The Grand Finale of Human History #17

“The Time of God’s Waiting (part 3)”

Revelation 6:12-17

Many people outside the church recognize such terms as “Apocalypse” and “Armageddon,” even though they may not know their biblical significance. They’ve probably picked up those words from movie or television screens, and associate them with the end of the world as we know it.

My guess is that if you asked the average person on the street to describe the end of the world, they would unknowingly allude to language and images from the sixth seal of Revelation 6. With this seal we begin to witness what we might call the “classic” images of the end times—

· the earth quakes

· the sun turns black like sackcloth

· the moon appears red as blood

· stars rain down upon the earth

· the sky splits like a scroll

· the mountains and islands shift from their places

We can imagine the types of geological events that might cause such phenomena. A great earthquake shakes the entire globe and volcanic eruptions spew ash and gases into the atmosphere, veiling the sun like a dark, rough, burlap cloth. Putrid air distorts the color of the moon, and the heavens rain down meteors. When people head for the mountains, they discover that their hiding places have collapsed. When they head for the islands to escape the mass hysteria, they quickly realize the islands have been submerged. Whatever the ultimate fulfillment of these images may be, we can agree with one commentator who writes, “The scene…is one of catastrophe and distress for the inhabitants of the earth.”

Some interpreters, particularly amillennialists, see the opening of the sixth seal as the end of time. Michael Wilcock writes, 

The question of whether the earthquake, the darkened sun, and so on, are to be taken literally or metaphorically, misses the point. That day will spell the end of the entire universe as we know it (Heb. 12:26), the end of the planets and galaxies as well as the end of the human institutions they may symbolize.

They see the seven trumpets and the seven bowls as covering the same time frame as the seven seals, with each ending with the culmination of history. Yet I see too much difference between the seals, trumpets, and bowls to equate them all together.

Unusual Disasters

John describes the opening of the sixth seal in Revelation 6:12-14,

I watched as he opened the sixth seal. There was a great earthquake. The sun turned black like sackcloth made of goat hair, the whole moon turned blood red, and the stars in the sky fell to earth, as late figs drop from a fig tree when shaken by a strong wind. The sky receded like a scroll, rolling up, and every mountain and island was removed from its place.
The opening of the sixth seal will produce worldwide convulsions and catastrophes, including the first of three great earthquakes (Rev. 6:12; 11:13; 16:18–19). All of nature will be affected: the sun, moon, and stars, as well as the heavens, the mountains, and the islands.
 

Many of these images have appeared earlier in the Bible. The prophet Joel warned regarding the future day of the Lord: “Blow the trumpet in Zion; sound the alarm on my holy hill. Let all who live in the land tremble, for the day of the Lord is coming. It is close at hand…Before them the earth shakes, the sky trembles, the sun and moon are darkened, and the stars no longer shine” (Joel 2:1, 10). Later in the same chapter we read, “I will show wonders in the heavens and on the earth, blood and fire and billows of smoke. The sun will be turned to darkness and the moon to blood before the coming of the great and dreadful day of the Lord” (Joel 2:30-31). We read in Isaiah 13:10, “The stars of heaven and their constellations will not show their light. The rising sun will be darkened and the moon will not give its light,” and in Isaiah 34:4, “All the stars of the heavens will be dissolved and the sky rolled up like a scroll; all the starry host will fall like withered leaves from the vine, like shriveled figs from the fig tree.” Jeremiah 4:23-28 states,

I looked at the earth, and it was formless and empty; and at the heavens, and their light was gone. I looked at the mountains, and they were quaking; all the hills were swaying. I looked, and there were no people; every bird in the sky had flown away. I looked, and the fruitful land was a desert; all its towns lay in ruins before the Lord, before his fierce anger. This is what the Lord says: “The whole land will be ruined, though I will not destroy it completely. Therefore the earth will mourn and the heavens above grow dark, because I have spoken and will not relent, I have decided and will not turn back.”

The same cosmic catastrophic language is found in our Lord’s words in Matthew 24:29 as He quotes Isaiah 13 and 34. The language used by John in Revelation 6 is so similar to the prophecy in Matthew 24 that it is difficult to believe that John was not familiar with it.

Notice, though, the Lord’s words in Jeremiah 4:27, “I will not destroy it completely.” I believe that is important as we understand the sixth seal in Revelation.

Universal Dread

These unusual disasters lead to a universal dread in Revelation 6:15, “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.” Following the horrific events described in the verses above, John recorded a frightful scene: the complete and utter panic of the entire population of the world. Every kind of person—rich and poor, elite and common—will cry out in dread, hiding themselves like hunted animals in the cracks and crevices of the earth. Rather than rushing into God’s merciful and loving presence by grace through faith, they will flee from Him. Instead of bowing before Him in worship, they will bury themselves in caves, overcome with frenzied fear.
 Notice that rank and wealth will not deliver anyone in that terrible day. John’s list included kings, captains, and slaves, the rich and the poor. “Who shall be able to stand?”

Again John echoes Old Testament prophecies, such as Isaiah 2:19, “Men will flee to caves in the rocks and to holes in the ground from dread of the Lord and the splendor of his majesty, when he rises to shake the earth,” and Hosea 10:8, “Then they will say to the mountains, ‘Cover us!’ and to the hills, ‘Fall on us!’” Caves and mountain clefts were useful for hiding from human enemies, and Christians in Sardis could have thought of the cave-tombs of the mountain facing their acropolis. But such sites would prove utterly futile in obstructing the One who moved whole mountains in his wrath.
 Rather than repent, people foolishly try to hide.
 They can run, but they cannot hide.

Unavoidable Doom

Verses 16-17 reflect their unavoidable doom:

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?”
If men and women will not yield to the love of God, and be changed by the grace of God, then there is no way for them to escape the wrath of God.

The expression “the day of the Lord” appears often in the Old Testament. It is an inclusive term, which can encompass the entire period that will end this present age and inaugurate the age to come—not merely a twenty-four hour period. It will be a day of judgment for the wicked—a day of wrath—but a day of redemption for the righteous.
 The prophet Joel described the day of the Lord as “great [and] dreadful.” Zephaniah describes it as a day of wrath and retribution (Zeph 1:14–18). The rhetorical question “Who can stand?” in verse 17 echoes Nahum 1:6, “Who can withstand his indignation? Who can endure his fierce anger?”
In the New Testament, it is called the day of the Lord (2 Thess. 2:2), the day of Christ (Php. 1:10), the day of the Lord Jesus Christ (1 Cor. 1:8), or the day of the Lord Jesus (2 Cor. 1:14). It is also the day of wrath (Rom. 2:5) and the day of redemption (Eph. 4:30).

The subject may be difficult for us to comprehend or talk about, but the wrath of God is a fundamental theme in New Testament teaching. It is both a present reality and an eschatological event. It is neither personal vindictiveness nor an impersonal process of retribution that works itself out in the course of history. It is rather the response of God’s holiness to persistent and impenitent wickedness.

This does not mean, however, that this is the end. As 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.

I agree with another writer’s statement, “The beginning of the end has arrived.”
 As Jesus said in Matthew 24:6 and 8, “the end is still to come,” for these are merely “the beginning of birth pangs.”
 Looking ahead in Revelation, John does not go on to describe the end itself and the coming of the Lord as we might expect. Instead, he continues to relate certain events which immediately precede the end. In fact, when the seventh seal is broken, there is no single woe which follows; instead, John relates the sounding of the seven trumpets and the woes which accompany them, and then the emptying of the seven bowls and their woes. This is consonant with our understanding of the seven seals. We have interpreted the seals to represent forces which will be at work throughout the course of the age and which are only preparatory to the opening of the book. The breaking of each of the seals does not witness the opening of part of the book, chapter by chapter as it were; all of the seals are preliminary to opening the book. The sixth seal brings us to the threshold of the opening of the book and the great events of the end. The breaking of the seventh seal makes it possible for the book to be opened and its contents disclosed. The book contains the prophecies of the end of the world; but the end is not a single event but consists of a whole complex of events. It includes the outpouring of God’s wrath upon a rebellious civilization, the judgment of the Antichrist and the destruction of his hosts, as well as the resurrection of the dead and the establishment of the Kingdom of God. So we may conclude that the sixth seal brings us to the threshold of the end; and then John stands back, as it were, to tell the story of the end in greater detail. The breaking of the seventh seal opens the book and begins the story of the events of the end time; this is the substance of the remainder of the Revelation.

I realize this may be very different from how you have been taught regarding the end times. You may not see this passage as I do. That’s fine, as one commentator notes,

You and I may disagree on the specifics of exactly what these verses mean, but we will agree on the general picture: God has a definite plan to save his people and judge his enemies. The fact that God has a plan is revealed to us to enable us to trust him, to free us from sin, and to give us hope.

The sixth seal introduces unusual disasters, universal dread, and unavoidable doom. Yet this “unavoidable doom” is avoidable. The same second chapter of Joel that describes the day of the Lord also issues a call to repentance: “‘Yet even now,’ declares the Lord, ‘return to Me with all your heart, and with fasting, weeping and mourning; and rend your heart and not your garments’” (Joel 2:12–13a). To this statement Joel himself adds some vital theological truths: “Now return to the Lord your God, for He is gracious and compassionate, slow to anger, abounding in lovingkindness and relenting of evil” (2:13). It is interesting that Peter himself quoted Joel 2 in his sermon at Pentecost in Acts 2, ending with the invitation to repentance.
 Later he would write in 2 Peter 3:9-10, “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. But the day of the Lord will come like a thief.” The time to repent is now, during the time of God’s waiting. He is waiting for you. But He will not wait forever. The day of the Lord will come.

Will you be ready?
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