Book of Revelation
18 – The Lamb and the Scroll with Seven Seals – Silence and Trumpets
[The Seventh Seal and the Golden Censer]

[8:1] When the Lamb opened the seventh seal, there was silence in heaven for about half an hour. [2] Then I saw the seven angels who stand before God, and seven trumpets were given to them. [3] And another angel came and stood at the altar with a golden censer, and he was given much incense to offer with the prayers of all the saints on the golden altar before the throne, [4] and the smoke of the incense, with the prayers of the saints, rose before God from the hand of the angel. [5] Then the angel took the censer and filled it with fire from the altar and threw it on the earth, and there were peals of thunder, rumblings,[f1] flashes of lightning, and an earthquake.
[The Seven Trumpets]

[6] Now the seven angels who had the seven trumpets prepared to blow them.


(Revelation 8:1-6 ESV)
 
[Footnotes]
======================================================= 
[1] 8:5 Or voices, or sounds

 1. Frame of Reference

(a) Throne room and temple scene in heaven

(b) Ongoing worship of God and the Lamb by all living beings

(c) Six seals of scroll opened so far

 i. Fifth seal asked question, “How long until justice served?”

 ii. Sixth seal asked question, “Who can stand the Day of the Lord?”

 A. Interlude of Rev. 7 answered “Who can stand?”

 iii. The seals revealed the beginning of the proclamation of the gospel and the decision (judgment) that hearers must make in response

 A. Those who accept the gospel have nothing to fear

 B. Those who reject the gospel eventually have everything to fear

 C. The events of the seals are not time-bound

(d) Audience of this drama now anticipating opening of seventh seal and with it the opening of the scroll to reveal its contents

 i. Audience probably assumes seventh seal completes the judgment begun in sixth seal

 2. Initial thoughts on current passage

(a) Another surprise!

(b) Silence...

(c) Then trumpets

(d) Appears to be some kind of ritual that goes on at the temple

(e) Throwing down fire and the associated cataclysm seems to resume the same found in sixth seal

(f) The seven trumpets appear to be the events of the seventh seal

(g) Suspense continues to build as the contents of the scroll are still not revealed

 3. Background

(a) Silence

 i. Shortly after the rooster crowed, the officer of the day... conducted the casting of lots to determine those who would do the various duties of the daily [temple] service. 

At daybreak they brought a lamb to the outer court. While one priest prepared to slaughter the lamb, another entered the Temple to clear the ashes from the altar of incense and relight the lamps inside the holy place (cf. Rev. 1:12-16). The opening of the great entrance door into the Temple (cf. Rev. 4:1) was the signal to slay the lamb (cf. Rev. 5:6-10). Priests then brought the body parts of the lamb to the altar of burnt offering and poured out its blood at the base of the altar (cf. Rev. 8:3-5).

The appointed priest then took the golden censer (cf., Rev. 8:3-5)... The priest filled it with coals from the hottest part of the fire on the altar of burnt offering (cf. Verse 3). He then entered the open door of the Temple and arranged the coals of fire on the altar of incense. At the time commanded by the officer of the day, he added incense to the fire on the altar (cf. Verse 4).

At this decisive point in the service three things happened. Someone threw a shovel down (cf. Verse 5) between the altar of burnt offering and the entrance to the Temple. A break in the singing of the Temple choir produced a moment of silence (cf. Verse 1). And during that moment of silence seven priests would blow seven trumpets (cf. Verses 2, 6). (The Gospel from Patmos - Paulien)


(b) Trumpets

 i. Trumpets were used for celebrations, to call sacred or military assemblies, and as alerts, often warning of impending invasions. (IVP BBC NT)

(c) Seven Angels

 i. Between the Old Testament and the New Testament Judaism had settled on seven archangels (adding five to the two important angels named in Daniel [Michael and Gabriel]), and they are probably in view here. (IVP BBC NT)

 4. In Detail

(a) Silence for “about half an hour”

 i. Shouldn't get hung up on the preciseness of “half an hour” (after all the presence of “about”)

 ii. It most likely means a very short period of time

 iii. The continuous worship through praise that had been going on ceases for the first time

(b) Trumpets given

 i. Use of sacred trumpets ~ Numbers 10:1-10 particularly vv.9-10

[9] And when you go to war in your land against the adversary who oppresses you, then you shall sound an alarm with the trumpets, that you may be remembered before the LORD your God, and you shall be saved from your enemies. [10] On the day of your gladness also, and at your appointed feasts and at the beginnings of your months, you shall blow the trumpets over your burnt offerings and over the sacrifices of your peace offerings. They shall be a reminder of you before your God: I am the LORD your God.” (Numbers 10:9-10 ESV)


 ii. A call to God to act

 iii. Signifies salvation and deliverance for God's people (joy and peace); judgment against those who oppress them (fear)

 iv. Possible allusion to Israelites' battle for Jericho (Joshua 6, cf. v.4)

 A. Silence during the marching, except for the trumpets, until the very end of the seventh day of marching

 B. Trumpets a prelude to judgment and destruction

(c) Incense

 i. Earlier: “… The twenty-four elders..., each holding... golden bowls full of incense, which are the prayers of the saints.” (5:8)

 ii. Earlier, fifth seal: “... I saw under the altar [of incense] the souls of those who had been slain for the word of God and for the witness they had borne. 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?'” (6:9-10)

 iii. These prayers, represented by incense, are not general prayers to God, but specific prayers for God to bring justice against the world's injustices

(d) Fire flung down to the earth

 i. Clearly, God is responding to the prayers of his saints

 ii. Echo back to sixth seal: 
“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, and the stars of the sky fell to the earth as the fig tree sheds its winter fruit when shaken by a gale. The sky vanished like a scroll that is being rolled up, and every mountain and island was removed from its place.” (6:12-14)

(e) Trumpets about to be sounded

 i. Sets up the body of the next act

 ii. 8:1-6 is a transition passage between two acts and scenes

 A. The Seven Seals Act merges and fades into the next Act seamlessly

 iii. Focus of Seven Seals had been heaven, its throne room, its temple

 iv. Focus of Seven Trumpets is the earth

 v. Focus of Seven Letters was the earth (the churches there)

 vi. The audience saw what was happening with the churches on earth. They then were shown how heaven was responding to the events on earth. Now the audience expects to see how that response affects the earth and those in it. The audience already knows God's servants have been promised God's judgments will not harm them (cf. 7:15-17).

 5. Summary

(a) John wants his audience to transfer the Hebrew temple rituals to what Jesus has/is/will do; i.e., the Church is true Israel
(b) Revelation is a story – it builds suspense and anticipation by carefully arranging its material; implication: interpretation of a piece must take entire book into account

(c) Salvation and judgment are two sides of the same coin – how one perceives the coin depends on which side s/he stands
