Studies in the Book of Revelation

Lesson 5: The Opening of the Seals   (6:1—7:17)

  In the letters to the seven churches of Asia, the brethren have been encouraged  to persevere in the face of the great trials that were coming. They have been assured by the Son of God that if they will remain faithful unto death they will be given the crown of life (cf. 2:10; 3:10,11). 
  The certainty of their eventual triumph is strengthened as John is told to come and see the things that would take place (4:1). There he beholds a glorious vision of  an all-powerful God reigning upon His throne and the Lamb of God who has redeemed men of all nations by His blood and made them kings and priests. All creatures in heaven and on earth proclaim the greatness of the Father and the Son and fall down before them in worship as they await the Lamb’s opening of the sealed scroll to show them very vividly the things that have and will take place. 
  As the book moves forward the reader finds that whatever dark moments the future might  hold for the saints, and no matter how daunting and formidable  their enemies might seem, their ultimate victory has already  been assured.  

  As the seals begin to be opened we will find that some things are explained but other details are not.   It should not trouble us that in this kind of literature there is room for some various possibilities of exact meaning either with a particular symbol or with the overall significance of a vision.  Many well-studied conservative scholars have disagreed and often changed their own minds on some matters in their search for understanding and truth in highly-figurative writings.
We will attempt to give some variation of what this teacher feels are the more plausible possibilities on several matters but each student will have to reach their own conclusions about what seems most likely.  Great caution is urged that no one becomes dogmatic in those areas where sound arguments can be offered on different sides. Despite disagreements that may exist in regard to certain details this teacher remains adamant that the book’s purpose and main principles are clear for everyone to see.
  Chapter 6 in the book shows us the opening of the first six seals on the scroll. Chapter 7 has been referred to by some as an interlude giving great assurance to God’s people.  Remember that we have said that one feature of apocalyptic literature is that it provides a two-world view. We will see things happening on earth and also see things happening in heaven or in spiritual realms.

The Horsemen
  The opening of the first four seals gives the reader a picture of four horsemen which could  be thought  to appear in a somewhat sequential  fashion. They represent things that are taking place on earth.  It seems likely that they are intended to give us a brief backdrop against which we will
consider the cries of the saints when the fifth seal is opened and we see those who have been martyred under the altar.  They are told to rest a little longer until their fellow servants would 
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suffer their same fate.  This is then followed in the opening of the sixth seal with an announcement of the coming of the wrath of God and the Lamb.

  Since the book clearly addresses the prospect of persecution and God’s deliverance of His people then (as suggested above)  we might assume that the events depicted by the four horsemen represent some aspects of the circumstances that Christians were facing and creating hardship and danger for them.  However there is a divide about what is most likely intended.
  The views most popular with brethren revolve around two basic possibilities (with some slight variations), with the identification of the first horse and its rider as key  
      The first one is that the white horse and its rider  represent Jesus going forth to conquer in 
      the gospel. As a result, conflict (the red horse and rider), naturally occurs (see Matthew 
      10:34).  Saints then face discrimination in buying (the black horse and rider) the necessities

      for life,  and despite their special relationship with God and His Son, they must still suffer 

      with the rest of humanity (the pale horse and Death and Hades)  the calamities of their 

      times.
      The second view is that the white horse and rider reflect military conquest (either by Rome

      or against Rome).  Then the red horse and rider would suggest war, strife and possibly
      persecution. The black horse and rider,  would represent want in the midst of luxury, 

      especially effecting those most despised and  finally judgments, tribulations and even death

      (the pale horse) as part of the tumultuous  times.  Even God’s people will be exposed to
      these trials.

 It is difficult for many Christians to understand why as God’s special people they are not delivered from the common suffering that all men face, but when, in addition, opposition and persecution are also heaped upon them they may wonder whether  God cares. What will be their end and  what will be the end of those who fight against them and act as Satan’s agents in the on-going spiritual conflict?
The souls under the altar and coming judgment
  In Revelation 6:8-11 (the fifth seal opened),  the scene shifts from the earth to a heavenly setting where those who have “been slain for the word of God and for the testimony which they held” are pictured under the altar asking God when He will avenge their blood on those who dwell on the earth.  This is not a case of an improper spirit or attitude on the part of Christians towards their enemies but recognizes God’s determined judgment upon such men and look for relief for those who follow the cross.  While these saints are told to wait a little longer the specter of a severe judgment is seen when the sixth seal is opened (6:12-17).
3.
The sealing of God’s people and the multitude before the throne
  Before there will be any judgments upon the wicked there must be a sealing of God’s people upon the earth.  The figurative language found here uses symbolic numbers and speaks of them as coming from the “tribes of the children of Israel” (7:4).  There should be no doubt that despite the interpretations set forth by some of our religious friends, the author’s language is not meant to be taken literally but is typical of  this style of writing, and refers to all of God’s faithful people upon the earth.   One will see as they read through this list of tribes that it is not identical with those named tribes of the Old Testament (Dan and Ephraim are not mentioned and  a tribe named after Joseph is included). This perhaps sends a subtle message to those who were tempted to worship the image of the beast.
  The next scene pictures a great multitude before the throne worshipping God who are identified as those who “have come out of the great tribulation” (7:14).  It seems quite plausible that these two groups (the ones sealed in vs. 1-8, and the multitude in heaven) are in fact the same people, just seen from the separate perspectives of heaven and earth
Questions
1. One objection about the white horseman representing military conquest is that the color

white is so often associated with purity and heavenly purposes?   How might one answer this objection?  In contrast, what problems do you see  as it representing Christ conquering in the gospel?
2. Does it make any difference to you that the word for “sword” in 6:4 is thought to imply the kind of sword or butchering knife that might be used in slaying sacrifices as opposed to the “sword” of 6:8 that may be more often associated with warfare?
3. Is it wrong for God’s people to have a desire for divine justice to be done?  What principles must always be kept in mind in thinking about this issue?

4. Do you think the judgment being foretold in 6:12-17 is the final judgment or a judgment in time upon certain wicked men?
5. How had the multitude before the throne in chapter 7 made their robes white?  What great blessings could they look forward to  in God’s presence (7:16-17)?
