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Introduction 

1. There is one primary lesson to be learned from this first natural division of the book (chap-

ters 4–8): THE UNIVERSE IS GOVERNED FROM THE THRONE!  

a. Chapters 4 and 5 are not a description of heaven. They picture heaven’s reign over all his-

tory. 

b. The vision is intended to give us such a view of God’s sovereign throne of majesty as to 

cause us to tremble before Him.  

“The LORD reigns; let the peoples tremble! He sits enthroned upon the cherubim; let the 

earth quake!” (Psa. 99:1) 

2. The vision is also designed to impress us with the glory of Jesus Christ, who shares that 

throne as King of kings. 

a. He won that right by suffering in the will of God and overcoming death through the resur-

rection, being victorious over sin, Satan, and every spiritual foe. 

b. His present position is that of Mediator, by which He exercises dominion on earth through 

the church. This is why the prayers of the saints are so important.  

3. Everything ultimately glorifies God as His will is carried out in the universe, even though it 

does not always appear that way. 

a. Thus, the seals (ch. 6) reveal God’s eternal plan and His all-comprehensive decrees. 

b. Breaking the seals indicates the execution of that eternal plan. 

c. The universe is being governed in the interest of the church as she does His will in the 

earth.  

I. A Word of Clarification  

1. The four horsemen and suffering saints 

a. The main point of chapter 6 is that whenever Christ appears, Satan rages and suffering 

comes to the saints. 

b. The rider on the white horse is probably Christ, not antichrist. 

1) The Lamb is causing what happens to happen (5:5: “behold, the Lion of the tribe of Ju-

dah, the Root of David, has conquered”). 

2) This view is in harmony with careful word study, particularly the word conquer (17:14; 

Psa. 45:3-5). 

“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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“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.” 

*The LXX reads “Stretch your bow and prosper and reign on account of truth and gen-

tleness and righteousness. And your right hand will guide you wonderfully.” 

2. In the OT, God used secondary means (e.g., Babylon) to purify and sanctify His people (Jer. 

25:9). 

“Behold, I will send for all the tribes of the north, declares the LORD, and for Nebuchadnez-

zar the king of Babylon, my servant, and I will bring them against this land and its inhabit-

ants.” 

a. Thus, the second and third horses serve the first in refining and strengthening His people. 

Satan is to be beaten by his own weapons. 

b. The trends referenced by Christ (Matt. 24) fall into two categories: (1) what concerns all 

mankind in general (the fourth rider) and (2) what concerns believers only (the second and 

third riders).    

3. In the second seal the red horse’s rider takes peace from the earth with a sword (machaira) 

by “slaughter.” 

a. This refers to religious persecution of God’s people because Christ has entered the picture 

(Matt. 10:34).  

“Do not think that I have come to bring peace to the earth. I have not come to bring 

peace, but a sword.” 

b. The term slaughter is not used of warfare, but John uses it exclusively of Christ and His 

martyrs (1 Jn. 3:12; Rev. 5:9, 12, 6:4, 9; 13:8; 18:24; note 13:3). 

“We should not be like Cain, who was of the evil one and murdered his brother. And why 

did he murder him? Because his own deeds were evil and his brother’s righteous.” 

“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 na-

tion.” 

c. The focus of the passage (6:9–11) is the slaughter of saints, not of general warfare.     

4. The third seal, the black horse, points to the hardship and poverty endured by those not mar-

tyred.  

a. Those who follow Christ were often deprived of the ordinary means to sustain life (Heb. 

10:32–39; Rev. 13:17).  

“But recall the former days when, after you were enlightened, you endured a hard strug-

gle with sufferings, sometimes being publicly exposed to reproach and affliction, and 

sometimes being partners with those so treated. For you had compassion on those in pris-

on, and you joyfully accepted the plundering of your property, since you knew that you 

yourselves had a better possession and an abiding one. Therefore do not throw away your 

confidence, which has a great reward. For you have need of endurance, so that when you 
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have done the will of God you may receive what is promised. For, ‘Yet a little while, and 

the coming one will come and will not delay; but my righteous one shall live by faith, and 

if he shrinks back, my soul has no pleasure in him.’ But we are not of those who shrink 

back and are destroyed, but of those who have faith and preserve their souls.” 

“No one can buy or sell unless he has the mark, that is, the name of the beast or the num-

ber of its name.” 

b. Take, for example, the Christian bakers who suffered great losses because they refused to 

compromise their Christian convictions. 

5. The fourth seal, the pale horse, expands tribulation to the whole world, which includes be-

lievers.  

a. This seal symbolizes general but limited suffering due to wars, pestilences, and famine. 

b. The rider is given a sword (rhomphaia) and authority to “kill” (not slaughter).  

c. The four woes in this seal are different from those of the second and third seals. 

II. Sealing the Servants 

1. The nature of seals and sealing 

a. Sealing protects against tampering (5:1)—a work of the Father. 

“Then I saw in the right hand of him who was seated on the throne a scroll written within 

and on the back, sealed with seven seals.” 

b. Sealing marks ownership (2 Tim. 2:19)—a work of the Son. 

“But God’s firm foundation stands, bearing this seal: ‘The Lord knows those who are his,’ 

and, ‘Let everyone who names the name of the Lord depart from iniquity.’” 

c. Sealing certifies genuine character (Rom. 8:16)—a work of the Spirit. 

“The Spirit himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God.” 

2. Who are the 144,000 sealed? 

a. The dispensational view—Jewish evangelists saved after the rapture to preach the gospel 

to those “left behind.” 

1) Supported, not from the text, but from the OT promises of Israel’s restoration (e.g., Eze-

kiel 37:21-26). 

“Thus says the Lord GOD: Behold, I will take the people of Israel from the nations 

among which they have gone, and will gather them from all around, and bring them to 

their own land. And I will make them one nation in the land, on the mountains of Israel. 

And one king shall be king over them all, and they shall be no longer two nations, and 

no longer divided into two kingdoms.” 

2) The problem with this view is the many assumptions read into the view but wholly miss-

ing from the text.  
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b. Some non-dispensationalists hold this view because of a strong tendency to take literally 

what Scripture clearly intends to be symbolic. Christ is the end of all the promises (2 Cor. 

1:19-22). 

“For the Son of God, Jesus Christ, whom we proclaimed among you, Silvanus and Timo-

thy and I, was not Yes and No, but in him it is always Yes. For all the promises of God find 

their Yes in him. That is why it is through him that we utter our Amen to God for his glory. 

And it is God who establishes us with you in Christ, and has anointed us, and who has al-

so put his seal on us and given us his Spirit in our hearts as a guarantee.” 

3. The identification of the sealed from the text 

a. Their number is clearly symbolic. 

1) 3 (divine completeness) x 4 (creation) = 12 

2) 12 (governmental perfection) x 12 = 144 (see 21:9-14, 17) 

3) 144 (12 squared) x 100 (elective grace and promise) x 10 (testimony and order [law and 

responsibility]) = 144,000 

b. The twelve tribes symbolize spiritual Israel, not Israel in the flesh.  

1) Ten of the twelve tribes disappeared in Assyria. 

2) Judah and Benjamin lost national identification in A.D. 70 with the destruction of Jerusa-

lem.  

3) Paul explains the apparent failure of God to keep His word to Israel in Romans 9–11 

(9:6-8; 11:25-32). 

“But it is not as though the word of God has failed. For not all who are descended from 

Israel belong to Israel, and not all are children of Abraham because they are his off-

spring, but “Through Isaac shall your offspring be named.” This means that it is not the 

children of the flesh who are the children of God, but the children of the promise are 

counted as offspring.” 

“Lest you be wise in your own sight, I do not want you to be unaware of this mystery, 

brothers: a partial hardening has come upon Israel, until the fullness of the Gentiles has 

come in. And in this way all Israel will be saved, as it is written, “The Deliverer will 

come from Zion, he will banish ungodliness from Jacob”; “and this will be my covenant 

with them when I take away their sins. . . . For the gifts and the calling of God are irrev-

ocable. ” 

4) Ephraim and Dan are omitted. Why? 

5) The order of listing has Judah, not Reuben, first. 

6) The symbolic number from each tribe—12,000 (12 x 100 x 10) 

7) They have been redeemed “from mankind” and “from the earth” (14:3, 4). 

8) They are “firstfruits unto God” (14:4;  

9) They sing a “new song” (14:3; c.f. 5:9) 

10) They follow the Lamb wherever He goes. 
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c. Conclusion: these observations point to the symbolic significance of these servants of God 

as representing the whole people of God from every nation on earth, including, of course, 

the remnant of Israel. 

The 144,000 represent the church on earth serving Christ in His kingdom—the church 

militant (Matt. 16:18). In chapter 14, they represent the church triumphant. 

Use 

1. Obedience is what marks the church militant. 

As the number 10 stands for order coming from law and responsibility, we must ask our-

selves; do we love Christ enough to obey him, even to suffering for Him?  

2. Suffering is the mark of genuineness (Rom. 8:16, 17). 

“The Spirit himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God, and if chil-

dren, then heirs—heirs of God and fellow heirs with Christ, provided we suffer with him in 

order that we may also be glorified with him.” 

Christ suffered to defeat Satan. His servants are also called to suffer for his continued defeat 

(1 John 5:4, 5). Satan is defeated when we suffer well. 

“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?” 


