Book of Revelation

15 – The Lamb and the Scroll with Seven Seals – Martyrs and Cataclysm


[9] When he opened the fifth seal, I saw under the altar the souls of those who had been slain for the word of God and for the witness they had borne. [10] They cried out with a loud voice, “O Sovereign Lord, holy and true, how long before you will judge and avenge our blood on those who dwell on the earth?” [11] Then they were each given a white robe and told to rest a little longer, until the number of their fellow servants[f1] and their brothers[f2] should be complete, who were to be killed as they themselves had been.

[12] When he opened the sixth seal, I looked, and behold, there was a great earthquake, and the sun became black as sackcloth, the full moon became like blood, [13] and the stars of the sky fell to the earth as the fig tree sheds its winter fruit when shaken by a gale. [14] The sky vanished like a scroll that is being rolled up, and every mountain and island was removed from its place. [15] Then the kings of the earth and the great ones and the generals and the rich and the powerful, and everyone, slave[f3] and free, hid themselves in the caves and among the rocks of the mountains, [16] calling to the mountains and rocks, “Fall on us and hide us from the face of him who is seated on the throne, and from the wrath of the Lamb, [17] for the great day of their wrath has come, and who can stand?”   (Revelation 6:9-17 ESV)
 ======================================================= 
[1] 6:11 Greek fellow bondservants
[2] 6:11 Or brothers and sisters. The plural Greek word adelphoi (translated “brothers”) refers to siblings in a family. In New Testament usage, depending on the context, adelphoi may refer either to men or to both men and women who are siblings (brothers and sisters) in God's family, the church
[3] 6:15 Or servant; Greek bondservant

 1. Preliminary frame of reference

(a) The “stage” of this scene is the throne room of heaven with God sitting on the throne, the Lamb who holds the scroll, four living creatures and twenty-four elders around the throne, uncountable number of angels, and all created things worshiping God and the Lamb.

(b) The primary interest is the content of the scroll. The events associated with the seals are NOT the contents of the scroll.

(c) Seals authenticate and protect the contents; they represent the witness to the veracity of the contents.

(d) The scroll is probably the book of life, and the content is the names of the redeemed. The question in our minds as we read through the opening of the seals is, “How do the events unleashed by the seals relate to the authentication and protection of the redeemed?”

(e) The seals are part of Heaven's response to what is happening to Jesus' churches as was described in the Seven Letters

(f) The seals describe what happens on the way to the revealing of the scroll's contents

(g) How one perceives judgment depends on which side s/he is on

(h) Not every detail need have an interpretation

 2. First Thoughts

(a) For some faithful ones, martyrdom will be how their physical lives on earth end

(b) Does the fifth seal describe actual souls of martyrs now in consciousness in heaven?

(c) Do the words of the fifth seal mean that God has ordained a specific number of martyrs and that he “wills” their deaths?

(d) The sixth seal appears to depict a cataclysm affecting heaven and earth 

(e) Does the sixth seal depict the final judgment?

(f) What does “wrath” mean?

 3. In Detail

(a) Fifth Seal – vv. 9-11 – Souls under the altar

 i. Background info 

 A. This is affective language – using emotional language

 B. The cries of vindication and justice reflect that found in OT

· Whose vindication? The one suffering or God? 

· Ultimately it is about vindicating God's name

 C. 4 Ezra 4:35-37 

· [35] Did not the souls of the righteous in their chambers ask about these matters, saying, `How long are we to remain here? And when will come the harvest of our reward? [36] And Jeremiel the archangel answered them and said, `When the number of those like yourselves is completed; for he has weighed the age in the balance,  [37] and measured the times by measure, and numbered the times by number; and he will not move or arouse them until that measure is fulfilled.'" 

· Written after the destruction of Jerusalem in 70CE

· Questions whether or not God is really looking after his people

 ii. Altar (with associated killing and blood)

 A. If the altar is the altar of sacrifice... 

· Sacrificial language from Torah

· Exodus 29:12 → blood pooling under the altar

· They are sharing in the experience of the Lamb

· Very much in agreement with Pauline teachings

· But... souls are under the altar, not blood, and they were not slain on the altar itself

 B. If the altar is the altar of incense – probably the best identification

· Has to do with prayer (5:8; 8:3, 5)

· The souls' cries mingle with the prayer of the saints

 C. The “stage” shows the inside of a temple

 iii. “Those who had been slain for the word of God and for the witness they had borne [held]”

 A. Similar phrases elsewhere in Revelation:

· Who [John] bore witness to the word of God and to the testimony of Jesus Christ, even to all that he saw. (Revelation 1:2 ESV)

· I, John..., was on the island called Patmos on account of the word of God and the testimony of Jesus. (Revelation 1:9 ESV)

· … On those who keep the commandments of God and hold to the testimony of Jesus. And he stood on the sand of the sea. (Revelation 12:17 ESV)

· Here is a call for the endurance of the saints, those who keep the commandments of God and their [the] faith in [of] Jesus. (Revelation 14:12 ESV)

· … I am a fellow servant with you and your brothers who hold to the testimony of Jesus. Worship God.” For the testimony of Jesus is the spirit of prophecy. (Revelation 19:10 ESV)

 B. “Word of God” in 6:9 could mean: the gospel; commandments; Jesus himself

· “Word” → logos → used by John, the gospel writer, in the gospel to refer to Jesus (if the two John's are the same, certainly makes strong argument for)

 C. “Witness” in 6:9 same as “testimony” in 12:17 and 19:10

· Objective or subjective genitive?

· Witness and testimony about Jesus, or testimony from Jesus?

· Already noted in earlier chapters where this ambiguity has occurred that we have preferred the subjective genitive → testimony from Jesus

· Testimony from Jesus → what John saw → the book of Revelation → the spirit of prophecy → faithfulness of Jesus to his church

 D. “Word of God” and “Testimony of Jesus” are really the same thing

· Word of God comes from God

· Testimony of Jesus comes from Jesus, validating what God has said

· Both refer to the gospel

· Jesus is the supreme authority (offensive to the emperor)

· Holds authority over even death (if true, the emperor cannot imitate)

· Jesus-followers have nothing to fear (undermines emperor's authority)

 iv. These souls cry out

 A. Keep in mind: this is drama – may employ imagery that is not true to life

 B. John appears to be borrowing language from contemporary literature (4 Ezra)

 C. “Soul” → psyche

· Psyche inconsistently translated in Revelation; sometimes omitted altogether from recent translations

· 8:9 → sea creatures that have psyche

· 12:11 → saints not loved their psyche unto death

· 16:3 → all psyche in the sea died

 D. John does not appear to intend his use of psyche to be interpreted as a disembodied soul

 E. Their personal vindication and justice, or God's?

· Already noted OT tradition of attributing oppression done to God's people as being done to God, and calling out for God to vindicate the righteousness of his name

 v. Given a white robe

 A. Same as white robes earlier in Revelation, or are these different?

 B. Earlier: himation (generic robe); In 6:11, stole (a robe of high social status)

· A stole is a more specific type of himation

· “Those who have been slain” should be understood to be the “conquerors” of the Seven Letters

· Great multitude in 7:9 will also be described as wearing white stole

· These have not been slain

 vi. Putting previous points together, John is not describing literal martyrdom, though its possibility is not dismissed

 A. John sees Jesus' church (not individuals) as being martyred

 B. The psyche represent, as a group, members of this martyr church

 vii. Told to rest a little longer → assurance that Jesus will act when the time is right; his followers can “rest” and not worry about God's name being seemingly tarnished

 viii. Until the number of their fellow servants and their brothers should be complete, who were to be killed as they themselves had been.

 A. “The number of” is not found in Greek → it is an interpolation based on similar literature contemporary to Revelation (e.g., 4 Ezra)

 B. Dilemma: is that what John intended, or did he intend that the phrase “the number of” not be there?

· We can make valid interpretation either way

· 1) John is echoing sentiments found in contemporary Jewish literature

· Jesus will allow oppression of his people to continue until enough has happened 

· 2) John is picturing some type of “completeness” of his people that Jesus is waiting for before judgment is allowed to fall

· Perhaps the important thing here is that once again, Jesus is pictured as holding back judgment against those who oppress his people

 C. Killing should not be taken literally, though literal killing is certainly not excluded

 ix. Does the fifth seal have a particular time in history?

 A. Already noted the first four seals are not chronological or have definite historical periods

 B. It is best to see this as representing the cries of Christians throughout history

(b) Sixth Seal – vv. 12-16 – Cataclysm

 i. Nature itself is in upheaval and carries out God's judgment on the world

 ii. The imagery borrows from multiple OT passages (Isa 13:10; 34:4; 50:3; Ezek 26:18; 32:7-8; 38:19-20; Joel 2:10, 31; 3:15; Amos 8:9)

 A. Description of the Day of the Lord – a day of final judgment

 B. Probably not necessary to assign meaning to every detail present here

 C. The overall message is one of unprecedented, worldwide cataclysm 

 iii. The response of humanity

 A. No one is exempt – status, race, gender, etc. has no bearing

 B. Those who oppress God's people are certainly part of this group

 C. First response is to hide (Isa 2:10, 19, 21)

 D. Next response is to avoid judgment through suicide (Jer 8:3; Hos 10:8)

 iv. The “wrath of the Lamb” and the terrible Day of the Lord

 A. OT imagery and words (Isa 13:9-13; Ezek 30:1-9; Joel 2:1-11; etc.)

 B. God and the Lamb (Jesus) are jointly involved in judgment

 C. Ancient justice was violent and bloody – is Jesus using imagery familiar to the audience?

· It is uncomfortable for most Western Christians today

· Note that no one is explicitly said to cause the cataclysm

· It is those under judgment that place meaning to their experience 

 v. The question is raised, “Who can stand?” (Malachi 3:2; Joel 2:11)

 A. The presumed answer is “no one” - which includes God's people

 B. Will God's people be swept up in the judgment?

 C. The audience expects to see the seventh seal opened next, but... 

 D. Suspense builds and a surprise answer is found in the next chapter

 4. Summary

(a) The first six seals describe judgment being set into motion against those who reject Jesus' gospel and oppress his church

(b) Jesus continues to reveal to his church what is happening behind the scenes to bring justice to the world

 i. It doesn't happen immediately – it will take time

 ii. Meanwhile, rest in Jesus' faithfulness

(c) The sixth seal is unsettling because it appears no one will survive – then what of the content of the scroll?

