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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

A topic commonly discussed by church members that is not always biblically 

informed is the end times. Church members often read books of fiction on the end times 

that may become the primary source informing their perspective instead of the Bible. The 

way the Bible is interpreted matters and has real effects on the lives of church members 

today. The church needs to be able to read and understand the whole Bible from the 

perspective of the people who wrote the Bible, the biblical authors, not from the 

perspective of authors of fiction books or people on social media. This project will use 

biblical theology in a sermon series presented to Hillcrest Baptist Church in Louisville, 

Kentucky, focusing on the six seals of Revelation 6. Biblical theology seeks to interpret 

and then apply the Bible in the way the authors of the Bible did. There is no better 

authority on what is written in the Bible than the people who wrote the Bible. Biblical 

theology seeks to discern the meaning of a book or passage being read or studied in 

relation to its author. 

Why Revelation 6 for Hillcrest Baptist Church? 

The church needs the whole counsel of God’s Word, which means the church 

needs to be able to read, interpret, understand, and apply the whole counsel of God’s 

Word. Revelation 6 was chosen as the passage of focus for this sermon series because it 

is a more challenging passage of the Bible. Hillcrest Baptist Church will learn to use 

biblical theology on a challenging passage, so individual members can study any passage 

of the Bible they come across on their own.  
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Revelation 6 is a passage that has many different interpretations throughout 

history. Interpretations of the first seal range from the white rider as the antichrist to the 

white rider as Jesus and the glorious conquest of the gospel. Those two views could not 

be more opposed, and yet there are still many more. How should a church member 

navigate these different viewpoints and interpretations? A church member must read the 

Bible to develop and discern their views by seeking to align their perspective with that of 

the authors of the Bible.  

Survey of Literature 

The sources used for this project will include general commentaries and 

perspectives that may not necessarily align with the conclusions reached in this project. 

The view this project will put forth aligns most closely with the Amillennial perspective 

and closely aligns with partial preterist, but not completely, and maybe combines that 

with some form of idealist view. The best description of this project’s view might best be 

described as the biblical theology view (biblical theology is defined in the next chapter). 

The biblical authors do not leave us to determine or guess when certain prophecies of 

Scripture are fulfilled, such as Jesus’s prophecy in the Olivet Discourse passages. Rather, 

the biblical authors interpret the fulfillment not only of the Olivet Discourse but every 

prophecy within the closed canon of Scripture. Therefore, the interpreter is not reliant on 

extrabiblical sources such as Josephus or others to discover the interpretation of a biblical 

prophecy because the Scriptures are sufficient. However, academic commentaries as well 

as other extrabiblical sources can help a Bible interpreter consider perspectives, ideas, or 

points of connection in the Bible they may have missed or not considered, as Proverbs 

27:17 says, “Iron sharpens iron, and one man sharpens another.” 

Academic commentary will engage with the original languages and also 

provide interpretive perspectives. Whenever possible, this project will interact with 

sources that use biblical theology to interpret key passages. These academic commentaries 

will be organized first as general commentaries on Revelation, then commentaries 
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interacting more with the biblical languages, and then commentaries that use biblical 

theology. 

General Commentaries on Revelation 

This is a study in the book of Revelation on a passage that has many 

perspectives and interpretations. Therefore, while this project emphasizes the use of 

biblical theology to reach its interpretive conclusions, it will also seek to interact with 

alternative perspectives that come from different interpretive methodologies, especially 

those more commonly held by the church audience in view.  

A Commentary on the Revelation of John by George Eldon Ladd presents an 

interpretive perspective consistent with a premillennial view that is contrary to the 

popular dispensational view and different from the perspective put forth in this project.1 

Breaking the Code: Understanding the Book of Revelation by Bruce M. Metzger presents 

a popular understanding of Revelation that differs from the perspective of this project.2 The 

Joy of Hearing: A Theology of the Book of Revelation by Thomas R. Schreiner puts forth 

a less popular interpretation of Revelation 6, which is similar to the view of this project.3 

Revelation edited by William C. Weinrich in the Ancient Christian Commentary, gathers 

commentaries and interpretations on Revelation from sources in the early church.4 The 

early church perspectives in these ancient commentaries are similar to the view of this 

project, and often contrary to some popular views today, including those held by the 

church audience in view. The Old Testament in the Book of Revelation, written by Steve 
 

1 George Eldon Ladd, A Commentary on the Revelation of John (Grand Rapids: William B. 

Eerdmans, 1972). 

2 Bruce M. Metzger, Breaking the Code: Understanding the Book of Revelation (Nashville: 

Abingdon, 1993). 

3 Thomas R. Schreiner, The Joy of Hearing: A Theology of the Book of Revelation, New 

Testament Theology (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2021). 

4 William C. Weinrich, ed., Revelation, Ancient Christian Commentary (Downers Grove, IL: 

InterVarsity, 2005). 
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Moyise, includes two chapters that are useful for this project: one on John’s use of Daniel 

and another on John’s use of Ezekiel in the book of Revelation.5 The chapter on Ezekiel 

makes the case that John wrote Revelation in parallel with Ezekiel, following him chapter 

by chapter in order. 

Academic Commentary Interacting 
with Original Languages 

Biblical theology must consider the languages of the biblical authors to gain a 

deeper understanding of their perspective. Although these sources do not necessarily use 

biblical theology in their interpretations, they will help the reader understand key words 

used by the biblical authors in the texts this project focuses on. 

Revelation 1–5 and Revelation 6–16, by David Edward Aune in the Word 

Biblical Commentary, provide an in-depth analysis of Revelation with detailed 

interaction of the Greek.6 His commentary presents many interpretive perspectives that 

the church has held through history. Both his commentaries on Revelation are included 

because the earlier chapters provide important context for Revelation 6, which will aid in 

interpretation. The Book of Revelation: A Commentary on the Greek Text by Gregory K. 

Beale is a thorough academic source that interacts with the Greek.7 Revelation by Louis 

A. Brighton in the Concordia Commentary series is an academic source that interacts 

with the Greek and often presents a perspective different from the view of this project.8 

The Book of Revelation, by Robert H. Mounce in The New International Commentary on 

the New Testament series, is a thorough academic source that engages with Greek and 
 

5 Steve Moyise, The Old Testament in the Book of Revelation, Journal for the Study of the New 

Testament. Supplement Series (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1995), 45–84. 

6 David Edward Aune, Revelation 1–5, Word Biblical Commentary, vol. 52a (Dallas: Word, 

1997); Revelation 6–16, Word Biblical Commentary, vol. 52b (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1998). 

7 Gregory K. Beale, The Book of Revelation, New International Greek Testament Commentary 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008).  

8 Louis A. Brighton, Revelation, Concordia Commentary (St. Louis: Concordia, 1999). 
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historical sources.9 An article titled “The Sixth Seal in Revelation 6:12–17,” written by P. 

G. R. De Villiers in the Acta Theologica journal, does a thorough treatment of the Greek 

language and chiastic structure in the sixth seal and offers an informative understanding 

of John’s perspective.10 Zechariah by Richard D. Phillips is a reformed expository 

commentary.11 As John writes about the four horsemen in the seals of Revelation 6, he 

likely has a similar vision in Zechariah 6 in mind that this project will need to consider. 

Zechariah by Albert M. Wolters provides a helpful commentary on Zechariah that 

engages with the Hebrew text.12 

Sources Using Biblical Theology 

This project seeks to interpret Revelation 6 through the lens of biblical theology. 

While other sources listed previously can be helpful in various ways for this project, they 

may not employ biblical theology in their interpretation of a given passage. Therefore, 

interacting with sources that seek to interpret the Bible using biblical theology will be 

needed to help define and demonstrate biblical theology.  

We Become What We Worship: A Biblical Theology of Idolatry by G. K. Beale 

is a thorough academic source that devotes considerable time to defining and explaining 

what he means by biblical theology.13 According to Plan: The Unfolding Revelation of 

God in the Bible by Graeme Goldsworthy, is a helpful and influential source for teaching 
 

9 Robert H. Mounce, The Book of Revelation, New International Commentary on the New 

Testament (Cambridge, UK: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1997). 

10 De Villiers, “The Sixth Seal in Revelation 6:12–17.” 

11 Richard D. Phillips, Zechariah, Reformed Expository Commentary (Phillipsburg, NJ: P & 

R, 2007). 

12 Albert M. Wolters, Zechariah, Historical Commentary on the Old Testament (Leuven, 

Belgium: Peeters, 2014). 

13 G. K. Beale, We Become What We Worship: A Biblical Theology of Idolatry (Downers 

Grove, IL: IVP, 2008). 
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how to use biblical theology to interpret the Bible.14 What Is Biblical Theology? A Guide 

to the Bible’s Story, Symbolism, and Patterns by James M. Hamilton provides the 

definition of biblical theology used in this project.15 The understanding of symbolism and 

the biblical story presented in this source will inform the interpretation of the symbolism 

in Revelation 6 for this project. God’s Glory in Salvation Through Judgment: A Biblical 

Theology by James M. Hamilton Jr. is a resource that aims to use biblical theology to 

present a single main idea that is woven throughout every book of the Bible.16 This 

project aligns with Hamilton’s main idea presented in this source and finds it helpful in 

informing an interpretation of Revelation 6 and a key passage in Zechariah. Revelation: 

The Spirit Speaks to the Churches by James M. Hamilton Jr. in the Preaching the Word 

series is an academic source that often employs biblical theology to interpret and 

understand the book of Revelation.17 This source presents a different perspective of 

Revelation 6 than will be presented in this project. With the Clouds of Heaven: The Book 

of Daniel in Biblical Theology by James M. Hamilton Jr. describes in some detail how 

influential the book of Daniel is on John’s perspective and writing in the book of 

Revelation.18 This project will need to consider the way the book of Daniel informs John’s 

writing in Revelation 6 especially. Hamilton also offers an interpretation of Daniel using 

biblical theology. Daniel by Joe M. Sprinkle in the new Evangelical Biblical Theology 
 

14 Graeme Goldsworthy, According to Plan: The Unfolding Revelation of God in the Bible 

(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2002). 

15 James M. Hamilton, What Is Biblical Theology? A Guide to the Bible’s Story, Symbolism, 

and Patterns (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2014).  

16 James M. Hamilton Jr., God’s Glory in Salvation through Judgment: A Biblical Theology 

(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2010).  

17 James M. Hamilton Jr., Revelation: The Spirit Speaks to the Churches, Preaching the Word 

(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2012). 

18 James M. Hamilton Jr., With the Clouds of Heaven: The Book of Daniel in Biblical 

Theology, New Studies in Biblical Theology (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2014). 
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Commentary series is an academic commentary on the book of Daniel that uses biblical 

theology.19 

Project Outline 

Each of the six seals in Revelation 6 will be the focus of a chapter of the 

project. The first chapter and sermon in this series will show how biblical theology 

informs the context of Revelation 6. 

Biblical Theology and the  
Context of Revelation 6 

This chapter will seek to define and demonstrate what biblical theology is, using 

passages to inform the context of Revelation 6. For example, Zechariah 6:1–8 describes a 

vision of four chariots with horses of the same colors as the four horsemen in Revelation 

6. There is a clear connection between these passages, which means Zechariah informs 

what John writes in relation to the first four seals. The interpretations of the four horsemen 

in the first four seals must also fit the context of the corresponding horsemen of like color 

in Zechariah 6. The books of Ezekiel and Daniel both have significant influences on John 

and make contributions to the seals of Revelation 6, informing its context. 

The context of Revelation itself and the place of Revelation 6 in the context of 

the overall book will need to be explored. The sixth seal is a climactic moment at the end 

of Revelation 6 that is informed by the letters to the seven churches in Revelation 2–3, 

which frame the context of the chapter. Major themes in the Bible that began in Genesis 

and are carried through show up again in Revelation 6, informing its context and 

interpretation, specifically the cosmic battle between the seed of the woman and the seed 

of the serpent that began in Genesis 3:15, as well as the flood narrative in Genesis 6–9, 

and more.  
 

19 Joe M. Sprinkle, Daniel, Evangelical Biblical Theology Commentary (Bellingham, WA: 

Lexham, 2020). 
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“The beginning of the end” is an idea and theme that this project aims to 

develop in this section to inform the context of Revelation 6. The throne room scene of 

Revelation 4–5 depicts the triune God as the Alpha and the Omega, the Beginning and 

the End. The Father gives the Son all authority in heaven and on earth when he hands him 

the sealed scroll. Jesus begins his reign by opening the seals, and God’s plan to bring 

about the end is underway. First Corinthians 15:24–26, says, “Then comes the end, when 

he delivers the kingdom to God the Father after destroying every rule and every authority 

and power. For he must reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet. The last 

enemy to be destroyed is death.”20 At the final judgement, just before the new heavens 

and new earth is ushered in, the last enemy, Death, is defeated and thrown into the lake of 

fire. The opening of the first seal is the beginning of God’s plan to bring about the end. 

The First Seal: The Seed of the 
Woman (Rev 6:1–2) 

God promises in Genesis 3:15 that the seed of the woman will crush the head 

of the serpent. Jesus Christ fulfils this promise at the cross. The seed of the woman also 

refers to those who have come to faith in Jesus, the people of God, also called the church 

(Rev 12:17). John knows his Bible and uses imagery to depict the continuation of this 

cosmic battle between God and the enemy. The first rider is white, and Beale explains 

that “‘white’ is used without exception elsewhere in Revelation (14 times) in a good 

sense in descriptions associated with the holiness of God, Christ, or the saints.”21 

The conquering white rider is given a crown by the Lord Jesus Christ, who 

alone was worthy to open the seals because he conquered at the cross (Rev 5:4–6). Jesus 

promises his church that the one who conquers will be given “authority over the nations” 

(Rev 2:26) and will sit with him on his throne because he conquered (Rev 3:21). 
 

20 All Scripture quotes are from the English Standard Version, unless otherwise noted. 

21 Beale, The Book of Revelation, 375. 
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The symbol of the bow will be informed by biblical theology, considering the 

development of the rainbow through the canon from Genesis 9 to Ezekiel 1, and the 

throne room in Revelation 4. John uses the word for “conquer” (nikao) in the first seal 

and many other times throughout Revelation, and could be connected to the central theme 

of the book.22 The study of nikao will aim to demonstrate a connection between the first 

seal and Revelation 12. Hamilton titles his chapter on Revelation 12 as “The Seed of the 

Woman Conquers the Serpent.”23 This project will seek to show that the first seal is a 

snapshot of Revelation 12, and subsequent seals will follow a similar pattern. 

The Second Seal: The Seed of 
the Serpent (Rev 6:3–4) 

The seed of the serpent can refer to anything under the authority of the enemy 

of God, Satan, and continues the imagery of this cosmic battle that began in Genesis 3:15, 

as described in the first seal. John depicts this cosmic battle in detailed symbols in 

Revelation 12 and identifies Satan with the color red (Rev 12:3), the same color as the 

rider of the second seal. After the dragon is conquered and thrown down, Satan turns his 

attention to the church (Rev 12:17) and sends out his beasts into the world in Revelation 

13. This project will aim to illustrate the second seal as a snapshot of what Revelation 13 

describes in greater detail. The colors of these riders are significant points of connection, 

but other symbols will also need to be shown to fit the context. 

The Third Seal: Tribulation and 
Judgment (Rev 6:5–6) 

The third seal is commonly interpreted as famine, but this project will utilize 

biblical theology to examine the imagery of the scales and other symbols John employs in 
 

22 Thomas Schreiner, “Introduction to Biblical Theology—Dr. Thomas Schreiner—Lecture 

31,” The Master’s Seminary, 2018, YouTube, 10:23, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v= 

bqqbh2mDqM0&list=PLY8PW8TyYtJlFbhMcQUZZEjoVCZxomxVg. Schreiner says the purpose of 

Revelation could be for believers to overcome, the same word John uses for conquer, nikao.  

23 Hamilton, Revelation, 245. 
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the third seal as depicting tribulation and judgment.  

In the context of the heavenly throne room in Revelation 5, Jesus is found to be 

the only one worthy to open the scroll with seven seals, as the resurrected Lamb who was 

slain takes his throne and begins to reign. The King of Kings and Lord of Lords opens the 

seals, and a time of testing and tribulation begins on the whole world. The seed of the 

woman will be judged worthy by passing the test of faith, having believed in Jesus as 

Lord and Savior like the centurion (Luke 7:1–10) and enduring to the end. The seed of 

the serpent will be judged unworthy by failing the test of faith and rejecting Jesus, as the 

Jews did (Luke 7:3–5, 30), receiving the mark of the beast instead.   

Revelation 5–6 follows a biblical pattern set by Joseph and his eleven brothers 

feasting together in Joseph’s palatial estate during a severe famine (Gen 43), followed by 

Joseph bringing a time of testing and tribulation on his brothers (Gen 44). Judah passes 

the test by offering himself as a substitute to save Benjamin (Gen 44:33–34). John 

follows this biblical pattern when he records Jesus observing the Passover feast with his 

eleven disciples in the Upper Room (John 13–17), rather than in a palatial estate. Then 

the betrayer returns, and Jesus and the disciples are tested through tribulation (John 18–

20). Judas betrays Jesus, Peter denies Jesus, and the other disciples scatter, all failing the 

test. Jesus alone is worthy and endures to the end by offering himself as a substitute for 

sins to save all who will believe in him. Genesis 43, John 14, and Revelation 5 follow a 

parallel pattern that shows John is heavily influenced by the Joseph narrative in Genesis 

43–44, informing his symbolic use of the famine as a time of testing and tribulation that 

is to come upon the world. The world will be judged according to its response.  

Following the same pattern as the first two seals, this project will show the 

third seal as a snapshot of what is described in more detail in Revelation 14, where an 

eternal gospel is proclaimed in connection to the hour of judgment that is to come, 

followed by two harvests. The influence of Daniel and Ezekiel on John is crucial for 

understanding the third seal. God tells Ezekiel to “take balances for weighing and divide 
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the hair” (Ezek 5:1). Daniel interprets the handwriting on the wall, saying, “TEKEL, you 

have been weighed in the balances and found wanting” (Dan 5:27). The interpretation of 

the third seal must also fit the context of Zechariah in which the white and black chariot 

ride together to the north country putting God’s Spirit at rest (Zech 6:6–8). 

The Fourth Seal: Death and 
Hades (Rev 6:7–8) 

The fourth seal is described by John as Death and Hades (Rev 6:8). Hades is 

not a place where God’s people go when they die because they will be with the Lord 

(depicted in the fifth seal). Hades is a kind of holding place or intermediate state for those 

who die as unbelievers. This is where the seed of the serpent awaits the final judgment 

when Death and Hades show up again (Rev 20:13). John is informed by Ezekiel 5:12: “A 

third part of you shall die of pestilence and be consumed with famine in your midst; a 

third part shall fall by the sword all around you; and a third part I will scatter to all the 

winds and will unsheathe the sword after them.” Death and Hades are, “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” (Rev 6:8). Other common interpretations of earlier seals include 

death by sword or famine, suggesting some redundancy by God. The use of biblical 

theology overcomes that redundancy.  

The Fifth Seal: Reigning with 
Christ (Rev 6:9–11) 

The fifth seal is no longer one of the four horsemen; it is not a judgment, but a 

parallel and opposite reality to the fourth seal. Unbelievers go down to Hades when they 

die in the fourth seal. Christians will go up to heaven, their intermediate state, also awaiting 

the final judgment, but for a different reason shown by their question, “O Sovereign 

Lord, holy and true, how long before you will judge and avenge our blood on those who 

dwell on the earth?” (Rev 6:10). God answers, “Rest a little longer, until the number of 
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their fellow servants and their brothers should be complete, who were to be killed as they 

themselves had been” (Rev 6:11). 

John tells us that he “saw under the altar the souls of those who had been slain 

for the word of God and for the witness they had borne” (Rev 6:9). Similar language is 

used in Revelation 20:4: 

Then I saw thrones, and seated on them were those to whom the authority to judge 
was committed. Also I saw the souls of those who had been beheaded for the 
testimony of Jesus and for the word of God, and those who had not worshiped the 
beast or its image and had not received its mark on their foreheads or their hands. 
They came to life and reigned with Christ for a thousand years. 

The emphasis on the word souls in both these passages highlights their 

heavenly nature. The fourth seal already connects the seals of Revelation 6 to those of 

Revelation 20 with the identity of Death and Hades. The fifth seal is a snapshot of what is 

described in more detail in Revelation 20:4–6. This connection places the six seals of 

Revelation 6 within the context of the millennial reign of Christ. This project will seek to 

demonstrate what it means to reign with Christ. 

The Sixth Seal: The Day of the Lord 
(Rev 6:12–17) 

A progressive escalation is taking place with the seals in Revelation 6, 

culminating in the sixth seal. Two verses are given to each of the first four seals. Then, 

three verses are given to the fifth seal, and six verses are given to the sixth seal. John writes 

the sixth seal with great care and intentionality, giving it a chiastic structure. De Villiers 

identifies John’s main emphasis at the top of the chiasm in verse 15, detailing a list of 

seven identifications of people whose day of wrath has come.24 John’s audience would 

have recognized this list as related to the letters to the seven churches in Revelation 2–3. 
 

24 P. G. R. De Villiers, “The Sixth Seal in Revelation 6:12–17,” Acta Theologica sup-6 (2004): 7. 

Villiers provides an outline of the chiastic structure in Greek. The rest of the article is highly recommended 

for a reader seeking to understand John’s perspective and context. A thorough analysis of the Greek leads 

Villiers to conclude that the text was written historically as a song and was intended to be sung during the 

regular worship of the saints in the churches John writes to. 



   

13 

De Villiers writes, “To them, within this context, this list with all its constitutive elements 

would signify the fulfilment of the pronouncements and promises given at the beginning 

of the book. The list, therefore, created coherence with the rest of the book, providing more 

information about what was said earlier on.”25 The day of wrath has come for those who 

oppressed and persecuted the churches. The sixth seal serves as an answer to the question 

the saints asked God in the fifth seal: “How long before you will judge and avenge our 

blood on those who dwell on the earth?” (Rev 6:10). That time has come. 

John does interpret the seal himself as the day of “the wrath of the Lamb” (Rev 

6:16). The symbols in the sixth seal describe a cosmic cataclysmic moment in history, 

depicting the undoing of creation. The same cosmic cataclysmic symbolism and language 

is used in other places in the Old and New Testaments, including Isaiah 34, the Olivet 

Discourse passages (Matt 24; Mark 13; Luke 21), and at Pentecost in Acts 2 when Peter 

quotes from the prophet Joel. These passages will inform the interpretation of the sixth 

seal using biblical theology. 

The sixth seal poses a key question: “Who can stand?” (Rev 6:17). The answer 

is revealed in chapter 7 as John depicts a multitude dressed in white robes standing before 

the throne. Revelation 7:14 says, “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.” The six 

seals depict the whole time period between the advents. The third seal depicts this time as 

a time of testing and tribulation for the whole world. The seed of the serpent fails the test 

of faith and is held by Death and Hades until the final judgment in the sixth seal. The seed 

of the woman is the martyred saints who pass the test and are given white robes in the fifth 

seal. They are kept safe from harm in heaven as commanded in the third seal, saved from 

the wrath to come on the Day of the Lord in the final judgment. The complete multitude 

has come out of the great tribulation and are dressed in white robes and worship the Lord 
 

25 De Villiers, “The Sixth Seal in Revelation 6:12–17,” 19. 
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joyfully in heaven while God avenges their blood on the earth in the sixth seal on the Day 

of the Lord. 
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CHAPTER 2 

BIBLICAL THEOLOGY AND THE  
CONTEXT OF REVELATION 6 

Introduction 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, some Christians took ideas they may have 

read from a fictional book, such as one from the Left Behind series, which taught them 

how they should think about the mark of the beast, and combined them with things they 

read on Facebook or other social media that connected the mark of the beast to the 

COVID-19 vaccine. Some Christians believed the mark of the beast is a microchip that 

the government will force Christians to receive through a vaccine mandate. Therefore, 

some Christians refused to get vaccinated, not because of health concerns they may have 

had about the vaccine, but because of how they interpret the Bible. 

How the Bible is interpreted matters and has real effects on the lives of 

Christians today. Every church member needs to be equipped to read, interpret, and 

understand the whole Bible. Christians must be equipped to interpret passages like 

Revelation 13, which includes the mark of the beast—a passage that may be considered 

more challenging to understand. Christians should not look to the perspectives of fiction 

authors or social media as their primary source to help them interpret the Bible. Instead, 

Christians should primarily rely on the perspective of the people who wrote the Bible, as 

there is no better authority on how to interpret what is written in the Bible than the 

authors themselves.  

One could consider two people looking at the same painting but with different 

perspectives on its meaning. Whose perspective is right? Can both be right? The best way 

to settle a disagreement would be to ask the painter. The painter alone knows 
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authoritatively what he/she intended when creating the painting. Individual opinions about 

the painting are meaningless fictions if they disagree with the painter. The same is true 

with the Bible. The interpretive method that seeks to find the meaning of a book or 

passage being read or studied in relation to its author and other biblical authors is called 

biblical theology. 

Definition and Purpose of Biblical Theology 

Scholars define “biblical theology” in many ways. James Hamilton defines 

biblical theology as “the interpretive perspective of the biblical authors.”1 Graeme 

Goldsworthy says simply, “Biblical Theology is, in effect, the study of the unity of the 

message of the Bible.”2 G. K. Beale describes his method of biblical theology in a little 

more complicated but thorough way: “I would categorize my biblical-theological 

approach to be canonical, genetic-progressive (or organizationally developmental), and 

intertextual.”3 Despite these definitions sounding different, and maybe very different, 

they are actually quite similar.  

Beale says that one of his underlying key presuppositions “is the divine 

inspiration of the entire Bible, both Old and New Testaments. This foundational 

perspective means that there is unity to the Bible because it is all God’s Word.”4 Beale 

presupposes the unity of the Bible in his definition and method of biblical theology. 

Hamilton shares the same presupposition: “To do biblical theology is to think about the 

whole story of the Bible. We want to understand the organic development of the Bible’s 
 

1 James M. Hamilton, What Is Biblical Theology? A Guide to the Bible’s Story, Symbolism, 

and Patterns (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2014), 15. 

2 Graeme Goldsworthy, According to Plan: The Unfolding Revelation of God in the Bible 

(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2002), 20. 

3 G. K. Beale, We Become What We Worship: A Biblical Theology of Idolatry (Downers 

Grove, IL: IVP, 2008), 34. 

4 Beale, We Become What We Worship, 22. 
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teaching so that we are interpreting individual parts of the story in light of the whole.”5 

Hamilton does not use the word “unity,” but he describes the Bible as having one overall 

story and explains that the individual stories of the Bible should be interpreted in light of 

the big story. Goldsworthy’s definition agrees that there is a unified overall message of 

the Bible. Biblical theology understands that the Bible tells a unified story. This story can 

be called God’s redemptive story. God’s redemptive story is centered around the offspring 

of promise—Jesus Christ—who illuminates all other stories, revealing their meaning. 

Biblical theology begins with a fundamental presupposition that the Bible is the 

Word of God and that it is inerrant and infallible; however, these presuppositions do not 

mean there are not passages that are difficult to understand. Goldsworthy finds biblical 

theology to be especially useful for dealing with more difficult or problematic passages in 

the Bible, arguing, “The nature of the Bible is such that the way through these problems 

is to look at how the Bible holds together as one book with one message.”6 Although the 

reader may encounter a difficult or problematic passage, God does not contradict himself. 

Goldsworthy says the same as Hamilton—that the big story helps to interpret the smaller 

stories: “Biblical theology gives us the means of dealing with problematic passages in the 

Bible by relating them to the one message of the Bible.”7 This way of interpreting the 

Bible shows that biblical theology involves the whole Bible, which means it must be 

interpreted canonically and intertextually, as Beale explained.  

Beale describes what he means by “intertextual”: “Part of the work of biblical 

theology is to observe the interpretive links between passages that are clearly literarily 

connected (such as quotations in the New Testament). In so doing, part of this task is to 

discern such interpretative links that are not verbally stated by the writer making the 
 

5 Hamilton, What Is Biblical Theology?, 12. 

6 Goldsworthy, According to Plan, 20. 

7 Goldsworthy, According to Plan, 21. 
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quotation or allusion.”8 Biblical theology understands that the biblical authors were 

inspired by God while being informed and influenced by those who came before them. 

The biblical authors knew their Bibles, and with God’s help, they understood the meaning 

of earlier texts so that as they wrote, they did not contradict what had already been written. 

The biblical authors would even write with earlier texts in mind, while not always 

quoting them directly. Beale rightly argues, “If a later text is truly unpacking the idea of 

an earlier text, then the meaning developed by the later text was originally included in 

‘thick meaning’ of the earlier text.”9 For this to be the case, there must not only be unity 

within the text, but within the minds of the biblical authors. Hamilton agrees, “The 

biblical authors operated from a shared interpretive perspective.”10  

Biblical theology is intertextual because the authors of the Bible are intertextual. 

Intertextuality refers to the way biblical authors often interact with other books of the Bible, 

writing with previous texts in mind. The interpreter must consider these other texts in their 

interpretations. Biblical theology is canonical because the authors of the Bible are 

canonical. Canonical means the biblical authors do not write in contradiction to rest of 

the canon of Scripture but as part of the greater whole. There is unity in the Bible because 

there is unity among the authors of the Bible. The biblical authors are inspired by God, 

trustworthy, authoritative, and rightly understand what they wrote and how it fits within 

God’s redemptive story. In summary, biblical theology seeks to interpret and apply the 

Bible in a manner consistent with how the authors of the Bible interpreted and applied it. 

Beginning with the End in Mind: The Sermon Series Plan 

This sermon series begins with the end in mind. This sermon series will use 

biblical theology to interpret the six seals as: 
 

8 Beale, We Become What We Worship, 28. 

9 Beale, We Become What We Worship, 26. 

10 Hamilton, What Is Biblical Theology?, 20. 
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Revelation 6:1–2—The First Seal: The Seed of the Woman  

Revelation 6:3–4—The Second Seal: The Seed of the Serpent  

Revelation 6:5–6—The Third Seal: Tribulation and Judgment  

Revelation 6:7–8—The Fourth Seal: Death and Hades 

Revelation 6:9–11—The Fifth Seal: Reigning with Christ  

Revelation 6:12–17—The Sixth Seal: The Day of the Lord 

Revelation, in general, is a challenging book with a wide range of interpretations 

among numerous godly scholars, academics, pastors, and church members throughout 

church history and today who love the Lord and hold to a high view of the Bible as the 

authoritative, inerrant, infallible, and sufficient Word of God. Every interpreter should 

remain humble in their own study of Revelation and treat other views and interpretations 

with honor and respect, giving the benefit of the doubt in love, and not be quick to 

condemn views different than their own. Some agree and disagree with the interpretations 

put forth above, even after walking through the application of biblical theology together, 

and that disagreement is okay. Differing views on a passage like Revelation 6 should not 

be divisive in a church or be reason to condemn or disfellowship another Christian. It is 

normal to feel strongly about the views you hold, but it is my hope as your pastor that 

those views are built on the firm foundation of the Word of God as you have sought to 

understand the author’s perspective as the highest authority on the matter, rather than 

choosing an interpretation based on personal preference as if biblical interpretation is like 

picking fish over steak or sushi over pizza at a buffet. 

The subtitle for this series on Revelation 6 is “The Beginning of the End” 

because Jesus opening the first seal is symbolic of the beginning of God’s plan to bring 

about the end. A helpful summary of the book of Revelation that communicates a similar 

idea is Paul’s words in 1 Corinthians 15:24–26: “Then comes the end, when he delivers 

the kingdom to God the Father after destroying every rule and every authority and power. 

For he must reign until he has put all his enemies under his feet. The last enemy to be 
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destroyed is death.” Directly preceding the opening of the seals is the throne room scene 

of Revelation 4–5 that depicts the triune God as the Alpha and the Omega, the Beginning 

and the End. God is worshipped as the creator (Rev 4:11) and then, after receiving all 

authority in heaven and on earth and an everlasting dominion, Jesus is worshipped as the 

only one worthy to open the scroll, which sets in motion God’s plan to bring about the 

end (Rev 5). This moment is depicted as a significant, climactic moment in history, as all 

creation worships the conquering Lamb who now reigns as King. Jesus begins his reign 

by opening the seals in the next chapter, and God’s plan to bring about the end is 

underway. Fast forward to the final judgment, just before the new heavens and new earth 

are ushered in, the last enemy, Death, is thrown into the lake of fire just as Paul said. 

Context of Revelation 6: The Beginning of the End 

The context of Revelation 6 is important in biblical theology. Biblical theology 

considers the local context and its place within the whole canon of the Bible. Because 

biblical theology emphasizes the author’s perspective, the interpreter should first become 

familiar with the author, and other books written by the same author can help inform the 

context and interpretation of the book being studied. 

Author: John the Apostle 
and Disciple of Jesus 

The perspective of this sermon series is that the author of Revelation is John 

the apostle and disciple of Jesus Christ, who also wrote the Gospel of John, and the letters 

1, 2, and 3 John. Robert Mounce writes, “In spite of the strong external evidence for 

apostolic authorship the majority of modern writers are unwilling to assign the work to 

John the apostle.”11 However, the unanimous perspective in early church history is that 
 

11 Robert H. Mounce, The Book of Revelation, rev. ed., New International Commentary on the 

New Testament (Grand Rapids: W. B. Eerdmans, 1998), 12. 
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Revelation was written by John the apostle and disciple of Jesus.12 The view of this series 

agrees with Mounce on the date of Revelation: “The majority of scholars place the 

composition of Revelation . . . during the reign of Domitian (A.D. 81–96).”13 John wrote 

late in the first century during the persecution of Christians under Domitian. This sermon 

series also agrees with the words of the author himself, who writes in Revelation 1:9, “I, 

John, your brother and partner in the tribulation and the kingdom and the patient 

endurance that are in Jesus, was on the island called Patmos on account of the word of 

God and the testimony of Jesus.” John views himself at the time he wrote as currently 

participating with other churches and brothers in Christ in the kingdom, the tribulation, 

and the patient endurance. The kingdom, tribulation, and patient endurance are realities 

for anyone who is “in Jesus” (Rev 1:9). For John, the kingdom is not in the future; it is 

present. For John, the tribulation is not in the future; it is present. John is patiently 

enduring presently for the sake of his Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, along with the 

churches he is partner with.  

The author of Revelation was a friend of Jesus Christ. John was called by Jesus 

to be his disciple and lived three years of his life with Jesus. John witnessed Jesus die on 

the cross, saw the empty tomb, and saw the resurrected Jesus with the other disciples. 

John is a real person in history, and he knew Jesus as a real person in history. John writes 

Revelation as the last remaining disciple. He has outlived his closest friends, the other 

disciples, who all died under persecution through the years. In this context, John writes to 

encourage the churches currently experiencing persecution under Roman rule. 

At the beginning of the throne room scene, John writes in Revelation 4:1–2, 

“After this I looked, and behold, a door standing open in heaven! And the first voice, 

which I had heard speaking to me like a trumpet, said, “‘Come up here, and I will show 
 

12 Mounce, The Book of Revelation, 11. 

13 Mounce, The Book of Revelation, 15. 
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you what must take place after this.’ At once I was in the Spirit, and behold, a throne 

stood in heaven, with one seated on the throne.” John is being shown a vision of heaven. 

He describes it as though he passed through a door into heaven that was open to him, and 

now he stands in the very throne room of God. John is seeing heavenly things. When he 

writes Revelation, he is aiming to communicate the things he sees in heaven to an earthly 

audience, aided by the inspiration of God. John is using human words, the Greek language, 

to communicate what he is seeing in a way he hopes and intends his audience, the 

churches, can understand.  

One problem John faces is that heaven is beyond our realm of understanding. 

Heaven is a perfect place. There is no sin or imperfection in heaven. Like us, John’s 

audience has never seen heavenly things, and they live in a world that has always been 

stained by sin and imperfection. Heaven is beyond our comprehension. Jesus set an 

example for John by using parables and earthly examples to communicate spiritual or 

heavenly truths and realities while Jesus was with him. The kingdom of heaven is like a 

mustard seed (Matt 13:31). The kingdom of heaven is like treasure in a field (Matt 13:34). 

The kingdom of heaven is not literally a mustard seed or treasure in a field, but these 

ideas help the audience begin to grasp something beyond their comprehension, something 

heavenly. 

John records this principle in his Gospel during Jesus’s encounter with 

Nicodemus: “Do not marvel that I said to you, ‘You must be born again.’ The wind blows 

where it wishes, and you hear its sound, but you do not know where it comes from or 

where it goes. So it is with everyone who is born of the Spirit” (John 3:7–8). Jesus uses a 

metaphor in which the work of the Holy Spirit (a heavenly thing) is like the wind (an 

earthly thing), but Nicodemus does not understand. Jesus says to him, “Truly, truly, I say 

to you, we speak of what we know, and bear witness to what we have seen, but you do 

not receive our testimony. If I have told you earthly things and you do not believe, how 

can you believe if I tell you heavenly things? No one has ascended into heaven except he 
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who descended from heaven, the Son of Man” (John 3:10–13). John learned from Jesus 

this distinction between the earthly and the heavenly. Jesus knows it is far easier for 

Nicodemus to understand the earthly examples of wind and birth than the heavenly things, 

the Holy Spirit, and his need to be born again. Jesus teaches that heavenly things are 

difficult to understand for people who have never been to heaven or witnessed heavenly 

things.  

John is the author of the encounter between Jesus and Nicodemus, and now he 

has become a witness to heavenly things himself in this vision he records in Revelation. 

This is the perspective of the biblical author and should inform the way readers interpret 

Revelation. Throughout Revelation, John often uses earthly ideas and symbols to 

communicate heavenly things to people who have never seen heaven. God, in his infinite 

wisdom, equipped John for this task not only by his time spent with Jesus and by the 

Holy Spirit guiding him in all truth, but also with all the Scriptures that came before. The 

priests in the temple “serve a copy and shadow of heavenly things” (Heb 8:5). The things 

written in the Old Testament, things like the specifications of the earthly temple, were 

always intended to point to a heavenly reality that John is now witnessing and sharing 

with the reader of this book. John frequently uses Old Testament references and allusions 

to communicate his heavenly visions. 

John is writing this book on a prison island, Patmos, where he tells us he has 

been imprisoned because of his testimony about Jesus. It does not seem likely, given the 

context, that John would have had access to the Scriptures while in prison when he was 

put here “on account of the word of God” (Rev 1:9). John’s significant knowledge of the 

Word of God is evident throughout the book of Revelation because he references Old 

Testament stories and ideas constantly, sometimes with direct quotes, but often with 

paraphrases, allusions, and the use of key words. John draws on many Old Testament 

ideas, stories, and themes that inform the symbols he employs as he writes Revelation. 

John has lived a long time, as Jesus implied (John 21:22–23), because it has been 55–65 
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years since Jesus died and ascended when John writes Revelation. John spent his lifetime 

learning, studying, and committing the Scriptures to memory. Biblical theology aims to 

understand these Old Testament references to consider how they inform John’s perspective 

and the message he intends to communicate.  

John’s Masterclass: Revelation as the 
Capstone of the Bible 

Revelation is like John’s masterclass on the Bible. Like a capstone course in 

college that requires a student to draw on all the classes in their discipline and apply what 

they learned to have success, Revelation is the capstone of Scripture. John quotes, 

alludes, uses symbols, repeated patterns, word pictures, literary structure, and more to 

constantly refer to other parts of Scripture throughout the canon. In 2 Timothy 2:15, Paul 

says, “Do your best to present yourself to God as one approved, a worker who has no 

need to be ashamed, rightly handling the word of truth.” Biblical theologians are diligent 

to be found approved, aiming to handle the Word of truth rightly. 

John’s masterclass on the Bible follows the examples of earlier biblical authors 

who use chiastic literary structures in many places in the book, or for the whole book, 

because this is a common literary style and structure throughout the Scriptures. This 

sermon series will reference Hamilton’s Revelation chiasm.14 Chiasm is not a literary 

structure that is commonly used today. Americans usually grow up being taught to think 

linearly, not chiastically. In a book or a story, there is a beginning, a middle, and an end. 

Americans are taught to write with an introduction, body, and conclusion. The biblical 

authors think chiastically because Moses thought and wrote in a chiastic manner from the 

beginning. Later biblical authors build upon the foundation Moses establishes in Genesis 

for the Bible and use similar structures, frameworks, themes, symbols, and repeated 

patterns that inform how interpreters should understand what the biblical authors wrote. 
 

14 James M. Hamilton Jr., Revelation: The Spirit Speaks to the Churches, Preaching the Word 

(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2012), 165. 
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In other words, reading Genesis teaches us how to read Revelation because John learned 

from Moses.  

The chiasm of Revelation is written as a whole unit. Reading a chiasm is like 

starting at the bottom of a mountain, climbing to the top, and then going down on the other 

side. The top of a chiastic mountain is often the main idea of the whole story. Climbing 

down the back side of the mountain is similar to the trek up the front side. Discoveries on 

the back side of the mountain often inform and are informed by what was encountered on 

the way up the mountain. For example, in Genesis, Abraham lies to Pharaoh by telling him 

his wife is his sister (Gen 12). In a similar encounter later in the Abrahamic narrative, 

Abraham tells the same lie to Abimelech, but when Abraham’s lie is found out, the reader 

learns that Sarah is both Abraham’s wife and sister (Gen 20). These connections are 

intentional by the biblical author and part of a larger chiastic structure inspired by God, 

which mutually interpret one another. Biblical theology uses this important context and 

literary style to interpret and understand a passage from the perspective of the biblical 

author.  

Hamilton’s chiasm puts Revelation 6 together with the throne room scene, 

describing this unified section as “4:1–6:17—Throne Room Vision, Christ Conquers and 

Opens the Scroll.”15 Hamilton summarizes the corresponding section to Revelation 4–6 

on the back side of his Revelation chiasm as “19:11–20:15—Return of Christ, He 

Conquers, Sets up his 1,000-Year Kingdom, and Opens the Scrolls.”16 These corresponding 

sections must be considered in light of each other. Based on Hamilton’s chiasm and Jesus’s 

own words, “But if it is by the Spirit of God that I cast out demons, then the kingdom of 

God has come upon you. Or how can someone enter a strong man’s house and plunder 

his goods, unless he first binds the strong man? Then indeed he may plunder his house” 
 

15 Hamilton, Revelation, 165. 

16 Hamilton, Revelation, 165. 
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(Matt 12:28–29), a most natural connection is that the conquering lamb given all authority 

in heaven and on earth in Revelation 4–5 defeated the enemy at the cross and has bound 

him for a thousand years (Rev 20:1–3). The first section (Rev 4:1–6:17) marks the 

beginning of the thousand years, while the corresponding section (19:11–20:15) marks 

the end of the thousand years. The seals of Revelation 6 take place within this thousand-

year period between the advents, the first and second coming of Christ, and the opening 

of the first seal marks the beginning of the end. The thousand-year period will end when 

the Great Commission is accomplished and Jesus Christ returns. Schriener agrees with 

this understanding and context of the seals, saying, 

Dispensational writers tend to locate the breaking of the seals to the period of time 
after the rapture, limiting what happens here to the last seven years of history before 
the coming of Christ. But John never mentions a rapture, and there is no compelling 
evidence for limiting the seals to the last seven years of history. Thus it is more 
natural to say that the seals cover the entire period from Christ’s resurrection until 
his return (cf. also Hoskins 2017:141–42; Beale 1999: 371). This period of time is 
characterized by the proclamation and progress of the Gospel.17 

The chiasm of Revelation can also be used as a general summary of the book. 

The chiasm provides a clear overview of the book, which is helpful for understanding 

each section. The chiastic structure can aid the biblical theologian in interpreting the parts 

of the story within the whole story. Revelation 6 is interpreted within the entire story of 

the book they are in, Revelation, in this case, in connection with other corresponding 

sections like Revelation 19:11–20:15 and then within the whole story of the Bible, and in 

its context as the capstone of the Bible. 

Revelation’s Place in the Storyline of the  
Bible: Interpreting Revelation 6  
Canonically 

Revelation continues the Bible’s storyline and brings it to an end. This simple 

description of Revelation fits well with its genre. Hamilton rightly observes that Revelation 
 

17 Thomas R. Schreiner, Revelation, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament 

(Grand Rapids: Baker, 2023), 268. 
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is “an apocalyptic prophecy written in the form of a circular letter”18 because the author 

views Revelation that way (Rev 1:1, 3, 4). “An apocalypse typically concerns itself with 

what will take place at the end of history, whereas prophecy usually deals with what will 

take place in the flow of history before it reaches consummation.”19 Revelation deals with 

what will take place in the flow of history as God carries out his plan to bring about the end 

of history. This plan is handed to Jesus in the form of a scroll with seven seals in 

Revelation 5 and begins with the opening of the first seal in Revelation 6. The six seals 

briefly and symbolically describe what will take place in the course of history, during the 

thousand-year period, from the moment Jesus ascended to the throne after the first advent 

until the second advent when the end will come and all will be fulfilled. Revelation 6 

describes the beginning of the end of history, but also the ongoing experience of humanity 

throughout history until the end. Studying the seals in Revelation 6 will help to define the 

present historical context, bring clarity to the current state of the world, and inform 

Christians how to live in light of the end of the age. Revelation continues the storyline of 

Scripture by applying that story to our lives today so that the Bible’s storyline becomes 

our story too. 

The storyline of the Bible begins in Genesis and centers around the conflict 

between the seed of the woman and the seed of the serpent. God said to the serpent in 

Genesis 3:15, “I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring 

and her offspring; he shall bruise your head, and you shall bruise his heel.” This conflict 

permeates every story of the Bible. Evidence of this conflict is seen as early as the next 

generation when Cain murders his righteous brother Abel (Gen 4). Later, Esau wants to 

kill his brother Jacob, who will be named Israel (Gen 27). Then Pharaoh orders the murder 

of male Hebrew babies, but Moses is rescued (Exod 1). The entire Exodus story depicts 
 

18 Hamilton, Revelation, 20. 

19 Hamilton, Revelation, 20. 
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this same conflict, culminating in God wiping out the enemy in the Red Sea (Exod 14). 

The seed of the woman, David, crushes the head of the serpent, Goliath, with a stone and 

then cuts it off with a sword (1 Sam 17). Like Pharaoh, King Herod ordered the slaughter 

of all male babies aged two years and younger in hopes of killing baby Jesus, who is called 

King of the Jews (Matt 2). Revelation continues this biblical storyline and brings it to an 

end.  

John gives significant evidence that he recognizes this central storyline of the 

Bible in the symbols he employs in Revelation 12. First, the seed of the woman: “And a 

great sign appeared in heaven: a woman clothed with the sun, with the moon under her feet, 

and on her head a crown of twelve stars. She was pregnant and was crying out in birth 

pains and the agony of giving birth” (Rev 12:1–2). Then, the serpent and his seed: “And 

another sign appeared in heaven: behold, a great red dragon, with seven heads and ten 

horns, and on his heads seven diadems. His tail swept down a third of the stars of heaven 

and cast them to the earth. And the dragon stood before the woman who was about to 

give birth, so that when she bore her child he might devour it” (Rev 12:3–4). The dragon 

tries to devour the seed of the woman, but he fails: “She gave birth to a male child, one 

who is to rule all the nations with a rod of iron, but her child was caught up to God and to 

his throne” (Rev 12:5). John depicts this central storyline of the Bible as well as the defeat 

of the dragon (Rev 12:7–9), declaring Satan’s defeat in Revelation 12:10–11: 

Now the salvation and the power and the kingdom of our God and the authority of 
his Christ have come, for the accuser of our brothers has been thrown down, who 
accuses them day and night before our God. And they have conquered him by the 
blood of the Lamb and by the word of their testimony, for they loved not their lives 
even unto death 

A higher authority than the dragon, the authority of the Christ, has come: “The 

kingdom of God has come” (Matt 12:28). The strong man has been bound so that his 

house can be plundered (Matt 12:29). The enemy was conquered by the blood of the 

lamb. Jesus conquered the enemy by his death, burial, and resurrection. He declares to his 
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disciples, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been given to me” (Matt 28:18). John 

depicts this moment in the throne room scene Revelation 5:5–7:  

And one of the elders said to me, “Weep no more; behold, the Lion of the tribe of 
Judah, the Root of David, has conquered, so that he can open the scroll and its seven 
seals. And between the throne and the four living creatures and among the elders I 
saw a Lamb standing, as though it had been slain, with seven horns and with seven 
eyes, which are the seven spirits of God sent out into all the earth. And he went and 
took the scroll from the right hand of him who was seated on the throne.  

Jesus is given all authority in heaven and on earth because he conquered and is 

worthy. The conflict between the seed of the woman and the seed of the serpent continues 

because John says, “The dragon became furious with the woman and went off to make 

war on the rest of her offspring, on those who keep the commandments of God and hold 

to the testimony of Jesus” (Rev 12:17). The dragon failed to devour the promised seed of 

the woman, Jesus, and now changes his focus to “the rest of her offspring,” the church. 

The authority of Christ has usurped Satan’s authority. Despite his defeat, Satan continues 

to act out fiercely, with more rage than ever before, like a wild animal being backed into 

a corner “because he knows that his time is short!” (Rev 12:12). Satan only has a thousand 

years left, a set amount of time.  

When one king conquers another king, the defeated king is imprisoned to await 

his often public and maybe torturous execution. Revelation 20:7 says, “And when the 

thousand years are ended, Satan will be released from his prison” and his very public and 

even torturous execution will take place: “Fire came down from heaven and consumed 

them, and the devil who had deceived them was thrown into the lake of fire and sulfur 

where the beast and the false prophet were, and they will be tormented day and night 

forever and ever” (Rev 20:9–10). Satan will do anything in his power to prevent this day 

from coming, which is why he declares war on the rest of the seed of the woman. Jesus 

has already stated that the “gospel of the kingdom will be proclaimed throughout the 

whole world as a testimony to all nations, and then the end will come” (Matt 24:14). Satan 

knows the Great Commission is God’s plan to bring about the end and will do anything in 

his power to stop the proclamation of the gospel to have any hope of prolonging his life. 
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Revelation 5 is the moment Jesus receives “all authority in heaven and on earth” 

(Matt 28:18). What follows in the seals of Revelation 6 is also what follows in the Great 

Commission: “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations” (Matt 28:19). The seed of 

the woman has been assigned the task of the Great Commission by Jesus. This is the role 

of the church, every church, including Hillcrest Baptist Church. 

Primary Old Testament Books Informing  
John’s Perspective: Interpreting  
Revelation 6 Intertextually 

John is heavily influenced by other apocalyptic books in the Old Testament, 

like Daniel, Ezekiel, and Zechariah, when writing Revelation. M. D. Goulder makes an 

interesting argument that John follows the book of Ezekiel almost chapter by chapter, 

providing a detailed chart to show correspondence.20 In his chart, Ezekiel 1 begins in 

parallel with Revelation 4, and Ezekiel 5 corresponds in parallel with Revelation 6.21 

Hamilton offers a chiasm of the book of Daniel that aligns with the chiasm of Revelation 

referenced earlier, suggesting that Revelation sits right on top of Daniel and makes the 

case that the book of Daniel heavily influences the organizational structure of Revelation.22 

If this structure is correct, then Revelation 6 might be influenced by what takes place in 

Daniel 2, which Hamilton summarizes as “four kingdoms followed by the kingdom of 

God”23 and Daniel 3, which he summarizes as “deliverance of the trusting from the fiery 

furnace.”24 Revelation 5 depicts the inauguration of the kingdom of God as Jesus receives 

all authority in heaven and on earth, as well as his eternal kingdom. The seals will depict 
 

20 M. D. Goulder, “The Apocalypse as an Annual Cycle of Prophecies,” New Testament 

Studies 27, no. 3 (1981): 353–54. 

21 Goulder, “The Apocalypse,” 353. 

22 James M. Hamilton, With the Clouds of Heaven: The Book of Daniel in Biblical Theology, 

New Studies in Biblical Theology (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2014), 207. 

23 Hamilton, With the Clouds of Heaven, 205. 

24 Hamilton, With the Clouds of Heaven, 205. 
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God’s plan to deliver his faithful church, the seed of the woman, from the fiery furnace 

depicted in the sixth seal. 

Because the first four seals of Revelation 6 involve four horsemen, G. K. Beale 

and Sean McDonough say, “The most obvious background for the four horsemen is Zech. 

6:1–8.”25 Zechariah describes four chariots pulled by horses of similar color (three colors 

correspond, one is different) as the four horsemen in the first four seals. In close context, 

Zechariah 6 also includes a throne room scene in which a priest-king is given a crown 

(Zech 6:9–15), which is fulfilled in Revelation 5, where Jesus, the priest-king, is given all 

authority in heaven and earth. Which Old Testament book might take precedence in 

informing John’s perspective is unclear, but certainly, these all inform John’s perspective 

and must be considered by the biblical theologian to determine the interpretation of the 

seals. Revelation is not a standalone book of the Bible. Passages like these inform John’s 

perspective, and they must be considered in the application of biblical theology to interpret 

the symbols John employs in Revelation 6.  

The six seals contain many symbols and themes used by the author, informed 

by other parts of the Bible, to communicate to the reader what the author sees in his 

heavenly vision. Hamilton rightly says, “If we do not understand the symbols, we will 

fail to understand key parts of the story.”26 Revelation 6 is not isolated from the rest of 

the Bible; rather, it is informed by what has come before and what comes after. Someone 

once said, “A picture is worth a thousand words.” Symbols are word pictures that convey 

a great deal in just a few words. John uses symbols that his audience would recognize, 

allowing them to understand what he is communicating. Hamilton writes, “The Bible’s 

symbolism summarizes and interprets the Bible’s big story.”27 Understanding the symbols 
 

25 G. K. Beale and Sean McDonough, “Revelation,” in Commentary on the New Testament Use 

of the Old Testament, ed. G. K. Beale and D. A. Carson (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2007), 1103. 

26 Hamilton, What Is Biblical Theology?, 63. 

27 Hamilton, What Is Biblical Theology?, 62. 
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is essential to biblical theology and to accurately applying the passage to our lives and the 

church. Revelation 6 is not the first place in the Bible where many of the chapter’s symbols 

are found. John understands how the symbols are used earlier in the Bible, informing 

their meaning in Revelation 6. The symbols do not change their meaning, but a biblical 

author will employ the same symbol in a new context. 

These other books, like Zechariah, Ezekiel, and Daniel, can also serve as lenses 

to help test an interpretation. Zechariah informs what John writes in relation to the first 

four seals. The interpretations of the four horsemen in the first four seals must align with 

the context of the corresponding horsemen of like color in Zechariah 6. For example, this 

sermon series puts forward the interpretation of the rider on a white horse in the first seal as 

the seed of the woman. If that interpretation is accurate, this interpretation would also need 

to be evident in the first chariot pulled by white horses in Zechariah. One must remember, 

there is not only unity within the text but also within the minds of the biblical authors. 

John uses the same symbol to unpack an idea that was already there in Zechariah. Bruce 

Metzger interprets the first seal differently than this series:  

First, there is a white horse. Its rider holds a bow and he rides off on a career of 
conquest. The key to the meaning of this lies in the bow. It was the characteristic 
weapon of the mounted Parthian warriors, to whom also white was a sacred color. 
Parthia was a formidable neighbor on the eastern border of the Roman Empire. 
What is suggested here is a Parthian invasion that meets with success.28 

Metzger communicates another common perspective among scholars that 

emphasizes John’s historical context to interpret the first seal as a Parthian invasion. 

Metzger emphasizes the symbol of the bow and uses the color white to inform his 

interpretation. This is a compelling perspective, but this interpretation emphasizes historical 

reconstruction over biblical theology in reaching its conclusion. Certainly, historical 

reconstruction is important and especially helpful for seeking to understand the perspective 

of a biblical author who grew up and lived at a particular time in history, but does this 
 

28 Bruce M. Metzger, Breaking the Code: Understanding the Book of Revelation (Nashville: 

Abingdon, 1993), 58. 
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interpretation also fit within the context of Zechariah 6? Is the chariot pulled with the 

white horses in Zechariah 6 also intended to be a reference to a Parthian invasion during 

Zechariah’s historical setting? If the answer to these questions is yes, then the 

interpretation becomes more compelling. If the answer is no, then the interpretation 

seems unlikely. Historical reconstruction should not be ignored in understanding the 

perspective of the biblical author; however, an overemphasis on the historical might 

overlook the way symbols work in the Bible and even ignore the meaning of the symbols 

altogether. The perspective of the biblical authors has higher authority and priority than 

the perspective of an author of an extrabiblical historical account. 

John writes of the first seal, “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” (Rev 6:2). Biblical theology considers the symbol of the crown, the color white, 

and study John’s use of the word “conquer” (nikao) to consider how that might inform an 

interpretation. When interpreting this first seal, Beale writes, “‘White’ is used without 

exception elsewhere in Revelation (14 times) in a good sense in descriptions associated 

with the holiness of God, Christ, or the saints.”29 Based on this observation, John’s use of 

the color white throughout Revelation would suggest that a Parthian invasion is not in view 

here. John instead uses the color white as a symbol that should point the interpreter to 

connect this seal to other uses of the color white by John in Revelation as “holiness of 

God, Christ, or the saints.”30 Biblical theology would need a biblically informed 

explanation as to why John might deviate from his normal use of the color white in the 

rest of Revelation before accepting that, in this one case, the color white is used differently. 

The interpretation of the first seal in this series as the seed of the woman is consistent 

with Beale’s understanding of John’s use of the color white. 
 

29 Gregory K. Beale, The Book of Revelation, New International Greek Testament Commentary 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008), 375. 

30 Beale, The Book of Revelation, 375. 
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Zechariah 6:6 says, “The chariot with the black horses goes toward the north 

country, the white ones go after them, and the dappled ones go toward the south country.” 

Zechariah 6:8 adds, “Behold, those who go toward the north country have set my Spirit at 

rest in the north country.” The chariots with the white and black horses went together to 

the north country and are characterized as bearing the fruit of putting God’s Spirit at rest. 

In Zechariah, the north country is likely a reference to “the land of Babylon.”31 Babylon 

is not Rome, which suggests that the Parthians are not in view in Zechariah’s context. But 

John does use Babylon symbolically elsewhere in Revelation (14:8, 16:19, 17:5, 18:2, 10, 

21) and could be using Babylon as a symbolic reference to Rome. However, it is difficult 

to reconcile how a successful Parthian invasion into Babylon during the time of Zechariah, 

along with whatever the black chariot represents, would be something that might set God’s 

Spirit at rest. 

Furthermore, the interpretation of a Parthian invasion is limited to something 

that happened a long time ago, and it is difficult to see how this would have application 

for the church today. Is another Parthian invasion coming sometime soon, one that the 

church needs to be prepared for? That is probably not what John is intending to 

communicate. John says in Revelation 1:3, “Blessed is the one who reads aloud the words 

of this prophecy, and blessed are those who hear, and who keep what is written in it, for the 

time is near.” He informs the reader and interpreter that he intends what he writes to be 

applicable to the life of the reader because John believes that those who “keep what is 

written in it” will be blessed, even though he wrote it thousands of years ago. Therefore, it 

is right for the biblical theologian to think that the study of Revelation 6 will be applicable 

to the interpreter and to the church today. The beauty of biblical symbolism is that its 

application is not limited to one time and place in history. 
 

31 Edgar W. Conrad, Zechariah, Readings: A New Biblical Commentary (Sheffield: Sheffield 

Academic, 1999), 123. 
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This is not the first time John has used these symbols in the book of Revelation. 

After God brings John into the throne room, Revelation 4:3–4 says, “And he who sat there 

had the appearance of jasper and carnelian, and around the throne was a rainbow that had 

the appearance of an emerald. Around the throne were twenty-four thrones, and seated on 

the thrones were twenty-four elders, clothed in white garments, with golden crowns on 

their heads.” These same three symbols from the first seal (the bow, the color white, and a 

crown) are seen in the heavenly throne room just two chapters earlier. A rainbow is around 

the throne, while the color white and the crown are characteristics of the twenty-four elders 

worshiping God. Biblical theology does not ignore these connections or view them as 

merely coincidences but believes John’s understanding and use of the symbols in the first 

seal of Revelation 6 would be informed by John’s use of the symbols earlier in his own 

writings. The connection points of these two texts inform John’s understanding of the 

bow and how it could be interpreted. Metzger writes, “The key to the meaning of this lies 

in the bow”32 Instead of the bow and arrow from a Parthian invasion, the bow connects 

back to the throne room scene of Revelation 4 on its way to a similar throne room scene 

in Ezekiel 1 referenced previously, where it continues to the origin of the symbol of the 

rainbow in Genesis 9 after the flood narrative. This immediately recalls God’s original 

promise not to judge the world by a flood whenever he sees the bow in the clouds. 

Metzger argues that these four horsemen “are the ‘judgments’ of God, being worked out 

on the plane of history.”33 It appears that in the seals, God is bringing judgment into the 

world in real time, just as he did in the flood, but even as he does, he has not forgotten his 

promise. God is going about this judgment in a different way than by flood waters. This 

is a different kind of flood, a new flood. The interpretation of the first seal is now being 

filtered through not only Zechariah but also Ezekiel and Genesis. The part, Revelation 
 

32 Metzger, Breaking the Code, 58. 

33 Metzger, Breaking the Code, 57. 
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6:1–2, is being interpreted in light of the whole as biblical theology requires. It is no 

coincidence that the same idea from Zechariah’s context of putting God’s Spirit at rest is 

also found in the flood narrative, alongside the rainbow. 

The idea of God resting is first introduced in the creation narrative: “On the 

seventh day God finished his work that he had done, and he rested on the seventh day 

from all his work that he had done” (Gen 2:2). God saw that all he created “was very 

good” (Gen 1:31) so God’s Spirit was at rest. Then Adam and Eve ate the fruit, and sin 

entered the world (Gen 3). Fast forward to the Noah narrative and the reader discovers 

that God’s Spirit is no longer at rest: “The LORD said, ‘My Spirit shall not abide in man 

forever’” (Gen 6:3). The Hebrew word translated as “abide” is yadon, and can also be 

translated as “strive” or “contend.” Yadon describes conflict between God’s Spirit and man. 

There is conflict or restlessness in God’s Spirit because “The LORD saw that the 

wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that every intention of the thoughts of his 

heart was only evil continually. And the LORD regretted that he had made man on the 

earth, and it grieved him to his heart” (Gen 6:5–6). God’s very good creation—intended 

to be filled with his glory—is instead filled with wickedness. Therefore, God decides to 

flood the earth, destroying his original creation. God chooses to save Noah and his family 

by bringing them safely through the flood waters on the Ark. After the flood waters 

prevailed on the earth for 150 days (Gen 7:24), “God remembered Noah and . . . made a 

wind blow over the earth, and the waters subsided” (Gen 8:1). The Hebrew word for 

“wind,” ruach, is the same word used for “spirit.” Moses intentionally connects back to 

the water world that existed in the creation narrative in which “the Spirit (Ruach) of God 

was hovering over the face of the waters” (Gen 1:2). Ruach also connects forward to 

Zechariah 6 because the four chariots are described as “going out to the four winds [plural 

ruhot, singular root ruach] of heaven after presenting themselves before the Lord of all 

the earth” (Zech 6:5).  
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The chariots begin in heaven, where they are presented before the Lord, and 

then they are sent out on the earth, just as the symbols of the first seal are first seen in the 

throne room in Revelation 4. John is following the same pattern from Zechariah with the 

symbols in the seals. Although they were given directions, the chariots of Zechariah 6 are 

sent out by the Lord to blow like the wind over the whole earth. Similarly, the flood waters 

cover the whole earth during the flood. God made the wind blow over the earth to cause 

the water to reside. Dry land appears, and Noah and his family can exit the Ark. Noah 

builds an altar to worship God (Gen 8:20). Noah’s worship is described as a “pleasing 

aroma” (Gen 8:21) to the Lord. The word “pleasing” (nikhoakh) and Noah’s name (Noakh) 

in Hebrew are both connected to the idea of rest.34 The judgment of the flood for the sin 

of man, a baptism of the whole world, has once again put God’s Spirit at rest.  

Running parallel to this track of judgment in the flood narrative is also the 

salvation of Noah and his family by the grace of God. In contrast to the wickedness of man 

before the flood, Noah’s worship, motivated by faith and thanksgiving, is pleasing to God’s 

Spirit. God makes his covenant promise and sets the rainbow in the sky while his Spirit is 

at rest. God is in a good mood and acts graciously toward man by his own volition. 

However, this gracious act seems to foresee that there will come a time when God’s Spirit 

becomes restless with man once again, and he will seek to judge man for his sin. When 

that moment comes, God will see the bow and remember his promise, and he will instead 

act graciously toward man by not sending the flood waters on the earth again.  

In the flood narrative, God’s restless Spirit was put at rest because of two 

parallel actions: God’s just judgment of sinners and the salvation of sinners by the grace 

of God through faith. At the same time, Noah and his family experienced testing and 

tribulation. God commanded Noah to build the ark to begin with, and Noah had a choice 

to make: would he believe God and build the ark or not? Building the ark is a test of faith 
 

34 T. Desmond Alexander on Gen 8:20–22, in ESV Study Bible, accessed July 18, 2022, 
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for Noah, and he passed. Noah believed God, and he built the ark. If Noah did not believe 

God, he would have died in the flood, but instead, he was saved by faith. Furthermore, 

Noah might look foolish to a world passing by day by day as he builds a huge boat on a 

plain of dry land while telling people it is going to rain when it has never rained before. 

Their time on the ark likely had a few sleepless nights amidst the storm, along with 

struggles involved in caring for so many animals and family members, but they overcame 

and endured to the end through it all. Noah and his family are representative of the seed 

of the woman. Like the judgment of the flood and the salvation of Noah and his family by 

grace through faith, the chariots with the white horses and black horses put God’s Spirit 

at rest (Zech 6:8). The third seal in this sermon series is interpreted as tribulation and 

judgment and is the color black, like the black horses pulling the chariot that goes to the 

north country with the chariot pulled by white horses to set God’s Spirit at rest. John 

picks up on these themes that began in Genesis and are carried through Zechariah, but he 

adds clarity with the symbols he employs. 

The word John uses for “bow” in the Greek is toxon. The Septuagint commonly 

uses toxon to translate the Old Testament Hebrew word for bow, qeset, into Greek, 

including the “bow” set in the clouds in Genesis 9:13 after the flood narrative. John 

connects the symbols and purpose present in the chariots in Zechariah 6 all the way back 

to the Genesis narrative. Qeset “occurs 76 times in the Hebrew Bible.”35 Gordon 

Wenham says the Hebrew can mean “both ‘bow’ and ‘rainbow.’”36 Charles Fritsch 

agrees, writing, “The Hebrew word qeset does double duty for both ‘war bow’ and 

‘rainbow.’”37 Laurence Turner explains, “The majority of exegetes understand the bow 
 

35 J. Mathews, “Difficult Texts: ‘I Have Set My Bow in the Clouds’ (Genesis 9.13),” Theology 

122, no. 1 (2019): 39. 
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(qeset) in the clouds to maintain its military connotations and thus to represent, in one 

way or another, God’s war bow.”38 God’s war bow is out as the white rider comes out 

“conquering, and to conquer” and to set God’s Spirit at rest. However, the white rider 

does not accomplish this purpose on its own. The black rider runs alongside the white 

rider, and together they set God’s Spirit at rest in the north country, Babylon.  

The word John uses for “rainbow” in Revelation 4:3 is iris instead of toxon, 

but scholars agree this vision of the throne room connects back to the throne room in 

Ezekiel 1:28, which reads, “Like the appearance of the bow that is in the cloud on the day 

of rain, so was the appearance of the brightness all around. Such was the appearance of 

the likeness of the glory of the LORD. And when I saw it, I fell on my face, and I heard 

the voice of one speaking.” The word for “bow” in Ezekiel is qeset in the Hebrew and 

translated into the Greek Septuagint as toxon, the same word John uses in the first seal. 

The Greek has a word for rainbow that Hebrew does not have. The rainbow in Ezekiel 

seems to depict two ideas that John might be separating by using two different words for 

this same bow in Revelation. The passage in Ezekiel symbolically depicts the glorious 

throne room of God. Ezekiel 1:28 symbolically uses the rainbow with a simile: “Like 

the appearance of the bow that is in the cloud on the day of rain, so was the 

appearance of the brightness all around” (emphasis added). Then the interpretation of the 

symbol follows: “Such was the appearance of the likeness of the glory of the Lord.” The 

rainbow in Ezekiel’s vision is symbolic of God’s glory, and John uses the word iris to 

emphasize this in Revelation 4. The result of this vision of God’s glory is awe and worship, 

as Ezekiel fell to his face. Revelation 4 has the same result. After seeing the glory of God, 

all creation falls down and worships God, saying, “Worthy are you, our Lord and God, to 

receive glory and honor and power, for you created all things, and by your will they existed 

and were created” (Rev 4:11). God worshipped as creator is another connection to Genesis 
 

38 Laurence A. Turner, “The Rainbow as the Sign of the Covenant in Genesis IX 11–13,” Vetus 
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that Ezekiel 1 also makes. 39 Turner states, “Ezekiel’s vision can thus be seen as a miniature 

representation of the cosmos in relation to God.”40 In addition to the emphasis on the glory 

of God, the vision of Ezekiel 1 emphasizes the bow in the clouds as God’s war bow. 

Concerning Ezekiel 1, Leslie Allen says, “The storm theophany and the throne 

theophany have here been fused, and the rainbow threateningly alludes to the bow of the 

warrior God (Hab 3:9; cf. Job 20:24), from which the lightning arrows are shot (cf v14; 2 

Sam 22:15 = Ps 18:15[14].”41 Allen looks back to the lightning in Ezekiel 1:14 and says 

they are arrows of lightning. This could explain the brightness all around the throne, but 

the brightness was defined as the glory of God within the text itself. Millard Lind 

considers the whole vision of chapter 1 and the rest of the book: “In Ezekiel’s vision, the 

storm, thunder, lightning, a sound of tumult like the sound of an army (1:24), and then the 

bow—these all suggest an image of power, the Lord as a warrior. Ezekiel’s first prophetic 

acts depict God at war against Jerusalem (chaps. 4–5); toward the end of the book, the 

Lord fights Gog’s hordes with the storm (38:22).”42  

Allen and Lind’s understanding of this vision is consistent with the previous 

discussion of the word qeset and its use throughout the Old Testament as a war bow. 

However, this perspective overlooks that immediately following this glorious throne 

room imagery is the calling of Ezekiel 2 to go to Jerusalem and speak God’s words to 

them, boldly and unafraid, whether they hear or refuse to hear. The depiction of the Lord 

as a warrior is brought to fruition as the sending of a messenger who the Spirit of God 

indwells to speak to his people the word of God, giving them the opportunity to hear and 
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repent (Ezek 2:1–7). Beale and McDonough support this idea as they comment on 

Revelation 4:3, “The ‘rainbow’ implies, as probably also in Ezek. 1:28, that God’s 

actions of judgment portrayed in the following visions will be tempered with 

considerations of mercy (cf. the same implication of the rainbow in relation to the Noahic 

covenant; see TDNT 3:342).”43 Beale and McDonough affirm a connection from 

Revelation 4 to Ezekiel 1 to the Noahic covenant in Genesis 9. Like Noah, Ezekiel is the 

believing seed of the woman. Like Ezekiel, the marching orders of the church are to 

proclaim a gospel to the nations boldly and give them the opportunity to hear, repent, and 

believe, or refuse to hear. John describes this gospel message in Revelation 14:6–7:  

Then I saw another angel flying directly overhead, with an eternal gospel to 
proclaim to those who dwell on earth, to every nation and tribe and language and 
people. And he said with a loud voice, “Fear God and give him glory, because the 
hour of his judgment has come, and worship him who made heaven and earth, the 
sea and the springs of water.” 

John depicts the eternal gospel as both a message of salvation and a message of 

judgment. Ezekiel was God’s messenger sent to Jerusalem to warn them of what was to 

come if they did not repent and turn back to God. If they do not repent, God would send 

Babylon through like a flood and conquer Israel and take them into exile. Now, the church 

is that new messenger depicted in the first seal as the seed of the woman and the Great 

Commission is characteristic of what the seed of the woman does. In this new context, in 

which John applies these symbols between the advents, the church will proclaim the gospel 

to the whole world. Those who hear will repent and believe and be saved from the 

judgment to come. But those who refuse to hear will be swept away in a new flood and 

taken forcefully into a new exile depicted in the sixth seal. The Great Commission is God’s 

plan to bring about the end, as Jesus says, “This gospel of the kingdom will be proclaimed 

throughout the whole world as a testimony to all nations, and then the end will come” 

(Matt 24:14). The opening of the first seal is the beginning of the end. 
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Revelation 6: The Beginning of the End 

Revelation 6 is the beginning of the end. Jesus says to his disciples in Acts 1:8, 

“But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and you will be 

my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth,” and 

then he ascends into heaven. Luke writes that “a cloud took him out of their sight.” That 

cloud is the same cloud in Ezekiel 1 (and Deut 19 that descended on Mt. Sinai). Within 

that cloud is the throne room of God, the same throne room described in Revelation 4. 

Jesus is not seen in that heavenly throne room until chapter 5.  

First, John is weeping because no one is found in all creation who is worthy to 

open the scroll with seven seals (Rev 5:2–3). Suddenly, John is told someone worthy has 

been found because the Root of David “has conquered” (Rev 5:5). Then John sees 

something he did not see before standing among the elders around the throne: “I saw a 

Lamb standing, as though it had been slain” (Rev 5:6). Hamilton rightly interprets this 

scene in Revelation 5, saying, “Jesus conquered by getting killed.”44 Jesus laid down his 

life willingly. John describes the lamb who was slain: “With seven horns and with seven 

eyes, which are the seven spirits of God sent out into all the earth” (Rev 5:6). The seven 

spirits of God are the Holy Spirit.45 John uses the word apestalmenoi, translated “sent 

out,” in the perfect tense. Michael Heiser and Vincent Setterholm write, “The verb tense 

used by the writer to describe a completed verbal action that occurred in the past but 

which produced a state of being or a result that exists in the present (in relation to the 

writer). The emphasis of the perfect is not the past action so much as it is as such but the 

present ‘state of affairs’ resulting from the past action.”46 From John’s current 

perspective, late in the first century, the Holy Spirit was sent out in the past and continues 
 

44 Hamilton, Revelation, 155. 

45 Hamilton, Revelation, 35. 

46 Michael S. Heiser and Vincent M. Setterholm, Glossary of Morpho-Syntatic Database 

Terminology (Bellingham, WA: Lexham, 2013), s.v. “perfect.”  
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the work it was sent out to do on the earth in the present. However, in the throne room 

vision, the Holy Spirit is present with the lamb, which means the Holy Spirit has not yet 

been sent out into all the earth in the context of the vision. Jesus ascended into heaven 

and had not yet sent the Holy Spirit at Pentecost at the time depicted in this vision of the 

throne room. The vision depicts the moment Jesus ascended to the throne inside the 

cloud, a great climactic moment in the history of heaven and earth, and the fulfillment of 

Daniel 7:13–14: 

I saw in the night visions, and behold, with the clouds of heaven there came one like 
a son of man, and he came to the Ancient of Days and was presented before him. 
And to him was given dominion and glory and a kingdom, that all peoples, nations, 
and languages should serve him; his dominion is an everlasting dominion, which 
shall not pass away, and his kingdom one that shall not be destroyed. 

Jesus comes with the clouds of heaven to be presented before God, wrapped in 

the Spirit of God. Then he is handed an everlasting dominion—”All authority in heaven 

and on earth” (Matt 28:18)—depicted by John’s words in Revelation 5:7—”And he went 

and took the scroll from the right hand of him who was seated on the throne”—resulting 

in all creation worshipping him who alone is worthy to open the scroll (Rev 5:9–14). The 

chiastic unit continues into Revelation 6 with the opening of the first seal.  

Meanwhile, the disciples are in the upper room as the day of Pentecost arrives 

and “they were all filled with the Holy Spirit” (Acts 2:4). Suddenly, the Great Commission 

begins as the same Peter who denied Jesus three times in fear proclaims the gospel message 

boldly and with power to the same people he feared before (Acts 2:14–41). Peter interprets 

what is happening as fulfilling what the prophet Joel said: “In the last days it shall be, God 

declares, that I will pour out my Spirit on all flesh” (Acts 2:17). That day the Holy Spirit 

was poured out on the disciples (Acts 2:1–4), and then on three thousand more Jews (Acts 

2:38–41), and the first church came into existence (Acts 2:42–47). The indwelling of the 

Holy Spirit is a key characteristic of the church and the seed of the woman. The seed of 

the woman are those who are born again by the Holy Spirit, just as Jesus told Nicodemus 

(John 3). The Holy Spirit at the end of Acts 2 is not yet poured out on “all flesh” (Acts 
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2:17), but using Joel’s analogy, the “pouring out” has only begun. When the full measure 

is poured out on all flesh, no doubt it will fill the earth, much like the flood of Noah’s day 

when “the waters prevailed above the mountains, covering them fifteen cubits deep. And 

all flesh died that moved on the earth, birds, livestock, beasts, all swarming creatures that 

swarm on the earth, and all mankind” (Gen 7:20–21; emphasis added). But not exactly like 

that because God saw his bow set in the cloud, even within his very throne room, and 

remembered his promise not to destroy the earth again with flood waters. This is a new 

flood. Daniel says the “end shall come with a flood” (Dan 9:26), but this is a different kind 

of flood, a gospel flood or Great Commission flood. Peter declares these are the last days 

(Acts 2:17). The end has begun. The first seal has been opened. Jesus will build his church 

“and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it” (Matt 16:18; emphasis added). The seed 

of the woman, the church, goes out “conquering, and to conquer” (Rev 6:2) in the power 

of the Holy Spirit and will prevail (just like the flood waters), plundering the goods of the 

enemy while he is bound (Matt 12:29), one soul at a time. 

Conclusion—Worship 

The victory is already won! Revelation 12:10–11 says, 

And I heard a loud voice in heaven, saying, “Now the salvation and the power and 
the kingdom of our God and the authority of his Christ have come, for the accuser 
of our brothers has been thrown down, who accuses them day and night before our 
God. And they have conquered him by the blood of the Lamb and by the word of 
their testimony, for they loved not their lives even unto death.” 

Christ is on the throne, and the enemy has already lost. What an awesome God 

we serve. What a mighty God who saved us! Worship the one who sits on the throne 

because he is worthy! He is the Alpha and the Omega, the beginning and the end. His 

plan will not fail and is closer to completion every day. 

The goal of this series is to equip every member of the church to use biblical 

theology to understand the whole counsel of God’s Word when studying the Bible on 

their own. This sermon series aims to accomplish this goal by continuing to demonstrate 

the application of biblical theology to interpret each seal. This was an introduction to 
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biblical theology that aimed to show the application of biblical theology to discover the 

context of Revelation 6, which will be the passage of focus for the remainder of the series. 

Revelation 6 employs symbols that depict the unveiling and implementation of God’s plan 

to bring about the end as the conflict that originated in the fall between the seed of the 

woman and the seed of the serpent continues. 

Like the rest of the book, Revelation 6 can be considered a challenging passage 

due to the symbolism of the seals. Biblical theology is the key to understanding the 

meaning of the symbols of Revelation 6, and every other passage in the Bible. Biblical 

theology seeks to interpret and apply the Bible in the manner in which the authors of the 

Bible interpreted and applied it.  

 

 



 

 46 

CHAPTER 3 

REVELATION 6:1–2—THE FIRST SEAL:  
THE SEED OF THE WOMAN 

Introduction 

The first seal of Revelation 6 has been subject to a wide variety of interpretations 

throughout thousands of years of church history, with little consensus. Interpretations 

range from “the victorious progress of the gospel”1 originating with Ireneus in the second 

century, to its parody as the antichrist promising a “golden age of peace and prosperity”2 

by modern scholars like John MacArthur. Clearly, these are two very different and 

opposing views. Tom Schreiner writes, 

I support the minority opinion that the rider is Jesus Christ since there is no indication 
in context that we have a parody, such as we see with the two beasts in chapter 13, 
and since we have an intertextual clue from 19:11–12 that the one riding on the 
white horse is Christ himself. He conquers in this case through the proclamation of 
the gospel, which overcomes opposition by being believed throughout the world.3  

James Hamilton responds to this idea by saying, “The first rider looks like 

Jesus, the rider on the white horse in chapter 19, but he isn’t Jesus,”4 and he interprets 

this seal as “false human messiahs.”5 Again, two opposing views. Logically, it could make 

sense that the white rider cannot be Jesus because Jesus is the one sending out the white 
 

1 Robert H. Mounce, The Book of Revelation, rev. ed., New International Commentary on the 

New Testament (Grand Rapids: W. B. Eerdmans, 1998), 141. 

2 John MacArthur, Revelation 1–11, MacArthur New Testament Commentary (Chicago: 

Moody, 1999), 179–80. 

3 Thomas R. Schreiner, The Joy of Hearing: A Theology of the Book of Revelation, New 

Testament Theology (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2021), 78. 

4 James M. Hamilton Jr., Revelation: The Spirit Speaks to the Churches, Preaching the Word 

(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2012), 178. 

5 Hamilton, Revelation, 178. 
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rider along with the rest of the horsemen, but John is working with symbols. Sam Waldron 

says, “The attempt to distinguish the two riders on white horses in Revelation 6 and 19 

fails . . . the white rider went out at the beginning of the Gospel age with only one crown 

(Rev 6), but now at the end he has accumulated many crowns (Rev 19).”6 Schreiner agrees 

with Waldron and argues, “A reference to Christ on the white horse (6:2) is doubted by 

some since it seems strange that the Lamb calls himself forth in the first seal (Aune 

1998a:393–94; Smalley 2005: 149), but such a scenario is not a problem in the apocalyptic 

literature, and the objection fails since it attempts to read the text too literally.”7 Most 

scholars generally agree that the first rider has similar features to the rider on the white 

horse in Revelation 19, but come to very different conclusions. Bruce Metzger interprets 

the first seal differently, as discussed in the previous chapter, as an invading army of 

white Parthenian horse archers against Rome that finds success.8  

William Weinrich edits a helpful resource showing how early church scholars 

interpreted this seal. Victorinus of Petovium (AD 304) says, “For after our Lord ascended 

into heaven, he opened all things and sent forth the Holy Spirit . . . therefore, the white 

horse is the word of preaching when the Holy Spirit was sent into the world.”9 

Oecumenius (sixth century) notes, “The white horse is a symbol of the gospel.”10 

Caesarius of Arles (AD 470–553) says, “The white horse is the church, and its rider is 
 

6 Sam Waldron, “Christ Rides Forth Conquering and to Conquer” (conference sermon, Session 

10, Conquering and to Conquer Conference: An Eschatology of Victory, Covenant Baptist Theological 

Seminary, 2024), 18:20, https://cbtsplus.org/covcon24/. 

7 Thomas R. Schreiner, Revelation, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament 

(Grand Rapids: Baker, 2023), 267. 

8 Bruce M. Metzger, Breaking the Code: Understanding the Book of Revelation (Nashville: 

Abingdon, 1993), 58. 

9 Victorinus of Petovium, quoted in William C. Weinrich, ed., Revelation, Ancient Christian 

Commentary on Scripture, vol. 12 (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2005), 82. 

10 Oecumenius, quoted in Weinrich, Revelation, 82. 
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Christ. . . . And so we interpret the white horse to be the prophets and the apostles.”11 

Andrew of Caesarea (early sixth century) states, “We understand the loosing of the first 

seal to signify the generation of the apostles.”12 The view of this project aligns closely 

with the early church perspectives, including those of Ireneus. Ireneus is a helpful source 

when talking about biblical theology because, as Stephen Presley explains, “Others point 

to Ireneus as a principle example of the initial form of biblical theology within the early 

centuries of the church.”13  

The first seal, defined broadly as the seed of the woman, encompasses all these 

early church ideas, along with the views of modern scholars who agree with Ireneus or 

hold to a similar view. This understanding of the seed of the woman agrees with 

Waldron, who notes that “the rider on the white horse is Christ and the Gospel going out 

to conquer the hearts of men. This Gospel conquest is one of the assured and certain 

features of the Gospel age.”14 But more importantly, defining the first seal as the seed of 

the woman is consistent with the biblical author’s perspective and continues the overall 

storyline of the Bible. 

The overall storyline of the Bible centers on the conflict between the seed of 

the woman and the seed of the serpent that began in Genesis. God promises in Genesis 

3:15 that the seed of the woman will crush the head of the serpent. The promised seed of 

the woman is Jesus Christ, who fulfills this promise at the cross in his death, burial, and 

resurrection. However, the seed of the woman can also be identified with the lineage of 

believing saints throughout the Old Testament, like Abraham. Hamilton comments on the 

blessing of Abraham in Genesis 12: “Moses hereby signals to his audience that, going 
 

11 Caesarius of Arles, quoted in Weinrich, Revelation, 83. 

12 Andrew of Caesarea, quoted in Weinrich, Revelation, 83. 

13 Stephen O. Presley, “Biblical Theology and the Unity of Scripture in Irenaeus of Lyons,” 

Criswell Theological Review 16, no. 2 (2019): 3. 

14 Waldron, “Christ Rides Forth Conquering and to Conquer,” 22:30. 
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forward, anyone opposed to Abraham is to be identified with the seed of the serpent, 

while anyone who aligns with Abraham will be identified as the seed of the woman.”15 

Later biblical authors share Moses’s perspective in their understanding of the seed of the 

woman. Paul says, “If you are Christ’s, then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according 

to promise” (Gal 3:29). Paul identifies Christians and the church with the offspring of 

Abraham. The church is the seed of the woman. Paul emphasizes that Christians are heirs 

according to the promise because they share the same faith as Abraham. The author of 

Hebrews illustrates this lineage of faith, identifying many Old Testament examples of the 

seed of the woman, including Abel, Enoch, Noah, Abraham, Sarah, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, 

Moses, Samson, Samuel, and David (Heb 11). In addition, John identifies the church as 

the seed of the woman in Revelation 12:17: “Then the dragon became furious with the 

woman and went off to make war on the rest of her offspring, on those who keep the 

commandments of God and hold to the testimony of Jesus.” Satan failed to devour the 

male child, Jesus Christ, the offspring the woman gave birth to earlier (Rev 12:4–6), and 

has now focused his attention on the rest of the offspring of the woman, the church. 

In the first seal, the seed of the woman refers to those who have come to faith in 

Jesus, the people of God, the church. Jesus tasked his disciples with the Great Commission, 

telling them that they would be his witnesses when he sends the Holy Spirit (Matt 28:18–

20; Acts1:8). Then he ascended into heaven and disappeared into the clouds (Acts 1:9). In 

Revelation 5, Jesus steps up to the throne of God and takes the little scroll from God’s right 

hand (Rev 5:7). Then Jesus opens the seals of the scrolls, beginning with the first seal 

(Rev 6:1–2). L. F. Mot rightly connects the opening of the first seal with the events of 

Pentecost: “If Rev 5 depicts Christ’s coronation as king and high priest after his ascension, 

then the rider on the white horse must stand for a phenomenon that becomes perceptible 
 

15 James M. Hamilton, Typology—Understanding the Bible’s Promise-Shaped Patterns: How 

Old Testament Expectations Are Fulfilled in Christ (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2022), 16. 
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or obvious after the birth of public Christianity at Pentecost.”16 While the disciples were 

together, Luke writes in Acts 2:2, “And suddenly there came from heaven a sound like a 

mighty rushing wind, and it filled the entire house where they were sitting.” The disciples 

are filled and empowered with the Holy Spirit on the day of Pentecost. Peter proclaimed 

the gospel of Jesus Christ boldly in Jerusalem, three thousand were saved and filled with 

the Holy Spirit, and the first church began (Acts 2). The book of Acts shows the growth 

of the early church and the progression of the Great Commission from Jerusalem, Judea, 

and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth (Acts 1:8). 

The identity of the white rider as “the seed of the woman” in this project should 

be understood to communicate the full meaning John intends with the symbols he employs 

in the first seal, which this chapter will define in detail. Truly, Jesus is the seed of the 

woman, singular (Gal 3:16), God promised would come and crush the head of the serpent 

in Genesis 3:15. Jesus has led the way for his church, setting an example with his life. 

Even as Jesus opens the seals and sends out the church on a gospel conquest, he goes 

with them as he promised he would when he gave his disciples the Great Commission—

”behold, I am with you always, to the end of the age” (Matt 28:20)—and when he spoke 

to his disciples in the upper room in John 14:20—”In that day you will know that I am in 

my Father, and you in me, and I in you”—right after promising to send them the Spirit of 

truth at Pentecost. After all, Jesus is Immanuel (which means, God with us) (Matt 1:23). 

The seed of the woman in the first seal refers both individually to Jesus and corporately 

to those who have come to faith in Jesus, the people of God called the church (Rev 12:17). 

Paul describes this understanding of the seed of woman in Galatians 3:29: “And if you 

are Christ’s, then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to promise.” This 

identification of Christ and the church as the seed of the woman is given added meaning 

by the symbols John employs in the first seal. 
 

16 L. F. Mot, Angels and Beasts: The Relationship between the Four Living Creatures and the 

Four Riders in Revelation 6:1–8 (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2017), 68. 
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The symbols of the first seal depict the seed of the woman, Jesus Christ, building 

his church (Matt 16:18) through the victorious progress of the gospel conquest by the holy 

and righteous church that has been washed clean by the blood of the lamb who are indwelt 

with the Holy Spirit and reigning with Christ on the earth in the Great Commission. God’s 

war bow is out, and the gracious gospel of Jesus Christ is conquering the enemies of God. 

The first seal depicts a new conquest, a gospel conquest, and a new flood, a gospel flood, 

that began with the pouring out of the Holy Spirit “on all flesh” (Acts 2:17) at Pentecost 

that empowered the proclamation of the gospel by Peter and the disciples and has 

continued throughout history by the church. The Great Commission has been progressing 

just as Jesus tells Peter, “I will build my church, and the gates of hell shall not prevail 

against it” (Matt 16:18). The opening of the first seal marks the beginning of the end as 

Jesus sets in motion God’s plan to bring about the end of the age in the Gospel conquest. 

“This gospel of the kingdom will be proclaimed throughout the whole world as a testimony 

to all nations, and then the end will come” (Matt 24:14). When the gospel conquest and 

gospel flood are complete, “the earth will be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the 

LORD as the waters cover the sea” (Hab 2:14). The rest of this chapter will aim to show 

that this is the meaning John intended to communicate to the churches in the first seal. 

Opening the First Seal: Revelation 6:1–2 

Revelation 6:1–2 says, “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!’ 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.” To understand the 

meaning of the seal, an interpreter must consider the meanings of all the symbols John 

employs, including the color of the horse, the bow of the rider, the crown given to the 

rider, and what the rider is doing as “he came out conquering, and to conquer.” 

The first seal is full of symbols and imagery that biblical theology equips us 

with the tools to interpret. The goal is not to select an interpretation based on personal 
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preference out of a buffet of options to consider. The goal is to understand what the 

biblical author intends to communicate to the reader. John intentionally employs key 

words and symbols that depict the first rider as the seed of the woman.  

Context: We Have Seen These 
Symbols Before 

Revelation 6:1–2 is not the first place John has used the symbols and the 

language he employs in the first seal. If reading Revelation from the beginning, you would 

have already read John’s throne room vision in Revelation 4:3–4: “And he who sat there 

had the appearance of jasper and carnelian, and around the throne was a rainbow that had 

the appearance of an emerald. Around the throne were twenty-four thrones, and seated on 

the thrones were twenty-four elders, clothed in white garments, with golden crowns on 

their heads” (emphasis added). In the throne room, the twenty-four elders are clothed in 

white and have golden crowns on their heads. The previous chapter showed the rainbow 

and the bow as God’s war bow tempered by grace and mercy. The heavenly storm cloud 

is brewing, but instead of sending rain on the world as judgment like God did in the flood, 

God sees the rainbow in the cloud, remembers his promise, and sends his messenger, the 

church, into the world in a gospel conquest, just as he did with Ezekiel. It is no coincidence 

that the voice of the living creature thunders as the white rider is sent into the world as a 

new flood begins. 

The twenty-four elders are symbolic of the twelve heads of the tribes of Israel 

added together with the twelve apostles of the Lamb (Rev 21:10–14), which depicts, 

among other things, the unity of the faith from Old Testament to New Testament, from 

Israel to the church, new Israel. These twenty-four elders are heavenly representatives of 

all of God’s people throughout history who are “heirs according to promise” (Gal 3:29). 

They are collectively the seed of the woman. 

John intentionally employs these three symbols first in Revelation 4 before the 

throne, and then again in the first seal. He follows the same pattern established by 
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Zechariah as the four chariots began in heaven, presented before the Lord, and then are 

sent out onto the earth when the first seal is opened. 

Interpreting the Symbols:  
The White Horse 

The white horseman represents the seed of the woman, and the color white 

supports this interpretation. G. K. Beale writes, “‘White’ is used without exception 

elsewhere in Revelation (14 times) in a good sense in descriptions associated with the 

holiness of God, Christ, or the saints.”17 Other views that might depict the color white as 

a parody of Christ descriptive of false messiahs or the antichrist, like wolves in sheep’s 

clothing, have to build a case to show why John is intending to use the color white 

differently in this one case, breaking from the biblical pattern, than he does everywhere 

else. The color white is consistently connected with the seed of the woman throughout 

the canon when used by earlier biblical authors. 

John’s first use of the color white depicts a glorious Jesus in Revelation 1:14: 

“The hairs of his head were white, like white wool, like snow.” John seems to have Isaiah 

1:18 in view, which reads, “Though your sins are like scarlet, they shall be as white as 

snow; though they are red like crimson, they shall become like wool” (emphasis added). 

Isaiah uses the color white in contrast with the color red. Red is connected to sin. 

Somehow, our red crimson sins will become “white as snow . . . like wool,” according to 

Isaiah. Then we will be white like John has depicted Jesus. 

Jesus aims to encourage the churches in Revelation 2:17: “To the one who 

conquers I will give some of the hidden manna, and I will give him a white stone, with a 

new name written on the stone that no one knows except the one who receives it.” This 

time, John uses the color white in connection with “conquering” as related to the church, 

and again in Revelation 3:5, which says, “The one who conquers will be clothed thus in 
 

17 Gregory K. Beale, The Book of Revelation, New International Greek Testament 

Commentary (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008), 375. 

https://www.esv.org/Revelation+1:14/
https://www.esv.org/Revelation+2:17/
https://www.esv.org/Revelation+3:5/
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white garments, and I will never blot his name out of the book of life” (emphasis added). 

John is not suddenly changing the way he uses these symbols, colors, and key words in 

the first seal; instead, John consistently uses the same symbols to communicate the same 

meanings throughout Revelation.  

Revelation 7:9 says, “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” The seed of the woman worships God before the throne clothed in white. This same 

group is described further in Revelation 7:14: “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.” 

John still has Isaiah in mind and clarifies that our sins are made “white as snow . . . like 

wool” (Isa 1:18), because they are washed in the blood of the Lamb. The color white is not 

just a kind of label or identification marker; it also depicts sinless purity or holiness. Where 

there is the color white, there is no sin. Jesus is white and sinless. The church is made up 

of people who were red with sin, but their sins have been washed away, and they are made 

white. Based on John’s use of the color white, it does not seem likely John would use the 

color white to depict a sinful antichrist or sinful false messiahs in the first seal. 

Revelation 14:14 says, “Then I looked, and behold, a white cloud, and seated 

on the cloud one like a son of man, with a golden crown on his head, and a sharp sickle in 

his hand” (emphasis added). John brings together the color white and a crown in this 

depiction of the second coming of Jesus. Both symbols are together in the first seal as well. 

John connected conquering with the color white previously, and now white with a crown. 

He employs these three symbols together in the first seal. 

Later, Revelation 19:14 says, “And the armies of heaven, arrayed in fine linen, 

white and pure, were following him on white horses.” John depicts many white horses, and 

they are part of the army of heaven. Jesus is leading this army of heaven to bring judgment 

on the nations (Rev 19:15). In both Revelation 19 and 6, Jesus is leading. The first seal is 

https://www.esv.org/Revelation+7:9/
https://www.esv.org/Revelation+7:14/
https://www.esv.org/Revelation+14:14/
https://www.esv.org/Revelation+19:14/
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but the beginning of the end, whereas Revelation 19 is the end. It is possible the armies of 

heaven are merely the heavenly host, like angels or other spiritual beings. However, 

Robert Mounce rightly identifies them as the seed of the woman when he writes, “The 

parallel in Rev 17:14 in which those who battle on the Lamb’s side are designated 

‘called, chosen, and faithful’ would indicate that the martyrs (those who remain faithful 

unto death) should be included as well.”18 The martyrs will be discussed in more detail in 

the fifth seal. As the martyrs go to heaven, 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” (Rev 6:11). Their number is complete when the Great Commission is 

accomplished, and the end comes when they follow Jesus as he rides to victory. Then 

comes judgment in Revelation 20:11: “Then I saw a great white throne and him who was 

seated on it.” God’s throne of judgment is white.  

John’s use of the color white is consistent and characteristic of the seed of the 

woman, whether that be Jesus or the church. There is no reason to view the color white in 

the first seal as an exception.  

Interpreting the Symbols: The Conquering  
Seed of the Woman 

Revelation 6:2 says the white horse “came out conquering, and to conquer.” 

The word for “conquering” in the Greek is nikon and is present active participle in the 

nominative case. The subject is presently conquering. The word for “conquer” is nikese 

and is an aorist active subjunctive verb. John is using the aorist tense in relation to the 

first seal to depict a timeless snapshot of what is taking place. The subjunctive mood 

communicates possibility or intention. The intention or goal is to conquer. The white rider 

is presently conquering and will continue to conquer. The root word for “conquer” is 
 

18 Mounce, The Book of Revelation, 354. 

https://www.esv.org/Revelation+20:11/
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nikao and can mean either to conquer, overcome, or prevail. All three options are 

significant. 

The most immediate context in which John uses nikao is Revelation 5:5: “Weep 

no more; behold, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, has conquered, so that 

he can open the scroll and its seven seals.” Jesus conquered by dying and rising from the 

dead. John writes the words of Jesus in John 16:33: “In the world you will have tribulation. 

But take heart; I have overcome the world” (emphasis added). Nikao is the same root word 

translated as “overcome” and seems to indicate how Jesus lived a sinless life before going 

to the cross. Therefore, in the closest context to the first seal, the word conquer is used in 

relation to Jesus, who is the seed of the woman. 

The first time nikao appears in the book of Revelation is when Jesus speaks to 

the church of Ephesus, saying, “To the one who conquers I will grant to eat of the tree of 

life, which is in the paradise of God” (Rev 2:7). John uses conquer in reference to the 

church, the seed of the woman. Jesus offers a promise to encourage the church to conquer. 

The church of Ephesus seems to be facing temptations or tribulations at the time John 

writes, just as Jesus said would happen, which is significant for the context of the third 

seal. Jesus is encouraging the church to overcome the world, just as he overcame it. Jesus 

was without sin, overcoming the world. Jesus conquered by dying on the cross, and the 

church conquers by being washed in the blood of the Lamb. 

Nikao is used at the end of every message to all seven churches in Revelation. 

To Smyrna, “The one who conquers will not be hurt by the second death” (Rev 2:11). To 

Pergamum, “To the one who conquers I will give some of the hidden manna, and I will 

give him a white stone, with a new name written on the stone that no one knows except 

the one who receives it.” (Rev 2:17). Again, there is a connection between the color white 

and the one who conquers.  

To Thyatira, “The one who conquers and who keeps my works until the end, to 

him I will give authority over the nations, and he will rule them with a rod of iron, as 
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when earthen pots are broken in pieces, even as I myself have received authority from my 

Father. And I will give him the morning star” (Rev 2:26–28). This example does not use 

the word “crown,” but does promise that those who conquer will rule or reign with Christ, 

which is important in the context of the fifth seal. Usually, someone given a crown rules 

or reigns, such as the white rider in the first seal. Revelation 5:9–10 says, “Worthy are you 

to take the scroll and to open its seals, for you were slain, and by your blood you ransomed 

people for God from every tribe and language and people and nation, and you have made 

them a kingdom and priests to our God, and they shall reign on the earth.” Jesus has 

made the seed of the woman a kingdom of priests who will reign with Christ on the earth. 

To the church in Thyatira, Jesus promises to give those who conquer authority, just as he 

was given authority when he conquered (Rev 5). 

To Sardis, “Yet you have still a few names in Sardis, people who have not 

soiled their garments, and they will walk with me in white, for they are worthy. The one 

who conquers will be clothed thus in white garments, and I will never blot his name out 

of the book of life. I will confess his name before my Father and before his angels” (Rev 

3:4–5). The one who conquers will be clothed in white garments, for they are worthy. 

Jesus alone was found to be worthy in Revelation 5, but now the church is found to be 

worthy if they conquer.  

To Philadelphia, “The one who conquers, I will make him a pillar in the temple 

of my God. Never shall he go out of it, and I will write on him the name of my God, and 

the name of the city of my God, the new Jerusalem, which comes down from my God out 

of heaven, and my own new name” (Rev 3:12). The word “conquer” is used for the church, 

the seed of the woman, as encouragement. To Laodicea, “The one who conquers, I will 

grant him to sit with me on my throne, as I also conquered and sat down with my Father 

on his throne” (Rev 3:21). John uses the word conquer in connection to reigning with 

Christ. John does not use the word “crown,” but those who conquer are given a throne.  
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If you read the first six chapters of Revelation in sequence, every time John 

used the word “conquer,” it referred to either Christ or the church, and mostly in reference 

to the church. John has not used the word “conquer” in reference to an antichrist, false 

messiah, or an army of horse archers clothed in white. And there is no example of the 

church being conquered by an evil power up to this point. The church is encouraged to 

conquer just as Jesus conquered. The natural reading when John uses the same symbols 

and language from the first five chapters as Jesus opens the first seal would be to connect 

them to the conquering church. There would be no reason to think antichrist, false 

messiahs, or Parthians. 

The next time nikao appears involves the two witnesses in Revelation 11:7–8: 

“And when they have finished their testimony, the beast that rises from the bottomless pit 

will make war on them and conquer them and kill them, and their dead bodies will lie in 

the street of the great city that symbolically is called Sodom and Egypt, where their Lord 

was crucified.” The beast will conquer the two witnesses and kill them. In this example, 

nikao is used in the opposite way John used it up to this point. An evil beast is conquering, 

but conquering means killing. The question is, should this example inform the meaning 

of conquering in the first seal rather than the previous examples? If keeping a scorecard, 

the word conquer has been used in reference to the church seven times, Jesus three times, 

and the beast once so far. It might be persuasive to use this single example of conquering 

to inform the interpretation of the first seal if this example included all or any of the other 

symbols with it: a crown, bow, or if the beast was white. But none of those other symbols 

are included here. Satan is depicted as a red dragon in Revelation 12:3, not a white 

horseman, but Revelation 11 describes the beast; Satan is not named.  

Nikao appears again in Revelation 12:7–11: 

Now war arose in heaven, Michael and his angels fighting against the dragon. And 
the dragon and his angels fought back, but he was defeated, and there was no longer 
any place for them in heaven. And the great dragon was thrown down, that ancient 
serpent, who is called the devil and Satan, the deceiver of the whole world—he was 
thrown down to the earth, and his angels were thrown down with him. And I heard a 
loud voice in heaven, saying, “Now the salvation and the power and the kingdom of 
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our God and the authority of his Christ have come, for the accuser of our brothers 
has been thrown down, who accuses them day and night before our God. And they 
have conquered him by the blood of the Lamb and by the word of their testimony, 
for they loved not their lives even unto death. 

This time, Michael and the angels conquer the red dragon, Satan, and his angels 

by the blood of the Lamb. Satan is conquered in the same way Jesus conquered in 

Revelation 5; Jesus conquered by being killed. But this conquering has two parts. John 

says in verse 11, “They have conquered him by the blood of the Lamb and by the word of 

their testimony, for they loved not their life even unto death” (emphasis added). There is 

the initial conquering that took place in the past when Jesus died on the cross, was buried, 

and after three days rose again. There is also an ongoing conquering through the word of 

their testimony, the Great Commission. Satan is conquered by the blood of the Lamb and 

by the word of their testimony. First, Jesus conquered, and then the church is conquering 

because the authority of Christ has come. This fits well with the context of Revelation 5 

and the opening of the first seal. Jesus conquered by dying in Revelation 5:5 and is given 

all authority in heaven and opens the first seal when the white horsemen “came out 

conquering, and to conquer” (Rev 6:2). There is the initial conquering that Jesus 

accomplished in Revelation 5, and the present and ongoing conquering that the church 

accomplishes in the Great Commission in the first seal. John follows the same pattern he 

established earlier from Revelation 5–6 in Revelation 12. The first seal provides a snapshot 

using symbols that John elaborates on in Revelation 12 in the same way Hamilton 

describes in the title of his chapter on Revelation 12, “The Seed of the Woman Conquers 

the Serpent.”19 John depicts the seed of the woman going out to conquer in the first seal 

using the same symbols, language, and patterns as Revelation 12. The conflict between 

the seed of the woman and the seed of the serpent goes throughout the whole storyline of 

the Bible, and John continues that storyline, bringing it to an end in Revelation. 
 

19 Hamilton, Revelation, 245. 
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Just as Revelation 12 reveals more details about the conquering seed of the 

woman, the second seal has similar language that connects it to the seed of the serpent 

depicted in more detail in Revelation 13. Nikao appears again in Revelation 13:7–8: 

Also it [The first beast rising out of the sea] was allowed to make war on the saints 
and to conquer them. And authority was given it over every tribe and people and 
language and nation, and all who dwell on earth will worship it, everyone whose 
name has not been written before the foundation of the world in the book of life of 
the Lamb who was slain. 

This first beast makes war on the saints and conquers them, similar to the beast 

that conquered the two witnesses in Revelation 11. The question is, should these two 

examples of conquering now be used to interpret the first seal? Again, this might be 

persuasive if the other three symbols (a bow, crown, and the color white) were present, 

but they are not. However, consider the language of the second seal in comparison: “When 

he opened the second seal, I heard the second living creature say, “Come!” 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” (Rev 6:3–4). The second 

seal reveals a red horse. Red is characteristic of the dragon, Satan, who was conquered 

and cast down to earth and now calls forth this first beast from the sea. This beast comes 

from the red dragon, a red source, not a white source. This first beast “was allowed to 

make war on the saints and to conquer them” (Rev 13:7). Similarly, the red rider “was 

permitted to take peace from the earth” (Rev 6:4). Jesus is sending out this red horse; 

therefore, it is Jesus who permits this rider to take peace from the earth. In Greek, the 

word translated as “permits” or “allows” is the same root word, and more time will be 

spent on that in the next chapter. The beast and the red rider both have a sword as well. 

The red rider is “allowed” to do something, but the rider on the white horse is given a 

crown (Rev 6:2). Having a crown is different than having permission. The rider on the 

white horse is given authority of some kind, reigning with Christ on the earth, while the 

red rider is allowed to do things that appear harmful. The context of the use of nikao in 
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Revelation 13:7 aligns much better with the language of the second seal, rather than the 

first seal. 

The next use of nikao is in Revelation 17:12–14: 

And the ten horns that you saw are ten kings who have not yet received royal power, 
but they are to receive authority as kings for one hour, together with the beast. 
These are of one mind, and they hand over their power and authority to the beast. 
They will make war on the Lamb, and the Lamb will conquer them, for he is Lord 
of lords and King of kings, and those with him are called and chosen and faithful. 

This beast was “allowed” to make war on the saints and conquer them by killing them by 

someone with higher authority. When the beast makes war on the Lamb, the beast is 

conquered because the Lamb has all authority in heaven and on earth. 

The last and most compelling use of the word nikao in the book is in Revelation 

21:7: “The one who conquers will have this heritage, and I will be his God and he will be 

my son.” First, the one who conquers will be found in the new heavens and the new earth. 

Second, the conqueror will be a son of his heavenly father. The beast that is conquering and 

killing saints and is blaspheming God (Rev 13:6) would not be found in the new heavens 

and new earth but was previously thrown in the lake of fire (Rev 19:20). All the promises 

Jesus made to the seven churches to the one who conquers are now fulfilled in the new 

heavens and new earth. This conqueror was the kind who conquered like Jesus, by loving 

not their life even unto death. They overcome the world. 

John defines exactly what he means by conquering when he uses nikao in his 

first letter: “For everyone who has been born of God overcomes the world. And this is the 

victory that has overcome the world—our faith” (1 John 5:4). That word “overcome” is 

the same word translated “conquer,” nikao. When Jesus says over and over to the seven 

churches, “To the one who conquers I will give you this, and this, and this,” the natural 

follow-up question would be, “How does someone conquer?” John says that conquering 

comes by faith. “Our faith” overcomes the world. If you have believed in Jesus, you are 

born of God, and you have overcome the world. You are now worthy and counted among 

https://www.esv.org/Revelation+21:7/
https://www.esv.org/Revelation+21:7/
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the seed of the woman. If you have not believed, then you have not conquered, and you 

are counted among the seed of the serpent. 

John’s use of the word nikao throughout Revelation and in his other writings 

informs the interpretation of the first seal as the seed of the woman. John’s use of nikao 

works with John’s use of the color white to interpret the first seal as the seed of the 

woman.  

Interpreting the Symbols: The Crown 
Given to the Seed of the Woman 

The rider on the white horse “had a bow, and a crown was given to him” (Rev 

6:2; emphasis added). The crown has been previously discussed in connection with the 

color white and conquering. An important distinction is that being given a crown is 

different from the permission given to the red rider in the second seal. A crown is 

connected to ruling or reigning, like delegated authority. Someone with a crown might or 

might not give someone with less authority permission. Someone sitting on a throne 

typically wears a crown and thrones were promised to the one who conquers (Rev 3:21). 

The heavenly worshippers sing praises in the throne room about the Lamb who has 

ransomed people for God by his blood, saying, “You have made them a kingdom and 

priests to our God, and they shall reign on the earth” (Rev 5:10). In context, the first seal 

comes only five verses later. The church is a kingdom of priests, a royal priesthood who 

are given crowns and shall reign on the earth.  

John gets this idea of reigning with Christ on the earth as a consistent pattern 

throughout the Bible, beginning in Genesis. Adam was to be a royal priest who reigned 

on the earth (Gen 1:28), but he disobeyed God’s command and sinned. Israel was to be a 

royal priesthood who reigned on the earth (Exod 19:6), but Israel disobeyed God and 

sinned, breaking the old covenant. Jesus is the perfect royal priest who showed us what 

reigning on the earth looks like as a new Adam and new Israel by overcoming the world 

(John 16:33), fulfilling the old covenant (Matt 5:17), and creating a new covenant in his 
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blood (Matt 26:28). The church is a royal priesthood that is to reign on the earth (1 Pet 2:9; 

Rev 5:10) and conquer or overcome the world too (1 John 5:4), as the new covenant 

people of God. 

The symbol of the crown was seen together in the throne room with the color 

white and a rainbow in Revelation 4:4: “Around the throne were twenty-four thrones, and 

seated on the thrones were twenty-four elders, clothed in white garments, with golden 

crowns on their heads.” In this case, the elders are the seed of the woman who are wearing 

crowns and sitting on thrones in heaven before God’s throne. Mounce writes, “Their white 

garments speak of holiness and their golden crowns of royalty.”20 These elders later in the 

scene “cast their crowns before the throne” (Rev 4:10) in worship. This use of the crown 

symbol depicts a heavenly reigning with Christ. In this case, the crown is given to 

representatives of the seed of the woman and not to representatives of the seed of the 

serpent, such as an antichrist or false messiah. 

The first place John uses the crown symbol in the book is Revelation 2:10: “Do 

not fear what you are about to suffer. Behold, the devil is about to throw some of you into 

prison, that you may be tested, and for ten days you will have tribulation. Be faithful unto 

death, and I will give you the crown of life.” Jesus is promising a crown of life to those 

who hold fast to the faith through tribulation, even if they die. It is unclear whether this 

crown of life is given upon death only or just upon completion of the ten-day trial, even if 

not everyone is killed. Mounce writes, “The reward for faithfulness is the crown of life, 

that is, the crown that is life itself. It is not the royal crown (the diadema) that is promised, 

but the wreath of garland (the stephanos) that was awarded to the victor at the games.”21 

Stephanos is the same word used for crown in the first seal and the throne room in 

Revelation 4. Mounce believed the crown (stephanos) on the head of the elders in the 
 

20 Mounce, The Book of Revelation, 122. 

21 Mounce, The Book of Revelation, 76. 

https://www.esv.org/Revelation+4:4/
https://www.esv.org/Revelation+4:10/
https://www.esv.org/Revelation+2:10/
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throne room spoke of royalty. The crown of life is a crown of victory for the seed of the 

woman who overcomes the world, not an antichrist or false messiah. 

Jesus says in Revelation 3:11: “I am coming soon. Hold fast what you have, so 

that no one may seize your crown.” The church in Philadelphia already appears to have a 

crown (stephanos) that they might lose if they do not hold fast. They are already reigning 

with Christ on the earth even as John writes these letters to the seven churches at the end 

of the first century. Jesus said earlier to the church in Philadelphia that he will make the 

enemy, the seed of the serpent, “come and bow down before your feet, and they will learn 

that I have loved you” (Rev 3:9). Usually, people bow down at the feet of kings, people 

with crowns and thrones. In this case, the seed of the serpent is bowing down at the feet 

of the church, the seed of the woman.  

Revelation 9:7 says, “In appearance the locusts were like horses prepared for 

battle: on their heads were what looked like crowns (stephanos) of gold; their faces were 

like human faces.” These demonic locusts have on their heads something that “looked 

like crowns of gold.” John seems to be depicting something evil and demonic with a 

crown, which is very different than how he has used the crown thus far. These locusts, 

“have as king over them the angel of the bottomless pit. His name in Hebrew is Abaddon, 

and in Greek he is called Apollyon” (Rev 9:11). Whatever these locusts are, their king 

appears to be Satan, and they are clearly connected to the seed of the serpent. If Satan is 

king of the bottomless pit, he must be bound in the bottomless pit already. The locusts 

have something that is “like crowns of gold,” but the locusts do not have crowns of gold 

on their head. They do have something that is meant to resemble, mimic, or act as a 

counterfeit to the crown worn by the seed of the woman. The locusts have knock-off 

crowns instead of the real thing. After Satan was cast down from heaven to earth, he sent 

his beast into the world: “And to it the dragon gave his power and his throne and great 

authority” (Rev 13:2). The beast is given Satan’s throne and great authority, but the 

https://www.esv.org/Revelation+3:11/
https://www.esv.org/Revelation+9:7/


   

65 

authority and throne mimic and counterfeit Christ’s throne and authority depicted by 

these knockoff crowns worn by the locusts. 

This is the only instance in Revelation where the word “crown” is used in 

conjunction with the seed of the serpent. Should this be the example used to interpret the 

crown in the first seal as the antichrist or false messiah figure? There is insufficient 

evidence to establish such a connection. The other symbols in the first seal, such as the 

color white, the word conquer, and the bow, are not present with the locusts and their 

knockoff crowns.  

Revelation 12:1 says, “And a great sign appeared in heaven: a woman clothed 

with the sun, with the moon under her feet, and on her head a crown (stephanos) of twelve 

stars.” This symbolic woman has a crown. The woman gives birth to Jesus Christ, the seed 

of the woman who fulfills the promises. The red dragon, the seed of the serpent, tries to 

devour her child, but fails. Satan is defeated and thrown down because the authority of 

Christ has come and goes “off to make war on the rest of her offspring, on those who 

keep the commandments of God and hold to the testimony of Jesus” (Rev 12:17). The 

rest of the woman’s offspring is the obedient and faithful church. The church, as the seed 

of the woman, bears the same crown. A woman with a crown might be a queen or a 

princess. The church is the bride of Christ (Eph 5:31–32; Rev 21:2). The seed of the 

woman reigns with Christ as his bride. 

The last time John employs the crown symbol is Revelation 14:14: “Then I 

looked, and behold, a white cloud, and seated on the cloud one like a son of man, with a 

golden crown [stephanos] on his head, and a sharp sickle in his hand.” Jesus is the son of 

man, and the golden crown is on his head as he stands on a white cloud. Two harvests 

depicted in the chapter will be discussed further in relation to the third seal, which this 

project identifies as tribulation and judgment. Jesus uses his sickle for the first harvest of 

the people of God, the seed of the woman (Rev 14:16). An angel uses another sickle for 

the second harvest of the seed of the serpent (Rev 14:19). This scene depicts the harvest 

https://www.esv.org/Revelation+12:1/
https://www.esv.org/Revelation+14:14/
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at the end of the age Jesus described in the parable of weeds (Matt 13:38–39). Jesus has a 

golden crown like the elders before the throne. He has a golden crown, not some knockoff 

or counterfeit that is like a golden crown. This crown is closely connected to the color 

white. Those two symbols from the first seal are found together here. 

The real crowns and the counterfeit crowns seem to convey two kinds of 

authority. These two kinds of authority are also communicated in the first and second 

seals. The rider on the white horse in the first seal is the seed of the woman who wears a 

crown and reigns with Christ. The rider on the red horse in the second seal, who is 

“permitted” to do harm like the beast, reigns with Satan. Jesus authorizes both. 

Jesus has a golden crown and gives his bride, the church, a crown. John was 

there when Jesus said to the disciples, “All authority in heaven and on earth has been 

given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations” (Matt 28:18–19). The 

disciples are sent out in the authority of Jesus to carry out the Great Commission. Jesus 

has given them a crown of authority, and he promises them, “I am with you always, to the 

end of the age” (Matt 28:20; emphasis added). The first seal depicts the church reigning 

with Christ on the earth by doing the Great Commission. 

Interpreting the Symbols: The Bow 

Mot rightly connects this bow to the sign of the covenant after the flood:  

The Greek toxon (bow) corresponds to the Hebrew ת שֶׁ  which primarily (qeset) קֶֶׁ֫
appears in Gen 9:13–16 when the bow is a remembrance of God’s covenant 
“between God and all living creatures of every kind on the earth” (v. 16). Under the 
bow everyone is protected from total calamity. In Rev 6:1–2 the bow emerges also 
as a sign of the covenant. The main Old Testament background seems to be based 
on Psa 45:4–5 and Hab 3:8–13, which portray God as riding a horse and conquering 
His enemy and the foes of His people.22 

Mot connects the bow in the seal to the sign of the covenant in Genesis 9. Remember, three 

of the symbols, the color white, the crown, and the rainbow, appear together in the throne 

room in Revelation 4:3–4. The rainbow around the throne recalls what God says in Genesis 
 

22 Mot, Angels and Beasts, 69. 
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9:13: “I have set my bow in the cloud, and it shall be a sign of the covenant between me 

and the earth.” God graciously makes a covenant with humanity, promising not to flood 

the earth with water again. Commonly called a rainbow today, God calls it simply a bow 

in Genesis. Fritsch says, “None as far as I know has investigated how the symbol of the 

rainbow fits its present context beyond the obvious observation that rainbows are 

associated with rain, or subjective assertions that the rainbow as an object of beauty 

demonstrates the dependability, mercy or grace of God.”23 The biblical theologian must 

examine the context of the first rainbow to understand what John intends to communicate 

in his use of the bow in Revelation. 

Prior to the flood, the world was created to be filled with the glory of God (Gen 

1:28), but instead it was filled with the violence and wickedness of sinful man (Gen 6:5). 

This resulted in the judgment of the flood. Hamilton rightly maintains, “Moses wants his 

audience to see the correspondence between Adam and Noah. These correspondences 

hint that God’s judgment is a kind of de-creation, while redemption is a kind of new 

creation.”24 In the flood account, Moses recalls to the reader’s mind ideas he introduced as 

early as Genesis 1 in the creation narrative. Hamilton describes some of these connections: 

Consider these parallels between the creation and flood narratives: God parted the 
waters to make dry land appear in Genesis 1:9–10, and the Spirit was hovering over 
creation in 1:2; after the flood, God sent the wind/spirit to cause the waters to recede 
and the dry ground again appeared in Genesis 8:2–3. God had commanded Adam to 
be fruitful and multiply in Genesis 1:28, and he gives the same command to Noah in 
9:1 and 9:7. As Adam sinned by eating of the tree in Genesis 3, Noah also sinned by 
abusing the fruit of the vine in Genesis 9. In both cases, nakedness was exposed 
then covered. God’s judgment was visited in the waters of the flood, but the flood 
did not wash away human sin.25 

 

23 Charles T. Fritsch, The Book of Genesis, Layman’s Bible Commentary (Atlanta: John Knox, 

1966), 2:120. 

24 James M. Hamilton, What Is Biblical Theology? A Guide to the Bible’s Story, Symbolism, 

and Patterns (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2014), 70. 

25 Hamilton, What Is Biblical Theology?, 70. 
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These connections indicate that God is starting over with Noah as a new Adam. 

This new Adam will live in a new creation because the old creation has been washed away. 

God says when he sees the bow in the cloud, “‘Then I shall remember.’ This is the second 

time God is said to ‘remember’ in this story. At the height of the flood ‘God remembered 

Noah’ (Gen 8:1).”26 Then God begins a kind of new creation following the pattern of the 

original creation narrative. A dove flew over the waters looking for dry land (Gen 8:8–11) 

like the Holy Spirit of God hovered over the waters (Gen 1:2). God separated the waters to 

one side and the dry land appeared on the third day of creation (Gen 1:9), and the water 

subsided, and dry land appeared again in (Gen 8:13). God created vegetation, birds, sea 

creatures, land animals, and human beings and each were to be fruitful and multiply on 

the earth (Gen 1:11–12, 20–22, 24–28). After the dry land appeared, God told Noah to 

leave the ark along with all the animals so they may be fruitful and multiply on the earth 

(Gen 8:16–17). God rested on the seventh day when his work of creation was complete 

(Gen 2:3), and Noah built an altar to worship God after God’s new creation work in the 

flood was complete (Gen 8:20–22).  

Hamilton writes, “The charge to Adam to fill the earth and subdue it (Gen 1:28) 

is a priestly charge to expand the borders of Eden so that God’s habitable dwelling will fill 

the whole earth.”27 Noah exercises priestly duties when he builds an altar and worships 

God after exiting the ark (Gen 8:20–21). Both Adam and Noah are charged to rule over 

God’s creation as priests of God. God created humanity to be a royal priesthood. Noah is 

a new Adam and God’s new royal priest. We must explore the original context of the 

symbol’s use to fully understand John’s use of it in the new context of the first seal. 
 

26 Gordon J. Wenham, Genesis 1–15, Word Biblical Commentary, vol. 1 (Waco, TX: Word, 

1987), 196. 

27 James M. Hamilton, God’s Glory in Salvation Through Judgment: A Biblical Theology 

(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2010), 73. 
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God puts a bow in the cloud and makes a promise to Noah as the representative 

head of humanity, God’s royal priesthood, and suddenly Noah looks very similar to the 

rider on a white horse with a bow who is given a crown. Noah is the seed of the woman. 

In Revelation 5, Jesus, the Lamb of God, conquered sin and death by taking the 

judgment of the world for sin on himself at the cross. Then Jesus steps up to the throne and 

is given all authority in heaven and on earth, and all creation worships him. After the 

judgment of the flood, Noah builds an altar so that he and his family can worship the God 

who saved them from the judgment of the world in the flood: 

Then Noah built an altar to the LORD and took some of every clean animal and some 
of every clean bird and offered burnt offerings on the altar. And when the LORD 
smelled the pleasing aroma, the LORD said in his heart, “I will never again curse the 
ground because of man, for the intention of man’s heart is evil from his youth. Neither 
will I ever again strike down every living creature as I have done. (Gen 8:20–21) 

The pleasing aroma from the burnt offering moved God to graciously promise 

not to flood the earth again. Before Jesus opens the scroll, Revelation 5:8 says, “And when 

he had taken the scroll, the four living creatures and the twenty-four elders fell down 

before the Lamb, each holding a harp, and golden bowls full of incense, which are the 

prayers of the saints.” The incense has risen to the throne of God, and the prayers of the 

saints are being answered by a gracious God who remembers his promise and has 

ransomed people for God by his blood. Jesus then opens the first seal, setting God’s plan 

in motion. This is the beginning of the end. Jesus is beginning a new creation work just as 

he did in Noah’s day by sending his white rider out into the world. Jesus is not going to 

make all things new by flooding the earth with water because he saw his bow in the cloud, 

a rainbow surrounded the throne of God (Rev 4:4), and he remembered his promise and 

acts accordingly. The white rider goes out with a bow, God’s war bow. A new flood is 

beginning, a Great Commission flood.  

Jesus says in Acts 1:8–9, “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has 

come upon you, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, 

and to the end of the earth. And when he had said these things, as they were looking on, he 
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was lifted up, and a cloud took him out of their sight.” Jesus ascended, disappearing in a 

cloud of heaven (Acts 1:11). Jesus then appears in the throne room of heaven and takes 

the scroll from the hand of God and breaks the first seal (Rev 5:1–6:2). The disciples 

received the Holy Spirit at Pentecost (Acts 2:1–4). Peter begins to preach to the crowd of 

Jews, quoting, “the prophet Joel: ‘And in the last days it shall be, God declares, that I will 

pour out my Spirit on all flesh’” (Acts 2:16–17; emphasis added). Peter recognizes that it 

is the beginning of the end because he says God’s plan to bring about the end has begun, 

signaled by the pouring out of the Spirit on all flesh. Peter and Joel use the phrase “all 

flesh” with the flood of Noah in mind. God said to Noah, “For behold, I will bring a flood 

of waters upon the earth to destroy all flesh in which is the breath of life under heaven” 

(Gen 6:17, emphasis added). And then the flood came: 

The flood continued forty days on the earth. The waters increased and bore up the 
ark, and it rose high above the earth. The waters prevailed and increased greatly on 
the earth, and the ark floated on the face of the waters. And the waters prevailed so 
mightily on the earth that all the high mountains under the whole heaven were 
covered. The waters prevailed above the mountains, covering them fifteen cubits 
deep. And all flesh died that moved on the earth, birds, livestock, beasts, all swarming 
creatures that swarm on the earth, and all mankind. Everything on the dry land in 
whose nostrils was the breath of life died. He blotted out every living thing that was 
on the face of the ground, man and animals and creeping things and birds of the 
heavens. They were blotted out from the earth. Only Noah was left, and those who 
were with him in the ark. And the waters prevailed on the earth 150 days. (Gen 
7:17–24; emphasis added). 

God poured water out to destroy “all flesh” in the flood, and everything died 

except for Noah and his family on the ark. Peter says that a new flood is taking place as 

God pours out his Spirit on all flesh. This is a gospel flood or a Great Commission flood 

that will fill the earth. Imagine Jesus in heaven pouring a pitcher full of, not water, but the 

Holy Spirit, out from his heavenly throne down to earth. Not all the water pours out of a 

pitcher at once. First, the twelve received the Holy Spirit. Then Peter proclaims the gospel: 

“And Peter said to them, ‘Repent and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus 

Christ for the forgiveness of your sins, and you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit’” 

(Acts 2:38), and Jesus pours out the Holy Spirit on three thousand more who believed and 

were saved that day (Acts 2:41). The Holy Spirit continues to be poured out in the book 



   

71 

of Acts as the church proclaims the gospel in Jerusalem (Acts 2:1–4), Judea, and Samaria 

(Acts 8:14–17), and to the Gentiles (Acts 10:44–48), and as Paul plants more churches 

throughout the known world. The Great Commission flood has begun, but the end has not 

yet come (Matt 24:14), which means “every tribe and language and people and nation” 

(Rev 5:9) have not yet heard the gospel, been saved, and received the Holy Spirit. When 

the end comes and all things are made new, the flood will be complete “For the earth will 

be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the LORD as the waters cover the sea” (Hab 

2:14). Just as God rested on the seventh day in his good creation, and just as God was 

pleased in his new creation as Noah worshipped at the altar, and just as God’s glory filled 

the tabernacle (Exod 40), and just as God’s glory filled the temple (2 Chron 7:1–3), God’s 

glory will fill his new creation for all eternity. 

Moses used the word “prevailed” four times in Genesis 7 to describe the waters 

covering the earth and destroying all flesh. God destroyed the seed of the serpent that had 

filled the earth with violence through the judgment of the flood waters that “prevailed.” 

The Greek word nikao discussed previously, which is translated as “conquer” in the first 

seal and “overcome” in 1 John 5, can also be translated as “prevail.” John uses the symbols 

of the first seal, depicting a rider with a bow that is conquering or prevailing, to recall the 

flood narrative and the actions of Noah as the seed of the woman.  

God is judging the world because of its sin, just as he did in the flood, but he 

sees his rainbow and remembers his promise and acts graciously toward us. Instead of 

flooding the earth with water, he pours his Holy Spirit out into the world, beginning at 

Pentecost in Jerusalem, and empowers the church to be his witnesses by proclaiming the 

gospel of Jesus Christ to the ends of the earth. The one who hears the gospel message and 

believes in Jesus Christ as his Lord and Savior will be saved, forgiven of their sins, and 

receive the Holy Spirit. Every new believer is baptized with water as a symbol of the flood 

judgment and God’s remembrance of his gracious promise not to flood the earth with water 

again. Instead, God graciously sent his son, Jesus, to take the judgment for the sins of the 
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world upon himself, dying on the cross as a substitute. Every new believer passes through 

the waters of baptism safely, like Noah did on the Ark, and Israel did at the parting of the 

Red Sea. Second Peter 3:4–7 says, 

They will say, “Where is the promise of his coming? For ever since the fathers fell 
asleep, all things are continuing as they were from the beginning of creation.” For 
they deliberately overlook this fact, that the heavens existed long ago, and the earth 
was formed out of water and through water by the word of God, and that by means 
of these the world that then existed was deluged with water and perished. But by the 
same word the heavens and earth that now exist are stored up for fire, being kept 
until the day of judgment and destruction of the ungodly. 

Peter recognizes the parallel connections between the original creation at the 

beginning, which perished in the flood, and the transformation of the world into what we 

know today. The world today is being stored up for a judgment by fire, rather than a 

judgment by water. If someone does not believe in Jesus as their Lord and Savior, they 

will receive judgment for their sin—a baptism by fire, which this project will discuss 

further in the chapter on the sixth seal. 

Summary of the First Seal 

The first seal is the seed of the woman in simplest terms. The symbols of the 

first seal depict the holy and righteous seed of the woman going out in gospel conquest, 

bearing God’s war bow and given a crown to reign with Christ on the earth as a royal 

priesthood by doing the Great Commission in the power of the Holy Spirit. This new 

conquest is also a new flood that sweeps through the whole world and brings judgment 

against the seed of the serpent as Jesus declares, “I will build my church, and the gates of 

hell shall not prevail against it” (Matt 16:18). The symbols John puts together in the first 

seal indicates that he had in mind Habakkuk 3:8–15: 

Was your wrath against the rivers, O LORD?  Was your anger against the rivers, or 
your indignation against the sea, when you rode on your horses, on your chariot of 
salvation? You stripped the sheath from your bow, calling for many arrows. Selah 
You split the earth with rivers. The mountains saw you and writhed; the raging waters 
swept on; the deep gave forth its voice; it lifted its hands on high. The sun and moon 
stood still in their place at the light of your arrows as they sped, at the flash of your 
glittering spear. You marched through the earth in fury; you threshed the nations in 
anger. You went out for the salvation of your people, for the salvation of your 
anointed. You crushed the head of the house of the wicked, laying him bare from 
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thigh to neck. Selah You pierced with his own arrows the heads of his warriors, who 
came like a whirlwind to scatter me, rejoicing as if to devour the poor in secret. You 
trampled the sea with your horses, the surging of mighty waters. (emphasis added) 

Habakkuk describes a new conquest together with a new flood. A white rider 

on a horse of salvation is sent out like raging flood waters that sweep across the earth, and 

an army marching in battle to crush God’s enemies with war bows out, launching gospel 

arrows while the sun stands still (Josh 10). John is not the first biblical author to combine 

the ideas of conquest and flood, but he applies these concepts and symbols in the context 

of the church in the first seal, as he intends to communicate a gospel conquest and a gospel 

flood. When the Great Commission is accomplished, the end will come and God’s glory 

will prevail over the whole earth. The first seal is the beginning of the end. 

Putting This Interpretation to the Test 

Symbols communicate clear meaning in a few words because they consistently 

carry the same meaning throughout the canon. John is not changing the meaning of the 

symbols he employs in the first seal from how they have been used previously by himself 

or by other biblical authors. John is using the same symbols to communicate the same ideas 

from earlier biblical writers as a way of quickly summarizing the story and bringing their 

meaning and application into a new context. Therefore, it is good and important to judge 

this interpretation of the symbols of the first seal through the lens of previous passages in 

Scripture that employ the same symbols. Habakkuk 3:8–15 is a good example because the 

same symbols, ideas, key language, and major themes John uses are present in Habakkuk 

as well. Habakkuk foretells God’s promise of these things, and John communicates the 

fulfillment of God’s promises in a new context and application for the new covenant 

church. This study will primarily look to Zechariah 6, Ezekiel 5–7 and Leviticus 26 to put 

the interpretations of each seal to the test. 
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Zechariah 6 and the Chariot 
with White Horses 

John has Zechariah 6 in mind as he considers the four horsemen in the first four 

seals. Zechariah 6:6a, 8, says. “The chariot with the black horses goes toward the north 

country, the white ones go after them. . . . Then he cried to me, ‘Behold, those who go 

toward the north country have set my Spirit at rest in the north country.’” This project 

defines the first seal with the white horseman as the seed of the woman and the third seal 

with the black horseman as tribulation and judgment. The description of Zechariah’s 

chariots with white and black horses serves to test the interpretation of the first seal, as 

well as other interpretations. Zechariah has Genesis in mind because the chariots with the 

white and black horses went to the north country and are characterized as putting God’s 

Spirit at rest, as discussed in the previous chapter. 

Like the two parallel tracks in the judgment of the flood and the salvation of 

Noah and his family by grace through faith, the chariots with white and black horses put 

God’s Spirit at rest (Zech 6:8). John picks up on these themes that began in Genesis and 

are carried through Zechariah and adds clarity by employing more than one symbol 

together. God’s Spirit will find rest in salvation through judgment. This is consistent with 

what Hamilton describes as the central theme of the Bible: “God’s glory in salvation 

through judgment.”28 

In Zechariah, the north country is “the land of Babylon.”29 In Revelation, John 

depicts Babylon symbolically as the seed of the serpent (Gen 17:3–5). The seed of the 

serpent causes the restlessness of God’s Spirit in this new context and application, just like 

before the flood (Gen 6:4). Therefore, God sends his white and black horsemen to the 

north country, to Babylon, the seed of the serpent, to put his Spirit at rest. 
 

28 Hamilton, God’s Glory in Salvation Through Judgment. 

29 Edgar W. Conrad, Zechariah, Readings: A New Biblical Commentary (Sheffield: Sheffield 

Academic, 1999), 123. 
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If the first seal is interpreted to be a parody of Christ like the antichrist or false 

messiahs, or Parthian horse archers, then an argument would need to be made to show how 

a parody of Christ, the antichrist, false messiahs, or Parthian horse archers, together with 

the black chariot, would put God’s Spirit at rest. Certainly, the antichrist or false messiahs 

are not working in the flood narrative to put God’s Spirit at rest. Instead, the opposite is 

true. They are the seed of the serpent that caused God’s Spirit to become restless. The 

same questions must be asked to test other interpretations. John is not using new symbols 

without a way to discover their meaning, nor is he leaving them up to our personal 

preferences. Additionally, he is not taking old symbols employed by earlier biblical authors 

and changing them to mean something different than what previous biblical authors 

intended to communicate. John is employing the same symbols to convey the same themes 

and ideas for application within a new context. The next context is the new covenant 

church, the new Israel. Therefore, previous examples and the use of the same symbols can 

judge all interpretations to offer clarity. The goal is not to have a buffet of interpretations 

to choose from, but to understand the perspective and intent of the biblical authors. 

Ezekial 1: The Throne Room in the Storm 
 Cloud and The Pattern of God’s Grace 

There is another stop in the pattern between Genesis and Revelation, marked 

by a rainbow, that is important to consider when testing the interpretation of the first seal 

found in Ezekiel 1. I discussed in the previous chapter that the throne room scene in 

Revelation 4 follows the earlier pattern set in Ezekiel 1:26–28. The passage in Ezekiel 

symbolically depicts the glorious throne room of God inside a storm cloud. Verse 28 

symbolically describes the rainbow with the use of simile: “Like the appearance of the 

bow that is in the cloud on the day of rain, so was the appearance of the brightness all 

around” (emphasis added). The rainbow in Ezekiel’s vision is a symbol of God’s glory.   
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Ezekiel 1:4 says, “As I looked, behold, a stormy wind came out of the north, 

and a great cloud, with brightness around it, and fire flashing forth continually, and in the 

midst of the fire, as it were gleaming metal.” God’s anger toward Israel because of their 

sin is depicted as a storm cloud. In Ezekiel, God’s throne room is inside the storm cloud, 

which represents God’s judgment and anger toward sin. God’s Spirit is restless once again 

and wants to flood the earth again, but he sees the rainbow in his throne room and 

remembers his promise. God keeps his promise and does not rain down another flood on 

the earth; instead, he acts graciously and sends Ezekiel as a messenger to Israel, giving 

them the opportunity to repent (Ezek 2–3). This is the pattern of God’s grace in Ezekiel. 

John follows the pattern of God’s grace set by Ezekiel, beginning with the 

throne room scene in Revelation 4:3–5: 

And he who sat there had the appearance of jasper and carnelian, and around the 
throne was a rainbow that had the appearance of an emerald. Around the throne were 
twenty-four thrones, and seated on the thrones were twenty-four elders, clothed in 
white garments, with golden crowns on their heads. From the throne came flashes of 
lightning, and rumblings and peals of thunder, and before the throne were burning 
seven torches of fire, which are the seven spirits of God 

John depicts God’s throne room in heaven as inside a storm cloud using imagery 

of lightning, rumblings, and thunder coming from the throne. God’s Spirit is restless, and 

he is angry about the sin of the whole world. The three symbols from the first seal are 

present (white, crown, and a rainbow) along with the Holy Spirit and the seed of the 

woman represented by the elders. While a storm is brewing in heaven against sin, God 

sees his rainbow, remembers his promise, and acts graciously. First, he sent Jesus as our 

gracious sacrificial lamb (Rev 5). Then, Jesus opens the first seal of the scroll and sends 

his messenger, the seed of the woman, to fulfill the Great Commission following the 

same pattern of God’s grace set forth in Ezekiel. 

With the rider on the white horse, all the symbols in the throne room within the 

storm cloud are poured out on the earth like rain, and a new flood begins. The seed of the 

woman has been washed white by the blood of the lamb, is given a crown, and is sent to 
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war with a bow of grace filled with the power of the Holy Spirit. This seed of the woman, 

which looked like Ezekiel, sent to the Jews, now looks like Peter proclaiming the gospel 

to the Jews at Pentecost (Acts 2), but does not stop there. The Holy Spirit continues to be 

poured out on all flesh as Peter takes the Gospel to Samaria (Acts 8:14–17), and then to 

the Gentiles (Acts 10:44–48). The rainbow is a sign of God’s grace toward humanity, 

connected to the flood narrative. Ezekiel used the rainbow as a symbol for the glory of 

God surrounding the throne, in the context of the storm cloud, which served as flood 

language. John uses the same flood language in the throne room scene in Revelation 4. 

Now the symbol of the bow goes with the white rider, the seed of the woman, in a new 

flood because the whole earth will be filled with the glory of God (Hab 2:14). 

Ezekiel 5 and Leviticus 26: Blessings 
and the First “Therefore” 

The first seal lines up with the blessings of Leviticus 26 and the people of God 

in Ezekiel’s first “therefore beginning in Jerusalem,” as seen in table 1. God promises the 

blessings to Israel: “If you walk in my statutes and observe my commandments and do 

them” (Lev 26:3). God promises curses to Israel: “If you will not listen to me and will not 

do all these commandments, if you spurn my statutes, and if your soul abhors my rules, 

so that you will not do all my commandments, but break my covenant” (Lev 26:14–15).  

Michael Lyons writes, “The judgments in Lev 26 are presented as God’s 

instruments to induce repentance.”30 God’s intended goal is for the bad behavior to stop, 

just as a father disciplines his children. Leviticus 26 is part of the Holiness Code that 

defines how God desires his people to live in the world as a distinct people from the 

surrounding nations, for his glory.   
 

30 Michael A. Lyons, From Law to Prophecy: Ezekiel’s Use of the Holiness Code, Library of 

Hebrew Bible/Old Testament Studies 507 (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 2009), 117. 
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Table 1. John’s use of Leviticus 26 and Ezekiel 5 in Revelation 6 

 
 

Ezekiel uses the word “therefore” four times to structure chapter 5 (vv. 7, 8, 10, 

12) and distinguish between four distinct stages that correlate with the stages described in 

Leviticus 26. Ezekiel does not align his first “therefore” section with the first curse of 

Leviticus 26. Instead, he aligns his first “therefore” section with the section of blessing in 

Leviticus 26—Blessing (1-
13) and Curses (14-46) 

Ezekiel 5—Four 
“Therefores” 

Revelation 6—First Four 
Seals 

v1-3: Prerequesite to 
Blessing: no idols, keep the 
sabbaths, keep my statues 
and observe my 
commandments. 
v7-8: Israel outnumbered 
but still chases enemy away 
with sword 
v9: Israel will be fruitful 
and multiply 
v13: Reminder of the 
Exodus 

v5–6: Jerusalem is 
placed at center of the 
world.                                                                      
v7, “Therefore thus says 
the Lord GOD: Because 
you...have not walked in 
my statutes or obeyed 
my rules” 

v2,”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.” 

Stage 1 (v14-17): disease, 
blindness, heartache, fear, 
slavery, death, God will be 
against you. 

v8, “Therefore thus says 
the Lord GOD: Behold, 
I, even I, am against 
you.” 

v4, “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.” 

Stage 2 (v18-20): Israel will 
bear no fruit.                                                                        
Stage 5 (v27-33) - 
Cannibalism 

v10, “Therefore fathers 
shall eat their sons in 
your midst, and sons 
shall eat their fathers.” 
(Ezekiel takes stage 5 of 
Lev 26:27-33, and puts 
it with his third 
“therefore.”) 

v5-6, “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. 
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!” 

Stage 3 (v21-22): wild 
beasts come against you to 
eat your children and 
livestock                                                                                                                                  
Stage 4 (v23-26): a sword 
against Israel, pestilence, 
famine  

v11-17 is one unit 
beginning with 
“therefore.”                                                                                                                              
v12: pestilence, famine, 
sword, scatter to all the 
winds                                                                                                                                                                   
v17: famine, wild 
beasts, pestilence, sword 

v8, “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.” 
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Leviticus 26:1–13. John follows Ezekiel’s use of Leviticus. God promises blessing for 

Israel if they keep themselves from idols, keep the sabbaths (Lev 26:1–2), and “walk in 

my statutes and observe my commandments and do them” (Lev 26:3). But Israel did not 

keep God’s commands as Ezekiel tells us in his first “therefore” section in Ezekiel 5:7: 

“Therefore thus says the Lord GOD: Because you are more turbulent than the nations that 

are all around you, and have not walked in my statutes or obeyed my rules, and have not 

even acted according to the rules of the nations that are all around you.” The language is 

positive in the blessing section of Leviticus 26, and then the language is in the negative in 

Ezekiel’s first “therefore.”  

God’s people, Israel, are in view in the first section of both Leviticus 26 and 

Ezekiel 5, so it follows that God’s people are in view in the first seal of Revelation 6 as 

well. God’s people are the seed of the woman. Revelation 12:17 says, “Then the dragon 

became furious with the woman and went off to make war on the rest of her offspring, on 

those who keep the commandments of God and hold to the testimony of Jesus.” In contrast 

to Israel in Ezekiel 5, the church is the seed of the woman who keeps the commandments 

of God. Ezekiel says later to the house of Israel, “And I will put my Spirit within you, and 

cause you to walk in my statutes and be careful to obey my rules” (Ezek 36:27), indicating 

that the Spirit-filled church will not disobey as Israel did, but will be obedient to God’s 

commands and receive the blessing of Leviticus 26:1–13, acting as a new Israel.  

God promises that even if Israel is outnumbered, they will chase their enemy 

away (Lev 26:7–8). This white rider is going out conquering and to conquer. In the world, 

the church always seems outnumbered, but because of God’s blessing, the Great 

Commission will be accomplished, and the enemy will be defeated and chased away. God 

promises the blessing that Israel will be fruitful and multiply (Lev 26:9). Jesus says, 

“Apart from me you can do nothing,” but abide in me and you will bear fruit (John 15:5). 

The Great Commission will be fruitful, and the church will multiply with God’s blessing 

as Christ leads his church to victory.  
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In the first “therefore” of Ezekiel 5, God says he placed Jerusalem at the center 

of the world to be an example to the surrounding nations for the glory of God, but they fell 

short and disobeyed God’s commands (Ezek 5:6–7). This is why God came to Ezekiel in 

a vision like an angry storm cloud in Ezekiel 1. Though Ezekiel was graciously sent to the 

people of Israel with a message of repentance, Israel refused to repent. Ezekiel 24:2 says, 

“The king of Babylon has laid siege to Jerusalem this very day.” The exile took place in 

several stages, but it is no surprise that Babylon is described elsewhere as coming through 

like a flood (Ps 124:4–5) to conquer Jerusalem and take Israel into exile. The exile from 

the land not only fulfills Ezekiel’s prophecy in chapter 4, but also the sixth stage of curses 

from Leviticus 26. Ezekiel seemed to understand this connection already because he uses 

the Holiness Code and Leviticus 26 as primary references. 

Judgment on sin took place in Jerusalem that Ezekiel says is “in the center of 

the nations” (Ezek 5:5). While the surrounding nations saw the disobedience and sin of 

Israel, the promised judgment of that sin as Jesus hung from the cross was also on full 

display to the surrounding nations (John 19:20). The obedient son of man, Jesus Christ, 

took on the judgment of disobedient Israel in Jerusalem on the cross that Ezekiel’s first 

“therefore” describes. Also, after Jesus ascended into heaven and opened the first seal, 

the Spirit was poured out on the church at Pentecost in Jerusalem, at the center of the 

nations (Ezek 5:5; Acts 2), further affirming the interpretation of the first seal as the seed 

of the woman. The gospel flood begins at the center of the nations in Jerusalem with Peter 

and the other disciples proclaiming the gospel of Jesus Christ and calling Jews to 

repentance like Ezekiel did (Acts 2:38). Even though the twelve disciples were 

significantly outnumbered that day (Lev 26:7–8), the gates of hell did not prevail because 

Jesus is building his church. Three thousand Jews were saved and received the Holy 

Spirit, forming the first church (Acts 2:41–47). The enemies are falling before Christ and 

the outnumbered church that wields the sword of the Spirit. A new siege on Jerusalem 

has begun. A new gospel flood begins in Jerusalem as the Holy Spirit is poured out on all 
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flesh (Acts 2:17). The seed of the woman, as the interpretation of the symbols in the first 

seal, is consistent with earlier Old Testament passages in Leviticus 26 and Ezekiel 5. 

Conclusion 

The first seal is the seed of the woman, Christ and his church. Waldron writes, 

“The first seal has a clear reference to the great messianic Psalm, Psalm 45,”31 which 

reads, 

Gird your sword on your thigh, O mighty one, in your splendor and majesty! In your 
majesty ride out victoriously for the cause of truth and meekness and righteousness; 
let your right hand teach you awesome deeds! Your arrows are sharp in the heart of 
the king’s enemies; the peoples fall under you. Your throne, O God, is forever and 
ever. The scepter of your kingdom is a scepter of uprightness (Ps 45:3–6). 

John has the messianic victorious Christ riding out to victory with both sword on his thigh 

and arrows shot at the hearts of kings from a war bow in view as he uses the same imagery 

to connect the white rider of the first seal with the bow and the white rider in Revelation 

19 with the sword to say Jesus is in view in both cases. And with Jesus comes his church. 

The color white depicts the holiness and righteousness of the church, which has 

been washed by the blood of the Lamb. The crown depicts reigning with Christ. The bow 

depicts God remembering his promise not to flood the earth again, and instead acting 

graciously toward humanity, sending a new gospel flood into the world beginning at 

Pentecost with the pouring out of the Holy Spirit on all flesh. The white rider going out 

conquering and to conquer is a gospel conquest, the ongoing progress of the Great 

Commission that proclaims the gospel and invites people to repent and believe in Jesus. 

Believing in Jesus is conquering or overcoming the world (1 John 5:4). Jesus is building 

his church, the gates of hell will not prevail, and the glory of God will fill the earth like 

the waters cover the sea (Matt 16:18; Hab 2:14). The first seal is the beginning of the end. 

This view of the first seal as the seed of the woman is a minority view among 

modern scholars, but it is consistent with many in the early church. More importantly, 
 

31 Waldron, “Christ Rides Forth Conquering and to Conquer,” 21:30. 
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defining the first seal as the seed of the woman is consistent with the perspective of the 

biblical authors and the overall storyline of the Bible. 
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CHAPTER 4 

REVELATION 6:3–4—THE SECOND SEAL:  
THE SEED OF THE SERPENT 

Introduction 

The second seal of Revelation 6 does not share the same wide variety of 

interpretations as the first seal. The most prominent view is that the second seal represents 

war. Thomas Schreiner says, “It is more plausible to conclude that it refers to war in 

general terms.”1 James Hamilton agrees, “God gives him the sword with which he will 

wage war.”2 Bruce Metzger says, “This obviously symbolizes war and bloodshed.”3 

Louis Brighton says confidently, “Clearly, the rider of the red horse signifies warfare, but 

in addition he represents any sort of unlawful killing and murder.”4 Robert Mounce does 

not specifically mention war, although war could still be in view, and seems to align with 

the secondary ideas of Metzger and Brighton. Mounce writes, “The color of the second 

horse corresponds to the mission of its rider and symbolizes slaughter and bloodshed. If 

the first seal suggested invasion from without, the second seal may refer to internal 

strife.”5 Mounce views the first white rider white as war from external sources. If the 

color red informs his understanding of the second seal as war from internal strife because 
 

1 Thomas R. Schreiner, Revelation, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament 

(Grand Rapids: Baker, 2023), 269. 

2 James M. Hamilton Jr., Revelation: The Spirit Speaks to the Churches, Preaching the Word 

(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2012), 178. 

3 Bruce M. Metzger, Breaking the Code: Understanding the Book of Revelation (Nashville: 
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of slaughter and bloodshed, it seems out of place to associate the color white with war 

from external sources. Certainly, external strife would also involve slaughter and 

bloodshed. 

Many early church scholars viewed things a little differently than these modern 

examples. Primasius (fl. AD 550–560) says generally, “The white horse is portrayed as 

good, but the red horse is portrayed as evil,”6 which is consistent with this project’s view. 

Caesarius of Arles (AD 470–543) says, “The red horse comes out against the victorious 

and conquering church. That is, there comes an evil and wicked people, made bloody 

from its rider, the devil.”7 John depicted the rider on the white horse in the first seal as 

Jesus with his followers, the seed of the woman, so it follows that Satan would be the 

rider of the red horse, with his followers, the seed of the serpent. However, just as the 

first seal was interpreted as the seed of the woman because the symbols John employed in 

the seal communicated more meaning than simply Jesus on a horse, the same is true for 

the second seal. Andrew of Caesarea (early sixth century) says, 

I suppose that the second living creature is the bull to depict the sacred sacrifices of 
the holy martyrs, since the first [creature] signified the apostolic authority. . . . And 
by this [sword] the sacrifices of the martyrs are offered on the heavenly altar. The 
‘red horse’ is symbolic of the shedding of blood or of the red-hot disposition of 
those who suffer for Christ. . . . God that tests his faithful servants.8 

This early church perspective emphasizes the persecution of the church in the 

second seal and views the shedding of blood as the sacrifice of the holy martyrs, rather 

than war, differing from the interpretation of modern scholars above. Gregory K. Beale 

agrees and argues that John has Matthew in view: 

Persecution of Christians is also in mind. This comes from the fact that Matt. 10:34 
(“Do not think that I came to bring peace to the earth but a sword”) is alluded to. . . . 
The point of the Matthew text is that Jesus’ followers should not be discouraged 
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from confessing his name to the world when persecution comes, since persecution is 
part of God’s sovereign will.9 

This project agrees with Beale, but Schreiner disagrees, writing, “Even less 

likely is the judgment of Beale (1999:379–80) that the sword refers to persecution since 

that is the subject of the fifth seal.”10 While martyrs are depicted in the fifth seal, the 

persecution of the church is not the emphasis of the fifth seal, as it depicts the heavenly 

aftermath of the persecution, not the earthly cause of the persecution. The martyrs arrive 

under the altar in heaven because they were persecuted and slain for their faithful witness 

while on earth (Rev 6:9). This project will argue that the fifth seal is not about the present 

or future persecution of the saints but depicts the reward of the faithful saints who held 

fast to the faith overcoming the world. The faithful saints will be “exodused” from the 

grave so that they are raised from the dead to reign with Christ as a royal priesthood until 

the Great Commission that began in the first seal is complete. This understanding is 

consistent with what Beale says of the martyrs: “Their faithfulness amid oppression may 

result in the loss of physical life, but it will also result in the salvation of spiritual life.”11 

Beale’s understanding will also prove consistent with this project’s view of the third seal 

as a testing of the whole world that comes through tribulation followed by judgment. The 

martyrs have laid down their lives willingly as living sacrifices in this life so that their 

works followed their faith. Their faith was tested through tribulation, but they held fast to 

the faith and were judged worthy in Christ by faith, as Christ alone was found to be 

worthy, and they are rewarded in the fifth seal in heaven with a white robe and rest.  

Furthermore, Andrew of Caesarea is not alone in his view of the second living 

creature as a bull depicting sacrifice. He draws the connection from Revelation 4:6–7: 

“Around the throne, on each side of the throne, are four living creatures, full of eyes in 
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front and behind: the first living creature like a lion, the second living creature like an ox, 

the third living creature with the face of a man, and the fourth living creature like an eagle 

in flight.” These four living creatures are involved in sending the riders out in each seal. 

L. F. Mot follows the order of the creatures listed and explains, 

The leonine title of Christ is deciphered by the symbol of the sacrificed Lamb. 
Therefore, the mission of the lion-cherub, and the rider he controls, must be 
perceived as a judgment that springs from Christ’s crucifixion. Following the Lion 
which brings in the Christian gospel, the Ox brings in the sacrificial means for the 
Christians’ investiture as God’s priests and for the forgiveness of those who 
repent.12 

The first living creature depicted as a lion further supports the view that the first 

seal as the seed of the woman and the minority perspective that Christ, the lion of Judah, 

is the rider on the white horse who brings forth the Christian gospel. The second living 

creature as the ox or bull carries the sacrificial symbolism with it, showing that these 

symbols communicate more meaning than something as general as war or as simple as 

Satan. 

David Aune, however, offers a different perspective, emphasizing a different 

symbol in the second seal to argue the red rider: 

“Was given [the power] to take peace from the earth”; i.e., the interpretation 
precedes the symbol . . . ten machairan phorein, “to bear the sword” (Rom 13:4), is 
a metaphor for the power over life and death possessed by governing authorities. . . . 
Roman emperors carried a dagger or sword as an emblem of the office. . . . The ius 
gladdi, “right of the sword” in cases of capital punishment was a symbol of 
imperium exclusively exercised by the emperor in Rome but delegated to provincial 
officials (A. Berger, Roman Law, 529). . . . That this cavalier was given a sword, 
therefore, indicates the authority and power with which he was temporality 
entrusted by God.13 

Aune suggests the sword represents capital punishment, consistent with Romans 13. Both 

Aune and Beale believe the sword is not a standalone symbol but connects to other earlier 

passages by previous biblical authors. The sword is another important symbol that other 
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modern authors believed simply meant warfare; however, the goal of this project is to use 

biblical theology to interpret the symbols, which means understanding the perspective of 

the biblical authors, not modern scholars. So, an important question that must be asked is, 

what would John’s view of the sword have been? Would John have viewed the sword as 

symbolic of warfare or as capital punishment by Roman authorities, as Aune suggests? 

This chapter will seek to address those biblical theology questions. 

The view of this project does not entirely disagree with the perspective of 

modern scholars, who generally interpret the second seal as war. However, the kind of 

war being depicted by John is symbolic of persecution against the church, which agrees 

with many of the earlier church writers and other scholars referenced previously. There 

has been a spiritual war from the beginning between the seed of the woman and the seed 

of the serpent. John continues the central storyline of the Bible with these six seals, 

bringing the storyline to its conclusion. The first two seals depict the continuation of this 

spiritual war, and the remaining seals summarize how King Jesus is bringing about the 

end of this conflict forever. 

The first seal depicts Jesus sending the church into the world to fulfill the Great 

Commission, which proclaims the victory Jesus already won at the cross. The second seal 

represents the seed of the serpent that opposes the gospel proclamation of the seed of the 

woman, Christ and his church. Naturally, there will be opposition to the Great Commission 

and the proclamation of the gospel, just as there was opposition to Jesus that led to his 

crucifixion, which was capital punishment under Roman authorities given the sword. The 

seed of the serpent has its own false gospel and its own anti-great commission. Jesus 

depicts this and summarizes the seals well with the parable of the weeds that he interprets 

in Matthew 13:37–40: 

The one who sows the good seed is the Son of Man. The field is the world, and the 
good seed is the sons of the kingdom. The weeds are the sons of the evil one, and 
the enemy who sowed them is the devil. The harvest is the end of the age, and the 
reapers are angels. Just as the weeds are gathered and burned with fire, so will it be 
at the end of the age. 
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The first seal is Jesus planting the good seed, who are the sons of the kingdom, 

as he sends his church into the world (seed of the woman). The second seal is the devil 

sowing weeds in the same field, who are the sons of the evil one that oppose the gospel 

(seed of the serpent). This conflict is a spiritual war with physical effects and real-world 

consequences that will continue until the end of the age. The third seal depicts things that 

are reaped at harvest time, like wheat and barley, or oil and wine (Rev 6:6). G. K. Beale 

and Sean McDonough say wheat, barley, oil, and wine are “not luxury items but basic food 

staples typically available during nonfamine times.”14 The seeds planted in the field have 

grown up and the time of harvest is coming. The harvest is the end of the age in the 

parable, but people live and die throughout the whole current age between Christ’s 

advents. The seed of the woman and the seed of the serpent are tested through trials and 

tribulations that the King is bringing on the whole world in the form of these first four 

seals. The fruit of the harvest is weighed and measured by the scales of judgment. The seed 

of the serpent is weighed, measured, and found wanting (wheat and barley). While the 

seed of the woman is weighed, measured, and found faithful (oil and wine), and will not 

be harmed in the final judgment that comes on the world.  

In the fourth seal, death takes the bad frut to Hades, where they will later face 

judgment and the second death at the end of the age when death and Hades show up 

again (Rev 20:11–15). The last enemy to be defeated is death (1 Cor 15:56). But the good 

fruit, sons of the kingdom, are gathered in heaven after they die, as represented in the 

fifth seal (Rev 6:9–11), and the second death has no power over them (Rev 20:6).  

The sixth seal depicts the Day of the Lord at the end of the age when Jesus 

returns and the final judgment comes. The seed of the serpent is burned in the fire of the 

wrath of God and the Lamb, which is also the great winepress of God’s wrath. This 

judgment on the world does not harm the seed of the woman, because they are safe in 
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heaven, saved by grace through faith in Jesus. This chapter aims to illustrate the second 

seal, depicting the seed of the serpent opposing the seed of the woman. 

Opening the Second Seal: Revelation 6:3–4 

“When he opened the second seal, I heard the second living creature say, 

‘Come!’ 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” 

(Rev 6:3–4). An interpreter must consistently apply the same rules of interpretation 

throughout every passage of the Bible. The symbols John employs in the second seal are 

key to its interpretation, just as they were for the first seal. The interpreter must consider 

the color of the horse, what is being permitted, and the nature of the sword being given to 

this rider. 

The second seal is full of symbols and imagery that biblical theology equips us 

with the tools to interpret. The goal is not to choose an interpretation based on personal 

preference, but to understand what the biblical author intends to communicate to the reader. 

John intentionally employs key words and symbols to depict the seed of the serpent at 

work in the world through the end of the age. 

Context: John Uses These Symbols 
Again (Rev 13) 

In the first seal, John reused some of the same symbols that he previously 

employed in the throne room. John also used the same language and symbols from the 

first seal again in Revelation 12. The white rider goes out conquering and to conquer in 

the first seal (Rev 6:1–2), while the great red dragon is conquered by the blood of the Lamb 

and the word of their testimony in Revelation 12:11. John writes about the beginning of a 

war in Revelation 12:17: “Then the dragon became furious with the woman and went off 

to make war on the rest of her offspring, on those who keep the commandments of God 

and hold to the testimony of Jesus. And he stood on the sand of the sea.” Satan shifted his 

focus from the seed of the woman, Jesus, the male child (Rev 12:5) because Satan failed 



 

90 

and was conquered by the blood of the lamb (Rev 12:11), and “he went off to make war 

on the rest of her offspring,” which means the seed of the woman depicted in the first seal. 

Schreiner uses biblical theology to interpret Revelation 12 when he says, “The woman 

represents the people of God, and the offspring constitute those who are members of the 

church. We see the same phenomenon in 2 John. John writes to ‘the elect lady and to her 

children’ (2 John 1).”15 John will do the same thing but in a parallel opposite way when 

he depicts the seed of the serpent symbolically as a woman prostitute named Babylon the 

Great (Rev 17). John says the dragon makes “war,” but John does not mean war generally 

as described by some modern scholars; he means the persecution of the church. John 

describes the seed of the woman as “those who keep the commandments of God and hold 

to the testimony of Jesus.” Satan has shifted his focus from Jesus to make war on the 

church, those who give testimony about Jesus. As Jesus ascended to heaven, took the 

throne in Revelation 5, and began to reign by breaking the seals to open the scroll, Satan 

was thrown down from heaven to earth (Rev 12:10–12). God sets up his Christ on his 

heavenly throne with all authority in heaven and on earth. Satan resolves to make war on 

the church and sets up his antichrist on his throne in Revelation 13. Revelation 12 primarily 

focuses on the seed of the woman from the first seal and a conflict that takes place in 

heaven. Revelation 13 primarily focuses on the seed of the serpent from the second seal 

and the conflict that ensues on the earth. 

Interpreting the Symbols: The Color Red 

Several scholars quickly interpreted the color red as bloodshed from war, but 

John might have a different perspective on the color red, just as he did regarding the type 

of war in view. Schriener refers to the color as “fiery red”16 says, “that in Revelation, red 
 

15 Schreiner, Revelation, 452. 

16 Schreiner, Revelation, 268. 
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always designates something that is feared.”17 The next time John uses the color red is in 

Revelation 12:3: “And another sign appeared in heaven: behold, a great red dragon.” Just 

as the color white is always characteristic of Jesus and the saints or the church, the color 

red is consistently used by John as a characteristic of Satan and his offspring, the seed of 

the serpent. 

John writes in Revelation 7:14, “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.” 

One might be tempted to think that washing something in blood would stain it red, but 

when used as laundry detergent, the blood of the lamb makes the robes white. John likely 

has Isaiah 1:18 in mind, which says, “Though your sins are like scarlet, they shall be as 

white as snow; though they are red like crimson, they shall become like wool.” Isaiah 

writes that sins are like scarlet; they are red like crimson. The color red in the Bible and 

in the minds of the biblical authors like Isaiah and John is representative of sin, a key 

characteristic of the seed of the serpent. The blood of the lamb washes red sins away to 

make us white as snow through faith in Jesus. Someone whose sins are washed away 

would change sides in the conflict from siding with the red seed of the serpent and their 

king, the great red dragon, Satan, to siding with the white seed of the woman under the 

Lordship of their King, Jesus Christ. The sins of the serpent and the seed of the serpent 

are not washed away because they remain characteristically red. 

The great red dragon, which was conquered and cast down to the earth in 

Revelation 12, then sends his first beast into the world in Revelation 13. This is the effect 

of the opening of the second seal. The seal is merely a snapshot of what Revelation 13 

describes in more detail. The beast sent out into the world by Satan shares the same 

characteristics as the second seal communicated by the symbols John employs. Satan is 

red because of sin (his sins are not washed away), and the beast under his authority is in 

the same category. The beast sits on Satan’s throne (Rev 13:2) and opposes God and his 
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people: “It opened its mouth to utter blasphemies against God, blaspheming his name and 

his dwelling, that is, those who dwell in heaven” (Rev 13:7). Satan is angry that he was 

cast out of heaven to the earth and is jealous of those who dwell in heaven. 

Interpreting the Symbols: Permitted (edothe) 
to Take Peace from the Earth 

As Satan turned to make war on the seed of the woman (Rev 12:17), the beast 

“was allowed to make war on the saints and to conquer them” (Rev 13:7; emphasis added). 

The beast is making war in the same way Satan makes war, but this war is specifically 

persecution against the seed of the woman, the church. Schreiner agrees, “Making war on 

the saints means that the beast persecutes believers and puts them to death.”18 The word 

translated as “allowed” (edothe) in Revelation 13:7, referring to the beast, is the same word 

translated as “permitted” (edothe) in the second seal. The red rider was “permitted to take 

peace from the earth” (Rev 6:4) while the beast is “allowed to make war on the saints” 

(Rev 13:7). Though the word “war” is not used in the second seal, war is the prominent 

interpretation by scholars for the second seal. John uses the word “war” to mean the 

persecution of the church. The beast persecutes “the saints,” the seed of the woman, those 

who align with the lamb and whose names were written in the lamb’s book of life from the 

foundation of the world (Rev 13:8). John saying the “red rider is permitted to take peace 

from the earth” is the same as John saying the “beast is allowed to make war on the saints.” 

The statements are interchangeable. This war has been characteristic of the church age 

since the first advent and will continue to characterize the church age until Jesus returns 

in the second advent. This is our current historical context. 

Edothe is the root verb and is called the divine passive. Edothe can be translated 

as “allowed” (Rev 13:7), “permitted” (Rev 6:3), or “he was given,” (Rev 6:4). In the first 

seal, the seed of the woman was given a crown, but the seed of the serpent was given the 

sword. Hamilton says the divine passive means the two riders are “not going to do anything 
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other than what God gives them to do.”19 The riders are passive recipients of what God 

gives them and are instruments of God to bring about his purposes. Schreiner explains, 

“God permits the beast to persecute the saints and to put them to death granting the beast 

authority over every people. Rome bragged about Pax Romana, but John shows that Rome 

brought not peace but death.”20 The beast is taking peace from the earth, like the red rider. 

Interpreting the Symbols: Slay One 
Another and the Sword 

The beast does not conquer the saints in the same way Jesus conquered Satan. 

Jesus conquered by dying, the blood of the lamb, and the same is true for the church, the 

seed of the woman, who loves not their lives even unto death (Rev 12:11). In a parallel 

yet opposite way, the beast makes war on the saints and conquers the church by killing 

them with a sword: “If anyone is to be taken captive, to captivity he goes; if anyone is to 

be slain with the sword, with the sword must he be slain. Here is a call for the endurance 

and faith of the saints” (Rev 13:10). John uses the same symbols in the second seal, 

“people should slay one another, and he was given a great sword” (Rev 6:4; emphasis 

added). John purposes to come back later in Revelation 13 to give a more thorough 

description of the beast and uses the same language and symbols to help the reader 

identify connections. This is a consistent pattern and strategy employed by all the biblical 

writers before him. 

The people slay one another under the authority and direction of the beast 

because the seed of the serpent is persecuting and making war on the seed of the woman. 

John told us that Satan “knows that his time is short!” (Rev 12:12). Satan persecutes the 

church because he wants to stop the church from fulfilling the Great Commission. The seed 

of the woman conquers the seed of the serpent “by the blood of the Lamb and by the word 

of their testimony, for they loved not their lives even unto death” (Rev 12:11; emphasis 
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added). Satan knows “this gospel of the kingdom will be proclaimed throughout the whole 

world as a testimony to all nations, and then the end will come” (Matt 24:14). Satan is 

motivated to prevent his end by any means necessary. This calls for the endurance of the 

saints. Satan opposes the church who holds to the testimony of Jesus Christ (Rev 12:17), 

seeking to slow or stop the progress of the Great Commission. John writes Revelation to 

encourage the church to patiently endure as a fellow participant (Rev 1:9). Although the 

color red typically signifies something frightening, the church must not be afraid; instead, 

they should stand firm in the faith and hold to the testimony of Jesus. The church has 

nothing to fear because the enemy has already lost; the victory is already won (1 Cor 

15:57). 

Paul says that the sword is given to the governmental authorities and represents 

capital punishment (Rom 13:1–7). Beale writes, “The notion of persecution is also apparent 

from the observation that the word “slaughter” [or slay] (sphazo) is used by John without 

exception to refer to the death of Christ and his followers (5:6, 9, 12; 6:9; 13:8; 18:24).”21 

John understands that while Jesus was not literally slain with a sword, Jesus was slain by 

capital punishment in the form of crucifixion, which is the sword given to governing 

authorities, namely, Rome. Mounce states, “There is little doubt that for John the beast was 

the Roman Empire as persecutor of the church.”22 The common interpretation of the first 

beast by many biblical scholars is the kingdom of Rome. Schreiner says, “It is quite 

remarkable that God grants (edothe) the beast such authority, and this fits with Rom 13:1, 

where all governing authority is ordained by God.”23 Biblical scholars commonly agree 

that the beast of Revelation 13 also correlates with Daniel’s fourth beast because it shares 

the attributes of Daniel’s first three beasts, but Daniel says the fourth beast would be 
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exceedingly worse (Dan 7:1–8).24 Brighton explains, “The description of the beast from the 

sea in Rev 13:1–2 suggests that it resembles the fourth beast from the sea in Dan 7:7.”25 

Daniel identifies the first three beasts as Babylon, the Medes and Persians, and Greece, 

each kingdom conquering the previous kingdom.26 Following the same order, Rome 

conquered Greece and follows as the fourth and present kingdom.  

At the time John is writing, the church is being persecuted by Rome under the 

emperor Domitian, late in the first century.27 The church previously experienced heavy 

persecution under Emperor Nero of Rome a few decades earlier. Rome would often use 

capital punishment to kill Christians. Nero dressed Christians up “in wild animals’ skins, 

they were torn to pieces by dogs, or crucified, or made into torches to be ignited after dark 

as substitutes for daylight.”28 The seed of the serpent, the people of the beast, behave like 

beasts and glorify beasts by dressing God’s image bearer in the image of the beast and 

feeding God’s people to beasts. Beale says, “Christians are to obey the state because it 

was ordained by God (Rom 13:1–7; 1 Pet 2:13–17). But when the state oversteps its 

bounds and demands religious worship of itself, then Christians are not to submit. But 

they are to submit to the punishments that the state decrees for this noncompliance.”29 The 

Colosseum was built in the first century, and it became common for Christians to be put 

in the Colosseum for their capital punishment as sport in Rome. Oscar Skarsaune records 

that Christians “were condemned to serve as public entertainment in the wild-beast show at 
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the amphitheater in Lyons. Two by two, they were led into the arena, tortured and then 

thrown to the beasts.”30 The Beast, Rome, used wild beasts to slay Christians as capital 

punishment, which is the sword. This is consistent with Satan’s work, who used a serpent 

identified as a “beast of the field” (Gen 3:1) to deceive Eve, persecuting God’s people in 

the garden. 

Although the beast can be identified as Rome, Mounce rightly states, “The beast 

is more than the Roman Empire.”31 Rome no longer rules the world today as it did in the 

time John is writing, but Satan’s beast is still active in the world today in the same way it 

was in the first century and throughout the kingdom of Rome. John shows more about the 

beast in Revelation 17:3–6: 

And he carried me away in the Spirit into a wilderness, and I saw a woman sitting 
on a scarlet beast that was full of blasphemous names, and it had seven heads and 
ten horns. The woman was arrayed in purple and scarlet, and adorned with gold and 
jewels and pearls, holding in her hand a golden cup full of abominations and the 
impurities of her sexual immorality. And on her forehead was written a name of 
mystery: “Babylon the great, mother of prostitutes and of earth’s abominations.” 
And I saw the woman, drunk with the blood of the saints, the blood of the martyrs 
of Jesus. When I saw her, I marveled greatly (emphasis mine). 

The color red was not used directly to describe the beast in Revelation 13, 

though the beast was sent out by Satan, previously identified as the great red dragon. But 

now John identifies both the beast and Babylon the great as scarlet colored, the color of 

sin that is not washed away by the blood of the lamb. Red is the color of the seed of the 

serpent. The scarlet woman named Babylon is distinct from the beast and sits on top of it, 

as if being carried along on its back. Scholars identify the beast as Rome, while the woman 

is interpreted as Babylon by the biblical author. Is Babylon riding Rome? No! Rather, the 

Roman Empire at the time John is writing is in the same position as the symbolic woman, 

Babylon. Beale says the name Babylon after AD 70 “is typically applied in Judaism to 
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Rome.”32 Babylon is Rome, or Rome is simply the newest version of Babylon. And from 

John’s perspective, Babylon is the symbol of the city of man, which is another parallel 

opposite in contrast to the city of God, called “new Jerusalem” (Rev 21:2). 

The beast manipulates and controls Rome, just at it manipulates and controls the 

symbolic Babylon confirmed by John in Revelation 13:7–8: “And authority was given it 

over every tribe and people and language and nation, and all who dwell on earth will 

worship it, everyone whose name has not been written before the foundation of the world 

in the book of life of the Lamb who was slain.” Babylon the great is symbolically all 

earthly nations throughout history that are not the church, which is God’s Holy Nation (1 

Pet 2:9). Babylon is unholy, full of earth’s abominations, and drunk with the blood of the 

saints and martyrs because it slays Christians with the sword. 

As nations rise and fall throughout history and new nations become new world 

powers, they are all Babylon, and they are all ruled by the beast who sits on Satan’s throne. 

Satan himself tells us this when he tempts Jesus in the wilderness in Luke 4:5–7: “And the 

devil took him up and showed him all the kingdoms of the world in a moment of time, and 

said to him, ‘To you I will give all this authority and their glory, for it has been delivered 

to me, and I give it to whom I will. If you, then, will worship me, it will all be yours.’” 

Mounce describes the beast as “the deification of secular authority. It is a ‘counterfeit 

power’ that is self-centered, behaves as if it were fully autonomous, and demands total 

allegiance and excessive praise.”33 Satan has authority over all the kingdoms of the world 

and shares in their glory. John depicts the worldly glory as abominations, impurity, and 

immorality, but when John sees it, he “marveled greatly” (Rev 17:6). It seems odd that 

John would marvel at the negative depiction of Babylon, but we, too, are more often like 

John and see worldly kingdoms as impressive rather than repulsive. In America, we often 

marvel at how great our nation is, “the greatest nation in the world” we might say, and yet 
 

32 Beale, The Book of Revelation, 25. 

33 Mounce, The Book of Revelation, 246. 
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America is drunk with the blood of millions of aborted babies, the lust of sexual immorality 

fed by an addiction to pornography, and the love of money instead of the love of God, to 

name a few. Like John, we tend to marvel more than to vomit. But America is just another 

Babylon along the way. 

Rome is merely the present iteration of Satan’s beast at work in the world at 

the time John is writing. The beast is still at work today, having authority over all earthly 

nations. The seed of the serpent is under the beast’s authority. John says it this way in 

Revelation 17:18: “And the woman that you saw is the great city that has dominion over 

the kings of the earth.” Like Washington, DC, is the capital city of America, and all its 

other cities, Babylon is the symbolic capital city that rules over all earthly cities. But the 

beast does not have authority over God’s Holy Nation, the church, the seed of the woman, 

so the beast persecutes and makes war and even uses the sword of legal capital 

punishment against the church. The beast and Babylon will even “make war on the Lamb, 

and the Lamb will conquer them, for he is Lord of lords and King of kings, and those 

with him are called and chosen and faithful” (Rev 17:14). John depicts the beast as a 

symbol that is the parallel opposite of the symbol of the Lamb, but the irony is that the 

Lamb conquers the predatory beast in the end. 

Summary of the Second Seal 

In simplest terms, the second seal is the seed of the serpent. The color red 

depicts sin that has not been washed white by the blood of the Lamb. The sword depicts 

the authority and power of governments and the kings of the earth, granted by God for 

capital punishment. Though the sword is given to governmental authorities for good and 

to maintain justice, the rulers of this world will unjustly use the sword in persecution 

against the church. As such, the seed of the serpent is permitted to take peace from the 

earth by making war against the saints in persecution. The second seal is the seed of the 

serpent that is under the authority of Satan and his beast that opposes, persecutes, and 
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makes war against the seed of the woman throughout the whole church age between the 

advents. 

Putting This Interpretation to the Test 

Biblical theology is not a new philosophy of biblical interpretation, but rather 

the practice of the biblical authors themselves, as they were guided and inspired by the 

Holy Spirit. Our aim is to learn from the biblical authors and apply their methods to inform 

our own approach to Bible reading. John uses the same symbols to convey the same ideas 

as earlier biblical writers as a way of quickly summarizing them and bringing their 

meaning into his new context. John is not changing the meaning of the symbols he 

employs or giving them new meanings, but he applies the same sense of the symbols as 

used by other biblical authors for application in a new context. Now it is time to put the 

interpretation of the second seal as the seed of the serpent to the test. 

Zechariah 6 and the Chariot 
with Red Horses 

The four chariots in Zechariah 6 are sent out from two mountains of bronze, 

symbolic of the entrance to the temple. Richard Phillips writes, “First Kings 7:13–22 tells 

us that Solomon’s temple had two bronze pillars astride its doors; this vision seems to 

expand them exponentially to depict the gate of the Lord’s heavenly abode.”34 In context, 

a temple scene is depicted later in Zechariah 6, following the four chariots with the 

crowning of a priest as king named Joshua. John reverses these symbolic depictions to 

show their fulfillment in Christ and application for the church in Revelation 5 and 6. First, 

the inauguration of the kingdom of heaven is depicted as Jesus is worshipped as both 

king and high priest in Revelation 5, the fulfillment of the branch who begins branching 

out to build the temple (Zech 6:12) as Jesus opens the first seal. The riders of all four 

seals are sent out from heaven onto the earth. John shows this in the first seal, where the 
 

34 Richard D. Phillips, Zechariah, Reformed Expository Commentary (Phillipsburg, NJ: P & R, 

2007), 133. 
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same symbols first seen in the heavenly throne room in chapter 4 are now present with 

the white rider, who has been sent out onto the earth. The first seal is a white rider that 

corresponds to the chariot with white horses in Zechariah 6, which goes to the north 

country to put God’s Spirit at rest. The second seal has a red rider that corresponds to the 

chariot with red horses, as described in Zechariah 6. 

The chariot with red horses is interesting because we are not told which direction 

it goes. Zechariah 6:6 says, “The chariot with the black horses goes toward the north 

country, the white ones go after them, and the dappled ones go toward the south country.” 

The black and white horses go north, which correspond to the horses in the first (white) 

and third (black) seal. The dappled chariot goes to the south, which corresponds to the 

pale horse in the fourth seal. The question remains, which direction does the chariot with 

the red horses go? The answer is east.  

Some scholars suggest the chariot with red horses just stands still or does 

nothing, but that is unlikely because Zechariah 6:7 says, “When the strong horses came 

out, they were impatient to go and patrol the earth. And he said, ‘Go, patrol the earth.’ So 

they patrolled the earth.” All the strong horses and their chariots were commanded to patrol 

the earth, so they all went to patrol the earth. No chariots stood still. The entrance to the 

temple, as depicted by the two bronze mountains (Zech 6:1), is on the east, just as the 

entrance to the garden of Eden is on the east (Gen 3:24); therefore, all the chariots sent to 

patrol the earth began riding in an eastward direction. To go west would be to return to 

the temple. The reason we are told the directions of the white, black, and dappled riders is 

that after they emerge from the temple, they change direction. Zechariah does not need to 

tell us the direction of the chariot with red horses because it continues the same course, to 

the east. John was familiar with all these details and understood the symbolic significance 

of the eastward direction. 

The eastward direction is consistently the direction characteristic of the seed of 

the serpent, as used by earlier biblical authors, beginning with Moses. Genesis 4:16 says, 
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“Then Cain went away from the presence of the LORD and settled in the land of Nod, east 

of Eden.” Cain went east, away from the presence of the Lord. The presence of the Lord 

was in the garden temple in Eden. The four chariots are leaving the presence of the Lord 

in the temple and riding eastward away from the Lord’s presence onto the earth. 

Later in Genesis, the tower of Babel, the precursor to Babylon, was built on a 

plain in the east (Gen 11:2). Lot leaves Abraham in the land of Canaan and journeys east 

to settle near Sodom (Gen 13:11). Lot is not the seed of the serpent, but we know the 

judgment that did come on the seed of the serpent in Sodom to the east (Gen 19). Abraham 

and Isaac are the seed of the woman, but Abraham had other sons and concubines who 

were sent away, “eastward to the east country” (Gen 25:6). Moses so clearly develops the 

eastward theme that at this point, the meaning is clear. They were not of the promised 

lineage of the seed of the woman; they, too, are the seed of the serpent. After Jacob returns 

from Laban, he reconciles with his brother Esau but still does not trust him. Jacob settles 

in Succoth in Canaan, but Esau lives in Seir, which is to the east (Gen 32:3; 33:16). Esau 

is the seed of the serpent. 

Zechariah understands the directional pattern and eastward symbol characteristic 

of the seed of the serpent and continues the pattern. John does too. John connects to the 

same redemptive storyline of the Bible and continues it as he applies the same symbols to 

the church during the church age. To summarize John’s method of biblical theology, John 

takes all ideas, themes, and symbols related to Israel in the Old Testament and applies them 

to the church in the new context of the New Covenant.  

The seed of the serpent failed to devour the prophesied seed of the woman, Jesus 

Christ, the male child, and has now turned to make war on the rest of her offspring, the 

church. This is a call for the endurance and faith of the saints (Rev 13:10). Hold fast to the 

faith! The interpretation of the second seal as the seed of the serpent passes the test of 

Zechariah. 
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Ezekiel 5 and Leviticus 26: The First  
Curse and the Second “Therefore” 

Now we must turn again to John’s use of Leviticus 26 and Ezekiel 5 for the next 

interpretation test. Following the same chart as with the first seal (see table 1), the second 

seal lines up with stage 1 of the curses in Leviticus 26 and the second “therefore” in 

Ezekiel 5. 

The theme in both these passages is that the Lord promises to be against Israel 

if they continue to be disobedient. Leviticus 26:14–17 says,  

But if you will not listen to me and will not do all these commandments, if you 
spurn my statutes, and if your soul abhors my rules, so that you will not do all my 
commandments, but break my covenant, then I will do this to you: I will visit you 
with panic, with wasting disease and fever that consume the eyes and make the heart 
ache. And you shall sow your seed in vain, for your enemies shall eat it. I will set 
my face against you, and you shall be struck down before your enemies. Those who 
hate you shall rule over you, and you shall flee when none pursues you. 

God promises curses on Israel if they disobey his commands while they live in 

the land. The curse involves panic, disease, blindness, heartache, and fruitless seed 

devoured by the enemy. But even worse is the reversal of the Aaronic blessing (Num 

6:25), such that God’s face will be against them and their enemies will strike them down. 

Those who hate Israel will rule them, and Israel will even flee in paranoia. All these 

curses are forms of judgment by God on Israel for their sin if they do not obey his 

commands when they live in the promised land. 

The second “therefore” in Ezekiel 5:8–9 says, “Therefore thus says the Lord 

GOD: Behold, I, even I, am against you. And I will execute judgments in your midst in the 

sight of the nations. And because of all your abominations I will do with you what I have 

never yet done, and the like of which I will never do again.” The theme repeated by Ezekiel 

from Leviticus is that God will be against Israel and bring judgment on them in the sight 

of the nations. The word “abomination” is used, which was characteristic of Babylon the 

great who rode the scarlet beast (Rev 17:4–5). 

The anger that God has against Israel in Leviticus and Ezekiel stems from their 

disobedience and sin. The judgment God is promising for Israel’s sin is the judgment he 
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feels all sin deserves. God certainly feels the same way about the sin of the seed of the 

serpent. In fact, on many occasions, Jesus calls leaders of Israel the seed of the serpent. 

John 8:44 reads, “You are of your father the devil, and your will is to do your father’s 

desires. He was a murderer from the beginning, and does not stand in the truth, because 

there is no truth in him. When he lies, he speaks out of his own character, for he is a liar 

and the father of lies.” Their father is the devil, not God, which means they are children 

of the devil or seed of the serpent. Jesus makes the same reference in other ways, like 

Matthew 12:34: “You brood of vipers! How can you speak good, when you are evil? For 

out of the abundance of the heart the mouth speaks.” Jesus calls the Jewish leaders a brood 

of vipers; they are the children of a snake, the seed of the serpent. God is against them. 

Jesus is condemning them to their face, confronting them for their sin. 

And yet, this judgment promised Israel for their sin fell on Jesus Christ at the 

cross and it was visible to all the nations as they passed by fulfilling Ezekiel 5:8. The sign 

above Jesus’s head read “King of the Jews” in three languages (John 19:10), so everyone 

on the trade roads below could read it as they traveled. Jesus took Israel’s place and took 

the judgment Israel deserved on himself as he conquered the enemy at the cross. Anyone 

who believes in Jesus joins with the church, the seed of the woman in the first seal. God 

is fully aligned with Christ and his church against the seed of the serpent because his 

church marches on in the victorious gospel conquest. Likewise, the seed of the serpent is 

fully and violently opposed to the gospel conquest of the church. Satan has set his face 

against the seed of the woman, and the seed of the serpent brings its own judgment 

against the seed of the woman through the sword it is given. 

A spiritual war is taking place between the seed of the woman and the seed of 

the serpent. But the Lord Jesus Christ promises, “I will build my church, and the gates of 

hell shall not prevail against it” (Matt 16:18). God stands firmly with his church, described 

as “those who keep the commandments of God” (Rev 12:17), and firmly against the seed 

of the serpent who will be defeated and judged as we will see in third seal. The curse 
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consistently falls on those who disobey and oppose God in the Bible. Satan was cursed in 

the fall (Gen 3:14). Cain was cursed after he murdered his brother (Gen 4:11), and his 

descendants, his seed of the serpent, were washed away in the flood judgment (Gen 6–7). 

Canaan was cursed in Noah’s fall (Gen 9:25), and his descendants, the seed of the serpent, 

were washed away in the conquest judgment as Israel swept through the land of Canaan 

like a flood in the book of Joshua. And now the church is sweeping through the world like 

a flood, depicted by the bow in the first seal, and the seed of the serpent will be washed 

away, this time by judgment fire. God opposes those who disobey his commands, spurn 

his statutes, and abhor his rules, which is characteristic of the seed of the serpent who 

blasphemes God and his people (Rev 13:6). John’s use of Leviticus 26 and Ezekiel 5 

supports the interpretation of the second seal as the seed of the serpent. 

Conclusion 

The seed of the serpent refers to Satan and anyone under the authority of Satan 

and continues the imagery of the cosmic spiritual battle that began in Genesis 3:15. John 

depicts this cosmic battle in detailed symbols throughout Revelation and here in the six 

seals of Revelation 6. Like the first seal, the second seal serves as a snapshot that John 

explains with more detail later. The use of symbols in these small snapshots allows John 

to introduce important, meaningful context using only a few keywords to summarize key 

ideas that a biblical theologian familiar with the Bible can quickly recognize. John 

explained the first seal in more detail in Revelation 12 using the same symbols and 

languages to connect the passages. John explains the second seal in more detail, using the 

same method by connecting the passages through repeated symbols and language to 

Revelation 13. John will follow the same pattern with the third seal and Revelation 14 in 

the next chapter. 

John identifies Satan with the color red (Rev 12:3), the same color as the horse 

of the second seal. After the dragon is conquered and thrown down, Satan turns his 

attention to the church (Rev 12:17) and sends out his scarlet beast (Rev 17:3) into the 
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world in Revelation 13. Satan does everything in the parallel opposite way of God. There 

is a Holy Trinity, and there is an Unholy Trinity.35 There is the city of man, Babylon (Rev 

17), and the city of God, New Jerusalem (Rev 21:2). Jesus ascends into heaven from earth 

(Acts 1:8; Rev 12:5), and Satan is thrown down from heaven to the earth (Rev 12). The 

first seal depicted the pouring out of God’s Spirit at Pentecost on the church and the 

beginning of the gospel conquest. Satan is conquered by the blood of the Lamb and the 

word of their testimony (Rev 12:11). And in his defeat and anger, he turns to make war 

on the church and sends out his beast into the world, depicted by the breaking of the 

second seal, a natural response to the first seal. As we continue to progress through the 

seals, the storylines of the seed of the woman and the seed of the serpent, through the end 

of the age, will be fully developed by John using symbolic summary. 

This view of the second seal as the seed of the serpent is not far from the 

majority view among scholars who interpret the second seal simply as war. The 

interpretation of war falls short of fully conveying the ideas John intends to communicate 

with the symbols he employs. The second seal does depict war, but more specifically, the 

seed of the serpent wages war on the seed of the woman in the form of persecution against 

the church. This is a spiritual war that has real effects in the physical world. 

Most importantly, defining the second seal as the seed of the serpent is most 

consistent with the overall storyline of the Bible and the perspective of the biblical authors, 

including Zechariah, Ezekiel, Moses, and John himself. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

35 Brighton, Revelation, 363. 
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CHAPTER 5 

REVELATION 6:5–6—THE THIRD SEAL:  
TRIBULATION AND JUDGMENT 

Introduction 

Robert Mounce says, “The most common interpretation of the black horse and 

rider is that they symbolize famine. Famine is implied by the balance and the exorbitant 

prices.”1 This view has been around for a long time. Victorinus of Petovium (d.c. 304) 

says, “The black horse signifies famine. For the Lord said, ‘And there will be famine in 

many places.’”2 Victorinus is referencing Jesus’s Olivet Discourse. Thomas Schreiner 

agrees, saying, “The third seal reveals that famine and hunger characterize life on earth in 

the period between Jesus’ resurrection and return. Yet this doesn’t mean that everyone 

would suffer from famine, but that famine would be common during the interadvent 

age.”3 Schreiner’s perspective supports this project’s understanding of the context of the 

seals taking place between the advents, including the third seal. Louis Brighton agrees, 

writing of the third rider, “His steed is black, the color of death, which in the ancient 

world often resulted from famine.”4 Although Mounce and Brighton come to the same 

conclusion that the third seal represents famine, Mounce suggests that the color black 

symbolizes famine, while Brighton says it symbolizes death. Bruce Metzger agrees with 
 

1 Robert H. Mounce, The Book of Revelation, New International Commentary on the New 

Testament (Cambridge, UK: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1997), 144. 

2 Victorinus of Petovium, quoted in William C. Weinrich, ed., Revelation, Ancient Christian 

Commentary on Scripture, vol. 12 (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2005), 86. 

3 Thomas R. Schreiner, Revelation, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament 

(Grand Rapids: Baker, 2023), 271. 

4 Louis A. Brighton, Revelation, Concordia Commentary (St. Louis: Concordia, 1999), 166. 
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Brighton that “the third horse is black, symbolizing death, perhaps because of the 

darkness of the underworld.”5 However, Metzger does not come to the same conclusion 

that the third seal is famine. David Aune notes, “Here the color black apparently 

symbolizes famine, which is frequently associated with death.”6 

James Hamilton describes the third seal as a consequence of war informed by 

his interpretation of the second seal and adds, “The price stated here reflects severe 

inflation. This judgment comes from ‘a voice in the midst of the four living creatures,’ 

meaning that this voice comes from the throne. These judgments come from God.”7 

Hamilton calls it inflation instead of famine, although food supplies are scarce due to 

war; however, he is also clear that this seal is a judgment of God. G. K. Beale states, 

“This command describes the further severity of the famine. . . . This develops the theme 

of believers who are persecuted economically (2:9), a theme also found later (13:16–17). 

Famines affect everyone. But especially in such times of limited food supplies, Christians 

will be the first to be affected.”8 Beale emphasizes the famine as part of the persecution 

of the church, which, according to his interpretation of the second seal, continues. But 

Schreiner dismisses Beale’s view outright, explaining, “The generality of the text should 

be respected: there isn’t any indication of persecution here, nor is the difficulty here 

restricted to believers.”9 This project agrees with Schreiner that persecution is not the 

focus of the third seal, but it also agrees with Beale that the context of the second seal, as 
 

5 Bruce M. Metzger, Breaking the Code: Understanding the Book of Revelation (Nashville: 

Abingdon, 1993), 58. 

6 David Edward Aune, Revelation 6–16, Word Biblical Commentary, vol. 52B (Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, 1998), 396. 

7 James M. Hamilton Jr., Revelation: The Spirit Speaks to the Churches, Preaching the Word 

(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2012), 179. 

8 Craig L. Blomberg, “Jesus’s Use of the OT,” in Dictionary of the New Testament Use of the 

Old Testament, ed. G. K. Beale et al. (Grand Rapids: Baker, 2023), 381. 

9 Schreiner, Revelation, 271. 
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the seed of the serpent persecuting the church, is a vital context that informs the meaning 

of the seal. 

Considering all these viewpoints, there is not a great deal of consensus even on 

the meaning of individual symbols, such as the color black, although the interpretation of 

famine does stand out. However, John does mention famine by name in the fourth seal 

(Rev 6:8). If John is intending to communicate famine with the use of these symbols, 

which are supposed to “summarize and interpret the Bible’s big story,”10 would it not be 

simpler just to use the word “famine?” John is either intentionally being confusing by 

using the symbolism to mean famine instead of using the word “famine,” or he is 

communicating a different intention with the symbols he employs.  

Those who interpreted black as the color of death did not seem to take into 

account that the fourth seal has a rider named “Death” and the color of his horse is “pale” 

(Rev 6:8). Hamilton says, “There is a sense in which the fourth horse summarizes the 

first four and ties them together.”11 But why would there need to be a fourth seal if it is 

the same as the previous three seals? Also, why would John not use the word for famine 

in both seals and not just in one, if the fourth seal is saying the same thing? It seems more 

likely that the third seal is not death or famine because John names both famine and death 

in the fourth seal. The goal is to understand John’s perspective and allow his intention to 

lead us to an interpretation. Hamilton rightly says, “If we do not understand the symbols, 

we will fail to understand key parts of the story.”12 Therefore, we need to understand the 

symbols John is employing.  
 

10 James M. Hamilton, What Is Biblical Theology? A Guide to the Bible’s Story, Symbolism, 

and Patterns (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2014), 62. 

11 Hamilton, Revelation, 180. 

12 Hamilton, What Is Biblical Theology?, 63. 
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Oecumenius (sixth century) says, “The balance is, therefore, a symbol of 

righteous judgment of the Lord on our behalf.”13 Andrew of Caesarea (early sixth century) 

again takes the symbol of the living creature into account, writing, “I believe that the 

third living creature here is the man and that [this passage] shows the fall of men and for 

this reason his punishment because of inclination toward the power of free will.”14 L. F. 

Mot also views the third living creature as man (Rev 4:7) and states, “Man should 

become really ‘man’ as a result of the riders’ ministry. If human beings fail, they cannot 

exercise their dominion over the other creatures. . . . In the context of Rev 6:1–8, the 

famine—literal, spiritual, or both—is a judgment. The final purpose of it is to bring back 

the prodigal sons of God to their Father (cf. Luke 15:11–24).”15 Mot argues the goal of 

the famine of the third seal is to draw man back to God, like the prodigal son, so that they 

rule rightly according to God’s design in creation, whereas those who are fallen remain 

under the authority of the beast. Man was created to be fruitful and multiply and fill the 

earth and to rule and have dominion over the creation, including the animals or beasts 

(Gen 1:28). Satan usurped the image of God using a beast of the field (Gen 3:1). After the 

fall, man was ruled by the beast evidenced by Cain’s inability to rule over sin that was 

crouching at the door (Gen 4:7). This conflict between man and beast is the same as the 

conflict between the seed of the woman and the seed of the serpent. Satan’s beast rules 

over man (Rev 13:7–8), as depicted by Babylon the great riding the scarlet beast (Rev 

17). But the beast does not have authority over those with Jesus as Lord (Rev 13:8), the 

seed of the woman, who is supernaturally nourished in the wilderness (Rev 12:7).  

Despite the title of this chapter identifying the third seal as tribulation and 

judgment, the view of this project does not completely disagree with the understanding of 
 

13 Oecumenius, quoted in Weinrich, Revelation, 87. 

14 Andrew of Caesarea, quoted in Weinrich, Revelation, 87. 

15 L. F. Mot, Angels and Beasts: The Relationship between the Four Living Creatures and the 

Four Riders in Revelation 6:1–8 (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2017), chap. 3, sec. “The Man.” 
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scholars who argue that the third seal represents famine. However, this interpretation falls 

a little short of the full meaning of the symbols John employs, just as the most popular view 

among modern scholars did in the second seal. Famine is one of the key ideas depicted in 

the third seal, though not for the purpose of interpreting the third seal as famine, because 

he could have just used the word famine as he did in the fourth seal if that was his 

intention. Instead, John is using the symbol of famine to inform the context of the seals 

by connecting the reader back to a famine theme developed through significant Old 

Testament stories that took place during a famine or a kind of famine, like Israel 

nourished in the wilderness after the exodus, the days of Elijah when it did not rain for 

three-and-a-half years, the famine of the word of God prophesied about by Amos, and 

especially the Joseph narrative at the end of Genesis. A famine was the backdrop of the 

Joseph narrative that served as a time of testing and tribulation for the seed of the woman, 

including Joseph and his brothers. Some brothers fell short, but others rose to the occasion, 

especially Judah. John is bringing important meaning from that previous context in Genesis 

to the new context he is applying to the church. Despite the severe famine, God nourished 

the seed of the woman, using Joseph’s unique position at the right hand of Pharaoh to 

provide for Israel during the famine. The brothers even feasted in Joseph’s palatial estate 

(Gen 43). 

Scales were commonly used in trade to weigh out the correct measures. If the 

scales did not balance, the trade was judged as not equitable or unjust. Scales are also 

used symbolically of judgment, as several scholars referenced. Even in America, Lady 

Justice wears a blindfold and holds up balanced scales, but has a sword in her other hand. 

Justice is blind, and the scales of justice are balanced. The Bible teaches an eye for an 

eye, a tooth for a tooth, and even a life for a life (Exod 21:23–24), and the government 

bears the sword for a reason (Rom 13:4). The second seal already depicted the sword given 

to governmental authorities, but we discovered that beast had authority over Rome and 

Babylon and all the kingdoms of the earth (Rev 13, 17; Luke 4:5–6) and will wield the 
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sword unjustly against the church, leading to trial and tribulation for the seed of the 

woman. 

Like the first two seals, the third seal is a constant characteristic of the current 

age between the advents. After his first advent, Jesus ascended to the throne. Jesus sent 

out his Holy Spirit at Pentecost and the gospel conquest began, depicted in the first seal. 

The gospel conquest is a constant characteristic of our current age. Then, Satan is cast 

down from heaven to earth and sends out his beast into the world, which sits on Satan’s 

throne and opposes the gospel conquest of the church. This conflict is characteristic of 

the whole church age and causes great tribulation in the world (Matt 24:9, 21) depicted in 

the third seal. Every human being is born into this conflict during the current age, and at 

the end of your life, you will face judgment depending on which side you have chosen to 

be on and which side you are fighting for. Are you ruling over the beast, reigning with 

Christ, or does the beast rule over you? Which side are you on? 

First, John symbolically established the seed of the woman and the seed of the 

serpent in the first and second seals. Now John depicts the judgment for these two groups 

in the third seal. Every human being is tested in this life through trial and tribulation to 

determine if they are the seed of the woman or the seed of the serpent.  

God commonly tests his people in the Bible. God sends Abraham to sacrifice 

Isaac as a test of faith (Gen 22:1). Abraham passed the test, believing God could raise the 

dead (Heb 11:17–19), and the LORD provides a ram as a substitute for Issac (Gen 22:13). 

God tested the people of Israel after the Exodus on several occasions. When they grumbled 

for water, God made the water sweet, and Exodus 15:25 says, “There the LORD made for 

them a statute and a rule, and there he tested them.” Like with Abraham, it was a test of 

faith evidenced through obedience. Later, God told Moses he would rain bread from 

heaven to test Israel, saying in Exodus 16:4, “that I may test them, whether they will walk 

in my law or not.” 
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There are many more examples, but the example at Mount Sinai helps to inform 

the context of Revelation 6 more directly. God descends on the mountain like a storm 

cloud, as discussed in chapter 2, and is similarly described in Ezekiel 1 and Revelation 4. 

Inside the storm cloud, the throne room of God is depicted. Exodus 20:18–20 says, 

Now when all the people saw the thunder and the flashes of lightning and the sound 
of the trumpet and the mountain smoking, the people were afraid and trembled, and 
they stood far off and said to Moses, “You speak to us, and we will listen; but do not 
let God speak to us, lest we die.” Moses said to the people, “Do not fear, for God 
has come to test you, that the fear of him may be before you, that you may not sin.” 

God gives Israel a test of faith that will be demonstrated through their actions. Israel does 

not pass the test. Moses comes down the mountain to find them worshipping a golden calf.  

The storm cloud analogy was used in Ezekiel 1 before Ezekiel’s call. Ezekiel 

was given a scroll to eat, it tasted sweet as honey, and he was sent to speak God’s words to 

the rebellious house of Israel to see if they would listen or not listen (Ezek 2–3). The word 

“test” is not used, but the test is “whether they hear or refuse to hear” (Ezek 3:11). God 

has Ezekiel act out the coming siege of Jerusalem that will be a judgment against Israel. 

God promises famine, saying, “Son of man, behold, I will break the supply of bread in 

Jerusalem. They shall eat bread by weight and with anxiety, and they shall drink water by 

measure and in dismay. I will do this that they may lack bread and water, and look at one 

another in dismay, and rot away because of their punishment” (Ezek 4:16–17). This 

judgment is the coming invasion of Babylon who will take Israel into exile. The four 

“therefores” of Ezekiel that inform the context of the seals follow this in chapter 5. But 

first, God tells Ezekiel to use scales in Ezekiel 5:1–4: 

And you, O son of man, take a sharp sword. Use it as a barber’s razor and pass it 
over your head and your beard. Then take balances for weighing and divide the hair. 
A third part you shall burn in the fire in the midst of the city, when the days of the 
siege are completed. And a third part you shall take and strike with the sword all 
around the city. And a third part you shall scatter to the wind, and I will unsheathe 
the sword after them. And you shall take from these a small number and bind them 
in the skirts of your robe. And of these again you shall take some and cast them into 
the midst of the fire and burn them in the fire. From there a fire will come out into 
all the house of Israel. 
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Although Israel was going to have to eat bread by weight after God cut off the 

food supply, causing a famine, the scales or balances are actually used by Ezekiel to 

symbolically depict God’s judgment, not famine. The use of the sword against Israel also 

recalls the use of the sword in the second seal by the seed of the serpent against the seed 

of the woman. In the book of Ezekiel, God brings Babylon, the seed of the serpent, into 

the land to take Israel, the seed of the woman, into exile. In Ezekiel’s context, God is 

using Babylon as a sword of justice and judgment against Israel, which has sinned against 

him. John had this context of Ezekiel in mind as he depicts the second seal as the seed of 

the serpent, using the sword against the seed of the woman in persecution. John even 

depicts the seed of the serpent as Babylon (Rev 17). John follows this pattern from 

Ezekiel and employs many of the same symbols in the new context applied to the church. 

Like in Ezekiel 1, Revelation 4 describes the throne room like a storm cloud: 

“From the throne came flashes of lightning, and rumblings and peals of thunder” (Rev 

4:5). Then Jesus receives a scroll from God (Rev 5), and upon breaking the first seal, 

Jesus sends out his chosen messenger—not Ezekiel this time but now the church—into 

the world to proclaim God’s words so that they will hear or refuse to hear. And this is the 

test: will they hear or refuse to hear as the gospel is proclaimed to them? 

The seed of the woman will hear, obey, and come to faith in Jesus, and the 

blood of the lamb will wash away their sins. The seed of the serpent will refuse to hear, 

and their sins will remain as red as scarlet. The seed of the woman will not be harmed by 

the judgment to come, but the seed of the serpent will be gathered to be thrown in the fire 

and burned at the end of the age (Matt 13:37–40). 

This chapter will aim to show the third seal depicting the testing that comes on 

the whole world through tribulation, or what the Bible calls the great tribulation (Matt 

24:21; Rev 7:14), and the resulting judgment that follows for the seed of the woman and 

the seed of the serpent. 
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Opening the Third Seal: Revelation 6:5–6 

Revelation 6:5–6 says,  

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. 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!”  

John continues to employ symbols in this third seal that are key to its interpretation, just as 

he did in the first two seals. The interpreter must consider the color of the horse, the scales 

in the rider’s hand, and the message spoken by the voice from the midst of the four living 

creatures about the wheat and barley and the oil and wine. 

First, this chapter will examine the context that informs the interpretation of 

the seal, and then  interpret each symbol individually. The third seal is a snapshot, later 

elaborated upon by John in the book, following the same pattern and sequence of the first 

two seals. The fire seal is connected to Revelation 12, the second seal is connected to 

Revelation 13, and the third seal will connect to Revelation 14. Before looking at 

Revelation 14, there is another big picture pattern John uses, similar to Ezekiel 1–5 

discussed previously, which informs the context of the seals in Revelation 6 and helps to 

inform the interpretation of the third seal.  

Context: A Palatial Estate, an Upper Room,  
and The Heavenly Throne Room 

The three scenes of Genesis 43 and the palatial estate, John 14 and the Upper 

Room, and Revelation 5 and the Heavenly Throne Room are written in parallel with one 

another, as shown in table 2. John writes both John 14 and Revelation 5, but has in view 

as his pattern of reference the context of Genesis 43. Many intentional points of connection 

are shown in table 2, and all three narratives follow with a time of testing through 

tribulation: Genesis 44, John 18, and Revelation 6. 
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Table 2. A palatial estate, the Upper Room, and the heavenly Throne Room pattern 

Joseph’s Palatial Estate                 

Genesis 43 

The Upper Room                                              

John 14 

Heavenly Throne Room                                   

Revelation 5 
Context: The Circumstances are 

Dire (Death by Famine) 

Context: The Circumstances are 

Dire (Jesus about to Die for 

Sins) 

Context: The Circumstances are 

Dire (Death by Sin) 

Testing and Tribulation:                                                 

Gen 42:18-25: On the Third 

Day, Joseph testing his brothers 

to see if they are worthy and 

return for their brother. Reuben 

Wept because Simeon had to be 

left behind in prison (42:24). 

Testing and Tribulation:                                                                           

Jesus about to get arrested and 

face the final test, death on the 

cross to conquer sin and death 

Testing and Tribulation:                                                                                                     

Jesus passed the test, he 

conquered by dying and rising 

from the dead on the third day, 

the only one who is worthy 

v1-7: Jacob Still Weeping/ 

Mourning since Gen 37:35 

because His Unworthy Sons sold 

Joseph and lied about it; Reuben 

also wept in 42:24 and Jacob is 

bereaved and sorrowful 42:35-38) 

v1: Jesus tells his disciples, “Do 

not let your hearts be troubled” 

v1-4: John is 

Weeping/Mourning loudly; No 

One Worthy 

v8-10: Judah (the Lion Gen 

49:9) will conquer, offering his 

life in exchange for Benajmin’s. 

Only way to save all Israel from 

death by famine. 

v2-7: Jesus says he is going to 

prepare a place for his disciples 

and when he comes back he will 

take them there. Jesus is the way 

the truth and the life, and the 

only way to the Father. 

v5: The Lion of the Tribe of 

Judah has conquered; offering 

his life in exchange for ours. 

Only way to save all Israel from 

death due to sin. 

v11-15: Focus is on Benjamin 

the son of Israel’s right hand 

(Gen 35:18)** 

v2-7: Focus is on Jesus who is 

going to his Father’s house. 

v6-7: Focus is on Jesus, the Son 

of God, who is now with the 

Father and takes the scroll from 

the right hand of the Father 

v14: Bereaved Israel Prays to the 

Almighty God of Mercy 

v4-5, 8-9, 13: Troubled Thomas 

asks Jesus, “how can we know 

the way?” Jesus answers. 

Troubled Philip asks Jesus, 

“Show us the Father.” Jesus 

answers. Jesus teaches about 

prayer. 

v8: The prayers of the saints are 

answered as the Lamb standing 

as though slain takes scroll from 

Almighty God on his Throne. 

v16: Joseph invite them to a 

meal, an animal is slaughtered 

v13:1-2: Jesus and his disciples 

are sharing in the Passover Feast 

v6: Lamb standing as though it 

had been slain among the 24 

elders 

v41:37-42: Pharaoh gave Joesph 

all authority in the land of Egypt 

v10: Jesus does not speak on his 

own authority, but the Father is 

in him and does his works 

through him. 

v7, 13: The Father gives the son 

the scroll with the seven seals 

from his right hand and all 

authority in heaven and earth and 

under the earth and in the sea 

v41:37: Pharaoh recognizes that 

Joseph has the Spirit of God 

when he gave Joseph authority 

in Egypt 

v15-26: Jesus promises to send 

the disciples the Holy Spirit to 

help them 

v6: The lamb is standing with 7 

horns and 7 eyes which are the 7 

spirits of God sent out to all the 

earth (aka. The Holy Spirit) 

v26, 28: The heads of the tribes 

of Israel bow before Joseph 

v31b: The disciples sit with 

Jesus at the last supper as he 

teaches them 

v8: 24 elders bow before Jesus 

(Heads of 12 Tribes and 12 

Apostles) 
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Joseph’s Palatial Estate                 

Genesis 43 

The Upper Room                                              

John 14 

Heavenly Throne Room                                   

Revelation 5 
v30-34: A feast of joyful 

celebration 

v1-4, 27-28: A solemn Passover 

feast as Jesus tells them he is 

leaving them 

v9-14: All creation worships 

Jesus in joyful celebration; 

Jesus, the sacrificial lamb, is the 

feast of worship 

v32: Joseph and his 11 brothers 

feast privately in his Palacial 

Estate 

v13:26-30: Jesus with the 

remaining 11 disciples in the 

Upper Room because Judas left 

to betray Jesus (John 13:30) 

v8: 24 elders worship their 

brother Jesus (12 Tribes and 12 

Apostles*) in his Heavenly 

Throne Room 

v23: The steward of Joseph’s 

house says to the 11 fearful and 

troubled brothers, “Peace to you, 

do not be afraid.” 

v27: Jesus leaves the disciples 

with His peace, encouraging 

them again to not let your hearts 

be troubled and do not be afraid. 

v6-10: King Jesus is the Great 

High Priest, the sacrificial lamb 

ransomed people by his blood 

making peace between man and 

God. 

Context: Joseph and his 11 

brothers are the 12 tribes of 

Israel; Benjamin is a significant 

focus in this narrative, even 

given five times more food (v34) 

Context: Jesus and his 11 

disciples in the Upper Room is the 

same number in Joseph’s palacial 

estate. But Judas left so there are 

only 11 Apostles. Paul of the tribe 

of Benjamin (Phil 3:5) later says he 

is an Apostle (1 Cor 15:8) would 

make 12 Apostles. 

Context: Jesus stood before the 

throne among the 24 elders. The 

24 elders combine the 12 Tribes 

from the Palacial Estate feast 

with the 11 Apostles in the 

Upper Room Passover feast plus 

Paul the Benjaminite added later. 

Gen 44: Testing and Tribulation 

immediately follow in the next 

chapter. 

John 18: Testing and 

Tribulation immediately follow. 

Rev 6: Testing and Tribulation 

immediately follow in the next 

chapter. 

Gen 44 - Testing and 

Tribulation:                                                                                  

Immediately following the 

Palacial Estate scene Joseph 

tests his brothers by having his 

steward put his silver cup in 

Benjamin’s sack. Judah passed 

the test, offering to trade himself 

for Benjamin. Benjamin is 

protected from “harm” by Judah 

(44:29). The result of the famine 

under Joseph’s rule was that 

Egypt owned all the land and all 

the people chose to serve 

Pharaoh willingly because they 

were saved from death (Gen 

47:20-26). Joseph understood he 

was sent to Egypt to preserve 

life (Gen 45:5-7; 50:20) 

John 18 - Testing and 

Tribulation:                                                                              

Immediately following the 

Upper Room scene Jesus 

experiences tribulation. Judas 

betrays Jesus. Jesus is arrested. 

Peter denies Jesus. Both Judas 

and Peter fail this test. But Jesus, 

the Lion of Judah, passes the test 

offering himself for the sins of 

his people Israel. Jesus endures 

faithfully to the end where he 

dies on the cross, is buried and 

on the third day raises from the 

dead. The result of this testing is 

that many can be saved through 

faith in Jesus. Jesus knew he was 

sent into the world to preserve 

life by saving the world from 

judgment for sins. 

Rev 6 - Testing and Tribulation:                                                                                                              

Immediately following the 

Heavenly Throne Room scene 

King Jesus opens the seals and 

Great Tribulation begins as the 

whole world is tested until the end 

comes depicted by the third seal 

which uses famine themes to 

connect back to the Joseph 

narrative. The oil and wine are 

weighed measured and found to be 

worthy like Jesus through faith in 

Jesus, passing the test, and are 

protected from the “harm” to 

come (the second death). The 

grain and barley are weighed and 

measured and found wanting/ 

unworthy (Dan 5:27) like 

Belshazzar, failing the test. Seal 4 

is Death and Hades where 

unbelievers go to await final 

judgment and the second death 

(Rev 20:13-14). Seal 5 is where 

believers go who passed the test 

by enduring to the end like Jesus 

by faith. The result of this testing 

under Jesus’ rule is that the whole 

world will be God’s again and all 

the people will serve God alone 

when all things are made new. 
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As the eleven brothers feast together with Joseph in his palatial estate in 

Genesis 43, Hamilton rightly says, “It’s almost as though they’re going to enjoy an 

anticipatory Passover meal, which will become a celebration of the Lord’s Supper, which 

is pointing forward to the wedding feast of the Lamb.”16 Hamilton connects the meal of 

Joseph with his brothers in his palatial estate in Genesis 43 to the Last Supper that Jesus 

serves his disciples in the Upper Room to a heavenly wedding feast. Hamilton may be 

referencing the wedding feast of the lamb in the new heavens and new earth, but there is 

another installment of the typological pattern depicted in Revelation 5 as all creation 

worships Jesus, who is the Lamb and the feast of heaven. 

In Genesis, Reuben is weeping and morning because they had to leave his 

brother Simeon in Egypt in prison (Gen 42:24). On top of that, the brothers found the 

money they bought the food supply with still in their sacks, so they panicked, and their 

hearts failed them (Gen 42:28, 35), but Joseph was testing them (Gen 42:25). Jacob had 

never stopped mourning the death of his son Joseph (Gen. 37:15), but when he finds out 

about Simeon, Jacob now mourns the loss of two sons (Gen 42:36) and refuses to send 

them back to Egypt with Benjamin so no “harm” comes to him (Gen 42:38). But the 

famine is severe, and they run out of food. Judah convinces Jacob to let them go back by 

promising to protect Benjamin (Gen 43:8–9). They return to Egypt, and Joseph sacrifices 

an animal and feasts with his eleven brothers in his palatial estate during a famine, and 

gives Benjamin special treatment (Gen 43). Joseph then tests his brothers again in the 

next chapter with a silver cup in Benjamin’s sack (Gen 44). Judah steps up and passes the 

test to save his brother from “harm” (Gen 44:29) by offering himself in his brother’s 

place (Gen 44:33), moving Joseph to finally reveal himself (Gen 45). 
 

16 Alex Duke, Sam Emadi, and Jim Hamilton, “Genesis 42–43: On Joseph’s Brillant, 

Premeditated-Ish Plan for His Bowed-Down Brothers,” Bible Talk, produced by 9Marks, podcast, 34:56, 

https://www.9marks.org/episode/genesis-42-43-on-josephs-brilliant-premeditated-ish-plan-for-his-bowed-

down-brothers-bible-talk-ep-15/.  
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Fast forward to Jesus serving his disciples the Passover Feast in the Upper 

Room. Judas refuses to eat and leaves to betray Jesus, leaving Jesus feasting alone with 

eleven disciples (John 13) just as Joseph feasted alone with his eleven brothers because 

the Egyptians thought it was an abomination to eat with the Hebrews (Gen 43:18). Jesus 

spends an intimate time of fellowship with his disciples in the Upper Room and gives 

them key instruction before praying for them (John 13–17). The disciples sit and listen to 

Jesus (John 14:31), submitting themselves to his authority as their teacher, while 

similarly, Joseph’s brothers bowed to him (Gen 43:28). Jesus begins chapter 14 by 

encouraging his disciples, “Let not your hearts be troubled” (John 14:1), the implication 

being that their hearts were troubled, just as Simeon, Judah, and Jacob’s hearts were 

troubled, mourning, and fearful. Jesus tells the disciples he is about to leave them to go to 

the Father and prepare a place for them, but when he goes, he will return and bring them 

to be with him where he is (John 14:3). Judah left his father Jacob to go to Joseph in 

Egypt and the palatial estate but later returned to bring Jacob to the place prepared for 

him in Egypt by Joseph (Gen 45). Jesus is in the place of Judah, and he will go to the 

Father in the heavenly throne room (Rev 5), informing the context of the seals. After 

Jesus prays for the disciples, he and the disciples are all tested through tribulation. Judas 

returns to arrest Jesus, failing his test (John 18:1–11). The other disciples scatter in fear 

(Matt 26:56), failing their test. Even Peter fails his test when he denies Jesus three times 

(John 18:15–18). But Jesus of the tribe of Judah does not fail his test. Jesus endures to the 

end while being mocked, humiliated, beaten, and crucified. Jesus dies, but on the third 

day he rises from the dead, conquering sin and death (John 19–20). Later, Jesus ascends 

into the heavenly throne room (Acts 1:9), which is the next installment that follows the 

same pattern as Genesis 43 and John 14. 

Meanwhile, in the heavenly throne room, John is found weeping loudly and 

mourning because no one is found to be worthy to open the scroll with its seven seals (Rev 

5:4). He is weeping and mourning like Reuben and Jacob were, and his heart is troubled 
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like the disciples in the Upper Room. Suddenly, there is an announcement: “Weep no 

more; behold, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, the Root of David, has conquered” (Rev 5:5). 

Judah himself stepped up to comfort mourning Jacob and save his family from death in 

the famine by convincing Jacob to let him take Benjamin to Egypt (Gen 43:1–14). John 

then turns and sees “a Lamb standing as though it had been slain” (Rev 5:6) among the 

twenty-four elders. Joseph had his steward “slaughter an animal” (Gen 43:16) for the 

feast with his brothers. Jesus served his disciples the Passover feast as he was about to 

become the Passover lamb. Now Jesus is the slaughtered lamb, and Jesus is the feast of 

heaven, having accomplished our salvation, bringing us into fellowship with him (2 Cor 

5:18–19). 

Jesus stands in the midst of twenty-four elders, which equals twelve from the 

palatial estate plus twelve from the Upper Room. Joseph and his eleven brothers feasted 

in the palatial estate, making twelve tribes of Israel when Benjamin was given special 

treatment (Gen 43:34). Jesus feasting with his eleven disciples in the Upper Room makes 

twelve, although only eleven of them were apostles. However, there is a Benjaminite not 

in the Upper Room that night who believes he is given special treatment named Paul (Phil 

3:5), who says, “Last of all, as to one untimely born, he appeared also to me. For I am the 

least of the apostles, unworthy to be called an apostle, because I persecuted the church of 

God,” (1 Cor 15:8–9). Eleven apostles, plus Paul of the tribe of Benjamin makes twelve, 

although the twelfth could be Matthias (Acts 1:26). Nonetheless, twelve plus twelve makes 

twenty-four elders, and together with all creation they have a feast of joyful celebration in 

the heavenly throne room as they worship Jesus, the sacrificial lamb, the only one found 

to be worthy (Rev 5:8–14). Only Jesus passed the test. Only Jesus was worthy. 

Then Jesus begins to open the scroll with the seven seals and, following the 

pattern from the palatial estate to the testing and tribulation of the brothers (Gen 43), and 

from the Upper Room to the testing and tribulation of Jesus and the disciples (John 18), 

now a time of testing and tribulation comes on the whole world (Rev 6). Who will be 
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found worthy? Only those who put their faith in the only one who is worthy, Jesus Christ, 

and confess Jesus as Lord, “Those who keep the commandments of God and hold to the 

testimony of Jesus” (Rev 12:17), the seed of the woman. Those who hold fast to the faith 

and endure to the end, like Jesus did, will be saved (and “not harmed”) from the judgment 

to come. The following are some examples of these ideas throughout the Scriptures. 

The Jews bring a centurion to Jesus and claim he is worthy for Jesus to heal his 

servant because of his works, but the centurion says he is not worthy, and Jesus is amazed 

at his faith, not his works (Luke 7:1–10). Jesus says in Luke 7:9, “I tell you, not even in 

Israel have I found such faith.” This Gentile centurion passed the test of faith while Israel 

did not. 

Later, Jesus tells the Parable of the Sower and interprets it for the disciples, 

including John, and says in Luke 8:13–15:  

The ones on the rock are those who, when they hear the word, receive it with joy. 
But these have no root; they believe for a while, and in time of testing fall away. 
And as for what fell among the thorns, they are those who hear, but as they go on 
their way they are choked by the cares and riches and pleasures of life, and their 
fruit does not mature. As for that in the good soil, they are those who, hearing the 
word, hold it fast in an honest and good heart, and bear fruit with patience 
(emphasis mine).  

Jesus says that people will fall away when tested if their faith is not genuine. Those who 

fall away when tested do not bear fruit. Some have their faith choked out by temptations 

and worldly concerns, and their fruit never matures. But the ones in the good soil pass the 

test of faith. They hold fast to the faith and bear much fruit, passing the test. 

Jesus describes this time of testing between the advents to his disciples in the 

Olivet Discourse, saying, “They will deliver you up to tribulation and put you to death, 

and you will be hated by all nations for my name’s sake. And then many will fall away 

and betray one another and hate one another” (Matt 24:9–10). Later, Jesus uses the 

language from Daniel and calls this a period of great tribulation: “For then there will be 

great tribulation, such as has not been from the beginning of the world until now, no, and 

never will be. And if those days had not been cut short, no human being would be saved. 
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But for the sake of the elect those days will be cut short” (Matt 24:21–22). Jesus is clear 

that even the elect will experience this great tribulation. This time of tribulation and great 

tribulation involves both Christians and non-Christians, the seed of the woman and the seed 

of the serpent, as it affects the whole world throughout the current church age between 

the advents. Revelation 12:12 says, “Therefore, rejoice, O heavens and you who dwell in 

them! But woe to you, O earth and sea, for the devil has come down to you in great wrath, 

because he knows that his time is short!” Satan knows the end is coming, so this time of 

tribulation will be great, like Daniel says, “And there shall be a time of trouble, such as 

never has been since there was a nation till that time. But at that time your people shall be 

delivered, everyone whose name shall be found written in the book” (Dan 12:1). The seed 

of the woman will be delivered from the “harm” the seed of the serpent will experience in 

final judgment. 

After the first six seals, John sees a multitude in heaven dressed in white, and 

one of the elders asks him, “‘Who are these, clothed in white robes, and from where have 

they come?’ 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’” (Rev 7:13–14). The elder tells John that during the great tribulation, 

this multitude came to believe in Jesus as their Lord and Savior, their red sins were 

washed away, and their robes were made white. This multitude are the elect that Jesus 

references in the Olivet Discourse (Matt 24:21–22). They began on the side of the red 

seed of the serpent, but they joined with the white seed of the woman, and their sins were 

washed away. They passed the test of faith. John writes, “For everyone who has been 

born of God overcomes the world. And this is the victory that has overcome the world—

our faith. Who is it that overcomes the world except the one who believes that Jesus is the 

Son of God? (1 John 5:4–5). The victory that overcomes (nikao) the world and passes the 

test is faith. The seed of the woman conquers (nikao) by faith. 
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John shows us when this multitude gets their white robes in the fifth seal in 

Revelation 6:9, 11, “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. . . . 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.” Those who came out of the great 

tribulation, having passed the test of faith, were given white robes. At this point in the 

fifth seal, the Great Commission is not accomplished because the full number is not 

complete. The full number is identified symbolically as 144,000 (Rev 7:4) when the 

number of the great multitude clothed in white is complete (Rev 7:9). 

The third seal depicts this time of testing through tribulation and judgment. 

This is the great tribulation. All people throughout the current age will be tested through 

tribulation and weighed on the scales of judgment. The seed of the serpent will meet Death 

and Hades in the fourth seal and will await the second death. The seed of the woman will 

die, but the second death has no power over them (Rev 20:6), and they will join those under 

the altar in heaven in the fifth seal, where they receive their white robes and rest a little 

longer until the full number is complete. 

More Context: Judgment and the Two 
Harvests in Revelation 14 

The third seal is also a snapshot that John explains in more detail in Revelation 

14. John opens chapter 14 with the seed of the woman in heaven, the full 144,000 (Rev 

14:1), just as Revelation 6 opens with the seed of the woman (Rev 6:1–2). Then a series 

of three messages from three angels correspond to the first three seals.  

The first angel has “an eternal gospel to proclaim to those who dwell on earth, 

to every nation and tribe and language and people. . . . Fear God and give him glory, 

because the hour of his judgment has come, and worship him who made heaven and earth, 

the sea and the springs of water” (Rev 14:6–7). The eternal gospel proclaimed to the world 

includes a message of judgment. The gospel is good news proclaimed to the whole world, 
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how they can be saved from the hour of judgment that has come because the wages of their 

sin is death. John remembers Jesus saying, “‘Now is the judgment of this world; now will 

the ruler of this world be cast out. And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all 

people to myself.’ He said this to show by what kind of death he was going to die” (John 

12:31–33). The judgment of the world came at the cross. The ruler of this world has been 

cast out (Rev 12:9–12). The hour of judgment is being declared to the whole world 

throughout the current church age as the seed of the woman proclaims this eternal gospel. 

Following the pattern of the seals, the second angel followed, saying, “Fallen, 

fallen is Babylon the great, she who made all nations drink the wine of the passion of her 

sexual immorality” (Rev 14:8). The angel declares the judgment to come on Babylon the 

Great (Rev 17–18), the seed of the serpent.  

That brings us to the third angel that informs the third seal in Relation 14:9–11: 

And another angel, a third, followed them, saying with a loud voice, “If anyone 
worships the beast and its image and receives a mark on his forehead or on his hand, 
he also will drink the wine of God’s wrath, poured full strength into the cup of his 
anger, and he will be tormented with fire and sulfur in the presence of the holy 
angels and in the presence of the Lamb. And the smoke of their torment goes up 
forever and ever, and they have no rest, day or night, these worshipers of the beast 
and its image, and whoever receives the mark of its name.” 

The third angel declares the judgment coming on those who do not pass the test of faith 

and do not overcome the world but instead receive the mark of the beast. They are ruled 

by the beast instead of ruling over the beast. They will drink the wine of God’s wrath. 

The angel describes the judgment of the second death in horrifying detail. In contrast to 

the seed of the woman, who is given a white robe and told to rest a little longer, there is 

no rest day or night forever and ever for the seed of the serpent. This judgment does not 

harm the seed of the woman to come because they passed the test of faith and did not 

receive the mark of the beast. 

The decree of judgment by these three angels is followed by two harvests, 

which correlate with the fifth and sixth seals. Jesus says in the Parable of the Weeds that 

this harvest comes at the end of the age (Matt 13:38–43). First, Jesus, the son of man, 
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returns on the cloud of heaven and harvests the seed of the woman, the good seed, from 

the earth (Rev 14:14–16). The fifth seal depicts the time leading up to the harvest, and 

this harvest takes place when the full number is complete at the end of the age. Then, there 

is another harvest, and the seed of the serpent is depicted as grapes being thrown into the 

great winepress of God’s wrath (Rev 14:17–20). Those taken by Jesus in the first harvest 

are not harmed by the great winepress of God’s wrath. Jesus of the tribe of Judah saved 

them from the hour of judgment coming on the whole world (Rev 3:10). This hour of 

judgment corresponds to the sixth seal as the seed of the serpent is “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, for the great day of their wrath has come’” (Rev 

6:16). 

The third seal weighs out wheat and barley as if to determine whether it is 

good or bad seed. Did it pass the test of faith? The oil and the wine seem to have already 

been weighed on the scales and were judged as good seed because it is declared they are 

not to be harmed (Rev 6:6). A good tree bears good fruit, and good soil bears good fruit, 

and oil and wine are good, matured fruit that is not to be harmed. 

The context from within Revelation emphasizes the scales of judgment, while 

the context from the biblical pattern established in Genesis 43–44 and further developed 

by John (John 14; Rev 5) emphasizes the testing and tribulation that will come upon the 

world. Both themes of testing through tribulation and judgment were also evident in the 

context of Ezekiel 1–5, discussed previously. These important contextual themes inform 

John’s thinking and his strategic and intentional use of symbols in the third seal. 

Interpreting the Symbols:  
The Color Black 

The color black is significant in informing the interpretation of the third seal, 

just as it was in the first two seals. John uses the color black again in Revelation 6:12: 

“When he opened the sixth seal, I looked, and behold, there was a great earthquake, and 
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the sun became black as sackcloth, the full moon became like blood.” The sixth seal 

depicts the Day of the Lord, and the color black seems to indicate darkness in this context. 

The Day of the Lord is also the context of Joel 2:2: “A day of darkness and gloom, a day 

of clouds and thick darkness! Like blackness there is spread upon the mountains a great 

and powerful people; their like has never been before, nor will be again after them through 

the years of all generations.” Joel connects blackness with darkness also, and in both 

cases the judgment of God is in view. 

A storm cloud brings about the darkness of the sun in both examples. When a 

storm comes, the clouds cover up the sun, and it gets darker. There is usually lightning 

and thunder, and finally, the rain pours down. God depicts his heavenly throne room like 

a storm cloud (Exod 20:18–21; Ezek 1; Rev 4:5). The storm is brewing, and there is 

darkness, almost pitch-black darkness. God is angry about sin, but he promised not to flood 

the earth with water again; hence, the symbol of the bow in the first seal. This storm cloud 

analogy is flood language, and Noah’s flood represented judgment on the whole world 

and specifically on the seed of the serpent, while the seed of the woman was protected 

from harm safely on the ark. The flood waters covered the mountains like the blood of 

those experiencing the great winepress of God’s wrath (Rev 14:20). 

Following the same pattern, after three-and-a-half years of drought (and famine), 

Elijah prays for rain: “And in a little while the heavens grew black with clouds and wind, 

and there was a great rain” (1 Kgs 18:45). The color black is used to describe storm clouds 

blocking the sun before the rain comes at the end of the three-and-a-half years. Right before 

this, Elijah called down fire from heaven and slaughtered all the prophets of Baal, the seed 

of the serpent, with the sword as judgment for idolatry. Like in the Joseph narrative, famine 

is the backdrop in the days of Elijah. Elijah goes into exile in Babylon, and God 

supernaturally provides nourishment for Elijah and the widow of Zarephath, the seed of 

the woman, during the famine. At the end of the age, the seed of the woman is protected 

from harm while judgment comes on the seed of the serpent. 
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Isaiah 50:3 says, “I clothe the heavens with blackness and make sackcloth their 

covering.” John seems to directly reference this in the sixth seal. Black sackcloth was likely 

worn during times of mourning. Isaiah says the sky is black because a storm is brewing 

that will result in mourning. The developing biblical pattern is that the color black is 

associated with darkness. Famine and death are not mentioned here. 

Micah 3:6 says, “Therefore it shall be night to you, without vision, and 

darkness to you, without divination. The sun shall go down on the prophets, and the day 

shall be black over them.” Micah uses the color black, associated with darkness, because 

the sun has gone down. This example of darkness is a judgment against false prophets. 

Job mourns the day of his birth in Job 3:5: “Let gloom and deep darkness claim 

it. Let clouds dwell upon it; let the blackness of the day terrify it.” Job is depressed from 

loss and suffering, but he, too, connects the color black to clouds in the sky. Later, Job uses 

the color black to describe his skin turning black due to the illness or disease he is suffering 

from (Job 30:30–31). 

There are four instances in Genesis 30 where the color black is used in relation 

to the color of cows, lambs, and goats being divided to pay Jacob his wages before leaving 

Laban. Laban is the seed of the serpent, and Jacob is the seed of the woman. For Laban 

and Jacob, the system is fair or balanced because God determines the outcome, like 

balanced scales. 

The color black is also used in reference to a vulture (Lev 11:13), a raven (Song 

5:11), and the chariot with black horses that goes to the north (Zech 6:2, 6). Vultures are 

birds of prey that feed on the dead. But the use of the raven in Song of Solomon is used 

positively by the bride to describe her handsome groom’s hair. She makes a positive 

judgment about his hair. Famine is not in view in any of these examples. 

The color black is consistently connected to darkness caused by storm clouds 

blocking the sun or the sun setting, all within the context of judgment. Judgment is the 

dominant theme linked to the color black and must inform the interpretation of the seal. 
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The color black is also connected to darkness. One consequence of darkness is that without 

light, no one can see. The scales of God’s judgment are just and fair because God’s 

judgment is blind in the sense of showing no favoritism. God’s standard is consistently 

and equally applied to everyone in the whole world. 

Interpreting the Symbols:  
The Pair of Scales 

Based on context and the color black, every indication up to this point is that 

the scales represent judgment. However, the scales are also being used economically for 

trade, but the prices seem to be inflated, which is why many commonly interpret this seal 

as famine. Aune says the language of the seal “suggests an exorbitant price for basic 

commodities during a period of famine caused either by drought or by war (about eight 

times the normal price for wheat and five-and-one-third times the normal price for 

barley).”17 Scales and balances are used interchangeably throughout the Bible. Mounce 

writes, “The balance indicates a time of scarcity when the basic commodities of life are 

measured out at greatly inflated prices.”18 There is no other use of scales or balances in 

the book of Revelation. 

Fitting the context, God says in Leviticus 19:35–37, “You shall do no wrong in 

judgment, in measures of length or weight or quantity. You shall have just balances, just 

weights, a just ephah, and a just hin: I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the 

land of Egypt. And you shall observe all my statutes and all my rules, and do them: I am 

the LORD.” Moses uses the word judgment related to just balances and measurements. 

God expects his people to deal honestly, justly, and with integrity. The seed of the woman 

is characterized as those who keep the commandments God (Rev 12:17) as he commands 

Israel to do in Leviticus. The scales of the seed of the woman are balanced. God says that 

unjust scales are an “abomination” to him (Prov 20:23), which was a term characteristic 
 

17 Aune, Revelation 6–16, 397. 

18 Mounce, The Book of Revelation, 144. 
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of the seed of the serpent depicted as “Babylon the great, mother of prostitutes and of 

earth’s abominations” (Rev 17:5 emphasis added). 

God himself always judges justly (Prov 16:11) because God alone knows the 

thoughts and intentions of the heart (Heb 4:23). According to God’s judgment, there are 

just and unjust scales, and the scales characteristic of the seed of the woman are judged as 

consistent with God’s character and obedient to his commands, while the scales of the 

seed of the serpent are judged to be an abomination to the Lord and disobedient to his 

commands. The seed of the woman is often accused wrongly by the seed of the serpent 

(Rev 12:10) but would welcome a fair and balanced judgment like Job: “Let me be 

weighed in a just balance, and let God know my integrity!” (Job 31:6). Whereas the seed 

of the serpent knows his own guilt and runs from judgment at all costs because “this is 

the judgment: the light has come into the world, and people loved the darkness rather 

than the light because their works were evil” (John 3:19).  

One example of God judging the seed of the serpent is found in Daniel, a key 

book that informs John’s perspective and use of symbols in Revelation. Daniel’s prophecy 

depicts the first advent fulfilled in Revelation 5 (Dan 7:13–14) and the final judgment at 

the second advent (Dan 7:9–10), as well as the present church age between the advents 

with the description of the fourth beast (Dan 7:7–8), which is the same context as the six 

seals of Revelation 6 as a time of tribulation and judgment. God judges the seed of the 

serpent depicted by Daniel’s first beast, Babylon, with handwriting on the wall in Daniel 

5:27 saying, “TEKEL, you have been weighed in the balances and found wanting.” That 

very night, the second beast, the Medes and Persians, came in and conquered Babylon as 

God’s means of judgment (Dan 5:30). There was no famine in view with Daniel’s use of 

scales. But in the present context of the seals and the church age, a greater kingdom is 

conquering the seed of the serpent as God’s means for bringing about a just judgment on 

the whole world, not Cyrus and the Medes and the Persians, but Christ and his church, as 

the seed of the woman goes out “conquering and to conquer” (Rev 6:2).  
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In the context described in the ESV Study Bible as “The coming day of bitter 

mourning,”19 Amos 8:4–6 says, 

Hear this, you who trample on the needy and bring the poor of the land to an end, 
saying, “When will the new moon be over, that we may sell grain? And the Sabbath, 
that we may offer wheat for sale, that we may make the ephah small and the shekel 
great and deal deceitfully with false balances, that we may buy the poor for silver 
and the needy for a pair of sandals and sell the chaff of the wheat? 

Amos is written to Israel as God judges them for having false balances in 

disobedience to his commands (Lev 19:35–37). But most importantly, God sees their heart. 

Israel views the Sabbath as an inconvenience to making money through unbalanced scales. 

The worship of God is not their highest priority. They love money more than God. The 

context of Amos is the future day of the Lord described as the day of bitter mourning and 

shares the same language of “day” and “darkness” and “sackcloth” as the sixth seal (Amos 

8:9–10; Rev 6:12). The theme of famine is present a few verses later in Amos 8:11: 

“‘Behold, the days are coming,’ declares the Lord GOD, ‘when I will send a famine on 

the land—not a famine of bread, nor a thirst for water, but of hearing the words of the 

LORD.’” This famine is not a famine of food, but of the Word of God. 

Informed by Amos, Oecumenius (sixth century) says the third seal symbolizes 

“a famine and a scarcity of evangelical teaching among the people at that time, a famine 

of both the teaching that comes from the Lord and from the law.”20 The prophecy of Amos 

is typically understood to be fulfilled during the four hundred years between the Old and 

New Testaments, which involved testing and tribulation for Israel, with the Day of the 

Lord as the coming of Jesus in the first advent.21 After four hundred years of a famine of 

the Word of God in which no new revelation was given, the Word of God came in the 
 

19 John Oswalt on Amos 8, in ESV Study Bible, accessed March 15, 2023, 

https://www.esv.org/Amos+8/. 

20 Oecumenius, quoted in Weinrich, Revelation, 87–88. 

21 Mitchell L. Chase, Hope for All the Earth: Understanding the Story of the Old Testament 

(Leyland, England: 10 Publishing, 2022), 81. 
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flesh (John 1:1–14) and God spoke through his son, who then sat down on his heavenly 

throne at the right hand of the Father (Heb 1:1–3). 

The Amos famine that lasted 430 years before Jesus began his ministry at age 

30, also connects back to the famine in the Joseph narrative. The result of the famine in 

Joseph’s day brought all of Israel into Egypt. The exodus took place exactly 430 years 

after Israel went to Egypt in the Joseph narrative (Exod 12:40–41). There was no new 

revelation during that period between Genesis and Exodus, a famine of the Word of God, 

until Moses came. During the hundreds of years between Genesis and Exodus, God was 

growing Israel to make them into a great nation. The famine of Joseph occurs before the 

exodus with Moses. The famine of Amos takes place before a new exodus with Jesus, the 

greater Moses. 

John uses the same symbols and applies them to the new context of the church 

age after the first advent, where the Day of the Lord is still future, depicted in the sixth 

seal at the second advent. However, since that first advent and the time of the apostles 

came to an end, the canon is closed, and there is once again no new revelation. There is a 

new famine of the Word of God that characterizes the time of testing and tribulation 

between the advents rather than between the Old and New Testaments or between 

Genesis and Exodus. The seed of the woman, the church, is proclaiming the Word of God 

as a light in the “black” darkness (1 Pet 2:9), just as Jesus did when the Light entered the 

world (John 1:4–9). This is a different kind of famine than the common understanding of 

modern scholars, but is consistent with the understanding of the biblical authors. The 

famine between the advents takes place before Jesus returns to exodus the seed of the 

woman from the world depicted in the fifth seal (Rev 6:9–11) and the first harvest (Rev 

14:14–16) to save them from the judgment to come on the Day of the Lord depicted in 

the sixth seal (Rev 6:12–17) and the second harvest (Rev 14:17–20). 

While the world is experiencing the famine of the Word of God, God’s people, 

the seed of woman, are being supernaturally nourished by the Word of God (Rev 12:6, 
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14) because Jesus says, “Man shall not live by bread alone, but by every word that comes 

from the mouth of God” (Matt 4:4). John combines the lengthy time periods between 

Genesis and Exodus and the Old and New Testaments related to Israel and applies them 

to the church during the time between the advents. 

Interpreting the Symbols: Inflated Wheat 
and Barley vs Unharmed Oil and Wine 

The interpretation of “a quart of wheat for a denarius, and three quarts of barley 

for a denarius” (Rev 6:6) as a reference to famine usually comes from the interpretation 

of the second seal as war. Mounce writes, “Warfare is followed by inflation and famine.”22 

There is a sense in which that understanding might still apply, but spiritually. The kind of 

war this project has been describing is a spiritual war in which the seed of the serpent 

wages war against the seed of the woman in the form of persecution. If a war results in 

famine as a natural consequence, then a spiritual war might result in a spiritual famine of 

the Word of God as a natural consequence of killing the people teaching and preaching 

the Word of God, the church. However one interprets this seal, the scales are certainly out 

of balance. The man who earns a denarius for a day’s wage cannot afford the cost of grain 

to make bread to feed his family.  

The wheat and barley are contrasted with the oil and wine that comes with a 

command: “Do not harm the oil and wine!” (Rev 6:6). The implication is that the wheat 

and barley are allowed to be harmed, will be harmed, or are being harmed. The oil and 

the wine seem to have been previously weighed and measured on the same scales, and the 

judgment declared was that the oil and wine are not to be harmed. The wheat and barley, 

on the other hand, might make great fuel for a fire.  

The oil and wine are in a different state of fruitfulness than the wheat and barley. 

When you grow a field and harvest it, you have wheat or barley. When you grow a 

vineyard and harvest it, you have grapes, but not wine. Making wine involves several 
 

22 Mounce, The Book of Revelation, 58. 
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steps, like going through a winepress and the fermentation process, until finally, wine is 

produced and ready to drink. The same is true for oil. When you grow olive trees and 

harvest them, you have olives, but a few more steps are required to process those olives 

and produce oil. Olives and grapes are good and valuable fruits, but the oil and wine are 

more valuable fruits and are at a different stage in their fruitfulness. The wheat and barley 

are equal to the olives and grapes in terms of process, but the wheat and barley would 

need to be made into flour or bread for them to be in the same stage of process as the oil 

and wine.  

Before the wheat and barley can become bread, they need to go to the threshing 

floor so that the chaff is separated from the grain. If wheat and barley could feel, the 

threshing floor would be a painful process. Oil and wine would be harmed if they went to 

the threshing floor in their current state. The wheat and barley are still awaiting the 

threshing floor. The oil and wine have already experienced their “threshing floor” in the 

form of a winepress for the grapes, while the olives would have been crushed and pressed, 

with the oil being filtered out. The olives and grapes were already tested through tribulation 

but endured to the end, producing fruit: oil and wine. The wheat and the barley, on the 

other hand, are still looking forward to judgment because they have not yet experienced 

their threshing floor. Similar to the winepress being used as an analogy to describe 

judgment in Revelation 14:19–20, the threshing floor is commonly and symbolically used 

to represent judgment in the Bible. The winepress and the threshing floor are often 

connected ideas in the Bible. 

When the angel of the Lord found Gideon, he “was beating out wheat in the 

winepress to hide it from the Midianites” (Judg 6:11). Gideon should be beating out the 

wheat on a threshing floor where the wind would blow away the chaff, but he is hiding in 

a winepress instead. God is going to use Gideon as a means of judgment against the 

Midianites, from whom he is hiding.  
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Furthermore, Jesus made the seed of the woman a kingdom of priests (Rev 

5:10), and the Lord told the priests in Numbers 18:25–30:  

And the LORD spoke to Moses, saying, “Moreover, you shall speak and say to the 
Levites, ‘When you take from the people of Israel the tithe that I have given you 
from them for your inheritance, then you shall present a contribution from it to the 
LORD, a tithe of the tithe. And your contribution shall be counted to you as though 
it were the grain of the threshing floor, and as the fullness of the winepress. So you 
shall also present a contribution to the LORD from all your tithes, which you receive 
from the people of Israel. And from it you shall give the LORD’s contribution to 
Aaron the priest. Out of all the gifts to you, you shall present every contribution due 
to the LORD; from each its best part is to be dedicated.’ Therefore you shall say to 
them, ‘When you have offered from it the best of it, then the rest shall be counted to 
the Levites as produce of the threshing floor, and as produce of the winepress. 
(emphasis added) 

The Levites were to tithe from the tithe they received, and God would count 

their tithe the same as that being produced by the people. The tithe comes from the fruit 

that Israel produced, the seed of the woman. God provides the fruit, and the people tithe. 

The Levites used scales for the tithes and sacrifices. 

One key example looks back to the context of Joseph that John has in view. 

After the house of Israel had come to Egypt to live in the land of Goshen, Jacob, the seed 

of the woman, died. Pharaoh allows Joseph to go and bury his father in Genesis 50:7–11: 

So Joseph went up to bury his father. With him went up all the servants of Pharaoh, 
the elders of his household, and all the elders of the land of Egypt, as well as all the 
household of Joseph, his brothers, and his father’s household. Only their children, 
their flocks, and their herds were left in the land of Goshen. And there went up with 
him both chariots and horsemen. It was a very great company. When they came to 
the threshing floor of Atad, which is beyond the Jordan, they lamented there with a 
very great and grievous lamentation, and he made a mourning for his father seven 
days. When the inhabitants of the land, the Canaanites, saw the mourning on the 
threshing floor of Atad, they said, “This is a grievous mourning by the Egyptians.” 
Therefore the place was named Abel-mizraim. (emphasis added) 

The name “Abel-mizraim” means “mourning of Egypt.”23 All of Israel and 

these leaders of Egypt, with an entourage of chariots and horsemen, all mourn with great 

and grievous lamentation on the threshing floor. And the people of the land of Canaan see 

the great company mourning on the threshing floor from far off. Canaan does not care 
 

23 T. Desmond Alexander on Gen 50:11, in ESV Study Bible, accessed March 15, 2023, 

https://www.esv.org/Genesis+8/. 
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about Jacob’s death. And the Egyptians barely knew Jacob, yet they mourned passionately 

in honor of Joseph. All this mourning on the threshing floor centers around Jacob, who is 

named Israel, the seed of the woman. This moment involves a significant amount of 

biblical foreshadowing. 

God will later judge the people of Egypt in the Red Sea during Israel’s exodus 

from Egypt with a similar entourage. In Genesis, Israel left their children, flocks, and herds 

in the land of Goshen, but in the exodus, Moses makes sure to tell the reader the children, 

flocks, and herds came too (Exod 12:37–38). This time they were chased by Pharaoh and 

all his army of chariots and horsemen (Exod 14:6 9). Israel passed through the parted 

waters of the Red Sea safely on dry ground, but “the waters returned and covered the 

chariots and the horsemen; of all the host of Pharaoh that had followed them into the sea, 

not one of them remained” (Exod 14:28). The threshing floor in Genesis foreshadows 

Egypt’s judgment in the Red Sea that Moses connects us to with the repeated use of 

language. 

The threshing floor also foreshadows God’s judgment of the people of Canaan 

in the conquest of the land led by Joshua, a descendant of Joseph. At the end of the 

conquest, Joseph and Jacob are reunited when Israel buries Joseph’s bones in the land 

Jacob had purchased (Josh 24:32). 

Fast forward to the Olivet Discourse, where Jesus says in Matthew 24:29–31:  

Immediately after the tribulation of those days the sun will be darkened, and the 
moon will not give its light, and the stars will fall from heaven, and the powers of 
the heavens will be shaken. Then will appear in heaven the sign of the Son of Man, 
and then all the tribes of the earth will mourn, and they will see the Son of Man 
coming on the clouds of heaven with power and great glory. And he will send out 
his angels with a loud trumpet call, and they will gather his elect from the four 
winds, from one end of heaven to the other. (emphasis added) 

This passage is challenging to interpret with its many different perspectives. 

However, similar to the great mourning of Egypt and the people in Canaan that centered 

around Jacob as the seed of the woman, all the tribes of the earth will mourn because of 

Jesus, who is the seed of the woman and true Israel. They will not mourn his death, but 
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they will mourn the consequences of his death, specifically when the son of man comes 

on the clouds of heaven in fulfillment of Daniel 7:13–14, fulfilled by the ascension of 

Jesus into the clouds of heaven (Acts 1:9–11) where he appears in the heavenly throne 

room as the conquering lamb of God from the tribe of Judah in Revelation 5. All the 

tribes of the earth will mourn because it is the beginning of the end, Jesus is opening the 

seals, and the hour of judgment is coming on the whole world. That extreme mourning is 

depicted in the sixth seal when the sky is turned “black as sackcloth” and the people cry 

out for the mountains and rocks to fall on them to hide them from the wrath of God (Rev 

6:12–16). The threshing floor judgment is coming for the seed of the serpent. 

Like Egypt, the people of Canaan, and Babylon, the wheat and the barley “have 

been weighed in the balances and found wanting” (Dan 5:27). The wheat and barley are 

unworthy because they did not overcome the world and bear the fruit of faith. When Egypt 

was judged in the exodus, God said to Moses, “I will harden the hearts of the Egyptians 

so that they shall go in after them, and I will get glory over Pharaoh and all his host, his 

chariots, and his horsemen” (Exod 14:17). Paul sees that God hardened Pharoah’s heart 

and says that the potter makes one vessel for honorable use and another for dishonorable 

use (Rom 9:21), and then asks, “What if God, desiring to show his wrath and to make 

known his power, has endured with much patience vessels of wrath prepared for 

destruction, in order to make known the riches of his glory for vessels of mercy, which he 

has prepared beforehand for glory” (Rom 9:22–23). There are only two categories of 

people: the vessels of wrath and the vessels of mercy, the dishonorable and the honorable, 

the seed of the serpent and the seed of the woman. These are the last days, the good seed 

and the weeds have grown up together, but the time for harvest is near as the end of the 

age approaches. The wheat and the barley are the vessels of wrath made for dishonorable 

use, the seed of the serpent, who will experience the harm of judgment to come. The oil 

and wine are the vessels of mercy made for honorable use, the seed of the woman, who 

will be protected or saved from the “harm” of judgment to come. 
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John uses the word “harm” intentionally. The wheat and barley and famine in 

the third seal connect to Jacob as the seed of the woman living through famine in Egypt. 

The color black is connected to Laban and Jacob in the context of Jacob’s wages. And 

now the word “harm” connects back to Jacob and Laban again. Three times the word 

“harm” is used in Genesis 31, and each time Jacob, the seed of the woman, is protected 

by God from harm by Laban, the seed of the serpent, who is a precursor to Babylon. 

Jacob says to his wives, Rachel and Leah, “your father has cheated me and changed my 

wages ten times. But God did not permit him to harm me” (Gen 31:7; emphasis added). 

Later, Laban says to Jacob, “It is in my power to do you harm. But the God of your father 

spoke to me last night, saying, ‘Be careful not to say anything to Jacob, either good or 

bad’” (Gen 31:29; emphasis added). Later, Jacob and his kinsmen set up a heap of stones, 

and Laban said in Gen 31:52–54, 

This heap is a witness, and the pillar is a witness, that I will not pass over this heap 
to you, and you will not pass over this heap and this pillar to me, to do harm. The 
God of Abraham and the God of Nahor, the God of their father, judge between us.” 
So Jacob swore by the Fear of his father Isaac, and Jacob offered a sacrifice in the 
hill country and called his kinsmen to eat bread. They ate bread and spent the night 
in the hill country. (emphasis added) 

This third time the word “harm” is used, God stands as judge between them, 

and the people of Israel ate bread together. John certainly has Genesis 31 and Jacob and 

Laban in view, as all three of these ideas are found in the third seal. In this example, the 

seed of the woman is nourished by eating bread. The same is true in the context of the 

famine later in the Joseph narrative. Although there is a famine, the twelve tribes of Israel 

feast in Joseph’s palatial estate (Gen 43), and all of Israel is provided for when Joseph 

brings them to Egypt. The seed of the woman is nourished during the time of famine. In 

the third seal, it is the seed of the serpent that is harmed, while God protects the seed of 

the woman from harm.  

The word “harm” is also used during the famine right after the feasting in 

Joseph’s palatial estate when Joseph tests his brothers in the next chapter, Genesis 44, 

setting the pattern that John follows in Revelation 5 and 6. After the silver cup is found in 
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Benjamin’s sack, Judah voluntarily offers to trade himself for his brother, telling Joseph 

that his father said, “If you take this one also from me, and harm happens to him, you will 

bring down my gray hairs in evil to Sheol” (Gen 44:29; emphasis added). In this example, 

Benjamin, the seed of the woman, is protected from harm, and he is protected from harm 

by Judah, who is also the seed of the woman. Those who are protected from harm in the 

third seal are protected by Jesus from the judgment to come for their sins because he took 

their place, and they believed in him by faith. Benjamin is saved from harm by Judah, and 

Christians (the seed of the woman), depicted as the oil and wine, are saved from harm by 

Jesus of the tribe of Judah. The testing by Joseph during a famine is the backdrop that 

informs the interpretation of the third seal. 

John also has the book of Daniel in view, not only in the use of the scales, but 

also in his use of the word “harm.” First, King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon throws 

Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego into the fiery furnace for refusing to worship the golden 

image, a story that also directly informs the first and second beasts in Revelation 13. Just 

as the beast does not have authority over the seed of the woman whose name has been 

written in the Lamb’s book of life from the foundation of the world (Rev 13:7–8), Babylon 

did not have authority over the seed of the woman in Daniel either: “And the satraps, the 

prefects, the governors, and the king’s counselors gathered together and saw that the fire 

had not had any power over the bodies of those men. The hair of their heads was not 

singed, their cloaks were not harmed, and no smell of fire had come upon them” (Dan 

3:27; emphasis added). The seed of the woman was protected from harm by God again. 

In this case, the fiery furnace points to the final judgment to come on the whole world, 

but specifically on those who received the mark of the beast because “the smoke of their 

torment goes up forever and ever, and they have no rest, day or night, these worshipers of 

the beast and its image, and whoever receives the mark of its name” (Rev 14:11). Where 

there is smoke there is fire. The oil and wine, the fruitful seed of the woman, are protected 
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from the harm caused by the fire in God’s final judgment. The seed of the serpent, on the 

other hand, is harmed and burned by that fiery judgment (Dan 3:22). 

The same is true for Daniel himself after King Darius of the second beast, the 

Medes and Persians, threw him in the Lion’s Den for praying to God (Dan 6:13–16). But 

the next day Daniel was found alive, and he said, “My God sent his angel and shut the 

lions’ mouths, and they have not harmed me, because I was found blameless before him; 

and also before you, O king, I have done no harm” (Dan 6:22; emphasis added). God 

protected Daniel, the seed of the woman, from harm just as he does the oil and wine. The 

seed of the serpent, on the other hand, was not protected from harm because “the king 

commanded, and those men who had maliciously accused Daniel were brought and cast 

into the den of lions—they, their children, and their wives. And before they reached the 

bottom of the den, the lions overpowered them and broke all their bones in pieces” (Dan 

6:24). The seed of the serpent was judged, and their bones were crushed in pieces. 

The word “harm” is used again Revelation 7:1–3: 

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. 
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, saying, “Do not harm the earth or the sea or the trees, 
until we have sealed the servants of our God on their foreheads.” (emphasis added) 

The four angels are commanded not to harm the earth until all the servants of 

God have been sealed on their foreheads. Again, the seed of the woman is protected from 

harm because those with the seal of God are protected. The seal of God is on the foreheads 

of the seed of the woman, just as the mark of the beast is on the forehead of the seed of 

the serpent (Rev 13:16).  

Summary of the Third Seal 

The third seal is not simple, but it can be summarized simply as tribulation and 

judgment. John is depicting in Revelation 5–6 the fulfillment of Nebuchadnezzar’s dream 

in Daniel 2:35: “Then the iron, the clay, the bronze, the silver, and the gold, all together 
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were broken in pieces, and became like the chaff of the summer threshing floors; and the 

wind carried them away, so that not a trace of them could be found. But the stone that 

struck the image became a great mountain and filled the whole earth.” Daniel interprets 

the dream in Daniel 2:44–45: 

And in the days of those kings the God of heaven will set up a kingdom that shall 
never be destroyed, nor shall the kingdom be left to another people. It shall break in 
pieces all these kingdoms and bring them to an end, and it shall stand forever, just as 
you saw that a stone was cut from a mountain by no human hand, and that it broke 
in pieces the iron, the bronze, the clay, the silver, and the gold. A great God has 
made known to the king what shall be after this. The dream is certain, and its 
interpretation sure. 

Jesus presently sits on the throne of that everlasting kingdom inaugurated in 

Revelation 5. The stone, that started as the cornerstone King Jesus, has already grown 

quite large in 2,000 years of church history, but the mountain of God’s kingdom does not 

yet fill the whole earth: “For the earth will be filled with the knowledge of the glory of 

the LORD as the waters cover the sea (Hab 2:14).  

King Jesus has opened the third seal that depicts a testing of the whole world 

that comes through tribulation and leads to judgment. Jesus has gone out conquering and 

to conquer the kingdoms of this world as his church fulfills the Great Commission. As the 

message of the eternal gospel goes to the ends of the earth, will they hear or refuse to 

hear? Will they pass the test of faith and believe in Jesus, overcoming the world, or will 

they be weighed, measured, and found wanting?  

When someone dies during the church age, their judgment is already decided. 

This judgment has an “already, but not yet” nature to it. The world is already judged, but 

the final judgment has not yet come. The seed of the serpent will be weighed, measured, 

and found wanting like Babylon depicted by the wheat and barley, and will go to Hades 

in the fourth seal to await the final judgment and second death. The seed of the woman 

will be weighed, measured, and found worthy like Jesus because they believed in Jesus, 

passing the test of faith, keeping the commandments of God, and holding to the testimony 

of Jesus (Rev 12:17). The rider on the black horse depicts the testing of the whole world 
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that comes through tribulation and judgment. Will you pass the test of faith and believe in 

Jesus? Will you be found to be worthy? Believe in Jesus! Hold fast to the faith! 

Putting This Interpretation to the Test 

Biblical theology seeks to understand the perspective of the biblical authors to 

inform every interpretation. John is using the same symbols to communicate the same ideas 

from earlier biblical writers as a way of quickly summarizing them and applying their 

meaning to his new context. John is not changing the meaning of the symbols he employs. 

Now it is time to put this interpretation of the third seal as tribulation and judgment to the 

test. 

Zechariah 6 and the Chariot 
with Black Horses 

Zechariah 6:8 says, “Behold, those who go toward the north country have set 

my Spirit at rest in the north country.” The chariots with the white and black horses went 

to the north country and are characterized as bearing the fruit of putting God’s Spirit at rest. 

Zechariah’s understanding of Genesis is evidenced in the idea of rest. Like the judgment 

of the flood and the salvation of Noah and his family by grace through faith in God’s 

Spirit at rest, the chariots with the white horses and black horses together put God’s Spirit 

at rest. John picks up on these themes that began in Genesis and are carried through 

Zechariah, but he adds clarity with the symbols he employs. 

God’s war bow is out as the white rider rides out from the throne room onto the 

earth, “conquering, and to conquer” and to put God’s Spirit at rest. However, the white 

rider does not accomplish this purpose on its own. The black rider runs side by side with 

the white rider, and together they set God’s Spirit at rest in the north country. In Zechariah, 

the north country is likely a reference to “the land of Babylon”24 that has caused the 

restlessness of God’s Spirit. Therefore, God sends his two horsemen to Babylon in the 
 

24 Conrad, Zechariah, 123. 
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north to put his Spirit at rest. Just as in the Genesis flood, the seed of the serpent remains 

a problem today. Therefore, God’s solution is the same in Zechariah and in Revelation as 

it was in Genesis. God will not flood the earth with water because he has set his bow in the 

cloud, but he will judge sinners while at the same time choosing a people who are saved 

by grace through faith. This is the central theme of the Bible, as Hamilton says, “God’s 

glory in salvation through judgment,”25 and Douglas Mangum, Miles Custis, and Wendy 

Widder say, “Both OT and NT authors draw on flood imagery for their messages of 

judgment and salvation.”26 The black rider rides along in parallel with the white rider, 

and God is glorified in salvation through judgment. 

The white rider, the seed of the woman proclaims the gospel of salvation to all 

who will believe, but at the same time declares the hour of judgment that has come on the 

world depicted by the black rider (Rev 14:7). Therefore, the chariot with the black horses 

in Zechariah 6 and the black horsemen in the third seal of Revelation 6 must represent 

judgment and the symbols John employs support that interpretation. God’s restless Spirit 

will only be put at rest when sin is dealt with. For the white rider, Jesus already died for 

their sins, putting God’s Spirit at rest by taking the judgment for sins on himself as their 

substitute. Their sins are washed away by the blood of the lamb, and they are credited with 

the righteousness that comes by faith and will be given a white robe, having passed the 

test of faith. But those who do not believe in Jesus will still need to pay the price their 

sins deserve on the day of judgment. God’s Spirit is put at rest after sin is dealt with 

through salvation and judgment.  

While judgment and salvation put the Spirit of God at rest in the flood narrative 

of Genesis, that rest was only temporary. God foresaw a time when he might be moved to 

flood the earth again, so he put the bow in the sky by his grace. Therefore, the Bible looks 
 

25 James M. Hamilton Jr., God’s Glory in Salvation through Judgment: A Biblical Theology 

(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2010), 550.  

26 Douglas Mangum, Miles Custis, and Wendy Widder, Genesis 1–11, Lexham Research 

Commentaries (Bellingham, WA: Lexham, 2012), sec. “The Flood.” 
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forward to a time when God’s Spirit will be put at rest forever, as was intended in the 

beginning when God rested on the seventh day (Gen 2:1–3). Zechariah’s vision of the 

chariots foresees that future day. John understands from Zechariah 6 that this will be 

accomplished once the one named Branch, who will be both king and priest, sits on the 

throne and sets his plan in motion to put his Spirit at rest by sending out his four chariots 

(Zech 6:12). John communicates Zechariah’s vision with additional symbols to clarify the 

same ideas. The king-priest is crowned and given all authority in heaven and on earth in 

Revelation 5, and then the seals of the scroll are broken, and the plan to bring about the 

eternal rest of God’s Spirit is underway. God’s plan will deal with sin and sinners (the seed 

of the serpent) forever. The chariot with the black horses, combined with the chariot with 

white horses, are sent to accomplish this purpose. 

Other interpretations can also be tested through the lens of Zechariah 6. For 

example, if the white rider is the antichrist or false messiahs as some argue, and the black 

rider is famine as many interpret, then how would the antichrist or false messiahs combined 

with famine put God’s Spirit at rest? Where is an earlier biblical example that shows God’s 

Spirit put at rest by false messiahs and famine? This is not a pattern developed and 

supported by other biblical authors.  

Rather, from the days of Noah, the wickedness of man caused God’s Spirit to 

become restless, and no famine is mentioned. False messiahs and the antichrist would fall 

into the category of things that cause God’s Spirit to become restless because they are 

sinful and wicked, and that is exactly what moved God to flood the earth. Or, how does a 

Parthian invasion of horse archers in Rome in the first century put God’s Spirit at rest? 

There is no biblical precedent or pattern to support this interpretation.  

Biblical theology equips the interpreter with the ability to test interpretations 

through the repeated patterns, themes, and symbols consistently developed by biblical 

authors throughout the canon. These repeated patterns and themes guard the interpreter 

from making interpretive decisions based on personal preference, like being in an 
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interpretive buffet line. The repeated patterns and themes used by biblical authors eliminate 

interpretive options, allowing us to understand the perspective of the biblical authors. 

Revelation 6 does not stand alone, but fits within the repeated patterns and themes in the 

Bible set by earlier biblical authors like Zechariah, Moses, and others. Our goal is to 

understand the perspective of John and other biblical authors to interpret, understand, and 

apply the symbols as John intended. 

Ezekiel 5 and Leviticus 26: The Second 
Curse and the Third “Therefore” 

First, we return to table 1 to focus on the third row, where John uses Ezekiel’s 

third “therefore” following Ezekiel’s use of stages 2 and 5 of the curses in Leviticus 26. 

The interpretation of tribulation and judgment passed the first test in Zechariah, but now 

we must turn to John’s use of Leviticus 26 and Ezekiel 5 again for the next interpretation 

test. The third seal lines up with stage 2 of the curses in Leviticus 26 and the third 

“therefore” in Ezekiel 5, as shown in the table. The theme in both these passages is 

fruitlessness. Leviticus 26:18–20 says, 

And if in spite of this you will not listen to me, then I will discipline you again 
sevenfold for your sins, and I will break the pride of your power, and I will make 
your heavens like iron and your earth like bronze. And your strength shall be spent 
in vain, for your land shall not yield its increase, and the trees of the land shall not 
yield their fruit. 

Here, God’s judgment on Israel is that if they do not repent, their land and trees 

will not bear fruit. God judges according to our fruit or our works. In the Upper Room, 

John remembers Jesus talking about being the vine and the importance of bearing fruit in 

John 15:5–6: “I am the vine; you are the branches. Whoever abides in me and I in him, he 

it is that bears much fruit, for apart from me you can do nothing. If anyone does not abide 

in me, he is thrown away like a branch and withers; and the branches are gathered, 

thrown into the fire, and burned.” Fruitfulness is evidence of the seed of the woman, 

while fruitlessness is evidence of the seed of the serpent that will be thrown into the fire 

of judgment. 
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The third “therefore” in Ezekiel 5:10 says, “Therefore fathers shall eat their 

sons in your midst, and sons shall eat their fathers. And I will execute judgments on you, 

and any of you who survive I will scatter to all the winds.” Ezekiel discusses a different 

kind of fruitlessness in the form of cannibalism. Ezekiel takes this idea of cannibalism 

from the fifth stage of curses in Leviticus 26:19 to incorporate it into his third “therefore.” 

God promises judgments on Israel, making it clear that this third “therefore” is about 

judgment. Famine is not referenced by Ezekiel in his third “therefore,” although one might 

be able to make that case from stage 2 of the curses of Leviticus 26, when the land and 

trees are not bearing fruit. Is fruitlessness in Leviticus 26 because of famine or something 

else? Israel did not abide in the vine. 

Psalm 127:3 says, “Behold, children are a heritage from the LORD, the fruit of 

the womb a reward.” In the case of cannibalism, the fruit of the womb is producing 

children, but the home is divided and opposed to one another; fathers are eating their sons, 

and sons are eating their fathers. This example in Ezekiel is producing bad fruit at best, 

but is best characterized as fruitlessness. Revelation 20:13 says, “And the sea gave up the 

dead who were in it, Death and Hades gave up the dead who were in them, and they were 

judged, each one of them, according to what they had done.” We are judged according to 

our fruit in the final judgment. The oil and the wine are judged fruitful and will not be 

harmed in the final judgment. The wheat and the barley are weighed, measured, and found 

wanting, judged as bad fruit with unbalanced scales and exorbitant prices, and will be 

thrown into the fire of judgment. 

John follows Ezekiel’s example in his use of Leviticus 26 in how he employs 

the symbols. Cannibalism is viewed as evil in the Bible and seen here as a judgment 

against wickedness. The Anchor Bible Dictionary also views cannibalism as a judgment 

of God, saying, 

Even worse than the chronic hunger of the poor, however, was the frequently 
mentioned experience of starvation, whether as a recorded fact or as a recurrent 
symbol for God’s punishment of people. Perhaps the most graphic description of 
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starvation is found in Deut 28:47–57, where the famished survivors within a 
besieged city resort to cannibalism, even eating their own children’s bodies.27 

In Deuteronomy 28, Moses is referencing the cannibalism in Leviticus 26 as a 

judgment of God. The tribulation from hunger or starvation or famine is what leads the 

people into cannibalism, further supporting the interpretation of this third seal as testing 

that comes with tribulation and judgment. Those who resort to cannibalism do not pass 

the test of faith.  

Cannibalism is not directly mentioned by name in the New Testament, but John 

records Jesus talking about what sounds like cannibalism in John 6:53–58,  

So Jesus said to them, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son 
of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you. Whoever feeds on my flesh and 
drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up on the last day. For my flesh 
is true food, and my blood is true drink. Whoever feeds on my flesh and drinks my 
blood abides in me, and I in him. As the living Father sent me, and I live because of 
the Father, so whoever feeds on me, he also will live because of me. This is the 
bread that came down from heaven, not like the bread the fathers ate, and died. 
Whoever feeds on this bread will live forever. 

Jesus has just told the crowd that he is the manna from heaven, the bread of life 

(John 6:31–38). After Jesus describes this cannibalism, many in the crowd turn away (John 

6:66), but Jesus was really talking about believing in him. This idea of feeding on Jesus is 

like the seed of the woman being nourished in the wilderness (John 12:6, 14). It is Jesus 

who nourishes. As Jesus is tempted in the wilderness, he says to the enemy, “Man shall not 

live by bread alone, but by every word that comes from the mouth of God” (Matt 4:4). 

There is a famine of the Word of God for the seed of the serpent because they do not come 

to Jesus by faith to eat and drink and live. But for the seed of the woman who believes in 

Jesus, the Word of God is their feast, and God nourishes them in the wilderness with the 

bread of life. When you abide in Jesus, you bear much fruit (John 15:5). Judah knew the 

only way for his family to have food to eat was to return to Joseph, and they feasted in the 

palatial estate (Gen 43). Jesus not only fed his disciples the Passover feast in the Upper 

Room, but he also fed them the Word of God as they sat and listened to his teaching. And 
 

27 David Noel Freedmam, ed., The Anchor Bible Dictionary (New York: Doubleday, 1992), 251. 
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all creation feasted on Jesus, the sacrificial Lamb, as they worshipped him in the 

heavenly throne room (Rev 5). Jesus is the feast of heaven, and those who feast on Jesus 

pass the test of faith. 

Conclusion 

Commonly, the third seal is depicted as famine, but John could have just said 

famine if that was his intention, as he did in the fourth seal. Instead, he employs symbols 

that connect to many Old Testament themes, like testing through tribulation and judgment 

that results in putting God’s Spirit at rest. Following the same pattern as the first two seals, 

the third seal is described in more detail by John in Revelation 14, where an eternal gospel 

is proclaimed in connection with the hour of judgment that is to come, followed by two 

harvests. The influence of Daniel and Ezekiel on John is crucial for understanding the 

third seal. God tells Ezekiel to “take balances for weighing and divide the hair” (Ezek 5:1) 

into three equal judgments against Israel. Daniel interprets the handwriting on the wall, 

saying, “TEKEL, you have been weighed in the balances and found wanting” (Dan 5:27). 

In both references, these scales are used for measuring judgment, informing John’s use of 

the scales in the third seal as scales of judgment. The interpretation of the third seal must 

also fit the context of Zechariah, in which the white and black chariots ride together to 

the north country, putting God’s Spirit at rest (Zech 6:6–8) as in the flood narrative, 

following a consistent biblical pattern John understood. Mangum, Custis, and Widder 

write, 

In biblical theology the flood establishes a pattern of God’s authority to judge sin 
and start over with a righteous remnant. He does this in the OT with His covenant 
people, Israel, and He does it again in the NT through the life, death, and 
resurrection of Jesus. The books of 2 Peter (2 Pet 3:1–7) and Revelation indicate 
that the work God began in Christ will be completed after an apocalyptic judgment 
worse than the flood.28 

This new flood is a Great Commission flood that Jesus is using to bring about 

the end (Matt 24:14). John depicts a multitude dressed in white robes standing before the 
 

28 Mangum, Custis, and Widder, Genesis 1–11. 
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throne, saying in Revelation 7:14, “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.” The 

martyred saints who received white robes in the fifth seal have reached their full number; 

now a multitude wearing white robes after coming out of the great tribulation. This 

tribulation spans the entire church age as the spiritual war between the seed of the woman 

and the seed of the serpent rages on. King Jesus tests the whole world through tribulation 

to judge who is worthy, as he was worthy (Rev 5:4, 9, 11), and his scales of judgment are 

always just and right. Those who believe in Jesus pass the test of faith and are rewarded 

with white robes as faithful witnesses. 

Defining the third seal as tribulation and judgment is consistent with the overall 

storyline and repeated patterns of the Bible, as well as the perspective of biblical authors, 

including Zechariah, Ezekiel, Moses, and John himself. John writes in Revelation 1:9, “I, 

John, your brother and partner in the tribulation and the kingdom and the patient endurance 

that are in Jesus, was on the island called Patmos on account of the word of God and the 

testimony of Jesus.” John views himself at the time he writes as currently participating 

with other churches and brothers in Christ in the kingdom, the tribulation, and the patient 

endurance, which are realities for anyone who is “in Jesus” (Rev 1:9) throughout the whole 

church age. The third seal, defined as tribulation and judgment, aims to consistently and 

thoroughly summarize the full meaning of the symbols John employs.  
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CHAPTER 6 

REVELATION 6:7–8—THE FOURTH SEAL:  
DEATH AND HADES 

Introduction 

The fourth seal is much easier to interpret than the previous three seals because 

John defines the rider on the pale horse as “Death, and Hades follows him” (Rev 6:8). 

However, John still uses symbolism that biblical theology and the Holy Spirit will help us 

understand. Some commentators referenced in the previous chapter connected the rider on 

the black horse in the third seal with death, but now John identifies the rider on the pale 

horse as Death, followed by Hades. It appears this pale color is the color of death, not the 

color black. The color black was connected to darkness and judgment in the previous 

chapter. This project agrees with John’s perspective that the fourth seal is Death and Hades. 

There is considerable agreement among scholars on this interpretation. When the 

fourth seal is open, Mounce says, “There comes forth a horse the color of a corpse. His 

rider is Death, and following along behind is his inseparable companion, Hades.”1 

Schreiner writes, “The ghoulish character of the vision is confirmed as the rider on the 

horse is named Death. Hades follows Death, presumably on another horse, and as a 

consequence one-fourth of the earth is devastated.”2 

Metzger agrees, but based on his interpretation of the second seal as war, adds, 

“The fourth horseman is Death, riding a horse the color of decaying flesh. Hades, the ruler 

of the dead, follows close behind. We have here the appalling aftermath of war—famine, 
 

1 Robert H. Mounce, The Book of Revelation, New International Commentary on the New 

Testament (Cambridge, UK: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1997), 145. 

2 Thomas R. Schreiner, Revelation, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament 

(Grand Rapids: Baker, 2023), 272. 
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pestilence, and the final devastation when wild animals overrun what was once the 

habitat of people (6:8).”3 Hamilton says something similar based on his interpretation of 

the first three seals:  

They kill with sword, reflecting the wars started by the first two horses; they kill 
with the famine brought by the rider on the third horse who measures out the 
inflated cost of the wheat and the barley; and they kill with the pestilence reflected 
by the rider on the pale horse. So there is a sense in which the fourth horse 
summarizes the first four horses and ties them together.4 

Hamilton suggests that nothing new is happening when Jesus opens the fourth seal, 

arguing John is summarizing what he has already said in the earlier seals. 

Aune observes, “Death is personified four times in Revelation (1:18; 6:8; 20:13, 

14), and each time it is linked to a personified Hades,” which he says is a genitive that 

refers to a place.5 Aune is helpful, adding, “Since ‘Death’ always comes before ‘Hades’ 

in those four references it is probable that ‘Death’ is considered the one who reigns over 

‘Hades’; i.e., ‘Death’ is a person while ‘Hades’ is his kingdom.”6 Beale agrees with this 

direction: “‘Hades’ is the sphere that imprisons the dead. The LXX uses ‘death’ and 

‘Hades’ in combination almost synonymously in reference to the region of the dead.”7 If 

these ideas are correct, then after someone dies, they go to Hades. However, it is the view 

of this project that Christians go to heaven when they die, not Hades. Victorinus of 

Petovium (d. c. 304) believes that non-Christians are in view explaining, “For when he 

said, ‘and hell follows him,’ he is speaking of the devouring of the souls of many of the 
 

3 Bruce M. Metzger, Breaking the Code: Understanding the Book of Revelation (Nashville: 

Abingdon, 1993), 58. 

4 James M. Hamilton Jr., Revelation: The Spirit Speaks to the Churches, Preaching the Word 

(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2012), 179–80. 

5 David Edward Aune, Revelation 6–16, Word Biblical Commentary, vol. 52B (Grand Rapids: 

Zondervan, 1998), 401. 

6 Aune, Revelation 6–16, 401. 

7 Gregory K. Beale, The Book of Revelation, New International Greek Testament Commentary 

(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008), 382. 
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impious. This is the pale horse.”8 The impious seed of the serpent is devoured by Hades, 

which he calls hell. The four horsemen of the apocalypse are horsemen of judgment. It 

seems that because of the judgment symbolized in the third seal in the previous chapter, 

the seed of the serpent will go to Hades when they die. 

In the early church, Andrew of Caesarea (early sixth century) says the fourth 

living creature is the eagle: “The eagle, suggests those plagues that come from above, 

from the divine wrath for the vindication of the pious and for the punishment of the 

impious, unless these should turn from their sins.”9 Andrew noticed a distinction here 

between the seed of the woman he called “pious” and the seed of the serpent he called 

“impious” that he connects with the symbol of the eagle. Mot comments on the fourth 

living creature as well: “Although today there is a distinction between eagle and vulture, 

the Greek ἀετὸς and the Hebrew ר  mean both eagle and vulture.”10 Vultures are fitting נָשֶׁ

for the context of Death. Jesus says in the Olivet Discourse, “For as the lightning comes 

from the east and shines as far as the west, so will be the coming of the Son of Man. 

Wherever the corpse is, there the vultures will gather” (Matt 24:27–28).  

The next time Death and Hades are seen is at the final judgment in Revelation 

20:12–14. Right before that, Jesus returns as a rider on a white horse in Revelation 19, 

and he calls birds that fly overhead to come and feast on the flesh of the enemies. It is not 

clear if these birds are eagles, vultures, or something else. Revelation 19:21 says, “And 

the rest were slain by the sword that came from the mouth of him who was sitting on the 

horse, and all the birds were gorged with their flesh.” Only birds are referenced, but they 
 

8 Victorinus of Petovium, quoted in William C. Weinrich, ed., Revelation, Ancient Christian 

Commentary on Scripture, vol. 12 (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2005), 90. 

9 Andrew of Caesarea, quoted in Weinrich, Revelation, 89. 

10 L. F. Mot, Angels and Beasts: The Relationship between the Four Living Creatures and the 

Four Riders in Revelation 6:1–8 (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2017), chap. 3, sec. “The Eagle.” 
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eat the flesh of the dead. While vultures are fitting, this could be general birds of prey. 

Mot believes the eagle is in view in the fourth seal:  

In the OT prophets, the mighty nations of Assyria and Babylon are portrayed as 
eagles bringing disaster on God’s people because they have broken their covenant 
with God (Lam 4:19; Ezek 17:3, 7; Hos 8:1). The language of the divine judgment 
against Moab and Edom is expressed in Jeremiah as an eagle swooping down with 
wings outspread (Jer 48:40; 49:22).11 

Jeremiah uses the eagle to depict judgment, but other biblical authors also use 

the eagle to depict God saving his people. After the Exodus, Israel came to Mt. Sinai, and 

“while Moses went up to God. The LORD called to him out of the mountain, saying, ‘Thus 

you shall say to the house of Jacob, and tell the people of Israel: ‘You yourselves have seen 

what I did to the Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagle’s wings and brought you to 

myself’” (Exod 19:3–4). God brought Israel out of Egypt in the exodus on eagles’ wings. 

God did not literally bring them out on eagles’ wings, but he brought them swiftly, and he 

protected them from the enemy. The eagle could be used to depict both judgment and 

salvation, which is consistent with the story of the exodus. Israel was saved from Egypt 

while judgment was brought on Pharaoh and the Egyptian army in the Red Sea. A new 

exodus seems to be in view in the fourth seal. 

An important question to ask is, “What is the fourth seal doing that is different 

than before the fourth seal was opened?” This is not the first time death enters the world 

as the fourth seal is opened. The wages of sin have always been death, even from the 

beginning (Gen 2:17). There must be something different or something that has changed 

after the first advent is accomplished that is marked by the opening of the fourth seal. The 

eagle helps to inform the change. The eagle can depict both swift judgment and swift 

salvation. The seed of the serpent will die and go to Hades to await the final judgment that 

will come swiftly from God’s perspective, followed by the second death. However, for the 

seed of the woman, the second death has no power (Rev 20:6). The seed of the woman will 
 

11 Mot, Angels and Beasts, chap. 3, sec. “The Eagle.” 



 

152 

experience a new exodus as described in Revelation 12:14: “But the woman was given the 

two wings of the great eagle so that she might fly from the serpent into the wilderness, to 

the place where she is to be nourished for a time, and times, and half a time.” As discussed 

in the third seal, where famine was the backdrop, God nourishes his people, those who 

“hold to the testimony of Jesus” (Rev 12:17) with the bread of life, Jesus Christ. 

The seed of the woman is free to “love not their life even unto death” (Rev 

12:11) as they cling to 1 Corinthians 15:54–57: 

When the perishable puts on the imperishable, and the mortal puts on immortality, 
then shall come to pass the saying that is written: ‘Death is swallowed up in victory. 
O death, where is your victory? O death, where is your sting?’ The sting of death is 
sin, and the power of sin is the law. But thanks be to God, who gives us the victory 
through our Lord Jesus Christ. 

The victorious seed of the woman who passes the test of faith in the third seal 

and overcomes the world by believing in Jesus “has eternal life. He does not come into 

judgment, but has passed from death to life” (John 5:24). The seed of the woman is not 

found in Hades, and does not come under the judgment of those in Hades, but is 

“exodused” from the grave and carried along by “eagles’ wings” to appear under the 

heavenly altar as depicted in the fifth seal, where they are given a white robe and 

peaceful rest because their lives were living sacrifices to the Lord (Rev 6:9–11). Simply, 

Christians go to heaven when they die, not to Hades. This is what has changed after the 

first advent and the inauguration of the kingdom John depicts in the fourth seal. 

This chapter will aim to demonstrate that the fourth seal depicts Death and 

Hades, where Hades is the place where the seed of the serpent goes when they die, because 

they were weighed, measured, and found wanting, having failed the test of faith. Hades is 

the parallel opposite of heaven and is the intermediate state for non-Christians. The seed 

of the serpent awaits the day of judgment to come at the end, when Death and Hades are 

seen again (Rev 20:13–14). Death’s power to kill one-fourth with sword, famine, 

pestilence, and wild beasts affects the whole world, both the seed of the woman and the 

seed of the serpent, but only the seed of the serpent goes to Hades when they die, where 
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they await their final judgment that leads to the second death. There is no sting of death 

for Christians. 

Opening the Fourth Seal: Revelation 6:7–8 

Revelation 6:7–8 reads, “When he opened the fourth seal, I heard the voice of 

the fourth living creature say, “Come!” 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.” John speaks plainly enough to define the rider as Death, followed 

closely by Hades, but John continues to employ symbols in this fourth seal that are key to 

interpretation just as he did in the other seals. The interpreter must consider the living 

creature in view, the color of the horse, the riders in view, and the power they are given.  

Context: Death and Hades (Rev 20:13–14) 

Following the pattern of the first three seals, the fourth seal is a snapshot that 

John gives us more detail about later in the book. The next time Death and Hades show up 

is in Revelation 20:13–14 when this last enemy, Death, is defeated forever (1 Cor 15:26) 

at the end of the age. These points of reference help to serve as advent markers. The fourth 

seal is opened at the end of the first advent and the inauguration of the kingdom of God. 

Death and Hades show up again at the end of the second advent during the final judgment 

of God’s enemies. This agrees with Schreiner, who says the seals “describe judgments 

occurring from the resurrection and ascension of Jesus to his second coming,”12 and affirms 

the context described at the beginning of this project. The six seals of Revelation 6 take 

place between the advents. 

Seals 4–6 are all connected to Revelation 20. The fifth seal connects to 

Revelation 20:1–6, and the sixth seal connects to Revelation 20:7-11. Revelation 20 seems 
 

12 Thomas R. Schreiner, The Joy of Hearing: A Theology of the Book of Revelation, New 

Testament Theology (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2021), 76. 
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to be chiastically structured (A-B-A1). The saints are reigning with Christ on thrones of 

judgment in Rev 20:1–6 (A) in parallel with God on the white throne of judgment in 

Revelation 20:12–15 (A1). At the center is the judgment and defeat of the enemy Satan, 

the great red the dragon, the ancient serpent and all his army, the seed of the serpent, with 

him in Revelation 20:7–11 (B). Seals 4–6 follow this chiastic pattern: Seal 4 (A1), Seal 5 

(A), Seal 6 (B). This context is clear when considering the big picture of what John is 

doing in the book. 

The first seal connects to Revelation 12, the second seal connects to Revelation 

13, and the third seal connects to Revelation 14, which ended with the two harvests at the 

end of the age. After that, John depicts the final judgment in detail from Revelation 15–

20. John describes the harm that comes on the earth against the seed of the serpent while 

the seed of the woman is protected from harm, dwelling safely in heaven, singing the 

song of Moses after the new exodus (Rev 15:1–4) has been accomplished. Jesus, the 

bridegroom, protects his bride, the church, and fights to defend her against the enemy. 

God descends on the earth like a consuming fire, just as his glory descended on 

the tabernacle at the end of Exodus (Exod 40:34–38; Rev 15:5–8). This final judgment is 

summarized in the seven bowls of God’s wrath, depicted like the plagues in Egypt before 

the exodus, which concludes the wrath of God against the seed of the serpent (Rev 15:1, 7; 

16). Then John depicts one enemy after another being defeated: Babylon the Great (Rev 

17–18), the Beast and the False Prophet (Rev 19:11–21), Satan (Rev 20:7–11), and the last 

enemy defeated is Death (Rev 20:13–14). First Corinthians 15:24–25 says, “Then comes 

the end, when he delivers the kingdom to God the Father after destroying every rule and 

every authority and power. For he must reign until he has put all his enemies under his 

feet.” Although the defeat of each enemy is depicted one at a time, John is just telling the 

same event of the final judgment from different vantage points.  

Finally, the new heavens and new earth is ushered in and the seed of the woman 

that was kept from harm in heaven as God commanded in the third seal descends to the 
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earth that has been made new as a bride adorned for her husband on their wedding day, 

and the whole earth is filled with the glory of God as the waters cover the sea (Rev 21–

22; Hab 2:14).  

Interpreting the Symbols:  
Death and Hades 

Although John names the rider as Death, followed closely by Hades, informing 

the clear interpretation of the seal, Death and Hades is still a symbol John is using to 

communicate meaning. Death and Hades appear three times in the book of Revelation. 

John demonstrates his understanding that things have changed since the first advent of 

Jesus and the inauguration of the kingdom of God through his use of symbols. 

The first time Death and Hades is referenced is in the glorious vision of Jesus 

in Revelation 1:18: “I died, and behold I am alive forevermore, and I have the keys of 

Death and Hades.” The glorified and inaugurated kKing of Kings, Jesus Christ, has the 

keys to Death and Hades. Connected to this idea is Jesus’s own death and resurrection. 

Schreiner says, “The word “keys” (kleis) signifies authority; those with keys are able to 

open and shut what is locked up. . . . Hades refers to the realm of the dead, and Jesus rules 

over both Death and its realm.”13 Jesus exercises this authority as he opens the fourth seal 

and sends Death and Hades into the world as a judgment against the seed of the serpent. 

In the context of the vision in Revelation 1, John depicts Jesus as a glorious 

preacher proclaiming the Word of God to the churches as the double-edged sword comes 

from his mouth (Rev 1:16). The symbols communicate Jesus’s message, which he applies 

to the different churches. This is depicted as John uses the symbols again at the beginning 

of each church. The keys of Death and Hades show up again to the church in Philadelphia 

in Revelation 3:7: “The words of the holy one, the true one, who has the key of David, who 

opens and no one will shut, who shuts and no one opens.” John is connecting the keys of 
 

13 Schreiner, Revelation, 110. 
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Death and Hades to the key of David given to Eliakim, which gave him authority over 

David’s house (Isa 22:21). Now, Jesus is the king in the line of David with authority over 

David’s house, whose throne is established forever. John is taking this Old Testament 

passage related to the nation of Israel and applying it in the new context of Christ and the 

church, a consistent pattern by John and other New Testament authors. 

As Jesus applies the key of David to the church of Philadelphia, he says, 

“Because you have kept my word about patient endurance, I will keep you from the hour 

of trial that is coming on the whole world, to try those who dwell on the earth” (Rev 3:10). 

Jesus is promising the faithful church that they will not be harmed by the “hour of trial.” 

Although there is much dispute among scholars regarding the interpretation of this verse, 

the seals can shed some light on how to understand it. 

The seed of the serpent are held by Death in Hades until the final judgment to 

come in Revelation 20, which is the hour of trial. Whereas the seed of the woman is kept 

from that hour of trial as Jesus promises the church here because they are “exodused” to 

heaven through the open door that no one can shut, where they appear under the altar in 

the fifth seal (Rev 6:9). John follows the same pattern from the days of Noah. Noah 

endured persecution patiently as he built the ark, proclaiming the gospel to those now in 

Hades (1 Pet 3:19–20). God “exodused” Noah and his family into the ark and shut the 

door so that no one could open it behind them (Gen 7:16). Noah and his family were saved 

from the judgment that was coming upon the whole world. Jesus promises to save the 

church from the hour of trial coming on the whole world because they kept his word about 

“patient endurance,” as described in the third seal. The seed of the woman, like Noah, 

endured testing that came through tribulation and was judged faithful because they held 

fast to the faith; they patiently endured to the end, loving “not their life even unto death” 

(Rev 12:11). 

Jesus then says to the church in Philadelphia, “I am coming soon. Hold fast what 

you have, so that no one may seize your crown” (Rev 3:11). The church has the crown 
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already, which fits the context of the first seal, where the crown was given to the white 

rider, the seed of the woman. By holding fast, no one will be able to seize the crown and 

take it away. Then the new heaven and new earth is referenced (Rev 3:12), which is 

ushered in after the last enemy, Death along with Hades, is thrown into the lake of fire. The 

message of Jesus to the church of Philadelphia parallels consistently with the context of 

the seals as interpreted in this project. John’s understanding and use of the symbols are 

consistent. 

Furthermore, Jesus says to the church of Philadelphia, “I will make those of the 

synagogue of Satan who say that they are Jews and are not, but lie—behold, I will make 

them come and bow down before your feet, and they will learn that I have loved you” (Rev 

3:9). The seed of the serpent is bowing down to the seed of the woman who wears a crown 

because Jesus has delegated authority to them. Schreiner connects this delegated authority 

to the church, saying, “Those who have ‘the keys of the kingdom of heaven’ exercise 

authority in binding and loosing (Matt 16:19).”14 Binding and loosing seem also to be 

connected to the idea of opening and shutting. This delegated authority is described well 

in Luke 10:17–20: 

The seventy-two returned with joy, saying, “Lord, even the demons are subject to us 
in your name!” And he said to them, “I saw Satan fall like lightning from heaven. 
Behold, I have given you authority to tread on serpents and scorpions, and over all 
the power of the enemy, and nothing shall hurt you. Nevertheless, do not rejoice in 
this, that the spirits are subject to you, but rejoice that your names are written in 
heaven. 

Jesus is clear that he has delegated authority to his witnesses, the church (Matt 

28:18–20). Jesus has given a crown to the seed of the woman (Rev 6:2) to reign on the 

earth by bearing witness to Jesus and using the “keys” to bind and loose (Matt 16:19; 

18:18). At the final judgment, those whose names are written in heaven in the Lamb’s 

book of life will not be thrown into the lake of fire where Death and Hades are thrown 

(Rev 20:14–15). Praise the Lord! 
 

14 Schreiner, Revelation, 110. 
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Jesus tells Peter that as the kingdom advances, the gates of hell will not prevail 

(Matt 16:18). When one army comes against another, the gates are the weakest point of 

defense in the walls. Invading armies will employ various forms of siege warfare to try to 

scale the walls or catapult boulders to break them, but much of this effort serves as a 

diversion to attempt to get through the gates with battering rams or other methods.  

Jesus is saying that his kingdom, the church, is the invading army, and the gates 

of hell will not prevail. Hell (also called Hades) is on the defense. Heaven is on the offense, 

but Jesus does not need to implement siege warfare on the city’s walls because Jesus has 

the keys to the gates. Satan has fallen like lightning (Luke 10:18), cast down from heaven 

to earth because the kingdom of God and the authority of Christ have come (Rev 12:7–12). 

Hades, as the realm of the dead, has gone by many different names, including 

hell, outer darkness, abyss, and bottomless pit.15 The keys to Death and Hades seem to be 

the same key to the abyss used by angels in Revelation 9:1 and 20:1–3. 16 Paul refers to 

the realm of the dead as the abyss in Romans 10:6–7: “Do not say in your heart, ‘Who 

will ascend into heaven?’ (that is, to bring Christ down) or ‘Who will descend into the 

abyss?’ (that is, to bring Christ up from the dead).” The abyss is the parallel opposite of 

heaven in Paul’s reference; therefore, we should think of Hades the same way. During the 

period between the advents, the context of the seals, Jesus has bound the strong man, 

Satan. At the first advent, he fell like lightning, and now Jesus has begun to take his 

goods (Matt 12:22–29; Mark 3:22–27). The kingdom of this world has been invaded by 

the kingdom of heaven, and the gates of hell are wide open. 

Therefore, the seed of the woman goes out conquering and to conquer, 

overcoming the world by faith in Jesus, and reigning with Christ by proclaiming the 

victory that was won at the cross, holding fast to the faith to the end, loving not their life 
 

15 Aune, Revelation 6–16, 526. Describes many names used interchangeable with abyss. 

16 Schreiner, Revelation, 110. The abyss is another word for Hades. 
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even unto death. “Death is swallowed up in victory” (1 Cor 15:54). That is to say, the 

second death has no power over the seed of the woman. 

In the fourth seal, everyone dies one way or another, but everyone who dies does 

not take part in the second death. Revelation 20:13–15 reads, 

And the sea gave up the dead who were in it, Death and Hades gave up the dead who 
were in them, and they were judged, each one of them, according to what they had 
done. Then Death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. This is the second 
death, the lake of fire. And if anyone’s name was not found written in the book of 
life, he was thrown into the lake of fire. 

The context is the great white throne of judgment. But in the case of those who 

died and did not believe in Jesus, the seed of the serpent, they were thrown into the lake 

of fire, which is the second death. The second death did not harm the seed of the woman—

they were saved and escaped from the world into heaven in a new exodus where they 

await the new heavens and the new earth. 

The “sting of death” (1 Cor 15:55–56) seems to be the unforgiven sin paid for 

by the seed of the serpent in the second death. The seed of the woman proclaimed the 

eternal gospel to the ends of the earth, so all were warned of this hour of judgment that was 

to come on the whole world (Rev 14:7). But because they refused to believe in Jesus, their 

names were not written in heaven and now, in the second death, they will be “tormented 

with fire and sulfur . . . and the smoke of their torment goes up forever and ever, and they 

have no rest, day or night” (Rev 14:9–11). It is no wonder that these earth dwellers will 

cry out for the rocks to fall on them and hide from the wrath of the Lamb in the sixth seal 

(Rev 6:16)—they will long for death, but death will not find them (Rev 9:6). Even Death 

is tormented in the lake of fire along with them (Rev 20:14). 

Interpreting the Symbols:  
The Color Pale 

As the fourth seal is opened, Brighton says, “John sees the ‘ghostly green horse, 
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and the one sitting upon it,’ whose ‘name was death’” (Rev 6:8).17 Other authors agree that 

the word used by John for “pale” (chloros) could be a green color. Chloros can mean green 

or pale green and is often used to describe the color of grass and other vegetation, but can 

also mean a pale greenish gray, like the color of someone’s face who is sick or the color 

of a corpse.18 The color of the rider supports the role of the rider, to bring death to those 

on the earth. 

John’s use of the color pale marks a departure from the pattern of the four 

chariots in Zechariah 6. The color of the fourth chariot in Zechariah 6 is “dappled,” which 

is the Hebrew word berrudim from the root barod, and is found only two other times in 

the Old Testament19—both in Genesis 31, where it is translated “mottled.” Jacob recounts 

a vision in which God told him to ask Laban for the “striped, spotted, and mottled” (Gen 

31:10) sheep and goats as his wages. God knows how poorly Laban treated Jacob and 

intends to prosper Jacob through this means.  

Genesis 31 tells the story of God protecting Jacob from Laban so that Laban was 

unable to harm Jacob. Jacob says, “But God did not permit him to harm me” (Gen 31:7). 

That word “harm” was connected through the book of Daniel to the third seal of judgment 

in the previous chapter. A voice said, “Do not harm the oil and wine!” (Rev 6:6; emphasis 

added). The word “permit” in Genesis 31:7 also shows up again in the second seal, where 

the red rider “was permitted to take peace from the earth” (Rev 6:4; emphasis added). 

Daniel 2–7, which includes the stories of the fiery furnace and the lion’s den discussed in 

the previous chapter, is written in Aramaic, the common language of the Babylonian 

Empire that Daniel was taught after Israel was taken into exile. God did not permit Laban 
 

17 Louis A. Brighton, Revelation, Concordia Commentary (St. Louis: Concordia, 1999), 168. 

18 Aune, Revelation 6–16, 400. 

19 T. J. Betts, “Dappled,” in Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary, ed. Chad Brand (Nashville: 

Holman Bible, 2003).  
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the Aramean (Gen 31:20), who is the seed of the serpent and the early ancestor of Babylon, 

to harm Jacob, the seed of the woman.  

This connection reinforces the earlier interpretation and understanding of the 

second seal, as in that instance, the seed of the serpent is permitted to persecute and kill 

the seed of the woman, as depicted in the second seal. John sees this connection through 

Zechariah because of the dappled horses. In Genesis 31, the dappled or mottled sheep are 

a blessing for Jacob, who is protected by God and who God prospers supernaturally.  

John considers Zechariah’s chariot with the dappled horses and aligns them with 

his pale horse that is named Death. This is a very different understanding than what is 

seen in the mottled animals God uses to bless and prosper Jacob, who is protected from 

harm and protected explicitly from death.  

John takes Zechariah’s chariot with dappled horses that go to the south and 

seems to separate the two ideas Zechariah intended to communicate in the descriptors of 

dappled and south, and divides them into his fourth and fifth seals. John then provides a 

new descriptor for his fourth horsemen, pale, because it carries with it the idea of Death, 

the color of a corpse.  

Just as God protected Jacob from harm and death by Laban, God protects his 

people, the seed of the woman, from harm and Death that leads to Hades. Just as Jacob and 

Laban divided the dappled or mottled animals for Jacob from the solid-colored animals 

for Laban, after people in the world die in John’s new context between the advents, they 

are being divided into two groups. The seed of the serpent on the side of Laban and 

Babylon go to Hades, while the seed of the woman on the side of Jacob go to heaven, 

depicted in the fifth seal in a new exodus. Jacob is also experiencing an exodus from 

Laban as he returns to the promised land, an early installment of the exodus pattern. 
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It is no coincidence that Phillips says, “The chariot with the dappled horses 

goes to the south—that is, to Egypt, the other great threat to the people of God.”20 Babylon 

is located in the north, and Egypt is situated in the south. Israel has a long history with 

Egypt that Zechariah would have been well aware of. The pattern is evident, so the 

exodus is clearly in view in which God protected Israel from harm in Egypt and brought 

them safely through the waters of the Red Sea. And even more important to the context of 

the fourth seal is the tenth plague in which Exodus 12:23 says, “For the LORD will pass 

through to strike the Egyptians, and when he sees the blood on the lintel and on the two 

doorposts, the LORD will pass over the door and will not allow the destroyer to enter your 

houses to strike you.” The blood of the lamb painted over the doorposts of the house 

protected the firstborn in Israel from harm, and the destroyer passed over Israel that night 

so that their firstborn did not die. But the firstborn of all the Egyptians died in the 

judgment. God told Moses in Exodus 11:7, “But not a dog shall growl against any of the 

people of Israel, either man or beast, that you may know that the LORD makes a distinction 

between Egypt and Israel.” God is making a distinction in the tenth plague between Egypt 

and Israel, just as Laban and Jacob made a distinction with the mottled animals in Genesis 

31, and John is making a distinction in the final destinations of the seed of the serpent and 

the seed of the woman in the fourth and fifth seals. John is following the same pattern as 

the earlier biblical authors. 

John understands the story of Jacob being brought out of Laban’s land to be an 

earlier installment in the same exodus pattern. Jacob is exodused from Laban, like Israel 

is exodused from Egypt. Now, John applies this to the church as the seed of the woman is 

exodused out of Hades in the fourth seal into heaven in the fifth seal. John is making a 

distinction by changing the color of his fourth horse to pale and showing the separation of 

the seed of the serpent and the seed of the woman in a new exodus. John is not saying 
 

20 Richard D. Phillips, Zechariah, Reformed Expository Commentary (Phillipsburg, NJ: P & 

R, 2007), 136. 
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God’s people will not die. John is making a distinction between the first and second death. 

Those who die and go to Hades will be thrown into the lake of fire, which is the second 

death. But those who die and are exodused to heaven, “over such the second death has no 

power” (Rev 20:6). 

Therefore, John’s view of the fourth seal seems to be what will happen to the 

enemies of God’s people when they die. Babylon to the north, Egypt to the south, the seed 

of the serpent to the east, all of whom will be weighed and measured on the scales of 

judgment and found wanting. The enemy Death will claim the enemies of God as his 

own, and they will be imprisoned in Hades. 

Concerning the seed of the woman, the church, Paul goes on to say, “‘Death is 

swallowed up in victory.’ ‘O death, where is your victory? O death, where is your sting?’ 

The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law. But thanks be to God, who gives 

us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Cor 15:54–57). For the people of God, 

Death is an enemy who has already been defeated in the first advent. The fourth rider must 

obey the command of God in the third seal not to harm the faithful people of God depicted 

as the oil and wine. The fourth rider has no power over the seed of the woman, just as 

Laban had no power over Jacob, Egypt had no power over Israel, Babylon had no power 

over Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego, and the Medes and Persians had no power over 

Daniel. Just as God rescued Jacob from Laban, Israel from Egypt, Daniel from the mouths 

of lions, and Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego from the fiery furnace, God will rescue 

the seed of the woman from the second death.  

This fourth rider is collecting all the enemies of God, symbolically represented 

by Babylon and Egypt, from the four corners of the earth, who are collectively the seed of 

the serpent from the second seal. Those who refuse to believe the gospel that the seed of 

the woman proclaims are judged and found wanting in the third seal, and when they die, 

they are held in Hades. On the other hand, the seed of the woman, those who painted the 

blood of the lamb over the doorposts of their house by believing the gospel, are judged 
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and found faithful; they will be protected by God and kept from the harm depicted in the 

fourth seal. They are found later in the fifth seal “under the altar” (Rev 6:9) in heaven, 

where they are “given a white robe” (Rev 6:11) and “told to rest a little longer” (Rev 

6:11), following the pattern of Daniel (Dan 12:13).  

By changing the color of the fourth rider, John is making a distinction between 

what he is doing in the fourth horseman and what Zechariah was doing with his fourth 

chariot. Pale is the color of a corpse. The enemies of God will die and go to Hades, where 

they await the final judgment and the second death. The people of God escape this 

judgment of the fourth horseman and are exodused out of Hades into heaven, depicted in 

the fifth seal. 

Interpreting the Symbols: They Were  
Given Authority to Kill  

Death and Hades “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” (Rev 6:8). In 

the tenth plague, the Lord struck down the firstborn of Egypt but did not send the destroyer 

into the homes of Israel to kill their firstborn because they had the blood of the lamb over 

the doorposts of their house. In the fourth seal, Death seems to have an increased level of 

authority, not just to kill the firstborn of households in Egypt, but now to kill up to a fourth 

of the earth through any means necessary: sword, famine, pestilence, and wild beasts.  

Everyone will die and become pale corpses one way or another. The widespread 

Covid-19 virus that killed many people all over the world certainly falls into the category 

of pestilence. There have been many other plagues throughout the interadvent period. 

Death has been killing people ever since the Fall (Gen 5) because the wages of sin is 

death. So, what does the opening of this seal accomplish? The change in this fourth seal 

seems to indicate an increased level of death decreed during the interadvent period. This 

too follows the pattern in the days of Noah when “the LORD said, ‘My Spirit shall not 

abide in man forever, for he is flesh: his days shall be 120 years’” (Gen 6:3). The lifespans 
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of human beings began to decrease drastically after the flood. While Adam lived to be 

930 years old (Gen 5:5), Moses only lived to 120 years old (Deut 34:7), and many today 

die even earlier, as we live in the context of the seals between the advents. 

Jesus has decreed testing through tribulation that is coming on the whole world 

(Rev 3:10). As the population increases, death will increase. People will die by the sword, 

famine, pestilence, and even wild beasts. Aune says, “Although four plagues are included 

in this summary of the activity of the four cavaliers, it is not plausible to correlate each 

plague with a particular cavalier.”21 These four plagues are being attributed by John to the 

fourth horseman named Death, not as a summary of all four horsemen. And it seems the 

intended meaning is that people will die by any and every means. King Jesus, who opens 

the seal, seems to be using even the enemy’s death as a means of testing the whole world 

with the intention of moving people to repentance and faith. Jesus says in Luke 13:1–5,  

There were some present at that very time who told him about the Galileans whose 
blood Pilate had mingled with their sacrifices. And he answered them, “Do you 
think that these Galileans were worse sinners than all the other Galileans, because 
they suffered in this way? No, I tell you; but unless you repent, you will all likewise 
perish. Or those eighteen on whom the tower in Siloam fell and killed them: do you 
think that they were worse offenders than all the others who lived in Jerusalem? No, 
I tell you; but unless you repent, you will all likewise perish 

Whether some die at the hands of an unjust ruler like Pilate, or because a tower 

seems to fall on them randomly, Jesus indicates that the crowd should respond to these 

events, not by condemning those people as worse sinners than they are who received their 

just punishment, but by repenting of their sin and turning to Jesus for salvation by believing 

in him because they could just as easily be the next to die. They might die in a natural 

disaster, by wild beast attack, or any number of other ways. Death comes for us all, and 

when Death comes, it will be too late to repent. Now is the time to repent and believe in 

Jesus for salvation! The question is, will you wait too long and never repent and die and 

go to Hades, or will you repent and believe and die and go to heaven? 
 

21 Aune, Revelation 6–16, 402. 
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Summary of the Fourth Seal 

Those who die and go to Hades, the seed of the serpent, await the final judgment 

in Revelation 20:13–14: “And the sea gave up the dead who were in it, Death and Hades 

gave up the dead who were in them, and they were judged, each one of them, according to 

what they had done. Then Death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. This is the 

second death, the lake of fire.” The last enemy is thrown into the lake of fire along with 

everyone who did not pass the test of faith and refused to repent. 

John separates the people of God from the seed of the serpent. Jesus allows 

Death and Hades to kill one fourth of the earth as part of the testing and tribulation the 

king sends on the whole world, intending to move people to repentance and faith before it 

is too late. Though Death comes for everyone, those who repent and believe do not go to 

Hades because instead they are “exodused” from the grave through an open door into 

heaven on eagles’ wings. John sees them arrive in heaven in 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” (Rev 6:9). While those who go to Hades await the second death, for those 

in heaven, “the second death has no power” (Rev 20:6). The sting of death is no more. 

Putting This Interpretation to the Test 

Once again, it is time to put this interpretation of the fourth seal as Death and 

Hades to the test. However, we have already seen that John deviates from the pattern of 

the four chariots in Zechariah 6 by changing the color of the dappled horses to pale horses. 

John understood that Zechariah was referencing the dividing up of the animals between 

Laban, as the seed of the serpent, and Jacob, as the seed of the woman. The dappled 

animals distinguished whose herds were whose. All of this happened as Jacob experienced 

an earlier installment of the exodus pattern. Jacob took his mottled herds with him as he 

and his wives and family escaped Laban to return to the land of promise. John saw the 

same pattern in the exodus when God made a distinction between Israel and Egypt. The 

destroyer passed over the houses of Israel because the blood of the lamb that was painted 
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over the doorposts of their house, but killed all the firstborn of Egypt. John sees what 

Zechariah was doing with the dappled and draws a distinction between the seed of the 

woman and the seed of the serpent, showing and separating them according to their eternal 

destination. The seed of the serpent dies and goes to Hades in the fourth seal, where it 

awaits the final judgment and second death. The seed of the woman dies and is “exodused” 

from the grave into heaven, depicted in the fifth seal because they painted the blood of 

the lamb over the doorposts of their house by believing in Jesus. John changes the color of 

the fourth horseman to pale to depict death and to draw a distinction from Zechariah’s 

fourth chariot, which has dappled horses, thereby distinguishing between the seed of the 

serpent and the seed of the woman in the fourth and fifth seals. Therefore, let us look at 

John’s use of Ezekiel and Leviticus to put this interpretation to the test. 

Ezekiel 5 and Leviticus 26: The Third and  
Fourth Curse and Fourth “Therefore” 

John sees Ezekiel’s use of Leviticus 26 and follows the same pattern in the 

language he employs in the fourth seal, which becomes the clearest point of connection 

and the key to the alignment of table 1 as presented in the fourth row.  

After the fourth “therefore,” Ezekiel 5:12 says, “A third part of you shall die of 

pestilence and be consumed with famine in your midst; a third part shall fall by the sword 

all around you; and a third part I will scatter to all the winds and will unsheathe the sword 

after them.” Ezekiel names three specific judgments or curses: pestilence, famine, and 

sword. These three judgments similarly occur in the fourth section of the seven curses in 

Leviticus 26:23–26: 

And if by this discipline you are not turned to me but walk contrary to me, then I 
also will walk contrary to you, and I myself will strike you sevenfold for your sins. 
And I will bring a sword upon you, that shall execute vengeance for the covenant. 
And if you gather within your cities, I will send pestilence among you, and you shall 
be delivered into the hand of the enemy. When I break your supply of bread, ten 
women shall bake your bread in a single oven and shall dole out your bread again by 
weight, and you shall eat and not be satisfied. 
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Ezekiel uses the same three judgments of pestilence, famine, and the sword to 

connect this fourth stage of curses from Leviticus 26:23–26 to his fourth section in Ezekiel 

5:11–17, marked by the fourth “therefore” at the beginning of the section. Ezekiel repeats 

the same three judgments at the end of his fourth section, but he adds a fourth judgment 

to it in Ezekiel 5:17: “I will send famine and wild beasts against you, and they will rob you 

of your children. Pestilence and blood shall pass through you, and I will bring the sword 

upon you. I am the LORD; I have spoken.” Here, Ezekiel adds wild beasts to the list of 

judgments. This is not an arbitrary addition. The third section of curses in Leviticus 26:21–

22 says, “Then if you walk contrary to me and will not listen to me, I will continue striking 

you, sevenfold for your sins. And I will let loose the wild beasts against you, which shall 

bereave you of your children and destroy your livestock and make you few in number, so 

that your roads shall be deserted.” Ezekiel takes the third stage of curses from Leviticus 26 

with the wild beasts and combines it with the fourth stage of curses at the end of his fourth 

“therefore.” It is unclear why Ezekiel makes this decision other than the inspiration of God. 

John then follows Ezekiel’s example and uses Leviticus 26, depicting King Jesus giving 

Death and Hades authority over one-fourth of the earth to kill with sword, famine, 

pestilence, and wild beasts (Rev 6:8). 

Brownlee comments on Ezekiel, saying, “The symbolic actions of chaps. 4–5 

stand in relation to a larger context, that of the prophet’s call, beginning at 1:4 and 

concluding at 5:17.”22 Ezekiel’s prophetic calling led him to suffer as a representative of 

and messenger to the people of Israel. Brownlee observes that Ezekiel is symbolically 

taking on “the role of the Lord’s Suffering Servant portrayed in Isaiah.”23 Ezekiel was 

humiliated for 430 days in view of the people of Israel so they could see the judgment they 

would experience for 430 years.  
 

22 William Hugh Brownlee, Ezekiel 1–19, Word Biblical Commentary, vol. 28 (Waco, TX: 

Word, 1986), 93. 

23 Brownlee, Ezekiel 1–19, 92. 



 

169 

The sign-act that Ezekiel performed as a prophecy of the siege on Jerusalem at 

the beginning of Ezekiel 4 came to pass a few years later in 587 BC. Ezekiel 24:1–2 says, 

“In the ninth year, in the tenth month, on the tenth day of the month, the word of the LORD 

came to me: ‘Son of man, write down the name of this day, this very day. The king of 

Babylon has laid siege to Jerusalem this very day.’” The exile took place in several stages, 

but ultimately, Babylon came upon Jerusalem like a flood (Ps 124:4–5) and the city fell. 

The people of Israel were taken by force, maybe bound by cords like Ezekiel in the sign-

act (Ezek 4:8), they were forcefully removed from the land and taken to Babylon. The exile 

from the land not only fulfills Ezekiel’s prophecy, but also the sixth stage of curses from 

Leviticus 26. Ezekiel seemed to understand this connection already, as he uses the Holiness 

Code and Leviticus 26 as a primary reference in his book. But, interestingly, the exile did 

not last 430 years, only 70 years. 

Four-hundred-thirty years is a specific number with a specific reference that 

the people of Israel would have immediately recognized as a reference to the exodus. 

Exodus 12:40–42 says, 

The time that the people of Israel lived in Egypt was 430 years. At the end of 430 
years, on that very day, all the hosts of the LORD went out from the land of Egypt. 
It was a night of watching by the LORD, to bring them out of the land of Egypt; so 
this same night is a night of watching kept to the LORD by all the people of Israel 
throughout their generations.  

The Lord kept watch that night as he brought the people out of Egypt. Before the sign-acts, 

God called Ezekiel to be “a watchman for the house of Israel” (Ezek 3:17), just as God is 

the watchman over Israel in the exodus. It seems that with these points of connection 

identified, Ezekiel and the Lord have a new exodus in mind. 

The seventh stage of Leviticus 26 is not actually a seventh stage of cursing. The 

last stage of cursing is the removal from the land in the sixth stage, the exile. The seventh 

stage in Leviticus 26:40–46 is God saying that even after this exile from the land, if Israel 

would humble themselves, confess their sins, and repent, God will still remember his 

promises to them. Then God says in Leviticus 26:45, “But I will for their sake remember 
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the covenant with their forefathers, whom I brought out of the land of Egypt in the sight 

of the nations, that I might be their God: I am the LORD.” Even in Leviticus 26, after the 

future exile from the land, God seems to have a new exodus in mind, which also informs 

Ezekiel’s perspective. 

Daniel, a contemporary of Ezekiel and fellow participant in the exile of Babylon 

(Dan 1:1), also prophesied about a “son of man” (Dan 7:9) and another 430-year period. 

In the prophecy of the seventy weeks, Daniel 9:25–26 reads, 

Know therefore and understand that from the going out of the word to restore and 
build Jerusalem to the coming of an anointed one, a prince, there shall be seven 
weeks. Then for sixty-two weeks it shall be built again with squares and moat, but 
in a troubled time. And after the sixty-two weeks, an anointed one shall be cut off 
and shall have nothing. And the people of the prince who is to come shall destroy 
the city and the sanctuary. Its end shall come with a flood, and to the end there shall 
be war. Desolations are decreed. 

Just as Ezekiel’s sign-act spanned 430 days and was applied to Israel as 430 

years, Daniel’s 70 weeks are applied to Israel as weeks of years. The number 62, when 

multiplied by 7, the number of days in a week, is 434 years. Now, 434 is not exactly the 

same number as 430, but it seems likely that Daniel and Ezekiel are referring to the same 

period. Hamilton says these numbers are not intended to be taken literally.24 If they are not 

the same period and are to be taken literally, then there would need to be an explanation 

of when this second 434-year period occurs in history, as if these time periods are linear 

and chronological. Instead, it seems more likely that the authorial intent is to reference 

back to the exodus and make a future application for Israel of God’s promise of a new 

exodus during the same future period when God is sending his prophets, Daniel and 

Ezekiel, to share the same message with their different audiences. Interestingly, the 7 

weeks of 7 years that come right before the 62 weeks is 49 years, and is likely a reference 

to the year of Jubilee (Lev 25:8–12). The year of Jubilee is also found in the Holiness Code 

in Leviticus 25, right before the blessings and curses that Ezekiel has in view in Leviticus 
 

24 James M. Hamilton Jr., With the Clouds of Heaven: The Book of Daniel in Biblical 

Theology, New Studies in Biblical Theology (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2014), 125. 
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26. This is no coincidence. Daniel is following the order of Leviticus 25 and 26 in 

sequence, having the same passages in view as Ezekiel, while understanding that the 

sixth stage in Leviticus 26:34–39 has already taken place, given his own context of exile 

in Babylon. Daniel’s 70 weeks are proclaiming a new year of jubilee and a new exodus 

for the people of God. After this, “an anointed one shall be cut off” (Dan 9:26). 

When Moses wrote Leviticus, the exodus was still fresh in Israel’s minds 

because they were the ones who had experienced it. Almost 400 years passed from the 

end of Genesis to the beginning of the book of Exodus. After a literal 430-year historical 

period, God led Israel out of Egypt after the Passover. Israel passed safely through the 

water of the Red Sea, but Pharaoh and his armies were washed away in judgment as the 

waters flooded over them. God led Israel into the desert wilderness and camped at the base 

of Mount Sinai. While Moses came down the mountain with the ten commandments, Israel 

worshipped the golden idol, sinning against God and breaking the covenant with God. 

Moses threw the stones down, and they shattered. The people of Israel grumbled against 

God and against Moses in the desert, and they were not allowed to enter the promised land, 

perishing in their sins. 

Following the pattern from Genesis to Exodus, 400 years passed between the 

end of the Old Testament and the beginning of the New Testament.25 There was an 

approximately 430-year intertestamental period characterized as a time of famine of the 

Word of God, as discussed in the third seal. This period does not have to be literally 430 

years or 434 years, but it does follow the original pattern set between Genesis and Exodus, 

concluding with the new exodus of a new Israel. This 430-year period would come to an 

end when the Word of God himself would take on flesh and dwell among us (John 1:14) 

at the beginning of the New Testament. He was born a baby and was taken into Egypt, like 

Israel and Moses. We are told, “Out of Egypt I called my son” (Matt 2:15). Like Israel, 
 

25 Mitchell L. Chase, Hope for All the Earth: Understanding the Story of the Old Testament 

(Leyland, England: 10 Publishing, 2022), 81. 
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Jesus is called out of Egypt following the exodus pattern. Jesus represents Israel as a new 

exodus takes place. Jesus passes safely through the water, like Israel passed through the 

Red Sea, when John baptized him with water (Matt 3:13–17). God also baptizes Jesus (or 

anoints Jesus) with the Holy Spirit (Matt 3:11–12). Jesus is the anointed one that shall be 

cut off (Dan 9:26) like a Passover lamb (Exod 12). The destroyer (named Death in the 

fourth seal) passes over the firstborn of the seed of the woman because they painted the 

blood of the lamb over the doorposts of their house, while the firstborn of the seed of the 

serpent died.  

Instead of Pharaoh and his armies perishing in the judgment waters, Jesus will 

be the one to take the judgment sins deserve on himself at the cross so the sins of the seed 

of the woman can be passed over. After his baptism, Jesus is led into the wilderness by the 

Spirit, where he is tempted by the devil (Matt 4:1). Israel spent forty years in the wilderness 

and fell to temptation, while Jesus is tempted for forty days in the wilderness and 

overcomes. Jesus overcomes the world, tempted in every way that we are but without sin 

(Heb 4:15). Then Jesus begins his ministry and calls his disciples to follow him (Matt 

4:12–22), like Moses leading Israel out of Egypt, and the new exodus is underway. Then 

Jesus and the disciples come to a mountain (Matt 5:1). Where Moses went up Mount Sinai 

to receive the Word of God and bring it to the people (Exod 19–20), now Jesus is the Word 

of God standing on the mountain and the king himself declares the law of the kingdom of 

heaven in the sermon on the mount as one with authority (Matt 7:29). The new exodus that 

Ezekiel, Daniel, and Leviticus had in mind many years ago is fulfilled in the life of Jesus. 

Where Israel fell short, Jesus fulfills all the Law and the Prophets (Matt 5:17). Jesus’s life 

accomplishes a new and better exodus and calls his people to follow him, not out of slavery 

in Egypt, but out of slavery to sin. But the anointed one has not yet been cut off.  

The whole time period between the advents, as communicated by John and 

summarized in the symbols of the seals, involves a new flood, a new famine of the Word 

of God, a new exodus for the seed of the woman, and a new judgment for the seed of the 
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serpent. Ezekiel describes his calling, in which God appears to him in a storm cloud and 

sends Babylon like a new flood against Israel as judgment, bringing Israel into exile in 

fulfillment of the sixth stage of Leviticus 26. But now John depicts the church as the seed 

of the woman being sent into the world in a new flood in the first seal as his new messenger 

to proclaim an eternal gospel and warn of the hour of judgment to come (Rev 14:6–7). 

After God’s full number of God’s people, the seed of the woman, are exodused to heaven 

in the fifth seal, the seed of the serpent will be exiled from the earth in the final judgment 

to come depicted in the sixth seal on the Day of the Lord.  

It seems that John follows Ezekiel’s example in reordering the stages of curses 

in Leviticus 26 and does some reordering himself by reversing the final two stages of 

curses in his depiction of the seals. The sixth stage of Leviticus 26 is a reference to the 

final judgment against Israel of exile from the land that John now applies to the seed of 

the serpent when all sin and causes of sin are removed from the world at the end of the 

age (Matt 13:41–43) in a new exile. The seventh and final stage of Leviticus 26 reminds 

Israel of what God accomplished in the exodus, but still leaves the door open for Israel to 

repent. The seed of the woman walk through that open door that no one can shut in the fifth 

seal as their new exodus is accomplished, and they appear in heaven instead of Hades. 

Conclusion 

Ephesians 1:3–4 says, “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus 

Christ, who has blessed us in Christ with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places, 

even as he chose us in him before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and 

blameless before him.” Paul is writing this to the church in Ephesus. Israel in the Old 

Testament is known to be God’s chosen people (Deut 7:6). Now, Paul identifies the church 

as chosen by God even before the foundation of the world. Even before there was an Israel, 

God had the church in mind. And the church has received every spiritual blessing in Christ. 

No doubt this includes the blessings described in Leviticus 26:1–13 for those who observe 

God’s commands. These are blessings we do not deserve and are not worthy of, but one 
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was found who was worthy, Jesus Christ, who accomplished on our behalf everything 

Israel could not, so he can receive the blessings promised.  

We deserve the curses promised in Leviticus 26 and the judgments promised 

for Israel because of their disobedience and sin. But praise be to Christ, that he took our 

place and became our substitute, voluntarily taking on the judgment due our sin at the 

cross. Now we can join with Christ and participate in the same blessings he has received 

by believing in Jesus so that our sins can be passed over, forgiven, and washed clean.  

The fourth seal is defined by John as Death and Hades (Rev 6:8). Hades is not 

a place where God’s people go when they die because they will be with the Lord (depicted 

in the fifth seal). Hades is a kind of holding place or intermediate state for those who die 

as unbelievers. This is where the seed of the serpent awaits the final judgment when Death 

and Hades appear again (Rev 20:13). Other common interpretations of the fourth seal 

suggest some redundancy by God in the fourth seal. However, the use of biblical theology 

overcomes that redundancy.  

Death and Hades come riding out into the world with the ability to kill one-

fourth of the earth, but the conquering and victorious seed of the woman cries out, “‘O 

death, where is your victory? O death, where is your sting?’ The sting of death is sin, and 

the power of sin is the law. But thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through our 

Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Cor 15:55–57). The second death has no power over us because Jesus 

has accomplished a new exodus for the people of God. We do not have to fear those who 

can kill the body but cannot kill the soul, because Jesus has the keys to Death and Hades, 

and he has “exodused” the seed of the woman from the grave, flying the people of God to 

heaven on eagles’ wings through the open door that no one can shut, to be with him 

forever. The second death has no power over the seed of the woman. 
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CHAPTER 7 

REVELATION 6:9–11—THE FIFTH SEAL:  
REIGNING WITH CHRIST 

Introduction 

The fifth seal marks a departure from the formula John has followed for the 

previous four seals. The four horsemen of the first four seals represent judgments being 

sent out into the world. The fifth seal has no colored horses or rides, is not a judgment, 

and there is no living creature sending out. 

The fifth seal serves as a parallel and opposite reality to the fourth seal. 

Unbelievers go down to Hades when they die in the fourth seal to await the final judgment. 

Christians will go up to heaven, also awaiting the final judgment, but for a different reason 

shown by their question, “O Sovereign Lord, holy and true, how long before you will 

judge and avenge our blood on those who dwell on the earth?” (Rev 6:10). 

John tells us he “saw under the altar the souls of those who had been slain for 

the word of God and for the witness they had borne” (Rev 6:9). Similar language is used 

in Revelation 20:4: 

Then I saw thrones, and seated on them were those to whom the authority to judge 
was committed. Also I saw the souls of those who had been beheaded for the 
testimony of Jesus and for the word of God, and those who had not worshiped the 
beast or its image and had not received its mark on their foreheads or their hands. 
They came to life and reigned with Christ for a thousand years. (emphasis added) 

The use of the word souls in both passages connects the passages together and 

shows their heavenly context. This connection places the six seals of Revelation 6 within 

the context of the millennial reign of Christ. The fourth seal already connected the seals 

of Revelation 6 to Revelation 20 with the rider named Death and Hades. Revelation 20 is 

a chiasm of judgment (A-B-A1). The fifth seal connects to Revelation 20:1–6 (A) where 

the saints are reigning with Christ on thrones of judgment in parallel with God on the white 
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throne of judgment in Revelation 20:12–15 (A1). The fifth seal is a snapshot of what is 

described in more detail in Revelation 20:4–6 and takes place in the same context as the 

rest of the seals, between the advents, during the thousand-year millennium after Satan is 

bound (Rev 20:1–3) and before Satan is released from his prison (Rev 20:7).  

The fifth seal depicts the royal priesthood reigning with Christ in heaven. The 

priestly nature of the seed of the woman is emphasized as Christians appear in heaven 

under the altar after their lives were given in the worship of God as living sacrifices (Rom 

12:2). The martyrs pray with God’s final judgment in view. Later, their prayers are 

depicted as incense, which was burned on the altar in the holy place in the temple as God 

answers their prayer and avenges their blood in judgment (Rev 8:3–4). Revelation 20:4–6 

emphasizes the royal or kingly nature of the heavenly martyrs who are given thrones and 

reign with Christ for a thousand years. They are given authority to judge (Rev 20:4). The 

seed of the woman are a kingdom of priests (Rev 1:6; 5:10) and a royal priesthood (1 Pet 

2:9) over which the second death has no power (Rev 20:6) and who are reigning with 

Christ in heaven (Rev 20:6). This chapter will seek to show what it means to reign with 

Christ in heaven according to the perspective of John, the biblical author. 

Opening the Fifth Seal: Revelation 6:9–11 

Revelation 6:9–11 says, 

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. 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?” 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. 

John spent only two verses on each of the first four seals, but gives a bit more 

information and detail in three verses as Jesus opens the fifth seal. A ramping up is taking 

place, building up to six verses in the sixth seal, which becomes the climax of the seals. 

The fifth seal opens a window into heaven, providing John’s audience with a symbolic 

snapshot of a moment in time after a believing and faithful Christian dies and goes to 
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heaven during the current church age. Death entered the world in the fourth seal with an 

increased power to kill one fourth of everyone on the earth, including Christians. The 

Christian died but has escaped Hades and the second death by ascending into heaven on 

eagles’ wings in a new exodus. 

To understand the full meaning of the seal and John’s intended application for 

the church, the biblical theologian must consider the heavenly context, who the martyrs 

are being described, what the white robe is that they are given, why they are under an 

altar, what they are doing in heaven, and what they are waiting for. 

Context: The Royal Priesthood in Heaven— 
Revelation 20:4–6 

Following the consistent pattern John developed throughout the seals, the fifth 

seal is a snapshot in which he gives more detail about later in the book. John already 

connected the fourth seal to the final judgment depicted in Revelation 20, using the names 

Death and Hades that appear in both Revelation 6 and Revelation 20, which informs the 

context of the seals as taking place between the first and second advent. In the fifth seal, 

John strengthens this connection with the language, “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” (Rev 

6:4) matched with that in Revelation 20:4, “Then I saw thrones, and seated on them were 

those to whom the authority to judge was committed. Also I saw the souls of those who 

had been beheaded for the testimony of Jesus and for the word of God.” John depicts an 

altar in chapter 6 and thrones in chapter 20. Both passages depict martyrs of the faith using 

the word “souls.” John uses the word “slain” in chapter 6 and “beheaded” in chapter 20 to 

describe their martyrdom. Both were faithful witnesses for Jesus and the Word of God. 

Despite the strong case being built by John’s pattern throughout Revelation and the seals 

of a consistent use of language to connect ideas with the connection already made to 

Revelation 20 in the fourth seal by John’s use of Death and Hades, the main reason 
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someone might not see these verses as connecting these two passages would likely be a 

presupposed view of the millennium. 

This project agrees with Augustine, who wrote rightly in the fourth century, 

“During the ‘thousand years’ when the devil is bound, the saints also reign for a ‘thousand 

years’ and doubtless, the two periods are identical and mean the span between Christ’s 

first and second coming.”1 There are certainly many perspectives and disagreements among 

biblical scholars past and present regarding the understanding of the thousand years, but 

the emphasis of this project has been on the perspective of the biblical authors, in this case, 

John. This project has consistently seen John’s intentional connection of language and 

words throughout the book of Revelation and the whole Bible to aid in the interpretation 

of the seals, and the fifth seal should not be treated any differently. Mounce writes, “The 

length of the martyrs’ reign is said to be a thousand years. It is this number that gives rise 

to the term ‘millennium’ (from Latin mille, ‘thousand,’ and annus, ‘year’). Only in Rev 

20:1–10 do we find any NT teaching about the millennium.”2 First, a biblical theologian 

should immediately have mental alarms going off when an argument is being made that 

there is no biblical pattern related to an interpretation of a passage. Disconnecting a passage 

from the rest of the Bible’s canon allows someone to interpret the passage however they 

please. However, the biblical theologian believes the part must be interpreted in light of 

the whole. Furthermore, this study of the seals has shown John’s consistent use of symbols 

based on the earlier biblical patterns he is drawing from. The thousand-year millennium 

should be no different. Second, Revelation 20:1–10 is not the only place in the New 

Testament that teaches about a thousand years. 

John’s contemporary and maybe even his closest friend, Peter, also wrote 

about a thousand years, saying in 2 Peter 3:8–10, 
 

1 Augustine, quoted in William C. Weinrich, ed., Revelation, Ancient Christian Commentary 

(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2005), 327. 

2 Robert H. Mounce, The Book of Revelation, New International Commentary on the New 

Testament (Cambridge, UK: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1997), 367. 
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But do not overlook this one fact, beloved, that with the Lord one day is as a 
thousand years, and a thousand years as one day. The Lord is not slow to fulfill his 
promise as some count slowness, but is patient toward you, not wishing that any 
should perish, but that all should reach repentance. But the day of the Lord will 
come like a thief, and then the heavens will pass away with a roar, and the heavenly 
bodies will be burned up and dissolved, and the earth and the works that are done on 
it will be exposed. 

Peter and John are not teaching about two different thousand-year periods, but 

the same thousand-year period. Consider the relationship and perspective of these biblical 

authors. Peter and John were both present when Jesus transfigured before them (Matt 17:1–

8). Peter and John were both present during the Last Supper as Jesus told them someone 

was going to betray him (John 13:21). Peter whispered to John to ask Jesus who it would 

be, and John leaned back against Jesus and asked him (John 13:23–25). Jesus answered 

them (John 13:26), though they did not understand. Peter and John both ran to see the 

empty tomb together after the resurrection (John 20:1–10). After Jesus forgave and 

reinstated Peter, he asked Jesus what would happen to John (John 21:20–23) but did not 

ask the same question about the other disciples. Peter and John were together at the 

beginning of the church, faithfully bearing witness to Jesus, even facing persecution side 

by side (Acts 3–4). Peter and John were most likely close friends after all these things 

they experienced together. They would never teach anything contradictory to one another 

because they were both inspired by God as they wrote, and they were both taught directly 

by Jesus. Instead, it would be more likely that Peter and John had previous discussions 

about everything they taught and would have been in complete agreement and supportive 

of one another as fellow apostles and brothers in Christ. 

It is no coincidence that the context of Peter’s teaching on the thousand years 

is the same as John’s context. Peter has the second coming and final judgment in view, 

just as John does in Revelation 20. Peter argues that Jesus is patient with us, giving us the 

opportunity to repent before he returns, because when he does return, sudden destruction 

will come like a thief in the night. Peter talks about this final judgment as the Day of the 

Lord, which is the subject of the sixth seal in connection with Revelation 20:7–11. After 

which Peter talks about the new heavens and new earth (2 Pet 3:13). The same ideas are 
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present in the context of John’s thousand years in Revelation 20, after which new heavens 

and new earth are ushered in (Rev 21–22). Peter and John are not teaching different things 

or presenting two different thousand-year periods, one symbolic and one literal, or one 

present and one future. Peter and John are talking about the same thousand years.  

For Peter, the thousand years is not a literal future period of time after the 

second coming of Christ, during which Jesus literally reigns on earth from a throne in 

Jerusalem. Peter is referring to the current age he is living in, between the advents and 

before the second coming, as he writes his second letter to instruct the church. From 

Christ’s perspective, a day is like a thousand years, and a thousand years is like a day. Be 

thankful for God’s patience toward us because right now there is still an opportunity to 

repent. There will not be another opportunity once Christ returns to judge the living and 

the dead. Peter’s teaching on the thousand years was written many years before John wrote. 

John would have used Peter’s second letter as a reference. Augustine’s perspective on the 

thousand years is consistent with the perspective of the biblical authors, Peter and John, 

and this project agrees with them as well.  

Mounce says those who hold this view might say, “The millennial reign with 

Christ should be limited to martyrs, who gave their lives rather than submit to the 

blasphemous demands of emperor worship, it understands the thousand-year reign as a 

special reward to the martyrs of chapter 6.”3 These martyrs, the seed of the woman, were 

already given a crown in the first seal (Rev 6:2), so it is only fitting that after being given 

a white robe they are also given thrones fulfilling Jesus’s promise to the church in 

Revelation 3:21, “The one who conquers, I will grant him to sit with me on my throne, as 

I also conquered and sat down with my Father on his throne” and in Revelation 2:26–27, 

“The one who conquers and who keeps my works until the end, to him I will give authority 

over the nations, and he will rule them with a rod of iron, as when earthen pots are broken 
 

3 Mounce, The Book of Revelation, 369. 
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in pieces, even as I myself have received authority from my Father,” and lastly in 

Revelation 3:9–11, 

Behold, I will make those of the synagogue of Satan who say that they are Jews and 
are not, but lie—behold, I will make them come and bow down before your feet, 
and they will learn that I have loved you. Because you have kept my word about 
patient endurance, I will keep you from the hour of trial that is coming on the whole 
world, to try those who dwell on the earth. I am coming soon. Hold fast what you 
have, so that no one may seize your crown. 

The seed of the woman was faithful to the end, having gone out conquering and 

to conquer (Rev 6:2), loving not their lives even unto death (Rev 12:11). They held fast to 

the faith, their crown was not seized from them, and Jesus keeps all his promises. Their 

bodies died, but their souls came to life, being rescued from Hades and exodused into 

heaven, where they are found under the altar sitting on thrones. They are “priests of God 

and of Christ, and they will reign with him for a thousand years” (Rev 20:6). The seed of 

the woman is a royal priesthood who reigns on the earth during the thousand years between 

the advents as the church faithfully doing the Great Commission as depicted in the first 

seal and who reign in heaven during the thousand years between the advents after their 

time on the earth is completed as depicted in the fifth seal. 

Schreiner argues against this view by saying, 

The verb ezesan (they came to life) in Rev. 20:4 more likely refers to the bodily 
resurrection than to life in the intermediate state. This reading is confirmed by verse 
5, which says the rest—that is unbelievers—ezesan (come to life) at the end of the 
thousand years. Virtually all interpreters, including amillenialists, agree that the 
second instance of the verb refers to the physical resurrection of believers. It is much 
more natural to think that both verbs refer to the physical resurrection instead of 
saying that the first verb refers to life in the intermediate state and the second to 
physical resurrection. 

Schreiner makes a strong argument, and Mounce agrees emphatically that both times John 

is referring to a physical resurrection.4 However, Augustine says, “Their souls reign with 

him, just as their bodies will in time to come, even while the thousand years are rolling 

on. . . . We conclude, therefore, that even now, in time, the church reigns with Christ both 
 

4 Mounce, The Book of Revelation, 366. 
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in its living and departed members.”5 The fourth and fifth seals show how the seed of the 

woman escaped the grave, Hades, in a new exodus flying on eagles’ wings through the 

open door into heaven, where the souls of the martyrs appear under the altar. This was a 

significant change from the Old Testament, where those who died all went to Hades, but 

now the inaugurated King Jesus has the keys to Death and Hades.  

Now Paul can say in 2 Corinthians 5:6–8, “We know that while we are at home 

in the body we are away from the Lord . . . and we would rather be away from the body and 

at home with the Lord.” A resurrection has taken place for the souls of those who died in 

the faith, just as John records Jesus saying, “Truly, truly, I say to you, whoever hears my 

word and believes him who sent me has eternal life. He does not come into judgment but 

has passed from death to life” (John 5:24). There seems to be an “already, but not yet” 

nature to this resurrection of the martyrs. Jesus indicates that some kind of spiritual 

resurrection occurs at the moment of faith in Christ, such that when we die as Christians, 

our souls come to life and sit on thrones under the altar to reign with Christ for a thousand 

years. The rest of the dead, the seed of the serpent, who died and went to Hades come to 

life when the thousand years are ended to face the final judgment of the ungodly.  

The seed of the woman still await the bodily resurrection that will come at the 

end of the age after the full number of fellow servants and brothers is complete, when 

Christ returns. In the meantime, during the thousand years between the advents, the royal 

priesthood has a job to do as the Great Commission is not yet complete. The royal 

priesthood is reigning with Christ in heaven. 

Interpreting the Symbols: Souls of Those  
Slain as Faithful Witnesses 

Schreiner explains, “The reference to souls points to the intermediate state, to the 

period of time before believers will be raised from the dead, to the temporary interval when 
 

5 Augustine, quoted in Weinrich, Revelation, 329. 
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they live apart from the body.”6 The intermediate state is the time period between the 

advents where Christians go to heaven until the eternal state begins in the new heavens 

and new earth. The fifth seal depicts a snapshot of the intermediate state, which this 

project understands to be the same period as the thousand years. Schreiner says Revelation 

20:4 is a parallel text to the fifth seal two different times,7 which is in agreement with this 

project’s understanding that the souls given thrones and authority to judge during the 

thousand years in chapter 20 can be viewed in the same way as the fifth seal, both taking 

place during the intermediate state. 

There are several divergent views about who the martyrs are a reference to. 

Some suggest that only Christians who died while giving testimony to Jesus are in view. 

Christians who grow old and die of natural causes would not be considered martyrs in that 

view. However, Schreiner says that the word we understand as martyr today in the Greek 

did not carry the same meaning at the time John wrote.8 Brighton rightly notes, “The 

martyred saints of God, then, portray a picture of the suffering church all during the time 

period that the four horsemen are ravaging the earth, from the time of the ascension to the 

End.”9 Schreiner agrees, saying, “We should not conclude from this text that John thinks 

all believers will be put to death. It is possible that the church is pictured as a martyr 

church, while in reality only some are being put to death.”10 However, given the context 

of the seals, it seems prudent to take this one step further. The seed of the woman died in 

the fourth seal, which was Death and Hades, but has been rescued from Hades and taken 

into heaven, where they appear under the altar. Death is an enemy of the people of God, the 
 

6 Thomas R. Schreiner, Revelation, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament 

(Grand Rapids: Baker, 2023), 274. 

7 Schreiner, Revelation, 274. 

8 Schreiner, Revelation, 274. 

9 Louis A. Brighton, Revelation, Concordia Commentary (St. Louis: Concordia, 1999), 172. 

10 Schreiner, Revelation, 274–75. 
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last enemy to be defeated (1 Cor 15:26; Rev 20:14). As an enemy, Death itself is a 

persecutor of the seed of the woman. The wages of sin is death, but Jesus has washed sins 

away for the seed of the woman when he died in our place for our sins. Whether dying by 

natural causes or murdered, death silences the testimony about Jesus from that individual 

church member who died. Brighton says, “For all Christians are martyrs in the sense that 

they all give witness by their faith, their mouths, and their lives to the victorious Lamb, 

who died and rose again.”11 The church is not merely individual witnesses for Christ, but 

the church corporately gives testimony about Jesus whenever it gathers to a lost and 

dying world. 

Because John is depicting martyrs, Mounce adds, “John knows nothing of a 

‘rapture’ of the church by which Christians are spared the tribulation that normally 

accompanies a godly life (cf. 2 Tim 3:12). They ‘ascend to heaven through suffering and 

death, as Jesus did: they are not taken to heaven to escape the sufferings of earth.’”12 This 

is consistent with what John has been communicating in the symbols of the seals. The third 

seal depicted the testing of the whole world that comes through tribulation. These martyrs 

experienced tribulation and held fast to the faith, patiently persevering to the end as faithful 

witnesses. There does seem to be a kind of rapture taking place when they die after they 

endure suffering described earlier as a new exodus. The martyrs are exodused or raptured 

from Hades into heaven. This rapture or new exodus is also depicted with the two 

witnesses in Revelation 11:11–12: “But after the three and a half days a breath of life from 

God entered them, and they stood up on their feet, and great fear fell on those who saw 

them. Then they heard a loud voice from heaven saying to them, ‘Come up here!’ And 

they went up to heaven in a cloud, and their enemies watched them.” The two witnesses, 

the seed of the woman, are killed by the beast, the seed of the serpent. They come to life 

and ascend into heaven in a cloud depicted in the fifth seal. The throne room of heaven is 
 

11 Brighton, Revelation, 172. 

12 Mounce, The Book of Revelation, 147. 
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within the cloud depicted in Revelation 4–5. The seed of the woman follows Jesus by 

ascending into heaven also. They were faithful witnesses who endured to the end, passing 

the test of faith, and overcoming the world. 

Interpreting the Symbols:  
Under the Altar 

At the entrance to the tabernacle, there is a bronze altar of sacrifice, but within 

the holy place before the holy of holies, there is an altar of incense. Does John have in view 

the altar of sacrifice or the altar of incense? Brighton writes, “The souls of the saints are 

underneath the incense altar that is before the throne.”13 Schreiner says either altar could 

be in view and concludes, “The functions of the altar of incense and the altar of burnt 

offerings are merged by John into one altar.”14 John is being shown a vision of heavenly 

things that are beyond our comprehension (John 3:9–12). John is using earthly examples 

and symbols familiar to his audience to help them understand the heavenly ideas he is 

trying to convey. In this case, John knows that the earthly temple was “a copy and a 

shadow of the heavenly things” (Heb 8:5). Therefore, John is most likely referring to the 

altar of incense.  

The bronze altar of sacrifice was outside the entrance of the tabernacle, and this 

sacrifice was required before entering the tabernacle. The martyrs made that sacrifice by 

living their lives as living sacrifices while on earth outside the heavenly temple. They were 

faithful witnesses who loved not their lives even unto death (Rev 12:11). But now they 

have entered the heavenly holy place where the altar of incense would be. The altar of 

incense was where the priest would pray, which is what these martyrs, the royal priesthood, 

are doing: “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?’” (Rev 6:10). 

They are not told the day or the hour but to wait until the Great Commission is 
 

13 Brighton, Revelation, 170. 

14 Schreiner, Revelation, 273. 
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accomplished (Rev 6:11). However, the answer to their prayer is depicted in the seventh 

seal in Revelation 8:3–5: 

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, and the smoke of the incense, with the prayers of the saints, rose 
before God from the hand of the angel. 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, flashes of lightning, and an earthquake. 

The prayers of the martyrs are answered as God finally avenges their blood. 

The storm cloud thunders and lightning strikes, and the earth quakes like in the days of 

Noah. The storm cloud that has been brewing since Revelation 4:5 is finally pouring out 

God’s judgment on sin. This judgment will satisfy God’s wrath, and peace will follow as 

in the days of Noah. God’s Spirit will be put at rest as depicted by the white and the black 

horsemen, salvation and judgment, as justice is done. Jesus already took on the judgment 

of the seed of the woman, who are saved from this judgment by faith.  

The martyrs are depicted as praying, and their prayers will be answered. Just as 

the seed of the woman in the first seal was given a crown and reigned with Christ on the 

earth by doing the Great Commission and through prayer, the seed of the woman who died 

and are now in heaven, still bearing the same crown, are reigning with Christ in heaven, 

specifically through prayer. The royal priesthood is under the altar, reigning with Christ 

through prayer. 

Interpreting the Symbols: Prayer for  
God’s Judgment and Vengeance 

God’s answer to the prayer of the martyrs is very similar to what Jesus teaches 

about prayer in Mark 11:23–24: “Truly, I say to you, whoever says to this mountain, ‘Be 

taken up and thrown into the sea,’ and does not doubt in his heart, but believes that what 

he says will come to pass, it will be done for him. Therefore I tell you, whatever you ask 

in prayer, believe that you have received it, and it will be yours.” Jesus teaches about prayer 

as praying to throw a mountain into the sea. Elsewhere, Jesus says that with even the faith 

of a mustard seed we can move mountains (Matt 17:20).  
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It is interesting, though, that John depicts the judgment of Babylon, the city of 

man, by saying in Revelation 18:21: “Then a mighty angel took up a stone like a great 

millstone and threw it into the sea, saying, ‘So will Babylon the great city be thrown down 

with violence, and will be found no more.’” People are watching from ships as the city falls 

and burns (Rev 18:17), and God’s people are told, “Rejoice over her, O heaven, and you 

saints and apostles and prophets, for God has given judgment for you against her!” (Rev 

18:20). A stone like a great millstone being thrown into the sea could also be like a 

mountain being thrown into the sea, and this is the judgment of God for the saints and 

apostles and prophets, the seed of the woman. Babylon was depicted as a prostitute, and 

John said in Revelation 17:6, “And I saw the woman, drunk with the blood of the saints, 

the blood of the martyrs of Jesus.” The martyr church prayed for a mountain to be cast into 

the sea just as Jesus taught them to pray, and God will answer that prayer. God will judge 

the seed of the serpent and avenge the blood of the seed of the woman. 

After the martyrs pray for God to avenge their blood, God answers by 

symbolically throwing a giant censer down onto the earth. Beneath the throne is a sea of 

glass (Rev 4:7), and this sea shows up again in the throne room in Revelation 15:2: “I saw 

what appeared to be a sea of glass mingled with fire—and also those who had conquered 

the beast and its image and the number of its name, standing beside the sea of glass with 

harps of God in their hands.” Those who conquered are the seed of the woman, the martyr 

church raptured or exodused into heaven, and this time the sea is mixed with fire because 

the time of judgment is coming on the world now that the Great Commission is finished 

as the full number of the saints is complete. If God were to throw something from his 

throne down onto the earth, like a giant fiery censer, it would be thrown into the sea of 

glass before his throne. The giant censer thrown down to earth is symbolic of the great 

hailstone being thrown into the sea. The same judgment is taking place, and the same 

prayer is being answered, in this case, the judgment of the enemy Babylon is depicted. 

Jesus is bringing all things to an end as described by Paul in 1 Corinthians 15:24–26: 
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“Then comes the end, when he delivers the kingdom to God the Father after destroying 

every rule and every authority and power. For he must reign until he has put all his 

enemies under his feet. The last enemy to be destroyed is death.”  

The beginning of the end took place as Jesus ascended to the throne and opened 

the seals in Revelation 5–6. God has purposed for his people, the seed of the woman, his 

royal priesthood to reign with him in this process, both on earth and in heaven. Even now, 

the prayers of heavenly saints are rising before God’s throne, “when will you judge and 

avenge our blood?” 

Interpreting the Symbols: The Royal  
Priesthood Judges 

Before the prayer of the martyrs is answered and before the final judgment 

comes, during the thousand years between the advents, the royal priesthood sits on thrones 

and is given the authority to judge. This judgment was previously depicted in the third seal 

as taking place throughout the current age between the advents. The wheat and the barley 

as the seed of the serpent, are weighed, measured, and found wanting after they die and 

then go to Hades. They loved their lives and failed the test of faith. However, the oil and 

the wine are weighed, measured, and found faithful. God commands that the oil and wine, 

the seed of the woman, are not to be harmed, so they escape Hades in the fourth seal and 

are taken into heaven where they reign with Christ as a royal priesthood in the fifth seal. 

Jesus promised the church in Revelation 2:26–27, “The one who conquers and 

who keeps my works until the end, to him I will give authority over the nations, and he will 

rule them with a rod of iron, as when earthen pots are broken in pieces, even as I myself 

have received authority from my Father.” The seed of the woman conquers, as depicted in 

the first seal by passing the test of faith. Each individual believer keeps the works of Jesus 

until the end of their lives by holding fast to the faith. Jesus gives his faithful witnesses 

thrones, authority over the nations as he promised, and a rod of iron. The “rod of iron, as 
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when earthen pots are broken in pieces” is the language of judgment against the seed of 

the serpent. 

After Daniel survived the lion’s den, being unharmed, Daniel 6:24 says, “And 

the king commanded, and those men who had maliciously accused Daniel were brought 

and cast into the den of lions—they, their children, and their wives. And before they 

reached the bottom of the den, the lions overpowered them and broke all their bones in 

pieces.” Those who opposed Daniel and tried to have him killed, the seed of the serpent, 

were judged and killed instead in the lion’s den. These lions did not rip and tear their prey 

apart with teeth and claws as you might expect, but instead, they crushed their bones into 

pieces before they even hit the ground. The bones of the seed of the serpent are broken to 

pieces, just as the saints who reign with Christ are breaking to pieces earthen pots with 

rods of iron. The rods of iron are scepters given to kings, including Jesus, as described in 

Revelation 12:5: “She gave birth to a male child, one who is to rule all the nations with a 

rod of iron, but her child was caught up to God and to his throne.” Jesus has the rod of iron, 

and he is delegating authority to judge to his royal priesthood who reigns with him during 

the thousand years between the advents. 

Jesus ascended into heaven and received his everlasting dominion in Revelation 

5 in fulfillment of Daniel 7:13–14. After opening the seals, Jesus gives his royal priesthood 

a crown and begins to fulfill Daniel 7:18: “The saints of the Most High shall receive the 

kingdom and possess the kingdom forever, forever and ever.” The seed of the woman 

receives the kingdom upon coming to faith; they are given a crown, and they reign with 

Christ on earth and in heaven. In heaven, the saints are given thrones, and they rule the 

nations with rods of iron under the altar. In Revelation 20, John is depicting the fulfillment 

of Daniel 7:9–10: 

As I looked, thrones were placed, and the Ancient of Days took his seat; his clothing 
was white as snow, and the hair of his head like pure wool; his throne was fiery 
flames; its wheels were burning fire. A stream of fire issued and came out from before 
him; a thousand thousands served him, and ten thousand times ten thousand stood 
before him; the court sat in judgment, and the books were opened. 
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Daniel depicts the judgment from Revelation 20:11–12 where the Ancient of 

Days is on the throne. Daniel gives the context of the vision as the court sits in judgment. 

A large number of people stood before the throne, ten thousand times ten thousand, while 

a smaller group served him, a thousand thousands. Twice, Daniel uses the word “thousand” 

to describe the smaller group. It should not be considered a coincidence that the group 

John depicts, given thrones and authority to reign with Christ, takes place during the 

thousand years between the advents. This group of a thousand thousands that reigns with 

Christ for a thousand years is the royal priesthood who have been delegated authority by 

the one who sits on the throne whom they serve. John is depicting the fulfillment of the 

interpretation of Daniel’s vision: “The saints of the Most High shall receive the kingdom 

and possess the kingdom forever, forever and ever” (Dan 7:18), which also fulfills Jesus’s 

promise to the church in Revelation 3:9: “Behold, I will make those of the synagogue of 

Satan who say that they are Jews and are not, but lie—behold, I will make them come and 

bow down before your feet, and they will learn that I have loved you.” The royal 

priesthood reigns with Christ by judging the nations. 

This judgment that takes place during the thousand years is not the final 

judgment. The royal priesthood prays for the final judgment when their blood will be 

avenged. After someone dies during the thousand years between the advents (depicted in 

the fourth seal), a judgment is made (depicted in the third seal) to determine whether they 

will go to Hades or to heaven during the intermediate state. The whole world is being tested 

through tribulation, and then they are weighed on the scales of judgment according to the 

standard of the Word of God. Once the final judgment takes place and all the enemies of 

God are thrown into the lake of fire, there are no nations left to rule with a rod of iron that 

will be broken into pieces. Only the faithful seed of the woman remains as the new heavens 

and new earth is ushered in. Therefore, this judgment by the saints must take place before 

the end comes at the second advent. 
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Interpreting the Symbols: The Royal  
Priesthood Rests 

Finally, John says, “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” (Rev 6:11). The royal 

priesthood prays, judges, and rests in heaven.  

God created a paradise in six days and then God’s work was complete, and on 

the seventh day, God rested (Gen 2:3). God put Adam in the garden with a job to work and 

keep the garden (Gen 2:15). Adam and Eve were God’s original royal priesthood given 

authority to rule his creation and fill the earth with God’s glory (Gen 1:28). In the fifth seal, 

John follows the same pattern. God’s Spirit has been put at rest through the combination of 

the first (white rider) and third (black rider) seals, following the pattern of the black and 

white chariots of Zechariah 6. Jesus took on the judgment of the seed of the woman, 

satisfying God’s wrath and judgment against sin, and now the seed of the woman rests in 

heaven. However, God’s Spirit is still restless against the seed of the serpent. God’s 

creation is not at rest, and the heavenly royal priesthood asks God to judge and avenge 

their blood, which is doing the work of keeping the garden that Adam was given to do. The 

garden is the world. God will answer their prayer that will cast the enemies of God out of 

the garden, which is creation or earth. The royal priesthood, the seed of the woman, both 

works and keeps the garden through prayer and judgment, and rests in the heavenly 

paradise as man was created to in the beginning in the garden. 

John depicts when the full number of the martyrs is complete in Revelation 

7:3–4: “‘Do not harm the earth or the sea or the trees, until we have sealed the servants of 

our God on their foreheads.’ And I heard the number of the sealed, 144,000, sealed from 

every tribe of the sons of Israel.” John patterns Revelation 7 after Numbers 1–2. Numbers 1 

records the census of Israel taken before the conquest of the promised land, with exact 

numbers given for each of the twelve tribes, followed by a total number. John uses 

symbolic numbers following the pattern of Numbers 1 to communicate that the full number 



 

192 

of saints and the new conquest that began with the opening of the first seal is complete, 

twelve times twelve thousand. It is no coincidence that this full number of one hundred 

forty-four thousand is completed during the symbolic thousand years between the advents. 

John is being consistent with his use of language. 

The second part of Revelation 7 follows the pattern of Numbers 2, when the 

tribes are given assignments as to how they will camp surrounding the tabernacle where 

God sits enthroned above the mercy seat. Now the full number of martyred saints are 

described as “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” (Rev 7:9). John identifies this multitude in Revelation 7:13–14: “Then one 

of the elders addressed me, saying, ‘Who are these, clothed in white robes, and from where 

have they come?’ 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.’” The ones with white robes have conquered or overcome the 

world by believing in Jesus. They came out of the great tribulation depicted by the third 

seal, defining the whole period between the advents, passing the test of faith and enduring 

to the end. They have been rescued out of the world, where they will be protected from 

the harm of the final judgment, as the answer to the prayer of the martyrs takes place in 

the sixth and seventh seals. 

Jesus tells us in Matthew 24:14 that the end comes when the Great Commission 

is accomplished: “And this gospel of the kingdom will be proclaimed throughout the whole 

world as a testimony to all nations, and then the end will come.” The seed of the woman, 

God’s royal priesthood, is still busy reigning with Christ to accomplish the Great 

Commission. The martyrs have finished their testimony and are rewarded with a white robe 

and heavenly rest. 
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Summary of the Fifth Seal 

The fifth seal breaks from the pattern of the first four seals because it has no 

horsemen sent out by living creatures. However, John continues his pattern of giving more 

detail about what is taking place later in the book in Revelation 20. The fifth seal depicts 

the faithful seed of the woman as the royal priesthood in heaven reigning with Christ 

through prayer under the altar, sitting on thrones of judgment with rods of iron, and resting 

during the thousand years between the advents. 

Putting This Interpretation to the Test 

Once again, it is time to put the interpretation of the fifth seal as reigning with 

Christ to the test. However, John deviated from the pattern of the first four horsemen, 

which means the fifth and sixth seals are not informed by the chariots of Zechariah 6 or 

Ezekiel’s four “therefores.” However, John does seem to use the sixth and seventh curses 

of Leviticus 26 in the fifth and sixth seals. John also follows the pattern of judging 

throughout the Bible to inform the judgment of the heavenly martyrs he depicts. Therefore, 

let us put the interpretation to the test. 

John Follows the Biblical 
Pattern of Judging 

Paul talks about how the church, the seed of the woman, will judge both on earth 

and in heaven in 1 Corinthians 6:1–4: 

When one of you has a grievance against another, does he dare go to law before the 
unrighteous instead of the saints? Or do you not know that the saints will judge the 
world? And if the world is to be judged by you, are you incompetent to try trivial 
cases? Do you not know that we are to judge angels? How much more, then, matters 
pertaining to this life! So if you have such cases, why do you lay them before those 
who have no standing in the church? 

Paul is primarily confronting Christian brothers going to secular courts to settle lawsuits 

between themselves because this hurts the church’s witness in the world. However, Paul 

understands the biblical pattern of judging that he is applying to the church. Moses led 

Israel as a type of royal priest when he judged Israel before there was a king (Exod 18:13). 

Moses was one man, and there was not enough time in the day for him to judge every 
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situation alone, so his father-in-law recommended he find other able men to delegate this 

responsibility to (Exod 18:13–17).  

The book of Judges provides twelve examples of judges who ruled in Israel 

before a king was established. Judges not only judged cases but were also seen as leaders 

of the people, often ruling like a king or with the authority of a king. Later, David judged 

cases as king, but following the example of Moses, he also delegated authority to judge, as 

described in Psalm 122:5: “There [Jerusalem] thrones for judgment were set, the thrones 

of the house of David.” Of course, there is the famous story of Solomon judging a dispute 

between two women claiming the same baby, saying to cut the baby in half (1 Kgs 3:16–

28). Now Jesus has the key of the house of David (Rev 3:7), and he delegates authority to 

judge to the house of David, which is a thousand thousands who serve the LORD, as the 

court sits in judgment, fulfilling Daniel 7:9–10. Jesus later tells the Pharisees in Matthew 

12:41–42 that Gentiles will judge them: 

The men of Nineveh will rise up at the judgment with this generation and condemn 
it, for they repented at the preaching of Jonah, and behold, something greater than 
Jonah is here. The queen of the South will rise up at the judgment with this 
generation and condemn it, for she came from the ends of the earth to hear the 
wisdom of Solomon, and behold, something greater than Solomon is here. 

Even Gentiles will be among the seed of the woman who sit on thrones in 

heaven with authority to judge, and even Jews will be among the seed of the serpent being 

judged and condemned. John is not depicting something new in the fifth seal, but rather is 

consistent with the pattern set by earlier biblical authors throughout the canon. John follows 

the biblical pattern of judging as the martyred church, the royal priesthood, reigns with 

Christ in heaven. 

Genesis 1–12 and Revelation 15–18  
Parallels: The Thousand Years 

Not only did John have Peter’s thousand years in view, but Peter and John both 

had Genesis and the flood in view, which continues to be an important context for 

interpreting the seals. Peter says, “And that by means of these the world that then existed 
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was deluged with water and perished. But by the same word the heavens and earth that 

now exist are stored up for fire, being kept until the day of judgment and destruction of 

the ungodly” (2 Pet 3:6–7). Peter references the flood judgment in Genesis 6–9 and then 

tells the church in the current age that the present reality is awaiting a fiery judgment 

following the same pattern of the flood, but this new flood is a flood of fire. God promised 

not to flood the earth with water again. Peter talks about the thousand years in the next 

verse (2 Pet 3:8). Peter was taught by Jesus and is teaching the same thing as Jesus that 

these are the days of Noah (Luke 17:26–29; Matt 24:37–39). John also has the flood in 

view as he follows the pattern set by Moses at the beginning of Genesis. 

John uses a chiastic structure to follow the pattern of Genesis 1–12 from 

Revelation 15–22 as he depicts the final judgment of the enemies of God. The last enemy 

to be defeated is Death, followed by a return to paradise with God. 

Gen 1–2 Creation of Heaven and Earth 

 Gen 3—The Fall, Satan, Sin and Death enter the world 

  Gen 3–6—Adam to Noah, Genealogy, Death reigns, 1056 years 

   Gen 4—Sin as predatory Beast, Cain founds city of man 

    Gen 6–9—God floods the earth 

              Gen 10–11—Table of Nations and Tower of Babel 

Gen 12—Abram a great nation, Abram’s bride 
“exodused,” Plagues in Egypt 

Rev 15–16—God’s Holy Nation, Christ’s bride, 
“exodused,” 7 Bowls (plague-like) 

     Rev 17—Babylon riding on the Beast 

    Rev 18—Fall of Babylon like a flood of fire 

   Rev 19—Beast and False Prophet cast into lake of fire 

Rev 20:1–6—Royal priesthood raised to reign w/Christ, 1000 years 

 Rev 20:7–15—Judgment, Satan, Sin and Death cast into lake of fire 

Rev 21–22—New Heavens and New Earth 
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John notices how the enemies of God are introduced systematically in Genesis 

and then depicts their systematic destruction in reverse order in the final judgment. Satan 

entering the garden leads to the fall when sin and death enter the world in Genesis 3. John 

depicts Satan’s defeat, the judgment of sin, and the death of Death, cleansing creation of 

sin and its effects in Revelation 20 as a reversal of the fall. 

Sin is depicted as a predatory beast ready to pounce (Gen 4:7) in parallel with 

the beast and the false prophet defeated by the rider on the white horse and thrown into the 

lake of fire. The fall of Babylon, the city of man, is depicted by John as a new flood of fire 

as “all shipmasters and seafaring men, sailors and all whose trade is on the sea, stood far 

off with shipmasters, where the smoke rises from her” (Rev 18:17). In Genesis, the city of 

man, originally founded by Cain, had grown to fill the whole earth with wickedness instead 

of with the glory of God like the waters cover the sea, so God flooded the earth as 

judgment. The tower of Babel in Genesis 11 parallels John’s depiction of the prostitute, 

Babylon the great, who rides the scarlet beast in Revelation 17. 

The chiasm ends with what is most important at the top. God’s promise to 

Abraham in Genesis 12 when he called and chose him out of the nations to make him a 

great nation, is fulfilled as God’s Holy Nation is “exodused” from the world safely into 

heaven as depicted in the fifth seal and the first harvest in Revelation 14. The gospel 

originally preached to Abraham has blessed all the nations as the Great Commission is 

complete. No harm will come to God’s Holy nation who dwells safely in heaven. John 

follows the pattern of Genesis 12 that includes an earlier installment of the exodus pattern. 

God sends plagues in Egypt so Sarai, Abram’s bride, can be exodused out of Egypt. John’s 

seven bowls are informed by the ten plagues of the Exodus (Exod 7–12), after which 

Israel is brought safely out of Egypt. 

John’s perspective of the thousand years not only agrees with Peter but also with 

Moses. The number Peter and John both use of one thousand years is not arbitrary. It is not 

merely a coincidence that the math of the genealogy from Adam to Noah adds up to 1,056 



 

197 

years. In Genesis, this thousand-year period is characterized by Cain’s descendants and the 

city of man flourishing from one generation to the next so that the whole earth is filled with 

wickedness (Gen 6:5–6). The genealogy of Genesis 5 makes clear that death reigns from 

Adam to Noah. Paul takes this further, to say in Romans 5:14, “Yet death reigned from 

Adam to Moses,” not just to Noah. The seed of the serpent has been fruitful and multiplied 

and filled the earth. However, John’s thousand years is depicted by the seed of the woman 

being fruitful and multiplying, filling the earth by conquering through the Great 

Commission. Death is overcome with life as the seed of the woman is resurrected, and 

reigns with Christ for a thousand years as his royal priesthood judges the nations and the 

angels (1 Cor 6:3–4).  

John’s thousand years is between the advents, the first and second coming of 

Christ, the new Adam (Rom 5:12–21), just as Moses’s 1,056 years is between the coming 

of the first Adam and the second Adam, Noah. Satan is bound in the bottomless pit at the 

beginning of John’s thousand years (Rev 20:1–3), whereas Satan enters the garden at the 

beginning of the Genesis’s thousand years (Gen 3:1). In both cases, Satan is described as 

cast down or cast out (Isa 24:12–20; Ezek 28:11–19; Luke 10:18; John 12:31; Rev 12:9–

12), and both are followed by judgment of the seed of the serpent (Gen 6–9; Rev 20:7–15). 

Satan deceives Eve in the garden (Gen 3:1–7), just as Satan “will come out to deceive the 

nations that are at the four corners of the earth, Gog and Magog, to gather them for battle; 

their number is like the sand of the sea” (Rev 20:8). The flood of Noah resulted in a new 

creation just as the new flood of fire that comes after John’s thousand years ushers in a 

new heaven and a new earth as God makes all things new (Rev 21:5).  

John’s thousand years does not stand alone from the rest of the biblical narrative 

but follows the pattern established by earlier biblical authors. The biblical patterns allow 

the biblical theologian to discern the perspective of the biblical authors and eliminate 

interpretations that stand apart from the biblical pattern. John’s perspective is that the fifth 

seal takes place during the thousand years that began with the first advent of the new 
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Adam, Jesus Christ, and ends with the second advent of Jesus Christ. For John, the 

thousand years is the present age, and when Christ returns, the church will be saved and 

“exodused” out of the world before the sudden destruction that immediately follows, just 

as Peter (2 Pet 3:1–11), Paul (1 Thess 5:3), and Jesus say (Luke 17:26–25).  

Leviticus 26: The Sixth and Seventh 
Stage of Curses 

John has been following Ezekiel’s use of Leviticus 26 in the first four seals. 

Ezekiel used the blessings of Leviticus 26 to align with the first seal, and the first five 

stages of curses aligned with the next three horsemen. The second seal aligned with the 

first stage. The third seal aligned with the second and fifth stages. Ezekiel included 

cannibalism from the fifth stage of curses in his third “therefore.” The fourth seal aligned 

with the third and fourth stages of curses. That leaves only two more stages of curses. 

The table below shows how John uses stages 6 and 7 of the curses. 

Table 3. John’s use of stages 6 and 7 of the Leviticus 26 curses  

Leviticus 26 - Seven Stages of Curses 

(14-46)  
John’s Seals 

Stage 7 (v40-46) - if they humble 

themselves and repent, God will remember 

his covenant with Jacob, Isaac, and 

Abraham and remember the land. I will not 

spurn them in their exile but will remember 

them and keep my covenant. A reference to 

the exodus, pointing to a new exodus. 

Seal 5: Reign with Christ                                                                         

The faithful martyr church is “exodused” 

to heaven where they appear under the 

altar, pray for God to avenge their blood, 

and are rewarded with white robes and 

rest. 

Stage 6 (v34-39) - The land will be empty 

and enjoy its sabbath because Israel will be 

in Exile (context of Ezekiel and Daniel). 

Those who are still left will be paranoid 

with fear, powerless, and die among the 

nations, rotting away in exile. 

Seal 6: The Day of the LORD                                                                   

The great day of God’s wrath comes on 

the seed of the serpent who cry out for 

the mountains and rocks to fall on them 

and hide them. All causes of sin will be 

exiled from the earth and thrown into the 

lake of fire for eternity. The land will 

enter an eternal Sabbath rest in the new 

heavens and new earth to follow. 
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Stage 6 of the curses is in Leviticus 26:34–39, and is the exile of Israel from the 

land, which is the context of Ezekiel. Israel went through all the stages of curses and were 

exiled from their land by Babylon, who destroyed the walls, the city, and the temple. Israel 

never obeyed God’s sabbath laws for the land, so the land was finally able to experience 

seventy years of sabbath rest while Israel was in exile. God also told them he would make 

them paranoid in their exile so that they flee like they flee from a sword, and they will rot 

away in exile. John connects this new exile with the sixth seal. 

Stage 7 of the curses is in Leviticus 26:40–45, but is not really a curse. Stage 7 

is a promise from God that if his people living in exile repent and turn to him, he will not 

destroy them, but he will remember his covenant with them and restore them to the land 

because he is the God who made a covenant with their fathers and brought them out of 

Egypt. John connects this repentance of God’s people and their forgiveness and restoration 

to the land with the fifth seal. 

An argument might be made for a connection between the sixth stage of curses 

and the fifth seal because of the sabbath rest of the land in the sixth stage and the rest of 

the martyrs in the fifth seal. However, John aligns the fifth seal with the seventh stage of 

curses, which is not really a curse. John aligns stage 6 of curses with the sixth seal. John 

aligns the sixes, like 666, the mark of the beast (Rev 13:16–18). Stage 6 is about God’s 

judgment on Israel by their exile from the land so that the land can experience its sabbath 

rest. Those under judgment are paranoid and seek to flee, like fleeing from the sword. In 

the sixth seal, the seed of the serpent is being judged and exiled from the earth as God 

throws his enemies into the lake of fire, where they will rot and burn for eternity. Jesus 

returns and makes war on them with the sword of his mouth, and they call on the rocks and 

mountains to fall on them to hide them in paranoia. With the seed of the serpent exiled 

from the earth, the land can experience an eternal sabbath rest ushered in with the new 

heavens and new earth. 
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Peter calls the church “elect exiles” (1 Pet 1:1) because this world is not our 

home (Heb 13:14), but our citizenship is in heaven (Phil 3:20). The elect seed of the 

woman are living in exile between the advents, they hear the gospel, repent, and believe in 

Jesus, passing the test of faith and experiencing a new exodus from the grave into heaven 

when they die. God made a new covenant with the seed of the woman through the blood 

of Jesus, and they washed their robes white and entered into God’s heavenly rest (Heb 

4:11–13; 11:16). The people of God who were in exile have come to their heavenly home 

because God remembered his covenant, like when he sees the bow in the cloud depicted 

in the first seal and remembers his promise not to flood the earth with water again. 

Conclusion 

Will you pass the test of faith? The reward is worth it. “So then, there remains 

a Sabbath rest for the people of God, for whoever has entered God’s rest has also rested 

from his works as God did from his. Let us therefore strive to enter that rest, so that no one 

may fall by the same sort of disobedience” (Heb 4:9–11). The seed of the woman strives 

to enter this rest, and they do, entering into God’s heavenly temple where they appear 

under the altar as martyrs because they lived as living sacrifices and held fast to the faith. 

They are given a white robe and told to rest a little longer. 

The heavenly church reigns as a royal priesthood because “by his blood he 

ransomed his people for God from every tribe and language and people and nation, and 

made them a kingdom and priests to our God, and they shall reign on the earth” (Rev 

5:9–10). The church reigns with Christ on earth, going out conquering and to conquer, 

and they reign with Christ in heaven, being given thrones and authority to judge as they 

sit under the altar and pray. In heaven, the people of God are protected from the harm of 

the judgment to come on the whole world depicted in the sixth and seventh seals. Let us 

strive to enter this rest. Hold fast to the faith! 
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CHAPTER 8 

REVELATION 6:12–17—THE SIXTH SEAL:  
THE DAY OF THE LORD 

Introduction 

John does interpret the seal himself as the earth dwellers call out “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, for the great day of their wrath has come, and 

who can stand?’” (Rev 6:16–17). This is the Day of the Lord. 

A progressive escalation is taking place within the seals in Revelation 6, 

culminating in the sixth seal. Two verses are given to each of the first four seals. Then, 

three verses are given to the fifth seal, and six verses are given to the sixth seal. John writes 

the sixth seal with great care and intentionality, giving it a chiastic structure. De Villiers 

identifies John’s main emphasis at the top of the chiasm in verse 15, detailing a list of 

seven identifications of people whose day of wrath has come.1 John’s audience would have 

recognized this list as related to the letters to the seven churches in Revelation 2–3. De 

Villiers writes, “To them, within this context, this list with all its constitutive elements 

would signify the fulfilment of the pronouncements and promises given at the beginning 

of the book. The list therefore created coherence with the rest of the book, providing more 

information about what was said earlier on.”2 The day of wrath has come for those who 

oppressed and persecuted the churches. The sixth seal serves as an answer to the question 
 

1 P. G. R. de Villiers, “The Sixth Seal in Revelation 6:12–17,” Acta Theologica sup-6 (2004): 7. 

De Villiers provides an outline of the chiastic structure in Greek. The rest of the article is highly 

recommended for a reader seeking to understand John’s perspective and context. A thorough analysis of the 

Greek leads de Villiers to conclude that the text was written historically as a song and was intended to be 

sung during the regular worship of the saints in the churches to which John writes. 

2 De Villiers, “The Sixth Seal in Revelation 6:12–17,” 19. 
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the saints asked God in the fifth seal: “How long before you will judge and avenge our 

blood on those who dwell on the earth?” (Rev 6:10). That time has come. 

The sixth seal is the climactic moment of chapter 6 and a return to flood 

imagery. The opening of the first seal marks the beginning of the end as Jesus pours out 

his Spirit on all flesh (Acts 2:17) at Pentecost, and the Great Commission begins. The 

first seal and sixth seal act as bookends of the new flood coming on the world. John the 

Baptist said that he baptizes with water, but one is coming after him who “will baptize 

you with the Holy Spirit and fire” (Matt 3:11). As in the days of Noah, God will save a 

remnant, the seed of the woman, before the floodwaters come. But the rainbow is in the 

cloud of heaven, before the throne. God remembers his promise not to flood the earth again 

with water. King Jesus sends the white rider with a bow into the world and baptizes with 

the Holy Spirit from heaven. But the creation “that now exist are stored up for fire, being 

kept until the day of judgment and destruction of the ungodly” (2 Pet 3:7). This is the Day 

of the Lord depicted in the sixth seal that “will come like a thief, and then the heavens 

will pass away with a roar, and the heavenly bodies will be burned up and dissolved, and 

the earth and the works that are done on it will be exposed” (2 Pet 3:10).3 Jesus baptizes 

with the Holy Spirit from heaven in the first seal, but now in the sixth seal, Jesus baptizes 

with fire, a consuming fire that fills the whole earth like a flood.  

This fiery baptism is depicted at the top of the Revelation 20 chiasm of 

judgment (A-B-A1). This is not only the great climactic moment of the sixth seals, but is 

the great climactic moment of history. The war that has been raging from the moment the 

serpent entered the garden between the seed of the serpent and the seed of the woman (Gen 

3:15) is finally coming to an end. At the center of the chiasm of judgment is the defeat of 

the enemy Satan, the great red dragon, the ancient serpent and all his army, the seed of the 
 

3 Louis A. Brighton, Revelation, Concordia Commentary (St. Louis: Concordia, 1999), 173. 

Brighton also connects 2 Pet 3:10–13 to the sixth seal, which takes place after Peter’s thousand years as this 

project discussed with the fifth seal. 
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serpent, gathered with him in Revelation 20:7–11 (B). “They marched up over the broad 

plain of the earth and surrounded the camp of the saints and the beloved city, but fire came 

down from heaven and consumed them” (Rev 20:9). The saints camp safely in heaven, 

where they were “exodused” in the fifth seal. The saints watch from heaven as the 

consuming fire descends on the world depicted by John in Revelation 15. 

This context puts the sixth seal as taking place after the thousand years, when 

Satan is released from his prison. That means the Great Commission has been 

accomplished and the full number of saints is complete (Rev 6:11), 144,000 (Rev 7:4). 

Schreiner says, “When John sees the Lamb open the sixth seal, the end of history arrives 

or is at hand with the final judgment pending.”4 The end of the age has arrived, and, as 

the parable of the weeds describes, it is harvest time. Matthew 13:39–42 says, 

The harvest is the end of the age, and the reapers are angels. Just as the weeds are 
gathered and burned with fire, so will it be at the end of the age. The Son of Man 
will send his angels, and they will gather out of his kingdom all causes of sin and all 
law-breakers, and throw them into the fiery furnace. In that place there will be 
weeping and gnashing of teeth. 

First, the son of man harvests his church into heaven (Rev 14:14–16), where 

they will be unharmed by the judgment to follow as Jesus commanded in the third seal 

(Rev 6:6) and is depicted in the fifth seal. And then the second harvest is the great 

winepress of God’s wrath (Rev 14:19; 19:15) that the parable of the weeds also describes 

as a fiery furnace. 

Many symbols in the sixth seal seem to describe a cataclysmic moment in 

history. The symbolism depicts an undoing of creation. The same symbolism of the sixth 

seal is used in other places in the Old and New Testament, including Isaiah 34, the Olivet 

Discourse passages (Matt 24; Mark 13; Luke 21), and at Pentecost in Acts 2, where Peter 

quotes from the prophet Joel. These passages, along with others, inform the interpretation 

of the sixth seal using biblical theology. 
 

4 Thomas R. Schreiner, Revelation, Baker Exegetical Commentary on the New Testament 

(Grand Rapids: Baker, 2023), 278. 
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Opening the Sixth Seal: Revelation 6:12–17 

Revelation 6:12–17 says, 

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. 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, 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, for the great day of their wrath has 
come, and who can stand? 

The sixth seal is the climax and main emphasis of Revelation 6. John takes great 

care to communicate this within the text itself. Not only does he use the most words, 

almost double that of the fifth seal, but John also writes this seal in a chiastic pattern that 

informs the seal’s interpretation. De Villiers shows John’s chiastic structure in the 

Greek,5 but it is written in English below: 

A—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,  

B—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,  

C—and every mountain and island was removed from its place.  

D—Then the kings of the earth and the great ones  

E—and the generals and the rich and the powerful 

D1—and everyone, slave and free, hid themselves in the caves  

C1—and among the rocks of the mountains, calling to the mountains and  
        rocks,  

B1—”Fall on us and hide us from the face of him who is seated on the throne, and 
from the wrath of the Lamb,  

A1—for the great day of their wrath has come, and who can stand? 
 

5 De Villiers, “The Sixth Seal in Revelation 6:12–17,” 7. The chiastic structure in English follows 

de Villiers chiastic structure he wrote in the original Greek to show John’s intentional language connections 

leading him to this structure. 
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The biblical theologian must consider the chiastic structure of the seal, the 

cosmic cataclysmic language John is using, the list of people calling out to hide from the 

wrath of God and the Lamb, and seek John’s answer to their question, “who can stand?” 

Context: The Final Judgement— 
Revelation 20:7–11 

Up to this point, John has used the seals as a snapshot or symbolic summary, 

providing more detail about them later in the book. However, the sixth seal is not merely 

a snapshot because it is the main emphasis of the chapter. Everything else has been leading 

up to this. John gives a great deal of detail in the sixth seal, but he does still connect the 

sixth seal to other places, including the chiasm of judgment in Revelation 20. 

John previously connected the fourth seal to the final judgment with the use of 

the name Death and Hades that appeared in the last section of the Revelation 20 chiasm 

of judgment (A1). John connected the fifth seal with the first section of the Revelation 20 

chiasm of judgment (A) by using the language of the souls of martyrs who are under the 

altar in the first and seated on thrones in the latter. John connects the sixth seal to the center 

of the chiasm of judgment in Revelation 20:7–11 (B). 

This connection is clear as the kings and others make direct reference to the 

throne of God, calling out, “Fall on us and hide us from the face of him who is seated on 

the throne, and from the wrath of the Lamb, for the great day of their wrath has come, and 

who can stand?” (Rev 6:16). This marks a significant transition from the first five seals. 

Suddenly, people on earth are able to see the face of him who was seated on the throne, 

which has not been the case up to this point. The faithful seed of the woman was able to 

see the face of him who sat on the throne after they died and were “exodused” to heaven, 

where they were under the altar that is before the throne. The martyr church did not seek 

to hide from God, but instead they prayed for God to avenge their blood. But now, even 

those on the earth can see straight up into heaven and see God on his throne, and as they 

do, they fear God and beg for the rocks to hide them.  
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These earth dwellers thought they were hidden before, and now they want to 

hide themselves from God, just as Adam and Eve did in the garden (Gen 3:8). The earth 

dwellers were not hidden from God as they thought, but God was hidden from them, and 

now he is not. What changed? The sixth seal answers that question: “The sky vanished like 

a scroll that is being rolled up” (Rev 6:14). Before, all earth dwellers looked up and saw 

the sky above, but now they look up and see the face of him seated on the throne. John 

connects this to Revelation 20:11: “Then I saw a great white throne and him who was 

seated on it. From his presence earth and sky fled away.” The sky is rolled up like a scroll 

in the sixth seal, and the sky fled away in chapter twenty. The result is that those who dwell 

on the earth can see the throne of God because the sky is not hiding him from them 

anymore. Finally, at long last, the glory of God is being revealed from heaven (Rom 8:18–

19; 1 Pet 5:4) and the final judgment has come! The earth also fled away along with the 

sky (Rev 20:11), and the mountains and islands are removed from their place as the earth 

dwellers are calling for the rocks and mountains to fall on them and hide them in the sixth 

seal (Rev 6:14–16). It appears that there are mountains and rocks just flying around in the 

sky. No doubt, one of these mountains is “the stone like a great millstone” thrown into the 

sea at the fall of Babylon (Rev 18:21) as God answers the prayers of the saints (Matt 21:21) 

depicted in the seventh seal. 

The people calling out are defined in Revelation 6:15: “The kings of the earth 

and the great ones and the generals and the rich and the powerful, and everyone, slave and 

free.” John says after Satan is released from his prison he “will come out to deceive the 

nations that are at the four corners of the earth, Gog and Magog, to gather them for battle; 

their number is like the sand of the sea” (Rev 20:8). The kings of the earth are aligned with 

Satan and his beast as described in Revelation 17:12–14: 

And the ten horns that you saw are ten kings who have not yet received royal power, 
but they are to receive authority as kings for one hour, together with the beast. These 
are of one mind, and they hand over their power and authority to the beast. They 
will make war on the Lamb, and the Lamb will conquer them, for he is Lord of lords 
and King of kings, and those with him are called and chosen and faithful. 
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The kings who have aligned themselves with the beast follow Satan into battle 

against the Lamb and the camp of the saints. Their generals lead their armies. Their great 

ones fight on their behalf, trusting their own strength. Those who are powerful in worldly 

terms and are rich and love their wealth above God, those who are slaves and those who 

are free, everyone is gathered for the final battle. Satan, the beast, and the false prophet 

gather people using unclean spirits depicted in Revelation 16:14–16: 

For they are demonic spirits, performing signs, who go abroad to the kings of the 
whole world, to assemble them for battle on the great day of God the Almighty. 
(“Behold, I am coming like a thief! Blessed is the one who stays awake, keeping his 
garments on, that he may not go about naked and be seen exposed!”) And they 
assembled them at the place that in Hebrew is called Armageddon. 

These kings, great ones, generals, the rich and powerful are all gathered for the 

battle of Armageddon. They come to make war on the Lamb, but the Lamb will defeat 

them in a moment. As they surround the camp of the saints, they will believe they are at 

the doorstep of victory. But in that moment, the windows of heaven are opened, the sky is 

rolled up like a scroll, earth and sky fly away, Jesus appears on the clouds of heaven, and 

the whole army sees the face of him seated on the throne and immediately realizes their 

mistake. They are thrown into panic and paranoia. They beg for the rocks to fall on them 

and hide them because that would be better than the wrath of the Lamb that is coming on 

them. The rider on the white horse appears, and “from his mouth comes a sharp sword with 

which to strike down the nations, and he will rule them with a rod of iron. He will tread the 

winepress of the fury of the wrath of God the Almighty” (Rev 19:15). A mighty angel calls 

out for the birds to come and gorge themselves on “the flesh of kings, the flesh of captains, 

the flesh of mighty men, the flesh of horses and their riders, and the flesh of all men, both 

free and slave, both small and great” (Rev 19:18). It is no coincidence that this list is 

similar to the list in the sixth seal. 

All these passages are talking about the same event in the same moment in time: 

the final battle of Armageddon on the great and magnificent Day of the Lord (Acts 2:20). 

Revelation 19:19 says, “I saw the beast and the kings of the earth with their armies 
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gathered to make war against him who was sitting on the horse and against his army.” John 

is not depicting many different wars, but one final war that ends all wars, World War 

Omega. This is the final world war. Jesus will slay his enemies with the sword of his mouth 

(Rev 19:21) as he baptizes the whole world with a consuming fire (Rev 20:9). 

The Day of the Lord has come, and final judgment is taking place on the whole 

world as God’s people, the seed of the woman, dwell safely in heaven, in the camp of the 

saints. Satan was cast down from heaven to earth when he was bound at the beginning of 

the thousand years (Rev 20:1–3), no longer able to accuse the brethren day and night (Rev 

12). Angry from being cast out, and knowing his time was short (Rev 12:12), Satan sent 

his beast into the world, and it yelled up to heaven blasphemies against God and those 

who dwell in heaven (Rev 13:6). But now that he has been released from his prison (Rev 

20:7) and is no longer bound, Satan gathers his army for one final siege against the camp 

of the saints, the heaven dwellers, to force his way into paradise. But instead of the angel of 

the Lord, the Lord Jesus himself guards the entrance to the tree of life wielding the fiery 

sword of the spirit (Gen 3:15). He slays his enemies with the sword of his mouth (Rev 

19:15, 21), and they are consumed by fire (Rev 20:9). The judgment of the enemies of God 

is at the top of the chiasm of the sixth seal and the top of the chiasm of judgment in 

Revelation 20:7–11. This is the context of the sixth seal. 

Interpreting the Symbols: Cosmic  
Cataclysmic Language 

The language used by John in the sixth seal sounds like world-ending, cosmic 

cataclysmic language in which all creation is undone. Revelation 6:12–14 says, “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.” This cosmic cataclysmic language is also “flood 

language,” and it can be found throughout the Scriptures like the many other symbols 
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John employs in the seals. Mounce agrees that this cosmic cataclysmic language is “part 

of a well-established tradition that went back through contemporary apocalyptic literature 

to the earlier prophetic portrayals of the day of the Lord.”6 

One key part of the cosmic cataclysmic language is an earthquake. Mounce 

says, “The earthquake was a regular feature of divine visitation.”7 In the Bible, earthquakes 

are generally synonymous with the coming or arrival of God, particularly in connection 

with judgment. Schreiner says, “In Revelation an earthquake always points to the end of 

history as it often signaled judgment in the OT.”8 The chiastic structure of the sixth seal 

above affirms this understanding. The earthquake in verse 12 (A) is connected to the great 

day of the wrath of God and the Lamb in verse 17 (A1). The great earthquake is the great 

day of the wrath of God and the Lamb. Brighton agrees, “All this cosmic shaking happens 

because ‘the great day’ (6:17) of God’s wrath, and that of the Lamb, has come.”9 

After the exodus, God appears in Exodus 19 and shakes the earth before giving 

the Ten Commandments in Exodus 20. John follows this pattern with seals 5 and 6. Seal 5 

marked a new exodus for the martyr church into heaven, followed by the sixth seal, which 

featured an earthquake and other flood imagery, like the storm cloud. However, this time 

the Word of God that comes from the mountain is the sword that comes from his mouth 

in judgment. Exodus 19:16–19 reads, 

On the morning of the third day there were thunders and lightnings and a thick 
cloud on the mountain and a very loud trumpet blast, so that all the people in the 
camp trembled. Then Moses brought the people out of the camp to meet God, and 
they took their stand at the foot of the mountain. Now Mount Sinai was wrapped in 
smoke because the LORD had descended on it in fire. The smoke of it went up like 
the smoke of a kiln, and the whole mountain trembled greatly. And as the sound of 

 

6 Robert H. Mounce, The Book of Revelation, New International Commentary on the New 

Testament (Cambridge, UK: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1997), 150. 

7 Mounce, The Book of Revelation, 151. 

8 Schreiner, Revelation, 279. 

9 Brighton, Revelation, 174. 
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the trumpet grew louder and louder, Moses spoke, and God answered him in 
thunder. (emphasis added) 

The word picture depicts something like a volcano beginning to erupt. God 

showed up in a storm cloud that descended on Mount Sinai, and the whole mountain 

trembled greatly. The people in the camp tremble just like the earth dwellers in the sixth 

seal. God descended on the mountain in a consuming fire, followed by smoke and an 

earthquake. God’s throne room is depicted within the cloud in Ezekiel 1 and Revelation 

4–5. Moses speaks to God in the cloud, and God answers with thunder. The storm cloud 

that began brewing before the first seal is now ready to pour down judgment in the sixth 

seal. This time, Jesus descends from heaven to earth, and judgment begins. 

Isaiah 24 is titled “Judgment on the Whole Earth.”10 Isaiah 24:17–23 reads, 

Terror and the pit and the snare are upon you, O inhabitant of the earth! He who flees 
at the sound of the terror shall fall into the pit, and he who climbs out of the pit shall 
be caught in the snare. For the windows of heaven are opened, and the foundations 
of the earth tremble. The earth is utterly broken, the earth is split apart, the earth is 
violently shaken. The earth staggers like a drunken man; it sways like a hut; its 
transgression lies heavy upon it, and it falls, and will not rise again. On that day the 
LORD will punish the host of heaven, in heaven, and the kings of the earth, on the 
earth. They will be gathered together as prisoners in a pit; they will be shut up in a 
prison, and after many days they will be punished. Then the moon will be confounded 
and the sun ashamed, for the LORD of hosts reigns on Mount Zion and in Jerusalem, 
and his glory will be before his elders. 

Isaiah 24 is describing the Day of the Lord. On this day, the Lord will judge the kings of 

the earth as in the sixth seal, but there is also a judgment of the heavenly host. No doubt 

that would include Satan, the beast, and the false prophet among others (Eph 6:12). An 

earthquake is in view, and the windows of heaven are opened. The “windows of heaven” 

is not a phrase used in the sixth seal; instead, the sky vanishes like a scroll being rolled 

up, which results in the kings of the earth being able to see up into heaven where God sits 

on his throne. The same thing is described in the language “windows of heaven are 

opened” and “the sky vanishes like a scroll.” All the earth dwellers can see that the Lord 

of hosts reigning from Mount Zion, as his glory is revealed from heaven. God has gathered 
 

10 Raymond C. Ortlund Jr. on Isaiah 24, ESV Study Bible, accessed March 15, 2023, 

https://www.esv.org/Isaiah+24/.  
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as prisoners in a pit all the host of heaven and the kings of the earth for final judgment. 

After many days, one thousand years (Rev 20:1–6), they will be punished (Rev 20:7–11). 

That time has come in the sixth seal.  

The first time the windows of heaven are opened was right before the flood 

judgment began in Genesis 7:11: “In the six hundredth year of Noah’s life, in the second 

month, on the seventeenth day of the month, on that day all the fountains of the great 

deep burst forth, and the windows of the heavens were opened” (emphasis added). This is 

where the pattern of the cosmic cataclysmic flood language begins. The fountains of the 

great deep bursting forth might be describing underwater volcanoes like what exists today 

in the “Ring of Fire”11 deep under the Pacific Ocean. This is similar to the language used in 

Isaiah 24:18, which reads, “The foundations of the earth tremble.” The great deep 

“bursting forth” and the foundations “trembling” involve earthquakes. The windows of 

heaven opened up, and rain poured down from the storm clouds to fill the earth in 

judgment. The flood judgment caused a return to the water world of Genesis 1:1–2, a de-

creation. Then, as the waters receded from the earth in Genesis 8, the ark came to rest on 

top of a mountain, and Noah exited the ark onto dry ground. The world was a new creation. 

There are now continents, continental drift, and the rain cycle, along with significant 

climate change. Reptiles and fruits will no longer have the climate to grow as large as they 

did before. Polar ice caps are formed. And Noah is a new Adam in this new creation. Noah 

plants a vineyard and works it like Adam worked the garden of Eden. But then Noah sins, 

as Adam sinned. The problem of sin still exists. John follows this pattern in the sixth seal 

and Revelation 20. After the new flood of fire that consumes the earth to judge sin and 

purify the world, the new heavens and new earth is ushered in. All things will be made 

new, but this time there will not be a repeat of the fall. The sin problem is no more. 
 

11  “Ring of Fire,” Britannica, accessed July 13, 2025, https://www.britannica.com/place/Ring-

of-Fire. 
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Daniel’s prophecy of the seventy weeks says, “After the sixty-two weeks, an 

anointed one shall be cut off and shall have nothing. And the people of the prince who is 

to come shall destroy the city and the sanctuary. Its end shall come with a flood, and to 

the end there shall be war. Desolations are decreed” (Dan 9:26; emphasis added). The 

cutting off of the anointed one is a reference to Jesus’s death, which is in view in the 

context of the seals, where Jesus conquered by his death and entered the heavenly storm 

cloud in Revelation 5 and began to rain down judgments on the world in the form of 

opening the seals. The seals mark the beginning of the end for the enemies of God. 

Jesus ascends into heaven after his “three and a half years”12 of ministry comes 

to an end fulfilling the first half of Daniel’s seventieth week that puts “an end to sacrifice 

and offering” (Dan 9:27) because he offered up himself once for all as a sacrifice for sins 

(Heb 7:27) and “where there is forgiveness of these, there is no longer any offering for sin” 

(Heb 10:18). The work of Jesus in the first advent triggers the beginning of a new flood 

that lasts the second half of Daniel’s seventieth week depicted by John in the two witnesses 

who prophecy for three-and-a-half years (Rev 11:3), which is the same length of time as 

the days of Elijah where he prayed, it did not rain, and there was famine for three-and-a-

half years (Jas 5:17; 1 Kgs 17–18). At the end of the three-and-a-half years, Elijah prayed, 

God sent down fire from heaven to consume the altar drenched with water, and the Baal 

worshippers were slain with the sword. These biblical patterns point to what happens in 

the sixth seal and the final judgment as Christ returns like a rider on the white horse and 

slays with the sword of his mouth (Rev 19:21) as God sends down a consuming fire to 

destroy Satan and his army of earth dwellers gathered for battle (Rev 20:9). Their end 

comes with a flood. 
 

12 Harold W. Hoehner, Chronological Aspects of the Life of Christ, Contemporary Evangelical 

Perspectives (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1979), 141. Hoehner also provides a helpful and detailed chart of 

Jesus’s life and ministry on p. 143. 
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John uses flood language to depict the final judgment in the sixth seal at the end 

of the symbolic three-and-a-half years that represent the church age—the same period as 

the thousand years between the advents. John clearly references Isaiah 24 with the 

earthquake and the windows of heaven being opened as the sky is rolled up. Isaiah 24:22 

then says, “They will be gathered together as prisoners in a pit; they will be shut up in a 

prison, and after many days they will be punished.” This prison is Death and Hades 

depicted in the fourth seal, which is the same as the abyss or bottomless pit that binds 

Satan for a thousand years before his final judgment comes. “And when the thousand years 

are ended, Satan will be released from his prison” (Rev 20:7). They are shut up in prison 

(1 Pet 3:19) when they die and go to Hades, and after many days (1,000 years), they will 

be punished as John depicts in the sixth seal. 

Peter, John’s good friend, referenced Joel 2 at Pentecost after the first advent at 

the beginning of the new flood when the Spirit was poured out on all flesh (Acts 2:17), 

depicted in the first seal. John still has Joel 2 in view here as the flood of fire is poured out 

on the world on the Day of the Lord at the second advent. Joel 2:10–11 says, “The earth 

quakes before them; the heavens tremble. The sun and the moon are darkened, and the 

stars withdraw their shining. The LORD utters his voice before his army, for his camp is 

exceedingly great; he who executes his word is powerful. For the day of the LORD is great 

and very awesome; who can endure it?” (emphasis added). Joel uses the same cosmic 

cataclysmic language that he calls the Day of the Lord. The question asked in Joel, “Who 

can endure it?,” is similar to the question asked in the sixth seal, “Who can stand?” The 

answer to the question is revealed in the interlude of the next chapter, when a great 

multitude is seen standing before the throne clothed in white robes (Rev 7:9). This standing 

multitude of the saints does not try to hide from the one seated on the throne like those 

described in the sixth seal. Jesus baptizes the seed of the woman with the Holy Spirit at 

Pentecost and throughout the church age, and Jesus baptizes with fire at the end of the 

age, during his second advent on the Day of the Lord. The Day of the Lord comes after 
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the full number of the saints is complete, when the Great Commission is accomplished. 

Because just as God commanded that the oil and wine be unharmed in the third seal, God 

commands in Revelation 7:3, “Do not harm the earth or the sea or the trees, until we have 

sealed the servants of our God on their foreheads.” 

Amos 8:9–10 says, “And on that day,” declares the Lord GOD, “I will make the 

sun go down at noon and darken the earth in broad daylight. I will turn your feasts into 

mourning and all your songs into lamentation; I will bring sackcloth on every waist and 

baldness on every head; I will make it like the mourning for an only son and the end of it 

like a bitter day” (emphasis added). Again, this cosmic cataclysmic language is connected 

to the Day of the Lord, a great and magnificent day for the seed of the woman, but a day 

of sackcloth and mourning for the seed of the serpent, as the sixth seal describes. 

Isaiah 34:1–4 talks about judgment on the nations with some of the same cosmic 

cataclysmic language found in the sixth seal: 

Draw near, O nations, to hear, and give attention, O peoples! Let the earth hear, and 
all that fills it; the world, and all that comes from it. For the LORD is enraged against 
all the nations, and furious against all their host; he has devoted them to destruction, 
has given them over for slaughter. Their slain shall be cast out, and the stench of 
their corpses shall rise; the mountains shall flow with their blood. All the host of 
heaven shall rot away, and the skies roll up like a scroll. All their host shall fall, as 
leaves fall from the vine, like leaves falling from the fig tree. (emphasis added) 

John and Isaiah both describe the sky rolling up as a scroll and use the fig tree 

analogy. Isaiah describes all the nations of the earth being judged, devoted to destruction, 

and cast out of the world, and John depicts the casting out as being thrown into the lake 

of fire (Rev 20:7–15). God is judging the whole world because he is enraged, like a storm 

cloud. His Spirit is restless to say the least. The storm cloud that has been brewing for so 

long is finally pouring out judgment that will result in putting God’s Spirit at rest. The 

white and black rider depicted in the first and third seals fulfill Zechariah 6:8 by bearing 

the fruit of putting God’s Spirit at rest. Jesus took on the judgment for the seed of the 

woman who were saved by faith, given white robes, and told to rest in the fifth seal. Now 

the storm cloud of judgment comes with a new flood of fire that will cleanse the world of 
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all sin and lawbreakers, casting them out of the world and putting God’s enraged Spirit at 

rest. 

Isaiah describes the Medes and Persians’ conquest of Babylon with the same 

cosmic cataclysmic flood language: “For the stars of the heavens and their constellations 

will not give their light; the sun will be dark at its rising, and the moon will not shed its 

light. Therefore I will make the heavens tremble, and the earth will be shaken out of its 

place, at the wrath of the LORD of hosts in the day of his fierce anger” (Isa 13:10, 13). 

Daniel 5 says the Medes and Persians conquered Babylon on the same night as the 

handwriting on the wall, which informed the meaning of the scales in the third seal. This 

example of the use of cosmic cataclysmic language in the context of the kingdom of the 

Medes and Persians conquering the Babylonian kingdom presents a strong case for the 

symbolic nature of this language. Mounce agrees that this cosmic cataclysmic language 

“are not to be taken with complete literalness.”13 When the Medes and Persians conquered 

Babylon, did the sun and moon stop giving light? Was there a major earthquake? That is 

a possibility, but it seems more likely that this cosmic cataclysmic flood language is being 

used symbolically. When one kingdom conquers another kingdom, it can feel like the end 

of the world for the kingdom that was conquered. That classic line from Chicken Little, 

“The sky is falling,” comes to mind. For Chicken Little, the sky was literally falling, but 

the announcement threw everyone into great panic, as if it were the end of the world. In 

the case of the sixth seal, John is referring to the end of the world, but in the case of the 

Medes and Persians conquering Babylon, it is merely the end of the kingdom of Babylon, 

although what is being depicted sounds like the end of the world. 

In Ezekiel 32, the context is similar to that of Isaiah, but this time God is using 

Babylon to conquer Egypt as judgment against Egypt. Ezekiel 32:2–8 says, 

Son of man, raise a lamentation over Pharaoh king of Egypt and say to him: “You 
consider yourself a lion of the nations, but you are like a dragon in the seas; you 

 

13 Mounce, The Book of Revelation, 150. 
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burst forth in your rivers, trouble the waters with your feet, and foul their rivers. 
Thus says the Lord GOD: I will throw my net over you with a host of many peoples, 
and they will haul you up in my dragnet. And I will cast you on the ground; on the 
open field I will fling you, and will cause all the birds of the heavens to settle on 
you, and I will gorge the beasts of the whole earth with you. I will strew your flesh 
upon the mountains and fill the valleys with your carcass. I will drench the land 
even to the mountains with your flowing blood, and the ravines will be full of you. 
When I blot you out, I will cover the heavens and make their stars dark; I will cover 
the sun with a cloud, and the moon shall not give its light. All the bright lights of 
heaven will I make dark over you, and put darkness on your land, declares the Lord 
GOD. (emphasis added) 

Ezekiel depicts Egypt as a dragon in the seas, though it thinks of itself as a lion 

among the nations. Elsewhere, this dragon of the seas is called “Leviathan” (Isa 27:1). 

Ezekiel uses the same cosmic cataclysmic language that John uses in Revelation to describe 

the Day of the Lord in the sixth seal and in Revelation 19:11–21 as God judges the beast 

that came from the sea (Rev 13:1) and throws it into the lake of fire (Rev 19:20). The great 

winepress of God’s wrath is described (Rev 19:15; 14:17–20), and the birds come and 

gorge on the flesh of the dead carcasses of the enemies of God slain by the sword coming 

from his mouth (Rev 19:17–21). Ezekiel 32 connects the imagery of Revelation 19, 

describing the judgment that follows the second advent, with the language of the sixth seal. 

Ezekiel says, “I will cover the sun with a cloud” (Ezek 32:7). The sun does not give its 

light because it is covered by God’s storm cloud of judgment, as was depicted in Ezekiel 1, 

inside which is his heavenly throne room (Ezek 1:26–28; Rev 4:1–5). And yet, Ezekiel is 

talking about God using the kingdom of Babylon to conquer the kingdom of Egypt.  

In addition to using the cosmic cataclysmic flood language symbolically, a 

pattern emerges, showing that this symbolic language is being used to depict one kingdom 

conquering another as a form of judgment. The first thing the newly crowned King, Jesus, 

did was open the first seal and send out the white rider, “conquering, and to conquer” (Rev 

6:2). Jesus said, “I will build my church, and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it” 

(Matt 16:18; emphasis added). Remember, the word for conquer, nikao, can be translated 

as “overcome” or “prevail.” “Prevail” is also flood language. Genesis 7:18–22 says, “The 

waters prevailed and increased greatly on the earth, and the ark floated on the face of the 
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waters. And the waters prevailed so mightily on the earth that all the high mountains under 

the whole heaven were covered. The waters prevailed above the mountains, covering them 

fifteen cubits deep. And all flesh died” (emphasis added). The water of God’s judgment 

prevailed over the seed of the serpent and all flesh that was not kept safely from harm on 

the ark, died. 

Psalm 74:12–14 reads, “Yet God my King is from of old, working salvation in 

the midst of the earth. You divided the sea by your might; you broke the heads of the sea 

monsters on the waters. You crushed the heads of Leviathan; you gave him as food for the 

creatures of the wilderness.” Ezekiel likened Egypt to Leviathan, a dragon of the seas (Ezek 

32:2). In the context of Ezekiel, Babylon conquering the Leviathan known as Egypt, the 

psalmist seems to be calling Babylon and other kingdoms like it, “creatures of the 

wilderness,” which Daniel seems to pick up on as he describes four earthly kingdoms 

starting with Babylon as beasts (Dan 7:1–8). Daniel depicts the fall of each kingdom as one 

beast conquering another beast (Dan 8). The psalmist describes God working salvation by 

using one kingdom to conquer another kingdom, which involves crushing the heads of 

Leviathan. Therefore, John follows this same pattern of earlier biblical authors and uses 

the cosmic cataclysmic flood language to communicate that one kingdom is conquering 

another kingdom in the sixth seal as well. 

Jesus uses the same cosmic cataclysmic language in the Olivet Discourse: 

Immediately after the tribulation of those days the sun will be darkened, and the 
moon will not give its light, and the stars will fall from heaven, and the powers of 
the heavens will be shaken. Then will appear in heaven the sign of the Son of Man, 
and then all the tribes of the earth will mourn, and they will see the Son of Man 
coming on the clouds of heaven with power and great glory. And he will send out 
his angels with a loud trumpet call, and they will gather his elect from the four 
winds, from one end of heaven to the other. (Matt 24:29–31; emphasis added) 

At first glance, this appears to connect with the sixth seal as a reference to the 

second coming of Jesus on the Day of the Lord, and maybe that is the case. But Jesus 

references Daniel 7:13: “With the clouds of heaven there came one like a son of man.” This 

prophecy in Daniel 7:13–14 is fulfilled in the first advent of Jesus. Jesus ascends into the 
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clouds of heaven in Acts 1 and appears in the throne room in Revelation 5 in glory as a 

lamb who was slain, where he is presented before God and given an everlasting kingdom 

and begins to reign.  

Matthew uses the cosmic cataclysmic language again at the death of Jesus. 

Matthew says, “there is darkness over all the land” (Matt 27:45), and when Jesus dies, 

“the curtain of the temple was torn in two, from top to bottom. And the earth shook, and 

the rocks were split. . . . When the centurion and those who were with him, keeping watch 

over Jesus, saw the earthquake and what took place, they were filled with awe and said, 

“Truly this was the Son of God!” (Matt 27:51, 54). Matthew connects the darkness in 

Matthew 24:29 to the death of Jesus later in Matthew 27:45, in which darkness comes 

after Jesus endured to the end through tribulation, where he conquers sin and death and 

the kingdom of this world by crushing the head of the snake (Gen 3:15). The salvation, 

power, kingdom, and authority of God and his Christ has come, and Satan is thrown 

down from heaven to earth, conquered by the blood of the Lamb and the word of their 

testimony (Rev 12:10–12). The first advent and the fulfillment of Daniel 7:13–14 signal 

the casting out of Satan from heaven, binding him so that Jesus can begin to take his 

goods because a greater kingdom is here (Matt 12:28–29; Mark 3:24–27; Luke 11:20–

22). Leviathan has the net thrown over him (Ezek 32:3), and his heads have been crushed 

(Rev 13:3). 

Jesus breaks the first seal, pours out his Spirit, and sends out his messengers to 

gather the elect from all nations (Matt 24:31). Matthew shows the fulfillment of Matthew 

24:31 as Jesus gives the Great Commission in Matthew 28:18–20. Peter recognizes this 

when he quotes from the prophet Joel at Pentecost using the same cosmic cataclysmic 

language related to the Day of the Lord at the completion of the first advent and the 

beginning of the thousand years, saying in Acts 2:19–21, “And I will show wonders in 

the heavens above and signs on the earth below, blood, and fire, and vapor of smoke; the 

sun shall be turned to darkness and the moon to blood, before the day of the Lord comes, 
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the great and magnificent day. And it shall come to pass that everyone who calls upon the 

name of the Lord shall be saved.” 

The biblical authors use the cosmic cataclysmic flood language to depict the 

whole period between the advents. John depicted the beginning of the end in the first seal 

and now depicts the end in the sixth seal, but the entire time in between, the symbolic 

heavenly storm cloud is brewing. Jesus said earlier in the Olivet Discourse that when the 

Great Commission is accomplished, the end will come (Matt 24:14). Satan will be 

released; he will gather his armies for battle in the hour of trial coming on the whole 

world (Rev 3:10). Then Jesus will return at the second advent, exodus his church from the 

world into heaven where they are safe from harm, as he comes down like a consuming fire 

to cleanse the earth of sin, bring destruction on the ungodly, and make all things new. 

The use of cosmic cataclysmic flood language by the biblical authors also means 

the whole time period between the advents is characterized as one kingdom conquering 

another kingdom. These cosmic cataclysmic events are not literally happening in the skies 

so much as they are communicating that the kingdom of God is conquering the kingdom 

of this world. This cosmic cataclysmic flood language symbolizes a transfer of power and 

a change in ruling kingdoms. The world changes in very significant ways for the people in 

the kingdom that is conquered. The US prides itself on having a peaceful transfer of power 

after a new president is elected. Even this process can change the world drastically in a 

short period of time. If the US were to be conquered by China or someone else, our whole 

way of life would be significantly changed forever. It might feel like the end of the world. 

The end has come for the kingdom of this world. “The end of all things is at hand” (1 Pet 

4:7). 

The kingdom of heaven has invaded the kingdom of this world, and the ruler of 

this world was defeated at the death of Jesus by the blood of the Lamb. John records 

Jesus’s words about his impending death: “Now is the judgment of this world; now will 

the ruler of this world be cast out. . . . He said this to show by what kind of death he was 
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going to die” (John 12:31, 33). And now the seed of the woman goes out “conquering and 

to conquer” (Rev 6:2). Our prayer that “God’s will be done on earth as it is in heaven” will 

be answered (Matt 6:10). Daniel’s interpretation of Nebuchadnezzar’s dream is being 

fulfilled: “The God of heaven will set up a kingdom that shall never be destroyed, nor shall 

the kingdom be left to another people. It shall break in pieces all these kingdoms and bring 

them to an end, and it shall stand forever” (Dan 2:44–45). The end comes with a new flood 

(Dan 9:26) as the kingdom of heaven conquers the kingdom of this world that John depicts 

in the sixth seal as “the kings of the earth and the great ones and the generals and the rich 

and the powerful, and everyone, slave and free” (Rev 6:15). King Jesus opening the seals 

marks the beginning of the end. 

Summary of the Sixth Seal 

The sixth seal marks the end of the age and the final judgment coming on the 

whole world as the Day of the Lord arrives. The cosmic cataclysmic language describes a 

transfer of power taking place when one kingdom conquers another. The same language 

was used in the Old Testament when Babylon conquered Egypt, as well as when the 

Medes and Persians conquered Babylon. Now John uses this language to describe the 

kingdom of heaven invading the kingdom of this world and conquering through the blood 

of the lamb and the word of their testimony. Satan was cast out of heaven and bound 

because Jesus had taken the throne and begun to reign in his everlasting kingdom. 

The cosmic cataclysmic language originates from the flood narrative of Noah. 

Both the sky above and the earth below are affected. God promised not to flood the earth 

with water again, but a new flood is coming, a flood of fire. Jesus does not baptize with 

water; he baptizes with the Holy Spirit and with fire. The enemy is conquered through the 

Great Commission as individuals come to faith and transfer from Satan’s kingdom to 

Christ’s kingdom. Jesus bound the strong man and is taking his goods, baptizing them with 

the Holy Spirit as the gospel conquest spreads to the ends of the earth. At the end of the age 

when the Great Commission is accomplished, the sixth seal depicts the Day of the Lord, in 
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which Jesus returns and descends on the earth in his glory for judgment as a consuming 

fire. The earth is flooded with fire. The Day of the Lord judges and cleanses the world of 

all causes of sin and all lawbreakers. The enemies of God are cast out of the world and 

thrown into the lake of fire. 

Putting This Interpretation to the Test 

The cosmic cataclysmic flood language used throughout the Bible informs our 

understanding and interpretation of the sixth seal as the Day of the Lord. Although John 

interprets the seal as the great day of God’s wrath (Rev 6:17), it is time to put this 

interpretation of the sixth seal as the Day of the Lord to the test. Zechariah’s four chariots 

and Ezekiel’s four “therefores” correlated with the first four seals, but helped to inform 

the context of seals 5 and 6 as putting God’s Spirit at rest. The sixth seal is also informed 

by Ezekiel 7 and Leviticus 26. 

John’s Use of Ezekiel 7 in the Sixth Seal 

This project followed the four “therefores” of Ezekiel 5 in the first four seals. 

Moyise says that Ezekiel 6 and 7 connect with the fifth and sixth seals respectively.14 

Ezekiel 7:19 says, “They cast their silver into the streets, and their gold is like an unclean 

thing. Their silver and gold are not able to deliver them in the day of the wrath of the 

LORD. They cannot satisfy their hunger or fill their stomachs with it. For it was the 

stumbling block of their iniquity.” During the final judgment coming on the world in the 

Day of the Lord, the kings of the earth, the rich and powerful, and all the rest will not be 

saved by their gold and silver or other worldly treasures. They will be hungry, but their 

gold and silver will not fill their stomachs. The bread of life, the Word of God, is the only 

thing that will satisfy, but there was a famine of the Word of God throughout the church 

age depicted in the third seal. But now, this famine is far worse in the final judgment of 
 

14 Steve Moyise, The Old Testament in the Book of Revelation, Journal for the Study of the 

New Testament. Supplement 115 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1995), 75. 
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the sixth seal, as the complete number of the church was taken to heaven in the first 

harvest, and there is no more witness of the church in the world. Jesus was the only way 

for the earth dwellers to be saved, but they rejected Jesus. Then Ezekiel 7:5–8 says, 

Thus says the Lord GOD: Disaster after disaster! Behold, it comes. An end has 
come; the end has come; it has awakened against you. Behold, it comes. Your doom 
has come to you, O inhabitant of the land. The time has come; the day is near, a day 
of tumult, and not of joyful shouting on the mountains. Now I will soon pour out my 
wrath upon you, and spend my anger against you, and judge you according to your 
ways, and I will punish you for all your abominations/ (emphasis added) 

Ezekiel uses the phrase “the inhabitant of the land,” which connects to the 

revelation theme of “earth dweller” as non-Christians. In contrast, those who dwell in 

heaven as Christians. The fifth seal depicts the believer in heaven. But now God’s 

judgment is coming on the inhabitants of the land, the earth dweller in the sixth seal. The 

end has come. Ezekiel 7:27 adds, “The king mourns, the prince is wrapped in despair, 

and the hands of the people of the land are paralyzed by terror. According to their way I 

will do to them, and according to their judgments I will judge them, and they shall know 

that I am the LORD” (emphasis added). 

Ezekiel describes the mourning of kings and the despair of princes because the 

time of judgment has come on the inhabitants of the earth. Revelation 6:15 says, “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.” The unbelieving and corrupt rulers of this world are brought to nothing. The 

rulers of this world realize that they no longer possess the authority they once thought 

they had. There has been a transition of power, and now they seek to hide from the one in 

authority over them, just as Adam and Eve hid in the garden, and even like Lot, who hid 

in the cave after God rained down fire and sulfur on Sodom. This is a new Sodom (Luke 

17:24–30). 
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Leviticus 26: The Sixth Stage of Curses 
 and the Sixth Seal as a New Exile 

John has been following Ezekiel’s use of Leviticus 26 in the first four seals. 

Ezekiel used the blessings of Leviticus 26 to align with the first seal, and the first five 

stages of curses aligned with the next three horsemen. Table 1 shows how John uses 

stages 6 and 7 of the curses of Leviticus 26. John realigned the last two stages of curses. 

He aligns stage 7 of the curses, which was not really a curse, with the fifth seal, which is 

not a curse either. John aligns stage 6 of curses with the sixth seal. John aligns the sixes, 

like 666, the mark of the beast (Rev 13:16–18). The sixth seal is judgment on the seed of 

the serpent, those who received the mark of the beast. Leviticus 26:34–39 says, 

Then the land shall enjoy its Sabbaths as long as it lies desolate, while you are in 
your enemies’ land; then the land shall rest, and enjoy its Sabbaths. As long as it lies 
desolate it shall have rest, the rest that it did not have on your Sabbaths when you 
were dwelling in it. And as for those of you who are left, I will send faintness into 
their hearts in the lands of their enemies. The sound of a driven leaf shall put them to 
flight, and they shall flee as one flees from the sword, and they shall fall when none 
pursues. They shall stumble over one another, as if to escape a sword, though none 
pursues. And you shall have no power to stand before your enemies. And you shall 
perish among the nations, and the land of your enemies shall eat you up. And those 
of you who are left shall rot away in your enemies’ lands because of their iniquity, 
and also because of the iniquities of their fathers they shall rot away like them. 

Stage 6 of the curses describes God’s promise of judgment on Israel to exile 

them from the land if they do not obey his commands and refuse to repent despite so many 

warnings in the previous five curses. The exile of Israel from the land is also the main 

context of the whole book of Ezekiel. God brought in the kingdom of Babylon like a flood 

to conquer the kingdom of Israel and take them into exile (Ps 124:1–5). Israel never obeyed 

God’s sabbath laws for the land, like the year of Jubilee in Leviticus 25, so the land was 

finally able to experience seventy years of sabbath rest while Israel was in exile. God also 

describes in the sixth curse that he would make Israel paranoid in their exile so that they 

flee like they flee from a sword and from the sound of a driven leaf, though no one pursues. 

John is using this pattern to depict a new exile in the sixth seal, which allows 

the land to finally have its sabbath rest, putting God’s Spirit at rest. Instead of Israel being 

exiled from the promised land, the seed of the serpent is being exiled from the earth. Jesus 
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returns on the clouds of heaven (Acts 1:7), and as the sky opens, the seed of the serpent and 

all earth dwellers are able to see up into heaven to the throne. They are thrown into 

paranoia and panic as they call on the rocks and mountains to fall on them to hide them 

because they are fleeing from the sword. Jesus makes war on them with the sword of his 

mouth and casts his enemies out of the world into the lake of fire, where they will rot and 

burn for eternity. With the seed of the serpent removed from the earth, the land experiences 

an eternal sabbath rest in the new heavens and new earth. 

Conclusion 

John says in Revelation 1:9, “I, John, your brother and partner in the tribulation 

and the kingdom and the patient endurance that are in Jesus, was on the island called 

Patmos on account of the word of God and the testimony of Jesus.” John views himself 

and the churches he is writing to as presently part of the kingdom, who are patiently 

enduring through tribulation in the first century. John writes to encourage the churches to 

endure to the end, holding fast to the faith, and loving not their lives even unto death. But 

this message is not only for the early churches in the first century; it is for every church 

and the universal church throughout history between the advents. 

John uses the seals to encourage the churches by depicting God’s plan to bring 

about the end, which has already begun. Jesus has already won the victory, and he sits on 

the throne ruling and reigning in his eternal kingdom, evidenced by the opening of the 

seals, which marks the beginning of the end. The sixth seal serves as encouragement for 

the churches, reminding them that God will avenge the blood of the saints. Justice will be 

done as judgment will come on those who crucified the Lamb, persecuted the seed of the 

woman, and opposed God. For the seed of the woman, the Day of the Lord will be a great 

and magnificent day! 

John encourages the churches to show them that the kingdom they have 

inherited is greater than any earthly kingdom, and it will not end, fulfilling Daniel 7:17–

18: “These four great beasts are four kings who shall arise out of the earth. But the saints 
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of the Most High shall receive the kingdom and possess the kingdom forever, forever and 

ever.” On the Day of the Lord, the kingdoms of this earth will all be shaken, but the 

kingdom we have received cannot be shaken. Hebrews 12:18–29 reads, 

For you have not come to what may be touched, a blazing fire and darkness and 
gloom and a tempest and the sound of a trumpet and a voice whose words made the 
hearers beg that no further messages be spoken to them. For they could not endure 
the order that was given, “If even a beast touches the mountain, it shall be stoned.” 
Indeed, so terrifying was the sight that Moses said, “I tremble with fear.” But you 
have come to Mount Zion and to the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem, 
and to innumerable angels in festal gathering, and to the assembly of the firstborn 
who are enrolled in heaven, and to God, the judge of all, and to the spirits of the 
righteous made perfect, and to Jesus, the mediator of a new covenant, and to the 
sprinkled blood that speaks a better word than the blood of Abel. See that you do 
not refuse him who is speaking. For if they did not escape when they refused him 
who warned them on earth, much less will we escape if we reject him who warns 
from heaven. At that time his voice shook the earth, but now he has promised, “Yet 
once more I will shake not only the earth but also the heavens.” This phrase, “Yet 
once more,” indicates the removal of things that are shaken—that is, things that have 
been made—in order that the things that cannot be shaken may remain. Therefore 
let us be grateful for receiving a kingdom that cannot be shaken, and thus let us offer 
to God acceptable worship, with reverence and awe, for our God is a consuming fire. 

The things that are made can shake and will shake by the earthquake described 

in the sixth seal. But God’s kingdom cannot be shaken. There will be no more earthquakes 

after this because “the kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of our Lord and of 

his Christ, and he shall reign forever and ever.” (Rev 11:15). The unshakeable kingdom 

of God will last forever, forever, and ever.  

To God be the Glory! Amen! 
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ABSTRACT 

THE BEGINNING OF THE END:  
INTERPRETING THE SEALS OF REVELATION 6 USING 

 BIBLICAL THEOLOGY FOR HILLCREST BAPTIST 
CHURCH IN LOUISVILLE, KENTUCKY 

James Alexander Guy, DMin 
The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 2025 

Faculty Supervisor: Dr. Mitchell L. Chase 

During the COVID-19 pandemic, some social media sources that claimed to be 

Christian taught that the vaccine was the mark of the beast. This led some church 

members who had heard these ideas on social media to become fearful and decide not to 

get vaccinated. They did not make this decision because of health concerns, or scientific 

studies, but based on how some people interpret the Bible. The way the Bible is 

interpreted matters and has real effects on the lives of church members today.  

This project taught the members of Hillcrest Baptist Church to use biblical 

theology to interpret the Bible by showing the interpretive work while focusing on a short 

but difficult to interpret section of the Bible, Revelation 6. Equipping the church to use 

biblical theology on a difficult passage should mean the church would be able to interpret 

any passage they come across as they read their Bibles on their own.  

The church needs to be able to read and understand the whole Bible from the 

perspective of the people who wrote the Bible, the biblical authors, not from the 

standpoint of authors of fiction books or people on social media. 

This project interprets the six seals of Revelation 6 in order as the seed of the 

woman, the seed of the serpent, tribulation and judgment, Death and Hades, reigning with 

Christ, and the Day of the Lord by seeking to understand John’s perspective, the biblical 

author. John knows his Bible well and uses the same symbols that earlier biblical authors 



   

  

used with the same meaning, but then applies them in a new context to the church age 

between the advents.  

For some church members, this was an interesting study, and much was 

learned. For others, the study felt too complicated and too academic. One family of four 

visited because they heard on the church livestream that this was going to be a study on 

the seals of Revelation 6. The husband and wife have since been baptized and joined the 

church, and their son and daughter are learning a great deal in church, growing, and the 

mother believes their son is close to receiving Christ as his Lord and Savior. Praise the 

Lord. 
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