The Grand Finale of Human History #19

“The Time of God’s Warning (part 1)”

Revelation 8:1-13

Ever been let down by a finale? Perhaps it was the “grand finale” of a fireworks display, or the final episode of a favorite television series or chain of movies. For me it was the seventh (and last) of C. S. Lewis’ books, The Chronicles of Narnia. I was in junior high when I read the books, and one of our youth advisors went on and on about the final book entitled The Last Battle. But when I finally got to reading it, the book failed to live up to expectations. (The fault lay not with the author but with my inflated expectations!) 

We might be tempted to feel this way with the seventh seal in Revelation 8, but with a proper understanding of its significance I hope we will not be disappointed.

The Silence before the Trumpets

The eighth chapter of Revelation opens in verse one, “When he opened the seventh seal, there was silence in heaven for about half an hour.” After the lengthy coverage of the sixth seal, we anticipate the seventh seal with baited breath. The one thing we don’t anticipate is…silence. As Chuck Swindoll notes,

Until this moment in John’s visions, there have been sounds of enormous volume—all creatures in antiphonal worship, angelic hosts belting out hallelujahs, a cacophony of earthly calamities, and a reverberating celebration of praise among the redeemed. Yet when Christ broke the seventh and final seal and a distinct group of seven unidentified angels were handed seven trumpets, all that explosion of noise turned to silence.

How are we to interpret the silence before the trumpets? We might be tempted to think, “Aw, it’s a dud!”  But silence should not be interpreted as dullness.  Perhaps it is reminiscent of Habakkuk 2:20, “But the Lord is in his holy temple; let all the earth be silent before him.”  Psalm 76:8 declares, “You caused judgment to be heard from heaven; the earth feared and was still.” God proclaimed in Isaiah 41:1, “Coastlands, listen to Me in silence, and let the peoples gain new strength; let them come forward, then let them speak; let us come together for judgment.” Zephaniah 1:7 warns, “Be silent before the Lord God! For the day of the Lord is near.”
The best suggestion is that the silence represents an attitude of trembling suspense in view of the judgments of God that are about to fall upon the world. It is the silence of dreadful anticipation of the events that follow, now that the time of the end has come.
 Certainly, this silence was “the calm before the storm.”

The length of the duration of this silence, “about half an hour,” indicates the passage of time as John experienced it. There is a long and ominous silence as he awaits what this final unsealing will disclose. It feels to him like half an hour; there is no need to seek some symbolic significance in the span.

Now that the seven seals have been broken, we would expect to read about the opening of the scroll and the disclosure of its contents. However, nothing of the sort occurs; the scroll simply drops out of sight.
 Remember, though, that everything that follows—the seven trumpets, the seven wonders, the seven bowls, the Second Coming of Christ, and the millennium—are all included in the seventh seal.  This seal—or, perhaps we could say, the now-opened scroll—represents the final chapter of human history as time and space come to an end and eternity begins.

The amillennialists see the seven seals, trumpets, wonders, and bowls as cyclical, covering the same events from different vantage points.
 I cannot agree with this view. As we will see in the moment, while the seven seals and seven trumpets are dealt with similarly—four, two, and one—the content of them are vastly different. The seventh seal contains virtually nothing in itself, except to introduce the seven trumpets. The seventh trumpet, as we will see in a later message, is filled with activity and significant events, as well as introducing the seven bowls of God’s wrath. It is better to understand the sevens as occurring consecutively—one following the other—rather than cyclically. 

The Symbolism of the Trumpets

John continues his vision in verses 2-6,

And I saw the seven angels who stand before God, and to them were given seven trumpets. Another angel, who had a golden censer, came and stood at the altar. He 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. Then the seven angels who had the seven trumpets prepared to sound them.

John identifies seven angels who are each given a trumpet. The definite article (“the seven angels”) shows that a specific seven are in mind.
 These are perhaps the seven archangels of Jewish literature. In 1 Enoch 20:2–8, reference is made to seven angels who stand before God and are named Uriel, Raphael, Raguel, Michael, Saraqael, Gabriel, and Remiel. John may not have these in mind, but the offering up of the prayers of the saints was in Jewish thought connected with archangels (Tobit 12:15; Levi 3:7).

Archangels are not prominent in Scripture, as only two of whom are named. In the New Testament “the archangel Michael” is mentioned in Jude 9 and is also named, without being designated an archangel, in Revelation 12:7. In Luke 1 “the angel Gabriel” who appears in turn to Zechariah and Mary and speaks with them is traditionally known as one of the archangels. Note the description of himself in Luke 1:19: “I am Gabriel, who stands in the presence of God,” just as these seven are depicted.

Whatever the connection may be between the seven trumpet-angels of John’s vision and the seven archangels of Jewish literature, their role in the book of Revelation is to announce a series of plagues that is to fall upon the earth and its inhabitants. It is possible that they are also the seven angels who later pour out the seven bowls of the wrath of God.

More important than the identity of the angels is the symbolism of the trumpets. The Greek term used for “trumpet” (salpinx) refers to an instrument of pronouncement, alarm, or call to arms. The New Testament never uses this term to identify a musical instrument. Instead, it refers to its military use, similar to a bugle used on a battlefield. In Revelation, as in several Old Testament passages, the salpinx announces the coming of the day of the Lord.

The Hebrew term shofar speaks of a trumpet usually made of a ram’s horn. These were used in Jewish life as signaling instruments. They sounded alarms for war or danger as well as for peace and announced the new moon, the beginning of the Sabbath, or the death of a notable person. Their use as eschatological signals of the day of the Lord or the return of Christ is well established in both the Old and New Testaments (see Isa 27:13; Joel 2:1; Zeph 1:16; Matt 24:31; 1 Cor 15:52; 1 Thess 4:16).

Verses 3-4 speak of the prayers of the saints, mixed with incense and fire from the altar. (Remember how in Revelation 5:8 we read of “golden bowls full of incense, which are the prayers of the saints.”) This shows that the prayers of God’s people play a necessary part in ushering in the judgments of God.
 The judgments are actually in answer to the prayers of the saints.

This reflects an Old Testament practice, but with a twist. On the great Day of Atonement, described in Leviticus 16, the high priest would put incense on the coals in the censer and, with the blood of the sacrifice, enter the Holy of Holies. But in this scene, the angel put the incense on the altar and then cast the coals from the altar to the earth! The parallel in Ezekiel 10:6-7 indicates that this symbolized God’s judgment; and the effects described in Revelation 8:5 substantiate this view. A storm is about to begin!

Before we get into the sounding of the trumpets individually, I want to consider their purpose as a group. I call the seven trumpets “A Time of God’s Warning.” Whereas the seals mark a time of God’s waiting, the trumpets emphasize God’s activity. God takes action against sin.
 

We should also bear in mind that these are not the final judgments. In each case a third only is affected, and this serves as a warning of more severe judgment to come (as in the seven bowls). I think of a small child who is about to get in big trouble with Mom or Dad. A parental warning may be given, punctuated by a single swat on the bottom, which serves as a precursor of a much more severe punishment if a change in attitude or action does not occur. (And if this sounds like personal experience, you’re right!)

While God hates sin and deals with it severely, we should not think of the wrath of God in merely judicial terms; it also embodies a merciful purpose. It is designed to drive men to their knees by harsh experiences while the time for decision remains, before it is too late. This is hinted at in several passages. After the sixth trumpet, we read in Revelation 9:20, “The rest of mankind, who were not killed by these plagues, did not repent of the works of their hands nor give up worshiping demons and idols.” It is implied that when men are confronted by the wrath of God in judgment, they should be humbled in repentance and turn from their wickedness to worship the God of heaven. The same note resounds in connection with the bowls of wrath. After the fifth bowl, we read in Revelation 16:10 that men “cursed the God of heaven for their pain and sores and did not repent of their deeds.” As George Eldon Ladd puts it, “If it were possible to drive men to repentance, the plagues of the trumpets and bowls would do so.”
 Unfortunately, as I understand the book of Revelation, only a small group of people actually heeds the warnings of the trumpets and turn to God. The vast majority will not listen.

Swindoll offers this application of the symbolism of the trumpets:

We humans are a stubborn lot. Spiritual blindness, self-will, and an inborn habit of disobedience all work against the humility and submission God desires. Believers who should know better have a hard time with the simple directive to “trust and obey.” For people who grope in the darkness and stumble in ignorance, the situation is worse! How can a righteous Redeemer snare the attention of a wicked world? Christian apologist C. S. Lewis approached that question this way:

Anyone who has watched gluttons shoveling down the most exquisite foods as if they did not know what they were eating, will admit that we can ignore even pleasure. But pain insists upon being attended to. God whispers to us in our pleasures, speaks in our conscience, but shouts in our pains: it is His megaphone to rouse a deaf world.

In the process of calling people to repentance, God uses a variety of means. For example, Saul of Tarsus was literally heading down the wrong path in his persecution of the early church. Though God already had been working at goading Saul’s conscience, it ultimately took a powerful encounter with the risen Savior, accompanied by a brief stint of blindness, to get his attention. In a similar way, God will one day get the attention of the entire world. Over the centuries He has called sinners to repentance through the gospel. He has offered the witness of fulfilled prophecy and changed lives. He has even revealed coming judgments, warning the world of things to come. However effective these methods may have been, a day is coming when the hardness of the unbelieving hearts of the unregenerate will intensify. When that happens, God will turn to other means to get through to a deaf and stubborn world.

We could go on into the sounding of the trumpets, but I think we’ll leave that until next time. This is too important for us to rush through. I believe there is a relevant application for each of us today.

We are reading about what God will do in the end times on a global scale. Yet, as we just read, God does the same thing in individual lives as well. He will use strong measures—sometimes painful measures—to warn us of greater danger ahead. He used a talking donkey to warn Balaam, a great fish to swallow Jonah, leprosy to chastise Miriam the sister of Moses, and the ten plagues on Egypt to get Pharaoh’s attention. (We will see a parallel in the trumpet judgments to some of these plagues.
) 

Why do these painful experiences come our way? Is God mad at us, or does He take a sadistic delight in making His children squirm? Of course not! No, we read about this in Hebrews 12:5-11,

You have forgotten that word of encouragement that addresses you as sons:

“My son, do not make light of the Lord's discipline,

and do not lose heart when he rebukes you, 

because the Lord disciplines those he loves,

and he punishes everyone he accepts as a son.”  

Endure hardship as discipline; God is treating you as sons. For what son is not disciplined by his father? If you are not disciplined (and everyone undergoes discipline), then you are illegitimate children and not true sons. Moreover, we have all had human fathers who disciplined us and we respected them for it. How much more should we submit to the Father of our spirits and live! Our fathers disciplined us for a little while as they thought best; but God disciplines us for our good, that we may share in his holiness. No discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful. Later on, however, it produces a harvest of righteousness and peace for those who have been trained by it.

God lovingly warns us of greater danger with (sometimes) painful, though partial, warnings. As C. S. Lewis wrote, “God whispers to us in our pleasures, speaks in our conscience, but shouts in our pains: it is His megaphone to rouse a deaf world.” What is the megaphone—or trumpet—in your life? 

Maybe there has been something happening that you have chalked up as a bit of bad luck or a coincidence. (We considered the idea of “coincidence” in our morning message!) I’m not suggesting that every negative event in our lives is a warning from God or a bit of discipline on our lives, but wouldn’t it be wise to at least consider the possibility? 

Whenever we encounter painful difficulties, use that as an opportunity for some self-examination. We may discover that there is no hidden sin that needs to be confessed and turned away from; God can also use challenging circumstances to help us grow in our spiritual lives—remember Paul’s “thorn in the flesh”? But if we do uncover some unconfessed sin, take the warning and turn from it…now! Don’t wait until later—it may be too late!

We don’t normally do this, but I have reserved communion tonight until after the sermon. I want us to use this time as a time of reflection, of self-examination, to see if there is anything amiss in our lives requiring confession and repentance. It may also involve reconciling with a brother or sister in Christ whom we have offended. Whatever it may lead us to, let us heed God’s warning in our lives before we face a new week.

Paul writes in 1 Corinthians 11:28-32,

A man ought to examine himself before he eats of the bread and drinks of the cup. For anyone who eats and drinks without recognizing the body of the Lord eats and drinks judgment on himself. That is why many among you are weak and sick, and a number of you have fallen asleep. But if we judged ourselves, we would not come under judgment. When we are judged by the Lord, we are being disciplined so that we will not be condemned with the world. 

As we gather around the Lord’s table, may our prayer be like Psalm 139:23-24,

Search me, O God, and know my heart; test me and know my anxious thoughts.

See if there is any offensive way in me, and lead me in the way everlasting.
Hear the warning of the Lord before it’s too late.
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