The Grand Finale of Human History #28

“The Time of God’s Wrath (part 1)”

Revelation 15-16

We’ve probably all experienced this situation—on one end or the other—where a child is misbehaving, and the parent has been giving subtle (or not so subtle) warnings that the behavior needs to stop. Maybe it is a clearing of the throat, a raised eyebrow, or even a single swat on the bottom. Then it all changes. The parent says something to the effect of, “I have had enough!” At that point the warnings are over, and the child is about to experience the wrath!

This is where we have come in our study of the book of Revelation. The time of God’s warnings—as seen in the seven trumpet judgments—is over. The time of God’s wrath has come.

Revelation 15 shifts the focus to heaven, where the saints have been given harps and sing “the song of Moses and the song of the Lamb”—just one more indication of the unity of the people of God.

And I saw what looked like a sea of glass mixed with fire and, standing beside the sea, those who had been victorious over the beast and his image and over the number of his name. They held harps given them by God and sang the song of Moses the servant of God and the song of the Lamb: “Great and marvelous are your deeds, Lord God Almighty. Just and true are your ways, King of the ages. Who will not fear you, O Lord, and bring glory to your name? For you alone are holy. All nations will come and worship before you, for your righteous acts have been revealed.”

Here we see the saints of God—believers of all ages—safe in the presence of the Lord. This “sea of glass” is reminiscent of ancient throne rooms (like Solomon’s) that would have an area around the throne polished to look like glass, on which no one was to stand (to keep people from attacking the king.) Here it speaks of the holiness and awesomeness of God.

Paul writes in 1 Thessalonians 5:9, “For God did not appoint us to suffer wrath but to receive salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ.” I do not believe that Christians will undergo the wrath of God being poured out on the unbelieving world. I believe that the Christians have been removed from the scene in the “harvest” of Revelation 14. They have received the brunt of Satan’s wrath, to be sure, but they will not suffer the wrath of God.

Meanwhile, seven angels are given bowls of God’s wrath to be poured out on the earth.  Verse one identifies them as “seven last plagues—last, because with them God’s wrath is complete.”  The “last trumpet” is followed by the “last plagues.” We read in verses 6-8,

After this I looked and in heaven the temple, that is, the tabernacle of the Testimony, was opened. Out of the temple came the seven angels with the seven plagues. They were dressed in clean, shining linen and wore golden sashes around their chests. Then one of the four living creatures gave to the seven angels seven golden bowls filled with the wrath of God, who lives for ever and ever. And the temple was filled with smoke from the glory of God and from his power, and no one could enter the temple until the seven plagues of the seven angels were completed.
The first five bowls – earth, water, and sky

We read of the first five bowls in Revelation 16:1-11,

Then I heard a loud voice from the temple saying to the seven angels, "Go, pour out the seven bowls of God's wrath on the earth." 

The first angel went and poured out his bowl on the land, and ugly and painful sores broke out on the people who had the mark of the beast and worshiped his image. 

The second angel poured out his bowl on the sea, and it turned into blood like that of a dead man, and every living thing in the sea died. 

The third angel poured out his bowl on the rivers and springs of water, and they became blood. Then I heard the angel in charge of the waters say:

“You are just in these judgments,

you who are and who were, the Holy One,

because you have so judged; 

for they have shed the blood of your saints and prophets,

and you have given them blood to drink as they deserve.” 

And I heard the altar respond:

“Yes, Lord God Almighty,

true and just are your judgments.” 

The fourth angel poured out his bowl on the sun, and the sun was given power to scorch people with fire. They were seared by the intense heat and they cursed the name of God, who had control over these plagues, but they refused to repent and glorify him. 

The fifth angel poured out his bowl on the throne of the beast, and his kingdom was plunged into darkness. Men gnawed their tongues in agony and cursed the God of heaven because of their pains and their sores, but they refused to repent of what they had done. 
There are definite similarities with the seven trumpets, causing some commentators to equate the trumpets and bowls. But there are significant differences as well, and I think they are distinct events. The trumpets were warnings; the bowls are wrath.

The first bowl, like the first trumpet, affects the land.  But instead of plant life or vegetation suffering, the people themselves are afflicted with ugly, painful soils.  (Remember, man was made of the “dust of the ground.”)

The second and third bowls, like the second and third trumpets, affect the salt waters (oceans) and the fresh waters (rivers and lakes).  But now, instead of one-third being affected, all of the waters turn to blood, and all life in the waters die.

After the third bowl is poured out, an angel points out how appropriate these judgments are.  Since they were guilty of shedding the blood of God’s people, now they are given blood to drink.  Furthermore, the reference to the altar in verse seven reminds us that God is answering the request of the souls under the altar back in Revelation 6:9-11.  Then they were told to wait a little longer; now the time has come.

The fourth bowl affects the sun (as did the fourth trumpet) causing it to burn the earth’s inhabitants with intense heat.  This description, along with the following fifth bowl of darkness (again similar to the fifth trumpet) have caused some to conclude that the sun is at this point dying, expanding in size and heat before going out altogether. (I’m not entirely convinced of this, though.)

How do the inhabitants on earth respond?  As they always have, by cursing God for their suffering.

The sixth bowl – drying up the Euphrates

The sixth bowl is described in Revelation 16:12-16,

The sixth angel poured out his bowl on the great river Euphrates, and its water was dried up to prepare the way for the kings from the East. Then I saw three evil  spirits that looked like frogs; they came out of the mouth of the dragon, out of the mouth of the beast and out of the mouth of the false prophet. They are spirits of demons performing miraculous signs, and they go out to the kings of the whole world, to gather them for the battle on the great day of God Almighty. 

"Behold, I come like a thief! Blessed is he who stays awake and keeps his clothes with him, so that he may not go naked and be shamefully exposed." 

Then they gathered the kings together to the place that in Hebrew is called Armageddon. 

The sixth bowl, like the sixth trumpet, affects the Euphrates River.  Here it is dried up to allow the armies of the earth to cross and march on Jerusalem.  Why are the armies of the world amassing there?  Because of the demonic spirits sent forth by the unholy trinity of the Dragon, the Antichrist, and the False Prophet.  They will convince the rulers of the world to gather for battle (the reason for which will become clear later).  They are not coming to unite but to fight.

Verse 15 interjects a statement by the Lord Jesus.  Nothing He says here is new or groundbreaking, but it is a reminder that the Christian must be ready for the return of Christ at any time.  (Jesus taught this same theme in Matthew 25:1-13, in the parable of the ten virgins.)

According to verse 16, the kings of the earth and their armies face off with each other at a place called Armageddon.  John identifies this as a Hebrew term.  The name Armageddon comes from two Hebrew words, har Megiddo, meaning “the hill of Megiddo.” The word Megiddo means “place of troops” or “place of slaughter.” It is also called the Plain of Esdraelon and the Valley of Jezreel. It was on this plain that Barak defeated the armies of Canaan (Jdg 5:19). Gideon met the Midianites there (Jdg 7) and it was there that King Saul lost his life (1Sa 31). Titus and the Roman army used this natural corridor, as did the Crusaders in the Middle Ages. British General Allenby used it when he defeated the Turkish armies in 1917. The area is about fourteen miles wide and twenty miles long, and forms what Napoleon called “the most natural battlefield of the whole earth.” Standing on Mount Carmel and overlooking that great plain, you can well understand why it would be used for gathering the armies of the nations. 

One other significant Scripture reference to Armageddon is in Zechariah 12:11, “On that day the weeping in Jerusalem will be great, like the weeping of Hadad Rimmon in the plain of Megiddo.”  The context of this chapter deals with the appearing of the Messiah—clearly the Second Coming of Christ.

The seventh bowl – the end of God’s wrath

With both the seals and the trumpets, a pause occurs between the sixth and seventh in the series.  Not so here.  The seventh angel pours out his bowl immediately. We read in Revelation 16:17-21,

The seventh angel poured out his bowl into the air, and out of the temple came a loud voice from the throne, saying, "It is done!" Then there came flashes of lightning, rumblings, peals of thunder and a severe earthquake. No earthquake like it has ever occurred since man has been on earth, so tremendous was the quake. The great city split into three parts, and the cities of the nations collapsed. God remembered Babylon the Great and gave her the cup filled with the wine of the fury of his wrath. Every island fled away and the mountains could not be found. From the sky huge hailstones of about a hundred pounds each fell upon men. And they cursed God on account of the plague of hail, because the plague was so terrible. 

A loud voice calls from the throne, “It is done!”  God’s wrath on sinful mankind has reached its climax.

A severe earthquake strikes, stronger than any previous one, even the one following the sixth trumpet as recorded in Revelation 11:13.  “The great city” splits in three parts.  What did John mean by “the great city”?  Was it Jerusalem, Babylon, Rome, or something else?  The phrase is used to describe Jerusalem in Revelation 11:8 and there is no reason to assume that John means anything different here.  John also writes that Babylon the Great has been singled out for judgment.  Is he equating the two?  Some think so, but I’m not so sure.  “The great city” is Jerusalem, and “Babylon the Great” is tied to Rome in Revelation 17:9.  This seems to mean two distinct places.

In the aftermath of this earthquake, islands disappear into the oceans and mountains collapse. The earth caves in on itself.  This is followed by a horrendous hailstorm, with hail weighing a hundred pounds falling on the unbelieving population.  But once again their response is to curse God because of the suffering they brought on themselves!

As we wrap up this study of the seven bowls of God’s wrath, I want to point out three truths concerning them:

These judgments are devastating. It is difficult for us to even imagine the horrible events described in these chapters. How anyone will survive these judgments is hard to conceive, but some will.

These judgments are destructive. The trumpet judgments were all partial, but these bowl judgments are total and complete. There is no remedial value here, only punishment for sin.

These judgments are deserved. No one suffering the wrath of God can complain about being treated unfairly. Time and time again God has given sinners opportunity to repent and be saved from His holy wrath, and they have refused.

That is the most tragic aspect of this study—that all of this suffering is unnecessary. Think of a book as my sin, and a bolt of lightning striking the book as God’s wrath against my sin. If I clutch onto my sin and say, “This is my life, and I will live it as I please! Nobody will tell me what I can and cannot do!”, what happens when the lightning strikes the book? I’m toast! But Jesus came along and said, “Let me take that sin from you,” and on the cross He bore the brunt of God’s justice against sin. But we have to let Him take our sin if we want to avoid the punishment for sin. And these sinners refuse to do so.

We don’t hear enough about God’s wrath these days. There was a time when that was all one heard in church. I think some of those preachers were trying to scare people into Heaven, and that never works! But these days we’ve gone too far the other direction. We talk so much about God’s love, grace, and mercy (which are all true) that we never speak about His holiness, justice, and wrath. That is why so many in our culture do not follow God…they don’t realize that they need Him! We must be faithful in proclaiming the awfulness of sin as well as the awesomeness of God. 
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