
Sermon 25: Revelation 6: How to read the 7 seals

OUTLINE

Views based on history
View based on the OT

INTRODUCTION

When I try and understand the book of Revelation and put myself in the shoes of those who
would have originally heard the book read in the first century I try to think about what other
information I would need in order to understand the book.  As I have scanned the other 
views of how people interpret the book of revelation, each one has the book of Revelation in
one hand, but they all hold something different in the other.  The Preterist view which holds 
to the view that this chapter is speaking about the fall of Jerusalem needs the historic 
account written by Josephus in order to understand this chapter.  The Historicist view which 
sees this chapter as documenting the fall of Rome needs an detailed account of the fall of 
Rome and the history of its emperors.  The Futurist, I am thinking about the 
Dispensationalist here, needs a newspaper to determine the identity of who they think is the
antichrist and other details.  The approach which I find the most compelling is the one that 
has the OT and the NT in the other hand.  This may sound like I am denying the other views
any dependence on Scripture this is not my intent, I just think that the view I want to 
present tonight consistently uses the bible instead of some other tool that the first century 
people would not have had access to.  I want to read this chapter and understand it without
needing a PhD in history to understand it.  

The setting is this: Jesus is King, He has finished His work.  He is in control of history and 
unsealing that seals of God’s plan.  We might expect at this point a great battle, the defeat 
of God’s enemies and the ‘they all lived happily ever after’ ending.  Instead we see God’s 
judgements coming upon the earth.  You have heard the phrase, ‘the same sun that melts 
butter hardens clay’ well the same suffering that judges sin purifies the church.  The church 
is not kept from suffering but we have every indication of them going through the fire with 
added persecutions as well.  Revelation 12-14 will reveal the why, we will hold off simply 
observing the phenomena of what is occurring.  The period of the 7 seals is a short history 
of the world which can be characterised by three things, 1. God pours out His judgements in
the form of the four horsemen. 2. The Church is preserved in the midst of these trials. 3. 
Christ will finally come to judge the wicked.  This is a history in a nutshell, the whole span of
the church age shrunk into 3 bold headlines.  Before we tackle what the various pictures 
mean let us first outline some of the wrong views that we are avoiding.

Views based on history

Firstly the Preterist view.  The white rider of the first seal is thought to be Vespasian/Titus 
the Caesar who conquered his way through Israel until Jerusalem to overthrow it.  The 
second seal is the victorious march of Rome’s armies through the land of Israel, the word 



‘earth’ can be translated as ‘land’ and is restricted to the land of Israel.  The peace was 
further disturbed in the first centuries by Jewish factions in Jerusalem fighting against each 
other to try and take possession of the city.  When the third seal is broken and the horse 
that brings affliction upon the wheat and barley comes, this is seen as the result of the 
Roman siege against Jerusalem and the Jewish factions who burned each other’s stores of 
food.  The fourth pale horse is the siege conditions when Jerusalem was at its worst and an 
echo of Ezekiel 14:21 when Babylon besieged Jerusalem, ‘"For thus says the Lord GOD: How
much more when I send upon Jerusalem my four disastrous acts of judgment, sword, 
famine, wild beasts, and pestilence, to cut off from it man and beast!’ (compare with 6:8).  
The breaking of the fifth seal and the revealing of the souls of the martyrs, these are 
thought to be the OT saints killed by the Jew sand any Christians killed, and their blood 
crying out like Abel’s.  This is seen to be the reckoning that Jesus warned in Matt. 23:29-36, 
‘"Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you build the tombs of the prophets and
decorate the monuments of the righteous, 30 saying, 'If we had lived in the days of our 
fathers, we would not have taken part with them in shedding the blood of the prophets.' 31 
Thus you witness against yourselves that you are sons of those who murdered the prophets.
32 Fill up, then, the measure of your fathers. 33 You serpents, you brood of vipers, how are 
you to escape being sentenced to hell? 34 Therefore I send you prophets and wise men and
scribes, some of whom you will kill and crucify, and some you will flog in your synagogues 
and persecute from town to town, 35 so that on you may come all the righteous blood shed 
on earth, from the blood of innocent Abel to the blood of Zechariah the son of Barachiah, 
whom you murdered between the sanctuary and the altar. 36 Truly, I say to you, all these 
things will come upon this generation.’  The breaking open of the last seal is prophetic 
language indicating not a worldwide judgement but a localized judgement upon Israel.  

As ingenious as this view is it can only be true if the book of Revelation was written before 
70 AD which church history does not support.  Likewise it depends very closely on the 
account of Josephus a Jewish historian and the details he provides for a link to this book.  
Also it does not do justice to the worldwide judgement indicated in 6:15.

Secondly, the Historicist view.  The first horseman refers to the golden era in Roman 
domination  from Domitian in 96-Commodus 190.  During this time there were 5 effective 
emperors who led Rome’s armies to conquer territory nearly as large as the area Babylon, 
Medo-Persia and Greece conquered.  The bow the horseman is holding is thought to 
represent Nerva of Cretan descent, Cretans were famous horse riders who used the bow.  
The second seal is thought to represent the years 180-284 years characterised by Civil War.  
In 92 years Rome had 32 emperors and 27 pretenders overturn each other.  The peace that 
is removed is the peace of the Pax Romana.  The third horsemen is though to represent the 
fiscal oppression of the third century.  Caracalla 218-222 gave citizenship to all freemen but 
only in order to tax them.  Other taxes at this time were imposed on production so many 
burned their produce in order to pay less tax creating shortages.  There was even a 
particular law to protect the oil and wine when crops were being destroyed.  The fourth 
horsemen represents the time of the late third century when invaders and tyrants overcame 
the Roman empire.  From 248-296 it was thought that 5000 people a day died in Rome due 
to plague.  (from 165-180 there was a plague that wiped out nearly one third of the 



empire’s population).  The fifth seal is said to represent the era of the martyrs from 270-304
when thousands died for their faith in cruel ways but this was brought to an end by 
Constantine who protected the church.  The final judgement in the sixth seal is said to be a 
symbolic fall of Rome and paganism to Christianity.  

Once again we have to rely upon the librarian with an encyclopaedic knowledge of history, 
and a creative alignment of events.  The trouble is that there are many options and ways to 
divide history to get it to fit.  But in the end the view cannot account for the judgement 
scene in 6:12-17.  

Thirdly, the Futurist.  This view assumes that the rapture has happened at the beginning of 
chapter 4 when John is called up into heaven.  And that this is the outpouring of God’s 
judgement during the Great Tribulation.  Therefore usually after a three and half year period
the Great Tribulation begins with the entrance of the antichrist on the white horse.  The 
second horse represents the great war that precedes the second coming, Hal Lindsay 
thought the red horse was Russia, and Ray Stedman thought that the big sword was nuclear
bombs.  The third horse is thought to represent a great economic crisis which sets up the 
world for the antichrist to arise and inflict rigid controls using the 666 to control buying and 
selling.  The fourth seal speaks of a quarter of the world’s population dying in judgement 
during the Great Tribulation.  The rampage of the 4 horsemen is usually portrayed in very 
graphic terms where because there is no Holy Spirit to restrain sin will be rampant and 
things will be as bad as they can be.  The saints of the fifth seal represent those who 
became Christians during the tribulation and died as martyrs, though this is debated.  The 
sixth seal is an outpouring of judgement but not the final judgement.  For some it is 
symbolic for the more popular authors it is all literal except the falling stars; Hal Lindsay 
interprets the events to the result of the first nuclear exchange.  

Of all the views this one rests almost completely on speculation where the others at least 
have some historical grounding.  The guess work that the first rider is the antichrist, the 
tying in of the events of the vision and modern day politics and technology, it has the least 
to back it up of all the views.  

View based on the OT

In order to understand this chapter we need to turn primarily to the OT.  There are two very
important portions which shed light in this section for us, Zechariah 6 and Habakkuk 3.  In 
Zechariah 1 and 6:1-8, we have the OT forerunners of the four horsemen.  Zechariah 6 is 
especially important.  You will remember that Zechariah was written after the Babylonian 
exile, it is written to those who have returned from exile.  The horsemen in chapter 1 were 
sent out on a patrol but came back with the bad news that the world, which deserved to be 
punished for how Israel had been treated was at peace.  This resulted in the Angel of the 
Lord crying out to God in prayer, and words of promised judgement against the enemies of 
God’s harassed people.  This is the first of 8 visions in Zechariah which are intended to be 
words of great encouragement, the last three of which are words of judgement.  The last of 
the night visions is the four chariots of 6:1-8 with chariots pulled by horses of the same 



colour as chapter one, the on difference between Revelation and Zechariah is that the last 
horse which is dappled in the OT is pale green in the NT.  The four chariots are to go out in 
war against the enemies from the four corners of the earth.  The emphasis in Zechariah is 
against the North where Babylon was from and no sooner had they been sent out that 
judgement is given against the persecutors of God’s people 6:8.  Judgement against the 
persecutors of God’s people is the message.  The fall of Rome to Christianity would have 
been an application of this, the judgement that God poured out against Jerusalem would 
have been an application of this, and Christians in every age can be confident that God is 
active on their behalf.  He is not sleeping, indifferent or powerless.  Communism, Islam, 
judicial activism, etc., these will all fall as to God’s final judgement, either as a preamble of 
the final judgement or in the final judgement itself.  

The other chapter of the bible we must be aware of is Habakkuk 3.  H was complaining to 
God about the injustice and sin that was permeating the people of God.  H 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 H 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 H 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.  

So here is H situation.  He has been given knowledge that one of the worst holocausts in 
human history is about to come, what would you do in his situation?  Would you pack up 
your things and run?  In chapter 3 we see H writes a song which teaches the people of God 
what to ask for when the imminent judgement comes, a reminder of who God is and why 
He acts in judgement, as well as shaping a faithful response of confidence in God in the 
midst of fearful trials.  H equips the people of God to process and respond to the 
judgements that are coming.  

David Chilton in his commentary in Revelation writes, ‘Just as important as Zechariah in the 
background of this passage is the Prayer of Habakkuk (Hab. 3), the traditional synagogue 
reading for the second day of Pentecost, in which the prophet relates a vision of God coming
in judgment, shining like the sun, flashing with lightning (Hab. 3:3-4; cf. Rev. 1:16; 4:5), 
bringing pestilence and plague (Hab. 3:5; Rev. 6:8), shattering the mountains and collapsing
the hills (Hab. 3:6, 10; Rev. 6:14), riding on horses against His enemies (Hab.
3:8, 15; Rev. 6:2, 4-5, 8), armed with a Bow (Hab. 3:9, 11; Rev. 6:2), extinguishing sun and
moon (Hab. 3:11; Rev. 6:12-13) and trampling the nations in His fury (Hab. 3:12; Rev. 
6:15). Habakkuk clearly interprets his imagery as a prophecy of the military invasion of 
Judah by the Chaldeans, God’s heathen instruments of divine wrath (Hab. 3:16; cf. 1:5-17).’1

1 David Chilton, The Days of Vengeance, 1987, pdf., p83.  



Hab. 3 ends with one of the most helpful prayers of patient faith during difficulty, ‘Though 
the fig tree should not blossom,

nor fruit be on the vines,
the produce of the olive fail

and the fields yield no food,
the flock be cut off from the fold

and there be no herd in the stalls,
18 yet I will rejoice in the LORD;

I will take joy in the God of my salvation.
19 GOD, the Lord, is my strength;

he makes my feet like the deer's;
he makes me tread on my high places.

To the choirmaster: with stringed instruments.’
This is the reminder that would have come to the readers of Revelation 6 as they linked it 
with Hab. 3.  This chapter is about God’s faithfulness in punishing enemies and preserving 
His people and how we are to be faithful and endure the trials.  Just as righteous Habakkuk 
one of God’s prophets went through the fiery trial of the Babylonian exile, so too the 
Christian is not exempt from the suffering that God inflicts on this world in judgement.  This 
thinking is totally contrary to the notion that motivates the Pre-Trib. rapture view that sees 
God removing His church before tribulation begins.   

 


