The Grand Finale of Human History #22

“The Time of God’s Warning (part 4)”

Revelation 9:13-21

Some people are just hard-headed. They never seem to learn. You wonder, “What will it take to get their attention? To get them to turn around?”

Throughout the past few weeks we have been considering “A Time of God’s Warning,” covering the seven trumpet judgments depicted in the book of Revelation. The divine warnings get more severe as the trumpets are sounded, as God employs drastic measures to alert people to their perilous condition and begging them to change course.

As we come to the sixth trumpet in Revelation 9, we see the most severe warning of all. And we will see the tell-tale response to that warning, and what it says about human nature.

The Release of the Warriors

John witnesses the release of the warriors in Revelation 9:13-19, 

The sixth angel sounded his trumpet, and I heard a voice coming from the horns of the golden altar that is before God. It said to the sixth angel who had the trumpet, “Release the four angels who are bound at the great river Euphrates.” And the four angels who had been kept ready for this very hour and day and month and year were released to kill a third of mankind. The number of the mounted troops was two hundred million. I heard their number. 

The horses and riders I saw in my vision looked like this: Their breastplates were fiery red, dark blue, and yellow as sulfur. The heads of the horses resembled the heads of lions, and out of their mouths came fire, smoke and sulfur. A third of mankind was killed by the three plagues of fire, smoke and sulfur that came out of their mouths. The power of the horses was in their mouths and in their tails; for their tails were like snakes, having heads with which they inflict injury.
The sixth angel sounds his trumpet, and a voice speaks to the angel. We are not told whose voice it is, only that it came “from the horns of the golden altar that is before God.” The horns were projections at the four corners of the altar. In the Old Testament, those fleeing judgment could seek mercy by taking hold of the horns.
 The “golden altar” represents the incense altar rather than the sacrificial altar, hence implying that this judgment represents a further response to the prayers of the saints, as previously seen in Revelation 8:4-6.
 The speaker is not identified, but the command given must have come directly or indirectly from the Lord Himself.
 

The command was “Release the four angels who are bound at the great river Euphrates.” This is the same Euphrates River of today, the one that flows right through the heart of the Middle East. Both the Tigris and the Euphrates River originate in modern-day Turkey. The Euphrates snakes through Syria, flows straight through the center of Iraq, and then joins the Tigris before emptying into the Persian Gulf.
 

What is the significance of the Euphrates here? The Euphrates is described as “the great river,” as it often is in the Old Testament. The name first appears in Genesis 2, as one of four rivers flowing through the Garden of Eden. Much of Revelation seems to be a reflection back on the original creation story, so perhaps that explains its inclusion here.
 

The Euphrates is also mentioned in the Old Testament the ideal limit of the Promised Land, so it may be that these angels of wrath come from just outside that boundary. In the first century it was the boundary of the Roman Empire and most people of that time would have thought of the Parthians, Rome’s chief rival with the world’s most dreaded cavalry.

Who are these four angels? They are never identified either as angels of heaven or wicked demons. Most likely, these are four high-ranking fallen angels that figure prominently among the demonic hoard of Satan’s emissaries.
 The fact that they have been bound implies that they are not good angels going forth voluntarily to do God’s will; they are evil beings who have been restrained until now. We cannot identify them specifically; we can say no more than that they are evil angels who cannot act until God permits them.
 They are agents of God’s judgment, wielding destructive powers, is evident from the next verse.

Before we get to what they do, I don’t want us to miss the importance of what John says in verse 15. This verse contains an unusual way of designating time, pinpointing this plague to the exact hour.
 These angels, ministers of divine judgment, are set free and activated at the precise moment determined by the wisdom and purpose of God, who is the lord of time and history, and whose calendar sets not merely the year, month, and day but the very hour of the fulfilment of his will.
 There are examples in the Old Testament of the specification of time by day, month and year (e.g. Num. 1:1; Hag. 2:10), but none includes also the hour. The Greek has ‘the’ hour and, while the article is not repeated, it should be understood to apply to the others in the series. It is clear that John is speaking of a divine plan.
 God has kept them under wraps, if you will, until the exact time had come for them to be released.  Once again, God is seen as firmly in control, even over the forces of evil.
John mentions in verse 16, “The number of the mounted troops was two hundred million. I heard their number.” John adds the last phrase to let us know he is not just throwing a large number out there—he heard this number used. Literally this reads, “twice ten thousand times ten thousand.” Mathematically ten thousand times ten thousand is one hundred million, and twice that number would be two hundred million. The phrase “ten thousand times ten thousand” is used elsewhere in the Bible—in Revelation 5:11, for one—but the word “twice” at the beginning makes this the largest number found in the Bible.
 This inconceivably large force—more than the entire population of the earth at the time Revelation was written—is beyond human comprehension. Some see this as an actual army (perhaps from China or India), while most scholars identify this language as symbolic of a demonic host.

Why would we come to that conclusion? For one thing, the emphasis in this paragraph is not on the riders, but on the horses. The description cannot fit war-horses as we know them or, for that matter, modern warfare equipment, such as tanks. To assert that this is a literal army, and to point to some nation (such as China) that claims to have 200 million soldiers, is to miss the message John is seeking to convey. The deadly power of these horses is in their mouths and tails, not in their legs. Fire, smoke, and brimstone issue from their mouths, and their tails are like biting serpents. They can attack men from the front as well as from the rear. I take it that this is another demonic army, headed by four fallen angels; and that all of them are today bound by the Lord, unable to act until God gives them permission.

Some commentators have tried desperately to identify this grotesque image with modern or futuristic weapons like helicopters, tanks, or fighter jets. But because these creatures are identified as the armies of the four wicked angels of the Euphrates, it seems most reasonable to conclude that they are symbols for an army of demons unleashed to bring death and destruction upon the inhabitants of the world.

Some background for the idea of an eschatological invasion of horses is found in the Old Testament. Ezekiel saw an invasion of horses pouring in from the North (Ezek. 38:14ff.) and such an invasion is often mentioned in other prophets (Isa. 5:26-30; Jer. 6:22-26), usually coming from the North. John has transformed these actual military expectations into an invasion of demonic hordes.

One important new emphasis distinguishes John’s vision from the similar expectations of the prophets and apocalyptists. The latter always envision the foreign invasion as an attack against the people of God by pagan hosts while John sees it as a divine judgment upon a corrupt civilization.

The Result of the Warfare

The result of the warfare is seen in verse 15 and then verse 18,

And the four angels who had been kept ready for this very hour and day and month and year were released to kill a third of mankind… A third of mankind was killed by the three plagues of fire, smoke and sulfur that came out of their mouths.
This is now the second demon-inspired attack on the human race. The first was with the fifth trumpet, like a swarm of locusts, but they were not permitted to kill anyone during the five months of their torment. In contrast, this next wave of demonic attack will be granted the ability to kill.
 

When the angels of death are released, they go out to kill a third of humanity. Don’t run past this figure too quickly! A third of humanity today is over two billion people! Tragic images fill our minds as we try to imagine the chaos, confusion, grief, and shock that will sweep the globe at that time. Considering that a fourth of humankind will be killed during the fourth seal judgment and another third will be lost in the massive army in the sixth trumpet judgment, we can estimate that over half the world’s population will be sent to meet their Creator and Judge by that time. Many people, however, will survive this onslaught. What will happen to those who live through it? How will they respond? Surely they will turn to their righteous Redeemer in repentance for their wickedness … right?

The Resistance of the Wicked

Sadly, no. We read of the resistance of the wicked in verses 20-21,

The rest of mankind that were not killed by these plagues still did not repent of the work of their hands; they did not stop worshiping demons, and idols of gold, silver, bronze, stone and wood—idols that cannot see or hear or walk. Nor did they repent of their murders, their magic arts, their sexual immorality or their thefts. 

Eugene Peterson paraphrases it this way in The Message:
The remaining men and women who weren’t killed … went on their merry way—didn’t change their way of life, didn’t quit worshiping demons, didn’t quit centering their lives around lumps of gold and silver and brass, hunks of stone and wood that couldn’t see or hear or move. There wasn’t a sign of a change of heart. They plunged right on in their murderous, occult, promiscuous, and thieving ways.
You would think that the rest of mankind, who were not killed by these plagues, would learn a lesson from the one-third who were killed and would cast themselves in fear and trembling upon God. But not so; they continued in their defiant path of worshiping demons and idols.
 As difficult as it is to believe, most people living during this awful time of judgment will become even more hardened than ever against God. They will stubbornly hold onto their demon worship and idolatry. They will refuse to repent from murder, sorcery, immorality, and theft. In short, the survivors of the first several judgments will close their ears to God’s message of mercy and grace, choosing instead to accept the wrath that will continue to increase in severity.

By the way, he word translated “sorceries” is in the original, pharmakeia, and is the Greek word from which we get our English derivative, “pharmacy.” It comes from the root meaning “drugs” and this particular form has to do with the use or the administration of drugs. In a secondary sense it refers to poisoning, but the word in this text does not refer to poisoning that would be included in murders. This speaks of the craving, habit-forming addiction that destroys the will of its victims. I believe that the Bible teaches that drug addiction will indeed become very wide spread.
 We have certainly seen that in our own culture today.

Donald Grey Barnhouse observes,

There is no evidence in the Bible; there is no evidence in history; and there is no evidence in prophecy which would indicate that men have ever been brought to God in great numbers through tribulation. One-third of the race may die, but the other two-thirds do not for that reason move toward God. Reluctantly we are forced to accept the verdict, “There is none that understands; there is none that seeks after God” (Rom. 3:11).

Oh, I know that when tragedy touches the lives of the unbeliever, they may be open to prayers said on their behalf and may even make promises to God that they will change their lives if He gets them out of the mess they’re in. But how many follow through on such promises?

The most frightening thing about Revelation 9 is not the judgments that God sends but the sins that men persist in committing even while God is judging them.
 As one author puts it, “Greater folly and futility could not be imagined.”
 I could not help but be reminded of the story of Job in the Old Testament. Remember Satan’s assertion in Job 2:4-5, “A man will give all he has for his own life. But stretch out your hand and strike his flesh and bones, and he will surely curse you to your face.” We know that Job passed this test—he did not curse God for all his suffering—but the unbelieving world in the end times will not.

I began this mention observing how some people are hard-headed. The Bible does not use that phrase; instead it speaks of stubborn people as being hard-hearted. The classic example is Pharaoh, who hardened his heart to the point that he could not turn to God. Many follow in his tragic footsteps and they reap the consequences.

This is graphically portrayed in Psalm 81:8-16, a passage I want to close with tonight:

“Hear, O my people, and I will warn you—if you would but listen to me, O Israel! You shall have no foreign god among you; you shall not bow down to an alien god. I am the Lord your God, who brought you up out of Egypt. Open wide your mouth and I will fill it. But my people would not listen to me; Israel would not submit to me. So I gave them over to their stubborn hearts to follow their own devices. 

“If my people would but listen to me, if Israel would follow my ways, how quickly would I subdue their enemies and turn my hand against their foes! Those who hate the Lord would cringe before him, and their punishment would last forever. But you would be fed with the finest of wheat; with honey from the rock I would satisfy you.”
We know that verse 15 is true in the future tense as well: “Those who hate the Lord will cringe before him, and their punishment will last forever.” If you have not turned from your wicked ways and turned toward God, what are you waiting for? I do believe there is for every person a point of no return, from which there is no turning back to God. We don’t know where that is…why risk it? 

No, you may not be in the midst of these trumpet judgments today. You may not experience this specific event in your lifetime, but God has ways of getting our attention, and they can become quite severe if we do not listen. He is not above using drastic measures to get us turned around. But we must be willing.

Peter writes in 2 Peter 3:9, “He is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance.” Sadly, some will perish, though not for a lack of God trying. Are you willing to come to God today?
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