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Mr. Blankenship.

Today, we continue our study of the book of Revelation. 
Last week, we saw Jesus, as the Lamb who was slain, enter the heavenly throne room and take the scroll from the right hand of the Father as the only one worthy to unfurl it.
· The scroll contains God’s sovereign plans for human history, particularly his plans for judgment and salvation. 
· PAUSE
· As we move into chapter 6 today, John describes for us what he saw in this visionary experience as Jesus began to open the seals on the scroll.
· And we’re going to see that the opening of each seal reveals something about what we can expect our lives to be like in this in-between time as we await the new creation.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Nancy Guthrie, Blessed: Experiencing the Promise of the Book of Revelation (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2022), 105.] 


But before we jump into the “meat” of Revelation (6-20), I want to share/reshare a few important insights…
· First, we need to read Revelation’s disturbing visions of destruction as symbols of God’s purpose to overcome all evil in the end, rather than as descriptions of how/when that actually happens. 
· Second, these visions are addressed in the first place not to the unbelieving world but to the church. So, they are designed to reassure persecuted Christians that God will ultimately triumph over death and injustice, but they also serve as a wake-up call to anyone who’s aligned themselves with the worldly powers. Judgment brings a call to change one’s life (see 2:5, 16; 3:3, 19;9:20-21).[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Kenneth J. Collins and Robert W. Wall, Wesley One Volume Commentary (Nashville, TN: Abingdon Press, 2020), 916.] 

· Thirdly, I’m preaching the book of Revelation from a Wesleyan holiness perspective. 
· We are in a COG congregation, so the teaching in this series will remain consistent with the beliefs and theology of our movement.
· And if you have a different church background, may not agree with me on every interpretation that I share, but I hope you agree with me on the main things we talk about and on the emphasis of Revelation which is Jesus Christ as Lord.

So, with that being said, what we can expect as we live our lives in this world for Christ?[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Guthrie, Blessed: Experiencing the Promise of the Book of Revelation, 106.] 

A few observations from chapters 6-7. For starters…
I. We can expect trials and tribulations (Rev. 6:1-8)
Revelation 6:1-8 ESV Now I watched when the Lamb opened one of the seven seals, and I heard one of the four living creatures say with a voice like thunder, “Come!” 2 And I looked, and behold, a white horse! And its rider had a bow, and a crown was given to him, and he came out conquering, and to conquer. 3 When he opened the second seal, I heard the second living creature say, “Come!” 4 And out came another horse, bright red. Its rider was permitted to take peace from the earth, so that people should slay one another, and he was given a great sword. 5 When he opened the third seal, I heard the third living creature say, “Come!” And I looked, and behold, a black horse! And its rider had a pair of scales in his hand. 6 And I heard what seemed to be a voice in the midst of the four living creatures, saying, “A quart of wheat for a denarius, and three quarts of barley for a denarius, and do not harm the oil and wine!” 7 When he opened the fourth seal, I heard the voice of the fourth living creature say, “Come!” 8 And I looked, and behold, a pale horse! And its rider’s name was Death, and Hades followed him. And they were given authority over a fourth of the earth, to kill with sword and with famine and with pestilence and by wild beasts of the earth.

The four horsemen of Revelation 6 have captured the imaginations of people for centuries and many have understood them to be predictions of future events, believing if we can match the visions with the headlines, we’ll be able to predict the end of the world.
· But friends, most biblical scholars, both past and present, have understood the four horsemen to be symbolic.
· The text is not telling us to be on the lookout for an archer on a white horse riding through the streets of Greeneville. 
· Clearly, the visions stand for larger realities, and the horsemen represent the natural consequences of human sin and rebellion. 
· The white horse symbolizes military conquest, the red horse bloodshed, the black horse famine, and the pale horse death.[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Robert H. Mounce, What Are We Waiting For? A Commentary on Revelation (Eugene, OR: Wipf & Stock Publishers, 2004), 27.] 

· The horsemen represent a chain of events that human history has known all too well: conquest, the breakdown of peace, economic injustice, famine and disease, and ultimately death.[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Michael J. Gorman, Reading Revelation Responsibly: Uncivil Worship and Witness: Following the Lamb into the New Creation (Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2011), 141.] 

· These were genuine threats for people in the first century and they have remained threats ever since.[footnoteRef:6] [6:  Craig R. Koester, Revelation and the End of All Things (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 2018), 85.] 


PAUSE
So, why go to such great lengths to tell us what we already know? Why use such vivid imagery to tell us about threats of which we’re already aware?
Two reasons: to encourage and challenge.

a. Some of John’s readers needed to be encouraged.
I mentioned in the first week of this series that Revelation is widely considered the scariest and most confusing book in the Bible. But the truth is, Revelation does not tell us anything we haven’t already been told.

PAUSE
Right before his crucifixion Jesus told the disciples that he was going away, and he told them exactly what they could expect in the time in between his ascension and his return. 
· He told them that they were going to be hated and killed.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  Guthrie, Blessed: Experiencing the Promise of the Book of Revelation, 106.] 

John 16:33 ESV I have said these things to you, that in me you may have peace. In the world you will have tribulation. But take heart; I have overcome the world.
· Jesus told his disciples they would have trouble, but did you notice the reason he gave for sharing this hard news with his disciples? So that they would be encouraged.
· Jesus said his disciples would experience troubles and tribulations, but that He has overcome the world. Things may be difficult for a season, but he’s still in control.
· And that’s what we’re being told here in Revelation.
· God has given us freewill and the calamities represented in the four horsemen reflect the wages of human wickedness—the snowball effect of sin of rebellion.

However, the evils of war and unrest, economic desperation, and death are not uncontrolled or unguided. They are overseen and limited by the Lamb.[footnoteRef:8]  [8:  Guthrie, Blessed: Experiencing the Promise of the Book of Revelation, 110–11.] 

· And this is the basis for our confidence that God will in fact bring about the final victory of righteousness over evil.[footnoteRef:9] [9:  Mounce, What Are We Waiting For? A Commentary on Revelation, 28.] 


Jesse’s football practice.
· The horsemen provide encouragement because they remind the oppressed that their oppression will not continue forever.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Koester, Revelation and the End of All Things, 90.] 


b. Some of John’s readers needed to be challenged.
In the book of Revelation, judgement is clearly a vital aspect of the loving mission of God and the Lamb.[footnoteRef:11] [11:  Collins and Wall, Wesley One Volume Commentary, 916.] 

· It may seem strange that worship and judgment would go together, but this is because we do not fully understand either the holiness of God or the sinfulness of humanity. Nor do we grasp the total picture of what God wants to accomplish and how the forces of evil have opposed Him. God is long-suffering, but eventually He must judge sin and vindicate His servants.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Warren W. Wiersbe, The Bible Exposition Commentary, vol. 2 (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, 1996), 586.] 


And the vision of the four horsemen is designed to bring repentance and faith. 
· They should unsettle complacent readers, like those at Sardis and Laodicea, who have been lulled into a false sense of security.
· As Craig Koester put it, “the four horsemen are designed to shatter the illusion that we can find true security in the borders of any nation, in a flourishing economy, or in our own health.”[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Koester, Revelation and the End of All Things, 90.] 


So, what can we expect as we await the Lord’s return? We can expect trial and tribulation. But even though terrible things may happen that seem beyond explanation, God is still in control!

Another expectation…
II. We can expect to be persecuted for our witness to Jesus Christ.[footnoteRef:14] (Rev. 6:9) [14:  Guthrie, Blessed: Experiencing the Promise of the Book of Revelation, 111.] 


Revelation 6:9-11 ESV 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 and their brothers should be complete, who were to be killed as they themselves had been.

With the opening of the fifth seal, we’re drawn to a group of martyrs—a group of Christians, who had had been slaughtered because of their allegiance to the Lamb.
John’s words are a reminder that throughout the centuries’, committed Christians have been harassed and killed for their faith.[footnoteRef:15] [15:  Kendell H. Easley, Revelation, vol. 12, Holman New Testament Commentary (Nashville, TN: Broadman & Holman Publishers, 1998), 109.] 


In the upper room on the night before he was crucified Jesus told His disciples…
John 15:20 ESV Remember the word that I said to you: ‘A servant is not greater than his master.’ If they persecuted me, they will also persecute you…

Jesus told us to expect persecution but few of us really want to believe this do we?
We want to think that persecution is for people living in another time, in another place, under a different type of government, or just something that won’t ever really happen here.
· But Revelation is telling us what we already know—if we follow Jesus, we will eventually experience persecution for our faith.
· Workplace, family, bleachers, community.

Vote like your life depends on it.
· We cannot legislate or vote persecution away.

Persecution is a reality that should not surprise any of us. So, why tell us what we already know?
Two reasons: to encourage us and challenge us.

a. And some of John’s readers needed to be encouraged.
As one author put it, Revelation is written not as a guide on how to avoid persecution but rather as encouragement to endure persecution faithfully.[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Guthrie, Blessed: Experiencing the Promise of the Book of Revelation, 111–12.] 


At the heart of the martyrs petition is the cry, “How long, Lord?”
· And the response they receive is “A little longer.”
· They’re told that others will face some of the same things they faced. 
· This is why those reading the letter are going to need patient endurance. 
· They’re not receiving a promise that their suffering is going to disappear. 
· Instead, this letter is intended to gird them for the fight of faith that is going to define the rest of their lives.[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Guthrie, Blessed: Experiencing the Promise of the Book of Revelation, 112–13.] 


b. Some needed to be challenged.
Tacitus, the Roman historian, tells us that by the time Revelation was written, Nero had brutally murdered [countless] Christians in Rome. Some were crucified, others were torn apart by dogs, and still others were burned alive.[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Koester, Revelation and the End of All Things, 90.] 

· And as Craig Koester put it, the vision of the martyrs is designed to awaken the readers willingness to identify with those who have suffered for the faith. 
· For many Christians today, these are still very real possibilities.

The visions like those in Revelation 6 are designed to bring repentance and faith. They are designed to shatter the illusion that we can find true security anywhere apart from Christ.

So, what can we expect as we await the Lord’s return? We can expect persecution. And it may not always feel like a sufficient answer, but the question, “How long?” will one day be answered to the full satisfaction of every believer who has cried out to God in tears. 
· God has set a day when he will set things right.[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Guthrie, Blessed: Experiencing the Promise of the Book of Revelation, 113.] 


One last expectation…
III. We can expect that a final judgment will come. (Rev. 6:12-17)

When the sixth seal is opened, the entire universe is thrown into turmoil…[footnoteRef:20] [20:  Mounce, What Are We Waiting For? A Commentary on Revelation, 30.] 

Revelation 6:12-14 ESV 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.

John uses the same imagery that Isaiah, Ezekiel, Joel, and Jesus used to describe the final day of judgment (Isa. 13:10; Ezek. 32:7; Joel 2:31; Matt. 24:29). 
They all speak of the earth shaking, the sun darkening, the moon turning red, and the stars of the sky falling. It is as if the lights are being turned off in the universe. 
· Using symbolism, these texts draw a picture for us of the terror of judgment day, the sense of everything of permanence being shaken. 
· We’re meant to be filled with a sense that when this day comes, nothing will ever be the same again.[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Guthrie, Blessed: Experiencing the Promise of the Book of Revelation, 114.] 


Revelation 6:15-17 ESV Then the kings of the earth and the great ones and the generals and the rich and the powerful, and everyone, slave 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?”

Earlier we heard the martyrs in heaven praying. Here we hear those who’ve spurned the love of God praying, not to God, but to the mountains and rocks, begging them to fall upon them. 
· Papaw’s coworker.
· On that day, they would rather die than stand before the throne of the God that they have rebelled against. 
· They would rather die than come face to face with the Lamb whose blood they have ridiculed and rejected. 
· The day they laughed about and labeled as ridiculous will have become their inescapable reality. 
· They will be desperate to find an answer to the all-important question that they should have sought an answer to far sooner. 
· In light of facing the righteous Judge, they’ll be asking, “Who can stand before a holy God who is angry over sin and survive? Who is able to withstand the blistering gaze of God? Is there anywhere to find protection in the storm of his judgment?”

As we turn the page to chapter 7 of Revelation, the question is answered…[footnoteRef:22] [22:  Guthrie, Blessed: Experiencing the Promise of the Book of Revelation, 115.] 

Revelation 7:1- ESV After this I saw four angels standing at the four corners of the earth, holding back the four winds of the earth, that no wind might blow on earth or sea or against any tree. 2 Then I saw another angel ascending from the rising of the sun, with the seal of the living God, and he called with a loud voice to the four angels who had been given power to harm earth and sea, 3 saying, “Do not harm the earth or the sea or the trees, until we have sealed the servants of our God on their foreheads.” 4 And I heard the number of the sealed, 144,000, sealed from every tribe of the sons of Israel: 5 12,000 from the tribe of Judah were sealed, 12,000 from the tribe of Reuben, 12,000 from the tribe of Gad, 6 12,000 from the tribe of Asher, 12,000 from the tribe of Naphtali, 12,000 from the tribe of Manasseh, 7 12,000 from the tribe of Simeon, 12,000 from the tribe of Levi, 12,000 from the tribe of Issachar, 8 12,000 from the tribe of Zebulun, 12,000 from the tribe of Joseph, 12,000 from the tribe of Benjamin were sealed. 9 After this I looked, and behold, a great multitude that no one could number, from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages, standing before the throne and before the Lamb, clothed in white robes, with palm branches in their hands, 10 and crying out with a loud voice, “Salvation belongs to our God who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb!” 11 And all the angels were standing around the throne and around the elders and the four living creatures, and they fell on their faces before the throne and worshiped God, 12 saying, “Amen! Blessing and glory and wisdom and thanksgiving and honor and power and might be to our God forever and ever! Amen.” 13 Then one of the elders addressed me, saying, “Who are these, clothed in white robes, and from where have they come?” 14 I said to him, “Sir, you know.” And he said to me, “These are the ones coming out of the great tribulation. They have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb. 15 “Therefore they are before the throne of God, and serve him day and night in his temple; and he who sits on the throne will shelter them with his presence. 16 They shall hunger no more, neither thirst anymore; the sun shall not strike them, nor any scorching heat. 17 For the Lamb in the midst of the throne will be their shepherd, and he will guide them to springs of living water, and God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.”

John’s tools.
In John’s vision, an angel calls out to the angels who are preparing to accomplish the final judgment, telling them to put it on pause so that all who are servants of God can be marked for protection in the judgment.
· The seal was basically a mark of ownership.[footnoteRef:23] [23:  Leon Morris, Revelation: An Introduction and Commentary, vol. 20, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1987), 113.] 


It’s reminiscent of Exodus and the night when the death angel went throughout Egypt. 
· God told Moses what the Israelites needed to do to be protected from the judgment.
· Their homes had to be marked by the blood of an innocent lamb. 
· Well, here, these servants are being marked by the blood of the Lamb so that they will not face the wrath of the Lamb.[footnoteRef:24] [24:  Guthrie, Blessed: Experiencing the Promise of the Book of Revelation, 115–16.] 


John is told that 144,000 have been marked with God’s seal.
· We’re learning that numbers in Revelation are symbolic. 
· And the number 144,000 is symbolic.
· It squares the number of tribes of Israel (12 × 12 = 144) and multiplies the sum by 1,000. 
· A graphic way of representing the number of faithful believers who will enter the kingdom of God before the end.[footnoteRef:25]  [25:  Mounce, What Are We Waiting For? A Commentary on Revelation, 34.] 

· As author Nancy Guthrie put it, “This is the complete number of Old Testament saints who looked forward and put their faith in the Christ who was promised combined with those saints in the New Testament era who look back at the cross and resurrection and put their faith in Christ. This is the true Israel, the church across the ages. Everyone is accounted for. And they are all marked for protection.”[footnoteRef:26] [26:  Guthrie, Blessed: Experiencing the Promise of the Book of Revelation, 116–17.] 


But when Johns turns to look at those who’ve been marked, he doesn’t see 144,000—he sees a vast multitude that cannot be counted. 
· Once again there’s a contrast between what John heard and saw.
· Lion and Lamb.

Some scholars believe these are two different groups, but the most defensible reading of the text treats these as the same redeemed community viewed through different lenses—one emphasizing divine completeness and order, the other revealing the incomprehensible scope of salvation’s reach across all humanity.
· As one author put it, “While the numbered list of tribes tells us that the number of those marked is complete, this great multitude tells us that the number of the redeemed will be vast.”[footnoteRef:27] [27:  Guthrie, Blessed: Experiencing the Promise of the Book of Revelation, 118.] 


PAUSE
Perhaps we’re meant to think of God’s promise to Abraham that he would have descendants as numerous as the stars in the sky and the sand on the seashore. 
· Revelation 7 is the fulfillment of that promise. 
· God also told Abraham that he would be the father of a multitude of nations. 
· Here is a multitude made up of people from every nation, tribe, and language who are all true sons of Abraham.

And they’re all crying out with a loud voice saying, “Salvation belongs to our God!” 
· They do not say, “Salvation belongs to me!” 
· They know that their salvation is the result of what Christ did on the cross, not by any worthiness in themselves.
· And it’s almost as if they don’t have enough words to express all of the honor that is due to God for what he has done, so they pile them up into one long string of “blessing and glory and wisdom and thanksgiving and honor and power and might be to our God forever and ever! Amen.” 

And all who have patiently endured the tribulation of living for Christ in a hostile world, can expect not only be protected in the final judgment; but to enjoy the protective presence of God for all eternity. 
· Nothing and no one will be able to harm us. 
· All of our needs will be provided for. 
· All the pain of the past will be wiped away as God himself wipes away our tears. 
· And we’ll be safely in the fold of our shepherd, the Lamb.[footnoteRef:28] [28:  Guthrie, Blessed: Experiencing the Promise of the Book of Revelation, 120.] 


PAUSE
The question “Who can stand?” has been answered.[footnoteRef:29] [29:  Guthrie, Blessed: Experiencing the Promise of the Book of Revelation, 119.] 


The promise of eternal life, forgiveness, freedom, restoration, is nothing new. So, why tell us what we already know?
Two reasons: to encourage and challenge.

PAUSE
Chapters 6 and 7 results in a jarring scene that challenges our ordinary perceptions of peace and security. 
· When Christ returns, we’re going to be in one of two groups: either with the redeemed (those marked by the blood of the lamb, those who’ve turned to Christ as Savior and Lord) or will be with those begging for the mountains to hide them. 
· These visions press us to give up the idea that we can remain neutral. There is no middle ground. 
· And at the same time, the text shows that heavenly perceptions are the opposite of earthly perceptions.
· From an earthly point of view, the story of the martyrs and the redeemed, seems to show that faith leads to suffering and loss. 
· So, we should give up our faith in order to gain greater security on earth. 
· But the visions here reverse this perception by showing that the faithful who have suffered on earth ultimately find rest and reward in heaven, while the rest of humanity, who appear secure on earth, will ultimately be disturbed by the judgment that falls from heaven.

PAUSE
So, which will it be?
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