
Sermon 33: Revelation 9:13-21: The 6th Trumpet

OUTLINE

The source of the plague
The instruments of the plague

INTRODUCTION

What is the worst judgement God can inflict this side of eternity?  Death!  To seal you for 
judgement, for the bible teaches in Hebrews 9:27, ‘And just as it is appointed for man to die 
once, and after that comes judgment.’  When you are dead it is too late to repent.  We are 
in the last three woes of intensifying judgement in the 7 trumpets.  The first four had to do 
with God judging our environment, then the woes came to intensify God’s judgement and 
we have seen God’s intensified judgements in the form of increased, tormenting demonic 
oppression.  Now we see a greater judgement still a plague of death.  The locusts were not 
given license to kill but the horsemen are.  

Seeing that death is indeed an irreversible sealing for judgement this helps us to appreciate 
the grace God exercised in Eden when Adam sinned.  God promised them death but instant 
death would have sealed them for eternal judgement.  It would have made things simpler 
for God to judge Adam and the devil and then begin the human race again.  However, 
instead of acting in justice He acted in mercy and delayed the death of Adam and Eve.  He 
gave the promise of a Saviour.  Thereby He created a window of opportunity for babies to 
be born, and though born in sin, they now had opportunity to be saved.  This window is a 
grace period.  God can harden sinners for a period but until the sinner dies there is the hope
of repentance and eternal life.  However, if God wants to close that grace window all He has 
to do is kill you.  All that has to happen is you die in your sin and you are irreversibly sealed 
for the day of judgement your eternity already determined.  In the 7 trumpets we have seen
God afflicting the earth with plagues and we have seen people dying 9:11, but now we see 
a third of mankind deliberately removed from the earth as their lives are cut short. 

As we look at this plague of death we will look at where it comes from, and who enacts it.

The source of the plague

Verses 13-15 tell us where this plague originates, ‘Then the sixth angel blew his trumpet, 
and I heard a voice from the four horns of the golden altar before God, 14 saying to the 
sixth angel who had the trumpet, "Release the four angels who are bound at the great river 
Euphrates." 15 So the four angels, who had been prepared for the hour, the day, the month,
and the year, were released to kill a third of mankind.’  Once again we are reminded of the 
altar that is before the presence of God.  It was under this altar that the souls of the saints 
cried out in 6:9.  They were crying out for justice just the Israelites would have cried out 
under Egyptian oppression.  We see another connection between the altar and the saints in 
16:4-7.  There we see the 3rd bowl being poured out in order to enact judgement for the 



shed blood of the saints and prophets.  The altar speaks in v7, ‘And I heard the altar saying,
"Yes, Lord God the Almighty, true and just are your judgments!"  This is also the altar where
the prayers of the saints are offered in 8:3-4, prayers answered with God’s answering 
judgement.  In other words, just as God would punish those nations that rose up against 
Israel in the OT and struck them, in the same way He fights on behalf of His people, this 
plague indicates that a third of humanity experience the judgement of death for touching 
the apple of God’s eye.  The horns of the altar either indicate strength, as horns often 
represent power.  Or the horns may represent where the blood would be symbolically 
smeared drawing our attention to the blood of the martyrs that cries out.      

Verse 14 tells us of 4 evil angels who were bound but who are now released for a particular 
purpose.  We are told that they were bound at the great river Euphrates.  There are many 
who take this literally and therefore expect and army from the Eat and try and make 
guesses about Russia or China, depending on who can raise a 200 million man army.  The 
trouble is that the book of Revelation uses many references to traditional enemies that are 
not literal.  Babylon is not literally Babylon, Jezebel is not literally Jezebel, Balaam is not 
literally Balaam and nor is Euphrates the literal place in the Middle East.  11:7 indicates that 
OT enemies are commonly used symbolically, ‘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 Euphrates is the place that most of Israel’s enemies crossed, Assyria, Babylon, and 
Medo-Persia.  The enemy from the North is common motif in the prophets and is taken up 
as a symbol of the place from which terror and destruction comes.  In the first century it 
was the natural barrier between The Roman Empire and the Parthians, a strong nation 
whose men rode horses.

The instruments of the plague

Who enacts the plague of death and exactly what form it takes is not clear to me.  You will 
notice in v15 that the four angels are seen as the enacting agents, but then they disappear 
and we see an army of 200 million horsemen.  Are the horsemen men or demons?  Is this 
plague an account of a single military excursion or a trend in history?  Does this army 
represent the effects of all war, or is this just symbolic of all the deaths caused by the 
demonic in judgement?  

I agree with my Amillennial brothers who see this army as symbolic and not literal.  The 
number of troops of 200 million is not intended as a literal number.  The number 1000 is 
often used symbolically to indicate an infinite and unspecified number.  God owns the cattle 
on a 1000 hills, He blesses to the 1000th generation, a day and 1000 years are the same to 
the Lord.  So to take a number that is 10 000 times 10 000 times 2, is to symbolically 
indicate a massive number.  The world’s population at the time of writing would have been 
300 million.  The combined armies of all the world are presently at just over 20 million.  The
world’s present horse population is just under 60 million and declining by a million a year of 
late.  



Some have tried to account for the lion like heads of these horses by saying that it refers to 
the silhouette that a man with a gun would render when he was crouched over the horses 
neck with his gun extended so as not to injure his horse.  Instead I see the choice of an 
army to represent God’s judgement of death as the most suitable picture for this judgement.
The desolation of war has whole books dedicated to it in the OT like Lamentations, and 
large tracts of the prophets as well.  War is promised by God as a curse in Deuteronomy.  
When God wants to punish Israel’s idolatry He brings war with all of its collateral damage.  

For this reason there are some who see this plague as being representative of all 
demonically inspired war.  They agree with our futurist brethren who see the horses as 
representing machines of war, for horses were the staple for effective war in the first 
century, but disagree in that it is not a specific type of war machine but all war machines 
that have ever brought death. Of the past 3400 years of recorded history only 268 years 
have no recorded war going on.  In the 20th century alone estimated war deaths are 
between 100-200 million.  In Revelation 9 we do not see a real army but a horrific vision of 
terror.  We see the riders with breastplates of red, blue and yellow.  The horses have lion’s 
heads and from their mouths come fire, smoke and sulphur.  These are not literal but linked.
Red relates to fire, the blue relates to the smoke and yellow is the colour of sulphur.  Fire, 
smoke and sulphur are often tied to judgement like at Sodom and Gomorrah or the lake of 
fire.  Judgement and death are the intended message.  The vision of terror is further 
compounded not only by the heads of the horses that kill but the tails that wound, v19, ‘For 
the power of the horses is in their mouths and in their tails, for their tails are like serpents 
with heads, and by means of them they wound.’ 

However, since the intent of the plague seems to be death and not merely war many have 
taken this trumpet to be indicative of God’s judgement of death in its many forms and not 
only that which is limited to war.  Death as it was found in the Great Chinese famine of the 
1950s where 15 million were thought to die; as well as the 2.5 million that died in the 1931 
Chinese floods; the death of 1 in 10 adults by smoking; the 3 out of 10 adults by 
cardiovascular disease; the 3500 people that die by car accident every day and the many 
others.  The stress is found in v18 where a third of mankind is mentioned as being killed in a
judgement act of God.  

Today we have no way of knowing if someone is dying as a judgement of God.  All death is 
part of the judgement of the curse in one sense, but unless God reveals His purposes to us 
by prophecy we will not be able to say that person died as a judgement and that person did 
not.  The warning here is that God has given authority to fallen angels to bring about human
death.  This is not a way of escaping a terrible life this is a way of making things worse.  
Death does not merely end this life but by it we enter into eternity and our final destinies.  
The world needs to see that Francis Bacon was wrong when he wrote, ‘It is natural to die as
to be born.’  Death is a judgement and something to be feared.  It is not something to be 
ignored but something to be prepared for.  We all know of famous last words here are the 
words of Voltaire, ‘"I am abandoned by God and man! I will give you half of what I am 
worth if you will give me six months' life. Then I shall go to hell, and you will go with me. O 
Christ! O Jesus Christ!"  



‘The noted French [atheist] and one of the most fertile and talented writers of his time, used
his pen to retard and demolish Christianity. Of Christ, Voltaire said: "Curse the wretch!" He 
once boasted, "In twenty years Christianity will be no more. My single hand shall destroy the
edifice it took twelve apostles to rear." Shortly after his death the very house in which he 
printed his foul literature became the depot of the Geneva Bible Society. The nurse who 
attended Voltaire said: "For all the wealth in Europe I would not see another infidel die."’  
This plague is intended to be a terror for the unbeliever but holds no terror for the Christian.

If we are Christ’s Christ has the keys of death and hades, He is the lamb who was slain yet 
still stands.  Death is for the believer an entrance into glory, the gaining of rewards, the rest 
from all our fighting, the presence of God, the fullness of happiness and the end of all pain. 
When a saint dies there is a different experience.  At least there should be if we follow the 
Puritan’s example of seeing all of life as a preparation for death.  

‘1Martin Luther uttered these words. “Our God is the God form whom cometh salvation. God 
is the Lord by whom we escape death.” 
John Knox assured others, “Live in Christ and the flesh need not fear death.”
John Wesley bade his loved ones, “The best of all is God is with us. Farewell! Farewell!” 
His brother Charles Wesley expressed his peace in saying, “I shall be satisfied with thy 
likeness - - satisfied, satisfied!” 
“I have pain, but I have peace,” said Baxter. 
“Ah! Is this dying? How have I dreaded as an enemy this smiling friend?” said the departing 
Goodwin. 
The songwriter, Frances Havergal, on the final day of her life asked a friend to read to her 
from the 42nd chapter of Isaiah. When she had read the 6th verse, “I the Lord have called 
thee in righteousness, and will hold thine hand, and will keep thee.” Miss Havergal stopped 
her. “Called – held – kept,” she whispered. “I can go home on that!” And she did.’

Which is it for you?  Is death going to be a judgement that seals you in torment for greater 
torment, or is it a doorway into the direct presence of God and blessing.  John 14:6, ‘Jesus 
said to him, "I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except 
through me.’  We must take the lesson from this judgement and see the ravages of death 
and war all around us warnings calling us to turn from idolatry and place our hope in Christ. 

1 http://www.best-camera-or-best-pictures.com/last-words-of-saints-and-sinners.html


