The Grand Finale of Human History #15

“The Time of God’s Waiting (part 1)”

Revelation 6:1-8

Christmas is the favorite holiday of most children, and I doubt that has much to do with the birth of Christ for most of them. No, the children I know don’t wake up their parents at an ungodly hour on the morning of December 25th in order to hear the story of the nativity or to drive to grandma’s house for a family gathering. They want presents… and they want them now! 
The images of children tearing off bows and wrapping paper to get to their gifts are a common scene to all of us. I can imagine that tonight will seem like Christmas to some of you, as we begin to “unwrap” the bulk of Revelation with the opening of the seven seals. Last Sunday’s service probably felt like Christmas Eve as we set the stage for what is to come. Now the time has arrived.

A Comprehensive Overview

In our last study we considered a comprehensive overview of Revelation. We saw a variety of viewpoints as to how Revelation is to be interpreted, some relegating the book to only the past (the preterist view), others confining it only to the present (the historist and symbolic views) while still others consigning John’s vision only to the future (the futurist view). I shared my opinion that they are all wrong and they are all right—they are wrong in their exclusiveness, and they are all right in that the book of Revelation deals with the past, present, and future, not merely one of the three.

Following the lead of Revelation 1:19—”Write, therefore, what you have seen, what is now and what will take place later”—I propose that we should understand the past in relation to the seven churches of Asia to whom the letter was written, the present as to things taking place now, and the future as to unfulfilled prophecies we anticipate to come. All three perspectives must be maintained to properly understand this book.

A Colossal Opening

John saw in Revelation 5 the Lamb (Jesus Christ) taking the seven-sealed scroll from the hand of the Almighty. In Revelation 6 we see a colossal opening of the seals.

Before we get to the individual seals, George Eldon Ladd writes:

The breaking of the seven seals is preliminary to the actual opening of the book and the events of the end time. It pictures the forces that will be operative throughout history by which the redemptive and judicial purposes of God will be forwarded. They are not a part of the great tribulation itself, but are preparatory and preliminary to the great tribulation.

Many writers—particularly Dispensationalists—view the seven seals as part of the Great Tribulation. Warren Wiersbe suggests that the first three and a half years are covered in Revelation 6–9, the events at the middle of the period in Revelation 10–14, and the last three and a half years in Revelation 15–19.
 They believe that the Church has been already raptured into Heaven by the time Christ opens the first seal. For reasons we will see throughout our studies in Revelation, I disagree with this view, and am more in line with Ladd’s interpretation.

Tonight we will only get through the first four seals. Turn to Revelation 6:1-8,

I watched as the Lamb opened the first of the seven seals. Then I heard one of the four living creatures say in a voice like thunder, “Come!” I looked, and there before me was a white horse! Its rider held a bow, and he was given a crown, and he rode out as a conqueror bent on conquest. 

When the Lamb opened the second seal, I heard the second living creature say, “Come!” Then another horse came out, a fiery red one. Its rider was given power to take peace from the earth and to make men slay each other. To him was given a large sword. 

When the Lamb opened the third seal, I heard the third living creature say, “Come!” I looked, and there before me was a black horse! Its rider was holding a pair of scales in his hand. Then I heard what sounded like a voice among the four living creatures, saying, “A quart of wheat for a day’s wages, and three quarts of barley for a day’s wages, and do not damage the oil and the wine!” 

When the Lamb opened the fourth seal, I heard the voice of the fourth living creature say, “Come!” I looked, and there before me was a pale horse! Its rider was named Death, and Hades was following close behind him. They were given power over a fourth of the earth to kill by sword, famine and plague, and by the wild beasts of the earth. 

These first four seals introduce horses with riders (sometimes referred to as “the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse”). Those familiar with the Jewish Scriptures would have recognized a similarity with Zechariah 6:1-7,

I looked up again—and there before me were four chariots coming out from between two mountains—mountains of bronze! The first chariot had red horses, the second black, the third white, and the fourth dappled—all of them powerful. I asked the angel who was speaking to me, “What are these, my lord?” 

The angel answered me, “These are the four spirits of heaven, going out from standing in the presence of the Lord of the whole world. The one with the black horses is going toward the north country, the one with the white horses toward the west, and the one with the dappled horses toward the south.” 

When the powerful horses went out, they were straining to go throughout the earth. And he said, “Go throughout the earth!” So they went throughout the earth.

Certainly there are differences between the texts, such as the fact that Zechariah saw four chariots while John saw four individual horses with riders, and that Zechariah’s horses went out in the four directions of the compass, while John’s horses and riders had significant meanings attached to them related to the horse’s color. But the colors are strikingly similar. Both texts speak of white, red, and black horses, and while John speaks of a “pale” horse (we’ll look more into that in a moment), Zechariah describes the fourth as “dappled” or “light coloured.”
 Even the difference is similar!
Zechariah’s four chariots ride out to the four winds to patrol the earth as instruments of God’s wrath upon the enemies of his people.
 One commentator notes that “Chariots formed the storm troops in ancient warfare. They symbolize therefore God’s initiative in international affairs.”
 Likewise Wiersbe states, “Horses represent God’s activity on earth, the forces He uses to accomplish His divine purposes.”

The first seal – a white horse

The first seal opens and a white horse appears. The rider is not identified specifically, but described as carrying a bow (yet no arrows), wearing a crown, and bent on conquest. 

What would this have meant to John and his original audience at the end of the first century? Some point to the ongoing struggles between Rome and Parthia, a great threat to the Roman Empire of the northeastern frontier. Some see the Parthian monarch who always wore white. A common title of the kings of the East was “the Conqueror.”
 White was the sacred color of the Parthians, and every Parthian army included some sacred white horses.
 The weapon of choice of the Parthians was the bow, and their prowess with the bow was legendary. Certainly John’s readers would have remembered the Parthian king Vologäses who won a notable victory over the Romans in ad 62.
 I agree with Leon Morris, though, who suggests, “We need more than a mention of a bow [or the color white] to see an allusion to a specific Parthian king.”
 John’s meaning goes further than that.
Three major interpretations of the rider on the white horse are: (1) Christ Himself, (2) the antichrist and (3) the spirit of conquest. A few commentators identify this rider with Jesus Himself, equating this image with Christ’s return to earth in Revelation 19:11. John Stott writes, “So before the other horsemen spread the horrors of war, famine, and death, Christ rides out first at the head of the cavalcade, resolved to win the nations by the gospel. And he succeeds, judging by the countless multitude of the redeemed in chapter 7.”

The problem with such a view is the immediate context. The horseman here is one of a sequence of four, all bearing weapons or powers of death and destruction as enemies of the Creator, and all unnamed except for the fourth who is a personification of death. Each successive horseman is linked to developments that are catastrophic for the earth’s inhabitants: tyranny, bloodshed, famine, death.
 Furthermore there are differences in the crown and the weaponry between this rider and Christ in Revelation 19. The Greek word for crown in Revelation 6:2 is stephanos, which means “the victor’s crown.” The crown that Jesus Christ wears in Revelation 19:12 is the Greek diadema, “the kingly crown.”
 Also, the weapon of this rider is the bow, while Jesus carries “a sharp sword” in Revelation 19:15.
 I do not believe this first horseman represents Christ.

Others see the rider as the Antichrist.
 The Old Testament prophet Daniel wrote that there is a “prince that shall come” in Daniel 9:26–27. In the New Testament, Paul refers to the “the man of lawlessness” in 2 Thessalonians 2:3. John never uses the term “antichrist” in the book of Revelation, but he does four times in 1 John and once in 2 John. As to the similarities between this rider on a white horse and the depiction of Jesus returning to earth on a white horse in Revelation 19, Wiersbe writes, “We would expect the Antichrist to resemble the Christ, because Antichrist is Satan’s great imitation!”
 Barnhouse adds, “He is going to seek to fulfill the world’s idea of what the Messiah should be, since the world has rejected God’s Word as to what the Messiah must be.”

Now, I do believe that Jesus will return to earth on a white horse, and I do believe that the Antichrist will come, imitating Christ and seeking to rule the world himself, but I don’t think either one of these is the rider of the white horse in the first seal!

I believe, rather, than this rider symbolizes the spirit of conquest and militarism. Jesus warned in Matthew 24 (a passage we will examine closer later on) that, “many will come in my name, claiming, ‘I am the Christ,’ and will deceive many” (Matt. 24:5). Likewise John wrote in 1 John 2:18, “as you have heard that the antichrist [singular] is coming [future], even now many antichrists [plural] have come [past and present].” Down through the ages, many would-be world rulers have tried to imitate Christ. In this way they are antichrists—not the Antichrist, but antichrists. Antiochus Epiphanes, the Seleucid ruler who tried to wipe out both Jews and Judaism, was the prototype of this figure (described in Daniel 7-8). More recently, men like Nero, Napoleon, Hitler, and others have fit the bill. They set the stage for the Antichrist to arrive. In Matthew 24:5 Jesus is saying that this will be so till the end of time, and, indeed, especially in the last days.
 This is why I believe John has in mind military conquest in general.
 This establishes a more natural sequence with the other three riders that follow.

One final thought on this first rider: he went forth not only conquering but bent on conquest. The expression indicates purpose. Conquest was his whole aim. But we should not miss the point that the crown was given to him. He doubtless thought that his own power produced his victory. But John is sure of the sovereignty of God. The conqueror has only what God allows him to have.

The second seal – a red horse

The second seal reveals a red horse. The red color symbolizes the fire and blood of war. Rather than an arrowless bow, this rider wields a sword. This corresponds to Jesus’ reference in Matthew 24:6-7 to “wars and rumors of wars.”
 Interestingly, while this rider was given a large sword, he is not said to kill anyone. Instead, men kill one another. He takes peace away and men proceed to do all the damage. The Greek word rendered “slay” is not the usual one for ending life; it has a meaning like “slaughter” or “butcher.”
 Despite all this carnage, God is ultimately in control, even though He is not responsible for the sinful deeds of men and nations.

Ever since Cain murdered his brother Abel, human history has been stained by violence and bloodshed. One historian has concluded that since 3600 bc the world has known only 292 years of peace. During this period there have been 14,531 wars, large and small, in which 3,640,000,000 people have been killed.
 The Red Cross reported that more than 90 million people had been killed in wars from 1900-1970.
 Technology has not brought about peace, but rather more efficient killing. Violence and war continues to increase as history unfolds.

The third seal – a black horse

The third seal introduces a black horse, and its rider is holding a pair of scales. We might think of scales as a symbol of justice, but not here. These are scales used in commerce in the ancient world. These verses depict times of economic hardship…for some. The prices listed here are about eight to sixteen times the average prices in the Roman Empire at the time.
 The essentials (i.e., grains to make bread) are horribly expensive, but the luxuries (oil and wine) are not affected. This indicates not only economic impoverishment but economic inequality, where the rich get richer while the poor get poorer.

The connection between the second and third seal is mentioned by A. W. Tozer, 

It should not be surprising to us that famine and hunger will follow quickly on the heels of war and the disdain for human life. We have seen it happen too many times. When vast sections of humanity are affected by war, the dislocated masses begin to starve.

The fourth seal – a pale horse

With the opening of the fourth seal, the next horse with its rider charge into John’s view. The Greek word describing its color is chlōros (from which we get our word “chlorine” 
), indicating a “yellowish green,” the sickly color of illness and death. The rider’s name is Death.

His companion is Hades, which is one of the more misunderstood Greek words in the New Testament. The usual English translation of the Greek term hades as “Hell” is unfortunate and misleading. Hades is the waiting place for departed souls, the equivalent to the Hebrew sheol in the Old Testament. Before Christ’s resurrection, both righteous and unrighteous souls went to Hades—though to different compartments, as depicted in Luke 16:19-31. After Easter, Christ “led captives in his train,” according to Ephesians 4:8-10, from Abraham’s bosom to heaven, so that now for the Christian, “to be absent from the body is to be present with the Lord,” as Paul affirms in 2 Corinthians 5:7). Unbelieving souls are still in Hades, awaiting the final judgment. Hades is not Hell—best identified with the Greek word Gehenna—for Hades (along with Death) will be cast into the Lake of Fire (Hell) in Revelation 20:14.
At any rate, this dastardly duo appears several times together in Revelation. Death refers to the human body while Hades refers to the destination of the human soul. In this terrifying scene, John saw the grim reaper and the gravedigger moving together across the face of the earth. Death slays the body while Hades swallows up the soul.
 One writer puts it graphically: “Death parades on his horse and the realm of the departed follows like a street sweeper behind him, cleaning up the debris of the fallen and imprisoning them in that shadowy world.”

This fourth horseman is given power to kill one-fourth of the population, not by natural means, but by human violence (“sword”), natural disasters (“famine”), medical outbreaks (“plague”), and even attacks by wild animals. Large numbers of people will lose their lives in “freak” accidents and episodes.

Once again, it must be pointed out that the lethal power exercised here by Death and Hades is power they have been given, that is to say, permitted to them by the One who wields supreme and absolute power. Ultimate power does not belong to Death and Hades, notwithstanding all appearances to the contrary.
 It extends only over one-fourth of the earth, not a majority or even half, but a significant minority. (This principle will appear again in the seven trumpets.)

Reviewing the various interpretations assigned to the Four Horsemen tends to rob the contemporary reader of the dramatic nature of the vision itself. It is good to place oneself back in one of the seven churches and listen to the visions as they are being read. Instead of discussing the probable significance of each of the four colored horses those first listeners would undoubtedly have recoiled in terror as war, bloodshed, famine, and death galloped furiously across the stage of their imagination. Visions at best are to be experienced rather than analyzed. Those who approach Revelation with a sympathetic imagination are most apt to understand its true meaning.

A Concluding Observation

Even though we have only gone through the first four of the seven seals, I want to end with a concluding observation. I see a direct connection between these seals and what Jesus predicts in Matthew 24. The disciples asked Him about the end and throughout this chapter He provides the answer. Notice the similarities between what Jesus says and the seals John describes:

Jesus answered: “Watch out that no one deceives you. For many will come in my name, claiming, ‘I am the Christ,’ and will deceive many. You will hear of wars and rumors of wars, but see to it that you are not alarmed. Such things must happen, but the end is still to come. Nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom. There will be famines and earthquakes in various places. All these are the beginning of birth pains (Matthew 24:4-8).

Here are antichrists (the white horse), war (the red horse), famines (the black horse), and disasters (the pale horse), but Jesus says, “All these are the beginning of birth pains.” In other words, this is not the end, but the beginning of the end. Jesus goes on in verse nine, “Then you will be handed over to be persecuted and put to death, and you will be hated by all nations because of me.” Could this mirror the fifth seal, the voices of the martyrs? (We will consider that in our next study.)

Interestingly, I found that all of the scholars I researched agree on this connection! (And there are precious few things in Revelation they all agree on!) They may not agree on when these things will take place, but they definitely see the relationship between Jesus’ teaching in Matthew 24 and John’s vision in Revelation 6.

What I find significant about the seals is the lack of direct intervention from God. This is why I entitle this period, “The Time of God’s Waiting.” The four horsemen represent the activities of man against man: conquest, war, economic injustice, and ultimately death. During the fifth seal, the martyrs are told to wait because God Himself is waiting. Even the grammar of this text points to this, as Christopher Davis notes,

In Greek literature of John’s time, verbs in the passive voice often indicate that the Deity is performing the action. These so-called “divine passives” appear throughout John’s description of the four horsemen. As the seven seals are opened and God’s redemptive plan for creation is put into effect, John shows us that God will permit the kind of troubles represented by the four horsemen to continue in the world for a period of time. Political struggle, war, economic hardship and tragic death will continue to be a part of the future John envisions for humankind. In other words, the “labor pains” will continue beyond ad 95–96 until the Second Coming of Christ. The prophecy is true, for this is exactly the way the world has been from John’s time to the present.

God has not lost or given over control, but He allows man to make his own way. And mankind, predictably, makes a mess of it!

As to when this takes place, the Dispensationalists (among whom are Swindoll, Wiersbe, and Barnhouse) see the seven seals as occurring at the beginning of the Great Tribulation, after they believe the Church has been taken from the earth in the Rapture.

But I agree with Ladd who writes, 

The breaking of the seven seals is preliminary to the actual opening of the book and the events of the end time. It pictures the forces that will be operative throughout history by which the redemptive and judicial purposes of God will be forwarded. They are not a part of the great tribulation itself, but are preparatory and preliminary to the great tribulation.

Stott echoes this thought: “This opening drama of the first six seals gives us a general overview of history between the first and second comings of Christ.”
 Mounce concurs, commenting on the four horsemen: “Most likely in the overall scheme they represent forces of God operating in judgment throughout history.”
 Hamilton writes,
Now let me suggest that what we have just seen in Revelation 6:1-8 is relevant to us today because it tells us this: the history of humanity that we have witnessed is a history of these very things. Messianic pretenders, wars, famines, death—all these things mark the history of humanity.

In other words, I believe that we are living in the time of God’s waiting—the seven seals—right now. The principles revealed by the opening of the seals demonstrate that the world is only getting worse and will continue to do so until the end. 

“Why is God waiting?” you might ask. “What can He be possibly waiting for?” The answer is found in 2 Peter 3:9, “The Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some understand slowness. He is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance.” He is giving individuals every opportunity to turn to Him.

Over a half century ago, A. W. Tozer preached through this same text. He said,

You may be accusing me of extreme pessimism. So be it. But I must agree with what John foretells, for it is a part of the Bible, and the Bible is wholly true. We live in the midst of an ungodly society—a world that rebels against our God and His Christ. I do not find anything in the Word of God to encourage this generation in its present godless lifestyle. It resolves no problems for men and women to say to each other, “Cheer up! Things will get better!” All is not well. Things will not get better.

The good news is found that our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ, holds the scroll of human history and destiny firmly in His grasp. He is in control. He will be through it all.
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