judah’ but what John saw was a lamb looking as
though slain. This showed the suffering that Jesus went through on our behalf. Because he
has experienced the brutality of fallen humanity he is able to identify with us in our
suffering. But because he is has never done anything unjust he is able to judge humanity.
Do you feel able to place the injustices that you experience in Jesus’s hands and trust him
that he will ensure justice happens. Why or why not?
Q4: Rev. 7:14 says, ‘They have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of
the Lamb.’ This is referring to repentance and God’s forgiveness. How are you at
repentance? Do you sense the Holy Spirit convict you about things on a frequent basis? Do
you generally respond to that conviction and repent? When you don’t what stops you
from repenting?
Q5: The seventh seal revealed 30 minutes of silence. God was on his throne, the 24 elders
and the 4 living creatures were all present but no one said a word. Micah 7:7 says, ‘But as
for me, I will watch expectantly for the Lord; I will wait for the God of my salvation. My
God will hear me.’ Have you ever prayed a prayer and then waited to see if you can sense
a response from God? If yes, what did you experience?
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