The Grand Finale of Human History #20

“The Time of God’s Warning (part 2)”

Revelation 8:7-13

Have you noticed how many natural disasters are striking our world?

According to recent studies, the number of natural and geophysical disasters taking place each year is noticeable skyrocketing. In 1970, the average of natural disasters reported was 78; in 2004, this number jumped to 348. According to AccuWeather, since 1990, natural disasters have affected 217 million people every single year. From 1980 to 2009 there was an 80 percent increase in the growth of climate-related disasters. Between 2001 and 2010, more than $1.2 trillion was lost to the increased rates of natural disasters.

As we open our Bibles to Revelation 8, we see that the worst is yet to come.

The Symbolism of the Trumpets

Last week we considered the symbolism of the seven trumpets. Throughout the Bible we saw that trumpets were not used in the ancient world as a musical instrument, but rather a warning device. With that in mind, I have called the seven trumpets “A Time of God’s Warning,” as these judgments serve as an alarm to wake a slumbering world of greater judgment to come.

The Sounding of the Trumpets

Revelation 8:7-12 record the sounding of the trumpets:

The first angel sounded his trumpet, and there came hail and fire mixed with blood, and it was hurled down upon the earth. A third of the earth was burned up, a third of the trees were burned up, and all the green grass was burned up. 

The second angel sounded his trumpet, and something like a huge mountain, all ablaze, was thrown into the sea. A third of the sea turned into blood, a third of the living creatures in the sea died, and a third of the ships were destroyed. 

The third angel sounded his trumpet, and a great star, blazing like a torch, fell from the sky on a third of the rivers and on the springs of water— the name of the star is Wormwood. A third of the waters turned bitter, and many people died from the waters that had become bitter. 

The fourth angel sounded his trumpet, and a third of the sun was struck, a third of the moon, and a third of the stars, so that a third of them turned dark. A third of the day was without light, and also a third of the night. 

As we saw earlier in the chapter, in answer to the prayers of all the saints, the seven angels who had the seven trumpets made ready to blow them. The plagues of the trumpets are in two groups: the first four involve natural catastrophes; the last three plagues fall directly upon men.
 We will consider the first four this evening.

The angels sound their trumpets, and supernatural events take place in nature. The first trumpet affects the earth, trees, and grass. The second trumpet affects the seas, or bodies of salt water. The third trumpet affects the rivers, or bodies of fresh water. The fourth trumpet affects the heavenly bodies—the sun, moon, and stars. (Remember this sequence, for it is repeated later.) The first four judgments have many details in common with the plagues in Egypt recorded in Exodus. And why not? After all, the whole world will be saying, as did Pharaoh, “Who is the Lord that we should serve Him?”

The important point concerning these trumpet judgments is the amount of each natural resource that is affected. In each case it is one-third of the earth, water, and heavenly bodies that are involved. This is a significant amount, but not a majority.
 That is why I call the seven trumpets “a time of God’s warning,” for these are wake-up calls to a lost world that they need to turn from their wicked ways. Throughout Scripture the sound of the trumpet is essentially to give warning, as in Ezekiel 33:3, “…and he sees the sword coming against the land and blows the trumpet to warn the people.” The trumpet judgments are designed to bring men to repentance, as we read in Revelation 9:20, “The rest of mankind that were not killed by these plagues still did not repent of the work of their hands…”
 God wants all men to come to repentance, but the sinners do not heed the warnings.
Let’s consider the first four trumpets individually. 

The first trumpet will unleash a judgment targeting one third of the earth’s vegetation and its green grass. This no doubt will decimate crops and forests, filling the air with smoke and ash. Though this first judgment is not directly aimed at human beings, it will indirectly affect food supplies, the global economy, and health on a massive scale.
 The Greek word for trees usually means “fruit trees”; and the destruction of pasture lands would devastate the meat and milk industries.

The statement that “all green grass was burnt up” is difficult for interpreters because it seems to be contradicted by the order in Revelation 9:4 prohibiting the locusts from harming the grass of the earth. What John probably means here is that all of the green grass in the one-third of the earth affected was destroyed.

The first trumpet targeted the earth; the second blast will affect one third of the sea. This enormous devastation strikes both life in its depths and ships on its surface. In John’s symbolic vision, he witnessed “something like a great mountain” engulfed in flames cast into the sea. (Remember, this is John’s way of describing what he saw. He does not say “a great mountain” but rather “something like a great mountain.”) The image of water turning to “blood” recalls the judgment of God through Moses described in Exodus 7. Whether this is literal blood or a description of massive pollution as a result of the catastrophe, we cannot be sure. It may be that the “mountain” envisioned by John describes an asteroid that will strike the ocean. The tsunami alone caused by this kind of impact would inflict the extent of death and destruction described in verse 9. The impact on human life would be enormous. Those who depend on ocean life for food would suffer hunger and hardship on an unprecedented scale. The destruction of seafaring vessels would cause disruption in global trade as well as a crisis of security when the navies of world powers are significantly reduced.

In light of this we ought to remember the words of Psalm 46:2, “Therefore we will not fear, though the earth give way and the mountains fall into the heart of the sea.” This will indeed be a terror to the wicked, but God’s people have nothing to fear from God’s judgments on the godless.

The third trumpet affects the fresh water sources (even as the second trumpet hit the salt water supply). Here John sees a star falling, and its name is Wormwood. Now wormwood as we know it is not poisonous. John may have in mind another substance resembling it in some ways. Or he may be taking the bitterness of the taste as itself suggesting poison.
 Or perhaps he is referring to Jeremiah 9:15, where wormwood is a symbol of divine judgment: “Therefore, this is what the Lord Almighty, the God of Israel, says: ‘See, I will make this people eat bitter food [“wormwood” in kjv] and drink poisoned water.’”

The word translated “wormwood” gives us our English word absinthe, which is a popular liqueur in some countries of the world. The word means “undrinkable,” and in the Old Testament was synonymous with sorrow and great calamity. Jeremiah, “the Weeping Prophet,” often used it (Jer. 9:15; 23:15; Lam. 3:15, 19), and so did Amos (Amos 5:7, “those who turn justice into wormwood,” nasb). Moses warned that idolatry would bring sorrow to Israel, like a root producing wormwood (Deut. 29:18). Solomon warned that immorality might seem pleasant, but in the end, it produces bitterness like wormwood (Prov. 5:4).

The National Geographic Society lists about 100 principal rivers in the world, ranging from the Amazon (4,000 miles long) to the Rio de la Plata (150 miles long). The US Geological Survey reports thirty large rivers in the United States, beginning with the mighty Mississippi (3,710 miles long). One third of these rivers, and their sources, will become so bitterly polluted that drinking their water could produce death.

If the people who drink from these waters are in danger of dying, what must happen to the fish and other creatures that live in these waters? And what would happen to the vegetation near these rivers? If the ecologists are worried about the deadly consequences of water pollution today, what will they think when the third trumpet blows?

The fourth trumpet blast will strike one third of the sun, moon, and stars, dimming their light by one third. With one third less sunlight on the earth, there will be one third less energy available to support the life systems of man and nature.
 Furthermore, those places in the area hit hardest by these plagues will have lost power and deteriorated into desperation and despair. Add natural darkness to this situation and the result will be anarchy and chaos. Rioting, looting, and crime will exacerbate the horrors experienced around the globe.
 It is possible, though, that this particular judgment is temporary, for in Revelation 16:8-9 the fourth bowl judgment intensifies the sun’s power.

In the Old Testament, darkness was regarded by the prophets as an aspect of divine judgment. Joel, for instance, declares in Joel 3:14-15, “Multitudes, multitudes in the valley of decision! For the day of the Lord is near in the valley of decision. The sun and moon will be darkened, and the stars no longer shine,” and Amos announces in Amos 8:9, “In that day,” declares the Sovereign Lord, “I will make the sun go down at noon and darken the earth in broad daylight.”
 Jesus similarly taught in Matthew 24:29, “Immediately after the distress of those days, ‘the sun will be darkened, and the moon will not give its light; the stars will fall from the sky, and the heavenly bodies will be shaken.’” (He was quoting from Isaiah in that verse.) This is set in the context of taking place prior to His return for His own.

Some folks love to interpret the trumpet judgments in light of modern technology. The “hail and fire mixed with blood” is supposedly modern armaments and ammunition, while the “great blazing star” is some kind of nuclear warhead. The locusts of the fifth trumpet are identified as attack helicopters while the horses and riders of the sixth trumpet are supposedly warships or warplanes. There’s a technical, theological term for such teaching—hogwash! To play such games with the text demeans God’s Word, makes any interpretation of earlier generations irrelevant, and assumes that everything described here will be fulfilled in our lifetime! Maybe it will be fulfilled before our very eyes, but every generation of Christians since the first century has been just as sure that they would witness the end of time. (Just for fun, find a commentary on Revelation written at least one hundred years ago, and see how they interpret these symbols according to their technology!) One danger of this approach is that if Christ does not come back in our lifetime, then all of our interpretations become obsolete—just like every book that has named the Antichrist or the year of Christ’s return but proved to be false.

The real travesty of this approach, though, is that the trumpets are taken out of the hands of God and put into the hands of men. Mankind is given his chance to exercise dominion over the earth during the time of God’s waiting as we have seen. Now God is stepping up His activity on earth by sending these alarms of warning to a slumbering, unbelieving world.

The first four trumpet judgments, like the first four seals of Revelation 6, form a distinct cluster. They are loud, rapid-fire blasts that seize the attention of the world.
 I wonder if, perhaps, they may be all connected to one catastrophic event. If a meteor or asteroid were to strike the earth—and I’m not talking about an “end of life event” as depicted in the movies “Deep Impact” or “Armageddon”—it would probably break apart as it entered earth’s atmosphere. One part could strike land, another oceans, and another fresh water rivers. The dust and smoke from such a strike would pollute the sky, dimming the light of the sun, moon, and stars…temporarily. I’m not saying this is how it will happen, but rather it is a way it could happen. Whether related or not, these first four trumpet judgments seem to happen in a close period of time. 

Following these, however, three additional judgments will transpire. These will be slower, longer, and even more excruciating than the previous four.
 Trumpets five and six introduce supernatural beings that serve as warnings of impending judgment. These are introduced by an eagle who cries out in Revelation 8:13, “Woe! Woe! Woe to the inhabitants of the earth, because of the trumpet blasts about to be sounded by the other three angels!” It is as though the messenger cries, “If you think this has been terrible, just wait! The worst is yet to come!”

Americans tend to think of eagles as majestic birds that fill our hearts with pride. In the Bible, though, eagles were considered birds of prey, and were often associated with disaster and doom. In fact, the Bible does not distinguish between eagles and vultures and this bird may be a vulture circling over the dying body of mankind.
 As Jesus taught in Matthew 24:28, “Wherever there is a carcass, there the vultures will gather.”
The judgments announced by the first four trumpets are so shocking and severe that our natural tendency is to doubt their literal meaning. Of course, Revelation uses numerous symbols to communicate the future, but these symbols always point to real events. When we feel tempted to water down this language, soften its severity, or over-spiritualize the interpretations, we must remember Christ’s ominous words in Matthew 24:21, “For then there will be a great tribulation, such as has not occurred since the beginning of the world until now, nor ever will.” So, whether we take these visions as literal or more symbolic, one thing is clear: The judgments described in Revelation 8 will be so dreadful that no amount of government aid, relief efforts, or advanced preparation will be able to bring recovery.
 This will, I believe, usher in the rise of the Antichrist, one dynamic figure who uses the calamity and confusion of the times to ascend to world domination. 

Admittedly, these things could happen in our lifetimes, or they could happen many years from now, after we have all been called into eternity. So what can we learn from this passage? Three conclusions emerge.

First, God uses physical disasters to communicate spiritual messages. Have you noticed that following disasters like fires, hurricanes, or earthquakes, people seem much more likely to talk about God? Many hearts become open to spiritual things. I’ve also noticed that people’s hopes and prayers get suddenly transformed by tragedy. Before the event they may have been praying for material things. After the disaster they express thankfulness for what they have. The reality is that even today—just as in the future—God often uses suffering to draw our attention from the world to Him. We can use this as opportunities to introduce the lost to our Savior.

Second, God’s harsh judgments have a holy purpose. Nobody denies that the first four trumpet judgments result in devastation, hardship, and death. Yet we are wise never to question God’s motives. Even in the face of God’s most severe discipline, we must submit, surrender, and release our wills to Him as we accept His perfect plan. I know it feels tempting to shake our fists toward heaven and doubt the goodness of God in the midst of suffering. Yet the spiritually mature will humble their hearts during harsh times. Last week we looked at Hebrews 12:5–11, but I think it is worth reading again:

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.

We need to think through the proper response of God’s children to His discipline. It’s best to work through a biblical perspective on suffering before the storm hits rather than scrambling to think through this issue in the midst of chaos and confusion.

Finally, we need to remember that God won’t stop until His plan is accomplished. This is a hard lesson to accept—and even harder to live through. The sad reality of the first four trumpet judgments is that they are only the beginning. In our own lives, we can choose to heed the warnings of God’s Word, or we can harden our hearts. Either way, God eventually will work out His plan. Has God impressed on you a plan that you’ve been resisting? Stop! Instead, ask the Lord to soften the stubbornness of your heart toward His purposes and to conform you to His will. Only when God’s purpose is accomplished will you receive His peace and a reprieve.

I want to conclude with Ezekiel 18:29-32, 

“Yet the house of Israel says, ‘The way of the Lord is not just.’ Are my ways unjust, O house of Israel? Is it not your ways that are unjust? Therefore, O house of Israel, I will judge you, each one according to his ways, declares the Sovereign Lord. Repent! Turn away from all your offenses; then sin will not be your downfall. Rid yourselves of all the offenses you have committed, and get a new heart and a new spirit. Why will you die, O house of Israel? For I take no pleasure in the death of anyone, declares the Sovereign Lord. Repent and live!” 

Amen.
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