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In our study of the Revelation, we are right in the middle of chapter six - which gives us the account of the Lamb of 
God - who we know as Jesus Christ - opening the seven seals on the scroll which we learned about in chapter five - a 
scroll which contains the decrees and plans of God, particular to the redemption of mankind and the ultimate defeat 
of the evil world powers. And thus far, I have given you an overview of chapter 6:1 to 8:2, followed by our looking 
together at the first three seals - found in 6:1-6; and from our overview and from the study the first three seals, we 
have drawn two conclusions:

The first conclusion is that the account we have in 6:1 to 8:2 gives us a picture of what would characterize the 
whole age known as the latter days, or the last days - from the time the gospel of Christ began to be preached until 
the end of the age. Do you remember that from several weeks ago? I said, after giving the overview that:

“. . .what we have when we put all this together is a complete overview of the unfolding of God’s redemptive 
plan, from the first century until the return of Christ - in the same way the first vision of Daniel’s prophecy 
gave an overview of Gentile world power and the establishment of Christ’s kingdom - which would conquer 
all the earthly pagan kingdoms. 

And like Daniel’s prophecy - where the chapters following gave more detail, so here the chapters following 
6:1 to 7:17 will tell in more detail the same story this first vision reveals - the story of the advancement, 
proclamation and application of redemption”.

And so, in Revelation 6:1 to 8:2 we have the entire unfolding of God’s plan of redemption - which begins with Christ 
going forth with the gospel, conquering and to conquer and ends with final judgement on the one hand (6:12-17) and 
final redemption for the whole people of God, who He gave to His Son, who His Son purchased - and who make up 
Christ’s flock (7:1-17) on the other hand. 

The second conclusion is that the seals reveal specific characteristics of the age - the age which will end with 
redemption being completed and fully applied. We have studied three of these seals in some detail. Do you 
remember the detail?

The first seal is open and the content revealed in vv.2. What did this seal represent? Christ - going forth conquering 
and to conquer via the gospel; and I showed why the imagery used to describe this horse and horseman pointed to 
Christ and was the most reasonable understanding of this seal;

Next, we have a red horse and he who sat on it revealed when the second seal was opened. Do you remember 
what this seal denotes? Based on the type sword the rider carries, the word John uses for ‘slay’, and the permission 
the rider was given - to take peace from the earth - this rider represents persecution of believers - for where the 
gospel goes out conquering persecution follows quickly behind;

Third, we learned how the black horse and rider with the weighing scales of the third seal most likely represents 
economic oppression in general and persecution of Christians and the church in particular via economic oppression. 
Listen to William Hendrickson on the means of the third seal:

It is not famine as such, that is indicated here; for these prices, though high, are by no means famine prices. 
Besides, one can get all the wheat he wants, provided he has the money to pay for it! But that is exactly the 
point. How can a man who is earning every little provide for his family when process are so high? A certain 
class of people is going to be hard-pressed. (pg.101). Question is, who might be in view here? What class of 
people? The poor, for sure, is in view - but also, Christians who are forced into poverty due to oppression - as many 
Christians in N. Korea are facing right now in our world. 

And so the picture thus far is this - that because the Lamb who was slain but was alive opened the seals of the scroll 
of God, the latter days - the last age - the period between Christ’s first and second coming, would be characterized by 
Christ and the gospel going forth conquering and to conquer, with much trouble and persecution springing up, as the 
gospel does go forth. That’s an overview of seals 1, 2 and 3 - what of seal 4, 5 and 6?     

    



The Seven Seals pt.3
Rev. 6:7-17

03.14.17
mdb

Seal #4 is in v. 7-8: John saw a pale horse, and it’s rider was named Death, and Hades followed after. This 
horse and rider denote death in general - and wherever DEATH rides, Hades follows, gathering in the slain. This rider 
will kill in four ways - by the sword, famine, pestilence and wild beasts; and the woes released by this rider are 
parallel to those found in Ezekiel 14:21. The woes in Ez.14:21 are four acts of judgement - and from this it seems 
clear that the content of this seal denotes four woeful types of judgement - but instead of these judgements being 
directed at Jerusalem as they were in Ezekiel’s day, they are directed at the world and affects the world - and as they 
affect the world, they will also affect believers and the church. It is important to note though, that these judgements 
are not directed AT the church, but sometimes affect the church. 

How do we know the world is in view here? John says this in verse 8 - ‘And they (death and hades) were given 
authority over a fourth of the earth, to kill. . . . This is a general statement and could refer to a geographic location 
- but most likely this ‘fourth’ refers to people who are killed by death in general. We understand this to be what John 
had in view because the GK word is John uses here is apokteinai. You may recall how last week, we saw how John 
uses two different words in his writings to denote killing - one based on the root sphazo - to butcher, slaughter, as one 
does to a sacrifice and the other based on the root kteino which denotes killing in general - and here, apokteinia is 
used, based upon the root kteino. John refers to killing in a general sense. This killing comes by means of four 
judgements.

The first judgement is war - that is what ‘kill by the sword’ refers to here. We deduce this based on the word 
John uses for ‘sword’. He uses the word rhomphaia instead of the word machaira and this is referring to the great 
sword - like the sword David used to cut Goliath’s head off when he battled Goliath of Gath. So the picture here is of 
much death - NOT slaughter by sacrifice using the machaira but killing resulting in death using the rhomphaia - the 
great sword or war sword. The ‘wars and rumors of war’ spoken of by Jesus in such places as Matthew 24: 6 and 
Luke 21:9 are here referred to by John as the first judgement of the fourth seal. 

Next, people will die from famine - food shortages leading to starvation;

Third, people will die from pestilence - that is, disease. Disease usually follows famine; and disease spreads through 
many other mediums as well, such as lack of hygiene, unsanitary sewers, or sinful and immoral behavior; 

Finally, people will die from wild beasts - meaning, as judgement is released the natural fear wild beasts have for 
humans, per Genesis 9, will be removed at times - so that animals kill; and also, people will be killed by wild beasts in 
the arena - for sport, as took place in the Coliseum in Rome.

The fourth seal, then, speaks of general judgement on the earth, which results in death, with hades being filled 
with the slain. And two questions arise as we consider the meaning of this seal. First, what does John mean when he 
says a fourth of the earth will be killed? Is the ‘fourth’ literal? That’s the first question; and the second question is, 
who releases these judgements?

First question is what does John mean when he writes that a fourth of those on earth will be killed by Death and 
Hades? The killing of a fourth of those who live on the earth has been understood by some to mean a literal fourth - 
like 25 % of those who live on the earth. This would be the view of some futurists who see these judgements as 
coming in the future, during the final seven years of earth’s life. And so, if there are 7 billion people living on the earth 
(today there are between 7 and 7.5 billion ppl on earth) 25 % of them - or  175 billion - will die in these judgements - 
meaning in a very short time, a LOT of people are going to die. 

A more likely meaning, however, is to see the number as representative of the fact that through war, famine, 
pestilence and wild beasts, many, many people will die - but not everyone. Put another way, we might say, despite 
these judgements, humanity will not be annihilated - either by nuclear war, or by the famine and disease that would 
follow a mass nuclear exchange. So, if any of you are expecting a dystopian cataclysm, you will probably be 
disappointed.

Who or what is the source of these judgements? How would you answer that question? On the surface of the text, 
Death is responsible, followed by Hades - what death kills hades collects. And Death is the causative agent here - 
BUT, who releases Death, with Hades following? The answer is found in the context. 
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Who is opening the seals, in this scene? Christ is - so He is the first cause (see Rev. 2:22 for an example of Christ 
threatening some within the church at Thyatira with death); and who calls the rider forth? The fourth living creature (v.
7). The living creatures, identified as cherubim or seraphim - are angelic beings who carry out the will of God - here, 
by calling forth the riders of the first four seals (6:1, 3, 5, 7); and so the picture here as well as with each of the other 
seals is Christ, opening the seals - and at least for the first four, the living creatures calling out the riders, who then go 
forth and carry out their mission. So here is Christ who, on the one hand conquers with the gospel, also sending forth 
judgements upon the earth.

There was a time when the devil had the power of death - but that is NOT the case any longer. Consider Hebrews 
2:14ff; Rev. 1:18. Once, the devil had the power of death but now, Christ holds the keys to death and to hades.  
And so, what we have thus far is this: Christ going forth conquering by the gospel (the white horse and rider); this is 
followed by a reaction from the world against the church - persecution by the slaughter (the red horse) and by 
injustice or oppression (the black horse); and at the same time, judgements are being sent forth against the earth by 
Christ and the judgements He sends are war, famine, pestilence and wild beasts.

That is the content of the first four seals - what of the fifth seal?   

Seal #5 is described in v.9: After the fifth seal is opened John saw the souls of the martyrs - those who had 
been slain for the Word of God and for the witness they had borne - under the altar - and he heard their cry 
(vs.10); and again, history shows that where the gospel spreads, persecution follows - and where persecution 
follows, there are martyrs. The persecutions resulting from the 2nd and 3rd seals have as their end martyrdom - not 
of all Christians who suffer, but off many. Notice four bits of information revealed to us by John, about these martyrs:

     1) The martyrs are crying out a specific request: Oh Sovereign Lord, how long. . . .(v.10). What judgement do the 
martyrs have in mind? I believe they have in mid the final judgement which will come upon the wicked and the 
persecutors at the end as is recorded in Rev. 20:11-15

     2) The martyrs are given a specific reward: Then they were given a white robe and rest (v.11a);

     3) The martyrs were given a specific explanation for the delay in judgement and vengeance: Your number is not 
yet complete - yes, you gave your lives for the Word of God and for the witness of Christ - but, there are more of you - 
and those who haven't yet given their lives for Christ must do so - for that is a part of the unfolding plan of the ages; 
and ultimate judgement will not come until ALL your number have been killed as you were killed.

     4)  Martyrdom is a form of gospel witness - and there are a determined number of martyrs, who will give their lives 
for the gospel - notice how specific the Lord’s language is: v.11b - and martyrdom also characterizes the age of the 
church. Will one of us or someone we know, be among that number? Maybe - many have been in the past, and more 
shall be in the future.

When we consider the first five seals of Revelation chapter six, and we understand them in the way they have been 
explained, we see very clearly that these seals and their contents are designed by the Lord, not so much to scare or 
discourage Christians but rather, to encourage the Church and Christians. And the lesson for us, as we go home 
tonight, is two fold:

First, Christ went forth conquering and to conquer through the gospel - and He will indeed complete HIs task and 
bring about final victory; 

Second, all the seals are opened by Christ - and He has control over the events that transpire as a result of the seals 
being opened - and as a result, the Church and Christians need not fear - for the Lion of the Tribe of Judah is now 
King and He will win the battle. But, all the enemies of Christ need fear - for soon, the wrath of the Lamb will be 
revealed and there will be no place to hide from His wrath. May all of us believe - and be found loving his appearing - 
to the praise of His glory. 

NOTE: We have covered five of the seven seals - and I am going to stop here tonight and cover the sixth seal next 
week - because there is a lot to the sixth seal. Seal #6 is a scene of cataclysm (vv.12-14), judgement (vv.15-17) 
and great victory (7:1-17). We will unpack this sixth seal next week, Lord willing. 
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