The Grand Finale of Human History #21

“The Time of God’s Warning (part 3)”

Revelation 9:1-12

It’s that time of year again…time for carving pumpkins, bobbing for apples, and handing out candy to costumed children yelling, “Trick or treat!” I think for most people, Halloween is all done in fun. But there is another side to this occasion—a darker side—that is depicted on movie screens at an increasing rate. Scary movies used to only come out during the Halloween season; now it’s a year-round industry. There seems to be a growing interest in movies about demons, witchcraft, and the occult.

Some will laugh this off as just part of the “harmless fun” associated with October 31. They chalk up Satan and demons as fanciful as ghosts and goblins and zombies—fictional characters who shouldn’t scare anyone over the age of ten.

To me, that’s the scariest part of all. As C. S. Lewis wrote, “There are two equal and opposite errors into which our race can fall about the devils. One is to disbelieve in their existence. The other is to believe, and to feel an excessive and unhealthy interest in them. They themselves are equally pleased by both errors...”
 Satan and demons are real, and the stakes could not be higher. Chuck Swindoll observes,

An invisible war rages. The warriors strike unsuspecting victims without warning, afflicting them at their weakest moments. Their insidious attacks leave individuals and families reeling in pain and heartache. This war has been rumbling for centuries—even millennia. I’m not referring to political battles over borders fought between nations and kingdoms. This isn’t a social or cultural war against terrorism, poverty, drugs, or pornography. No, this is spiritual warfare between the kingdom of darkness and the kingdom of light—and every human is in danger of imminent attack.

Satan and his demons have been at work tempting and attacking humans since the infamous sneak attack in the garden of Eden eons ago. They have never ceased pursuing their ultimate goals of destroying the dignity of humanity and driving a wedge between humans and their Creator. Revelation 9, however, shows us that a time will come when the invisible warfare of today will become insignificant compared to the frontal assault of the enemy’s army during the tribulation. As we study John’s vision and observe the armies of darkness battling in the future, we can better understand how similar spirits of wickedness try to torment us today.

Paul wrote in 1 Timothy 4:1, “The Spirit clearly says that in later times some will abandon the faith and follow deceiving spirits and things taught by demons.” This rise in demonic activity will reach its height with the sounding of the fifth trumpet as described by John in Revelation 9. He calls them “locusts,” but as we work our way through the text it becomes clear that these are no ordinary insects John is depicting.

The Location of the Locusts

Revelation 9:1-2 reveal the location of the locusts, where they come from:

The fifth angel sounded his trumpet, and I saw a star that had fallen from the sky to the earth. The star was given the key to the shaft of the Abyss. When he opened the Abyss, smoke rose from it like the smoke from a gigantic furnace. The sun and sky were darkened by the smoke from the Abyss.
John writes that a “star” descends to earth with a key to the Abyss. The star represents some personality—notice the “he” in verse two—and commentators have identified this being from Jesus to Satan.
 There is no basis to link this star with Jesus, and since Revelation 20 depicts an angel binding Satan and locking him in the Abyss, it is probably not Satan either. The best identification I have heard is the identification of the star as an angel of God—perhaps the archangel Uriel,
 who according to rabbinic teaching had authority over Tartarus, which I believe is the identification of the Abyss. 

Tartarus is one of three Greek terms found (in some form) in the New Testament that most English translations render “hell.” This is unfortunate because all three refer to different places. Kenneth Wuest has written an excellent treatment on these three terms,

There are three Greek words, each referring to a different place, all of which are translated by the one word hell, a fact that causes considerable confusion in interpreting the passages where they occur. These words are (in English) Gehenna, Hades, and Tartarus.

Gehenna refers to the final abode of the wicked dead, called The Lake of Fire in Revelation 20:14-15. Where this occurs, the translation should be hell.

Hades refers to the temporary abode of the dead before the resurrection and ascension of the Lord Jesus, [one] part reserved for the wicked dead, the other for the righteous dead, called Abraham’s bosom, or paradise; and to the temporary abode of the wicked dead from those events until the Great White Throne judgment, the righteous dead going at once to be with the Lord….

Tartarus is the word in II Pet. 2:4 “cast down to hell.” The fallen angels were sent to this temporary prison house until the Great White Throne judgment.
 

The Abyss is seen as a great pit with a narrow opening at the top, but broadening out further down. The narrow opening, the shaft, is locked, but its key is now given to the star. This is where the demons in Luke 8:31 expected they might be sent. It is not the lake of fire, for that is the final “prison” for Satan and all who follow him. It will be the place of Satan’s incarceration during the Millennium.
 This is where the locusts come from.

The Look of the Locusts

From the smoke of the Abyss emerge locusts. But these are no ordinary locusts. For one thing, they are not allowed to eat vegetation—the normal diet for locusts. For another, consider John’s description of the look of the locusts in Revelation 9:7-10,

The locusts looked like horses prepared for battle. On their heads they wore something like crowns of gold, and their faces resembled human faces. Their hair was like women’s hair, and their teeth were like lions’ teeth. They had breastplates like breastplates of iron, and the sound of their wings was like the thundering of many horses and chariots rushing into battle. They had tails and stings like scorpions…
As previously mentioned, some imaginative scholars claim that John sees modern weaponry in this vision, and he can only describe it in terms that he understood. I think this interpretation is short-sighted. Why would armored helicopters come out of Tartarus? It is more consistent with Scripture to identify these “locusts” as demonic beings with power given to them to afflict mankind. Swindoll notes,

Clearly, the “locusts” are spiritual, demonic creatures, not literal earthly animals. They aren’t members of the insect kingdom, but supernatural soldiers in the kingdom of darkness. The symbolic descriptions John saw were meant to communicate ferocity, aggression, power, and intelligence.

The Languish of the Locusts

Verses three and six describe the languish of the locusts:

And out of the smoke locusts came down upon the earth and were given power like that of scorpions of the earth. And the agony they suffered was like that of the sting of a scorpion when it strikes a man… During those days men will seek death, but will not find it; they will long to die, but death will elude them.
It is tempting to view the cloud of dense smoke itself as the cloud of locusts. However, the text distinguishes between the locusts and the cloud; the locusts came out of the smoke. And they are not actual locusts but creatures symbolic of demonic powers.

In the Bible scorpions, together with serpents, were a symbol of the hostile forces of evil with their lethal assault on spiritual life. In Deuteronomy 8:15 the Israelites were reminded that the Lord had led them “through the great and terrible wilderness, with its fiery serpents and scorpions”; and to the seventy whom He had sent out Jesus said in Luke 10:19, “I have given you authority to tread upon serpents and scorpions, and over all the power of the enemy.” 

Their stings were not fatal, however. The suffering—whether physical, emotional or spiritual we are not told—is real. Yet, rather than repenting and turning toward God, the afflicted try to pursue death, and even death provides no relief for them. Leon Morris points out that the Greek verb is in the present tense and can be rendered, “death keeps running from them.”
 Barnhouse suggests that this could refer to suicide attempts that are frustrated by God.
 Imagine a pain so bad you want to die, and imagine the futility and frustration of not being able to find death.
 Such is the languish of the locusts.

The Limitations of the Locusts

John records the limitations of the locusts in verses 4-5,

They were told not to harm the grass of the earth or any plant or tree, but only those people who did not have the seal of God on their foreheads. They were not given power to kill them, but only to torture them for five months.
We can marvel at the overwhelming number and startling appearance of these supernatural locusts, but we shouldn’t miss the limitations placed on them. First, note that their power will be “given” to them. The word “power” (exousia) means “authority” or “permission.” It may appear at first that this swarm is completely out of control, but we must remember that they can do nothing apart from God’s authority. Second, they will not be permitted to harm the things locusts usually devour—vegetation, crops, or grass. Their target will not be plants but people. Third, they can inflict their torment only on certain people—“men who do not have the seal of God on their foreheads.” The saints will be spared from the suffering inflicted by the locusts. God’s people will be sheltered by a divine protection from demonic activity. But the saints in the tribulation will be the victims of persecution and martyrdom as throughout history.
 Fourth, they will be given authority to torment, not to kill (as we saw above). Finally, God will place a limit of five months on their mission of torment. Why five months? Maybe because the normal lifespan of the locust is about five months (May to September).
 Or perhaps it follows in the line of the previous trumpet judgments, in which a significant minority is affected, but not quite half. Five months is not quite half a year. The point is that God is in control.
 Remember that these trumpet judgments are warnings, not final punishments. While the torment of these beings is severe, it is neither fatal nor final. God’s intent is that the torture would lead sinners to repentance and salvation, though there is no indication that anyone is saved during this time.

The Leader of the Locusts

In verse 11 we learn about the leader of the locusts: “They had as king over them the angel of the Abyss, whose name in Hebrew is Abaddon, and in Greek, Apollyon.” Though some identify this being as Satan himself,
 it is better to understand this being as a different fallen angel. Perhaps John is referring to the leader of the fallen angels from the Jewish legend surrounding Genesis 6—Azazel, who legend claims taught mankind how to make weapons for warfare—or maybe this is a play on words with the Greek god Apollo. If this is the case, as Morris points out, “What the Greeks worshipped as a god was no more than a demon.”

The Lessons of the Locusts

John writes in verse 12, “The first woe is past; two other woes are yet to come.” I believe we can learn the lessons of the locusts as we conclude. Morris puts it well:

When people fail to respond to God’s gracious invitation and set themselves in opposition to his purposes, then they become the prey of horrifying demonic forces. They suffer the consequences of their choice. They are not defeating God. His sovereignty is clear to John. God is not mocked. Even in the demonic horrors he works out his purpose. But people must accept the results of their choice. This is so now and it will be so in the last days.

But the lessons of the locusts are not confined to the last days. We are involved in a spiritual war against similar demonic beings, and the fifth trumpet teaches us important truths for our present battles.

First, we must remember that although they are invisible, demons are real and aggressive. Not all demons are confined to the abyss. Countless spirits of wickedness roam freely, and so long as they do, they are in search-and-destroy mode. They’ll pounce at any opportunity to strike. Sometimes we’d rather pretend that these beings don’t exist or that they are so limited in power that we don’t need to worry about them. Not true! Ignorance of our enemies gives them an advantage over us. Don’t be naïve!

Second, we are reminded that demons are organized and committed to our destruction. Like a battle-hardened army, Satan’s forces know how to wage an efficient war to conquer the hearts and minds of all people. They are ready to use whatever means necessary to win. Remember 1 Peter 5:8 from last Sunday morning’s message? We need to be “vigilant,” meaning “alert” and “aware” of Satan and his schemes. And we need to stand together as Christians since we are up against a united foe.

Third, we should be encouraged that although these demons are powerful, they have limitations. We see that even during the fifth trumpet these wicked angels can do only what they are allowed to do. As 1 John 4:4 promises, “Greater is he that is in you than he that is in the world.”
Finally, we must never forget that these aggressive and insidious creatures flee at the name of the Lord Jesus Christ. At His matchless name they cower in fear, run for cover, and scramble for survival. With a single syllable of rebuke, Jesus Christ can flatten Satan’s entire army. They are no match for Him. Let Christ handle your spiritual battles for you. Submit to Him. Release all your anxieties to Him through prayer. Resting in Christ, resist the devil in faith and trust that He alone can shut the mouth of the roaring lion and quench the flaming arrows of the evil one.

Be encouraged! Through Christ we can be victors over the forces of darkness, not victims of their evil schemes.
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