
Sermon 29: Revelation 8:1-5: The 7th Seal

OUTLINE

The 7th seal
The power of prayer

INTRODUCTION

In most communication of important information we leave the instructions and applications 
until the end so that it is clear in the minds of the hearers.  God has given the vision of the 
7 seals, a picture of birth pains ravaging the world, the church suffering, yet being sealed 
and victorious, and the enemies of God’s people being judged.  The visions have been 
structured in such a way so as to emphasize things by taking them out of their normal 
expected place in chronology and placed them in the place of importance at the end.  We 
have had the interlude of the sealing and victory of the saints emphasized even though this 
is something that would have happened before the vision started.  Now we have the 7th seal
and once again God is deliberately teaching us what is important in this time of the birth 
pains while the church is being persecuted and we wait for God to punish her enemies.  The
vision of the 7 seals ends with God calling us to patient prayer encouraging us that He hears
prayer and prayer has power.  

The 7th seal should in fact be the 6th seal.  In the 5th seal we see a picture of the martyrs 
under the altar.  We them crying out for vengeance and then they are comforted.  It is then 
that chronologically we would expect 8:1-5 to have been inserted followed by 6:12-17.  The 
order is this, the prayer of the saints 6:9-11, the dramatization of the prayer for God’s 
judgement being answered 8:1-5, then the descriptions of the final judgement 6:12-17.  But
no, the encouragement for the believer that their prayers are heard and have power is 
delayed for effect, to underline its importance.  

The 7th seal

8:1, ‘When the Lamb opened the seventh seal, there was silence in heaven for about half an
hour.  The seventh seal begins with a half hour of silence.  Some have interpreted this to be 
the calm before the storm of tribulations breaking out upon the whole earth.  This however 
is not the case for two reasons.
Firstly, in the OT which is the dictionary for these images we see that silence is related to 
God’s judgement.  Hab. 2:20, ‘But the LORD is in his holy temple; let all the earth keep 
silence before him.’  Habakkuk was complaining to God about the injustice and sin that was 
permeating the people of God.  Habakkuk was on the point of accusing God of not being 
holy and just for tolerating it.  God responded in a vision showing that He did care and that 
He would act by sending the Babylonians to judge Judah.  This was even harder for 
Habakkuk to swallow for how could a holy God use a wicked people to afflict a less wicked 
people?  God did not answer all of the questions that we would normally ask when 
discussing the problem of God controlling evil instead God rebuked Habakkuk and told him 



of his duty which was to live by faith not sight, and secondly, He gave the assurance that 
Babylon too wold be judged.  The second dialogue ended with a very dramatic picture, ‘But 
the LORD is in his holy temple; let all the earth keep silence before him.’  God is King, God is
resident on the throne, God is Holy and God is about to judge, our response is one of 
silence not accusation, silent repentance not argumentation.  The next chapter in 3:3-15 
focuses on God’s wrath being poured out.  
Zephaniah 1:7 puts these two thoughts together as well, ‘Be silent before the Lord GOD!  
For the day of the LORD is near; the LORD has prepared a sacrifice and consecrated his 
guests.’  Zechariah 2:13 likewise, ‘Be silent, all flesh, before the LORD, for he has roused 
himself from his holy dwelling.’  
Secondly, as we look at the various descriptions of what will happen in v5 these line up with 
other descriptions of the final judgement.
8:5, “thunders, sounds, lightnings, and quaking”
11:19, “lightnings, sounds, thunders, quaking and great hail”
16:18–21, “lightnings, sounds, thunders, and quaking … great … and great hail.”1

In v2 we are introduced to the 7 trumpets, so although this seal paints a picture of the final 
judgement and finishes the seals it also sets us up for the 7 trumpets.

In v3 we see a temple like scenario with the prayers of the saints being offered to God, ‘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.’  The
picture here is the altar of incense not the altar of sacrifice in God’s very presence, the Holy 
of Holies, and not merely the holy place like in the earthly tabernacle.  We know that every 
article of the tabernacle relates in some way to Christ’s person or work.  The bread reminds 
us that He is the Bread from Heaven, the lampstand reminds us that He is the Light of the 
World, here we have the altar of incense which reminds us that Christ’s righteousness and 
intercession sweeten our prayers and make them acceptable to God.  

The prayers of the saints are mentioned several times in the book of revelation, Revelation 
5:8, ‘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.’  Rev. 6:10, ‘They cried out with a loud voice, "O Sovereign Lord, 
holy and true, how long before you will judge and avenge our blood on those who dwell on 
the earth?"’  Revelation 8:3-4, ‘And another angel came and stood at the altar with a golden
censer, and he was given much incense to offer with the prayers of all the saints on the 
golden altar before the throne, 4 and the smoke of the incense, with the prayers of the 
saints, rose before God from the hand of the angel.’  Prayer is said to be part of the Spiritual
armour, Eph. 6:18.  Peter holds it important because we are near the end, 1 Pet. 4:7, ‘The 
end of all things is at hand; therefore be self-controlled and sober-minded for the sake of 
your prayers.’  Paul indicates that prayer has power in Phil. 1:19, ‘for I know that through 
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your prayers and the help of the Spirit of Jesus Christ this will turn out for my deliverance.’  
And Philemon 1:22, ‘At the same time, prepare a guest room for me, for I am hoping that 
through your prayers I will be graciously given to you.’  These verses seem to suggest too 
that prayer has influence with God.  

The Power of prayer

Prayer on its own has no power.  There are some who believe that our prayers are able to 
change the mind of God.  They reason that if prayer does not change God’s mind, then what
is the use of prayer at all?  Do you think that prayer is able to change God’s mind?  If you 
think that prayer is able to change the mind of God, then you are very powerful, and as 
someone else has said you had better be careful.  Someone has said that if they had the 
ability to change the mind of God, that they wouldn’t pray at all.  They would feel like a child
let loose in a missile launching room, in danger of pressing all sorts of wrong buttons.  But 
in truth we are not able to change God’s mind in prayer.  The power in prayer does not rest 
in us, but in God.  The purposes of the universe are not determined by our wills but His will.
This does leave us with a slight conundrum, a mystery.  How does prayer work, why should 
I pray if it does not change God’s mind, why not give up prayer altogether if God is going to 
do what he wants to do, and my prayers cant change that?  

At this point we need to stop and think for a while on God and His use, and willing of 
second causes.  Let me use a very simple illustration that Roger Nicole uses.  
“For example, I lift a book in your sight. Because the book has risen into the air, I am in a 
position to say, "God has ordained that it should get to this particular place." He must
have ordained it because that is where the book is. But notice, God did not ordain for the 
book to rise all by itself. He ordained that it should rise at the end of my hand. He ordained 
that I should have strength in my arm to lift it. He ordained that I should choose this 
particular book in order to illustrate this particular point. There is a connection between the 
book's rising and the subject I wish to develop. All these things are tied up together. If there
were no lecture, there would be no point of illustrating the power of second causes. If there 
were no desire to illustrate the power of second causes, my hand would have remained at 
my side. If my hand had remained at my side, the book would not have risen. I think we 
can argue in this way.
God, however, ordained that there should be this lecture, that there should be a desire to 
show the correlation of causes and effects in His sovereign plan, that this particular 
illustration should come to my mind, and that I should implement it by the strength that He 
has given me. One cannot say, "If you hadn't touched it, it would have risen anyway," 
because God did not ordain that it should rise anyway. He ordained that it should rise 
through my hand.” (Nicole, Reformation and Revival, Vol 1, No.J, summer 1992).

God ordains the answer, but he also ordains that the answer should come in response to 
prayer not without it.  We can argue similarly in evangelism, God elects sinners to salvation, 
but He also wills their salvation through the preaching of the Gospel, not without it.  
Hypercalvinism makes the mistake of thinking that God ordains the end, but not the means. 
God ordains the end by the means, not without it.  So prayer does not make Gods will, nor 



make Him change His will, prayer is part of what He uses to bring His will to pass.  Many a 
poor soul has got themselves all tied up in knots because they cannot see that God has 
appointed the use of means in bringing His will to pass.  Prayer is heard by God, and 
answered by God, not because we are powerful, or somehow shape the universe by the 
strength of our own wills.  No, God has appointed that the implementation of His will should
be in response to prayer.  This promotes us to the privileged role of being able to participate
in God’s purposes.  And through prayer His will becomes our will.  

The text that we have in Revelation further reinforces that it is not our prayers that are 
powerful.  Notice that our prayers are mixed with incense before they are offered to God on 
the golden altar.  Why would our prayers need to be sweetened?  What is the incense that 
makes our prayers acceptable to God?  In the OT the altar of incense was put before the 
door to the holy of holies, and every day the incense was to burn before God making all the 
other offerings sweet (Exodus 30:1-10).  The tabernacle pictured to us our sins and that we 
needed another to make our offering for us, and that our offerings did not cut it.  The 
incense spoke of our need for something else besides our own efforts to please God.  We 
are sinners, and Christ is our incense.  It is only when we pray in Christ and in His name 
that we are acceptable, and our prayers acceptable to the Father.  Revelation reminds us of 
our sin, however of God’s provision to make our prayers acceptable, and also shows us that 
God uses those same sinful prayers to effects His great and mighty purposes on the earth.  
And now when we pray in the name of Christ our prayers are heard and are powerful.  John 
14:13-14 (ESV) “Whatever you ask in my name, this I will do, that the Father may be 
glorified in the Son.  If you ask me anything in my name, I will do it.”  If we pray for that 
which glorifies the Father in the Son, we will be heard, and answered.  What a promise, 
what an encouragement!  

So does prayer have power?  It does because God has appointed the use of the means of 
prayer to accomplish His will.  And it does because He has made our prayers, even sinful 
ours, effective for they are offered in Christ for the glory of the Father in the Son.  Prayer 
does not change God’s mind, for that was predetermined from eternity past, but it does 
change things.  I hope you realize that your prayers are mighty in God.  Not because you 
are mighty but because of what God in His wisdom, and in His grace has made possible.  
The very possibility of prayer was planned in eternity past, and made possible by the death 
of Christ on the cross.  That prayer is even possible at all is an immense blessing one 
enabled by God’s forethought and suffering.  Prayer is one of the purest ways to glorify God 
for when you close your eyes and talk to someone who appears not to be there, you are 
doing an act of weakness that allows Him to be strong and shine in the answer to your 
petition.  Prayer has power, prayer is a privilege, and prayer glorifies God.  Do we need to 
say more that we would be more motivated to do it.  I pray you will realize the profound 
participation we have in God’s will through prayer and that you will pray often.

And so we ought to pray in the Spirit agreeing with His will and harbouring on sin in our 
hearts, Eph. 6:18.  We must and not lose heart, Luke 18:1.  We should pray and not be 
double-minded, James 1:5-9.  We should pray fervently like Elijah, James 5:16-18, ‘The 
prayer of a righteous person has great power as it is working. 17 Elijah was a man with a 



nature like ours, and he prayed fervently that it might not rain, and for three years and six 
months it did not rain on the earth. 18 Then he prayed again, and heaven gave rain, and the
earth bore its fruit.’  Let us put aside heartless ceremonial prayer and prayer that tells God 
what to do and yield our wills to His in submissive faith.  And let us cry out as we have been
taught, Maranatha!  Come Lord Jesus!  

  

     


