Revelation 8:1-7 – Waiting for the other shoe

How is a believer to think about the ‘scary things’ in the book of Revelation?

While the events of the Tribulation are certainly ghastly and awful, our response as believers is absolutely not to be fear, dread and anxiety.  Scripture consistently calls us instead to two attitudes in parallel:

1) We are to place our hope in Christ’s coming for us, conveyed to us in well over a dozen passages about the rapture.  Paul explicitly tells the believers in Thessalonika about the rapture and tells them to comfort one another with these words.  There are and will be trials in this life – until the Lord comes.  But we believers in the body of Christ – the Church - will not be subject to this coming time of God’s wrath.

2) As the Lord gives us opportunity, we can graciously warn unbelievers about the times to come – that being all the more motivation for them to consider their lack of relationship with Christ.  The place of an unbeliever living with the prospect of the coming global  Tribulation is certainly most frightening.  Aside from Christ, we can offer them no comfort at all.  We can pray for them out of love and concern.

But for believers, the book of Revelation starts out in chapter 1, verse 3 with:

Revelation 1:3

Blessed is he who reads and those who hear the words of the prophecy, and heed the things which are written in it; for the time is near.
The only ones who have anything to fear from reading Revelation are those who refuse to heed the things written about in this book.  That includes those who have not placed their trust in Christ for salvation.  

Revelation 8:1

1 When the Lamb broke the seventh seal, there was silence in heaven for about half an hour. 

The Greek here in verse 1 actually does not say, arnion, or in English “Lamb”.  But given that chapters 5 and 6 make it clear that only Jesus Christ the Lamb is in all the universe qualified to open the seals, the meaning of the pronoun is pretty clear.  The one who opened the 7th seal here is likewise Christ the little Lamb.

We have, here, a stark contrast with all the seals that we have seen before.  Unlike the other openings of the seals, the opening of this one brings silence in heaven.  Consequently, there is no new judgment about to take place on the earth at that moment, either.

Since John didn’t have a watch to measure the time, he gives us his estimate of the time of silence – one half an hour.  It is one of those massive moments of anticipation.  You know what I’m talking about, because you’ve been through those times when a minute seems like an hour.

But this half hour of silence, as John estimates it, brings up a key point.  When God is silent – at those times when He does not act – He is not at a loss for words or uncertain of the right action.  This half hour of silence we read of here is as deliberate and as much a part of God’s sovereignty as at any other moment.  When we are figuring that it is time for God to act in this way or that, or when it seems to us that God has been silent too long, that is the time to remember incidents such as this.  Here we see heaven opened – through words - and yet there is silence in the midst of a time which is so important that the prophet Daniel spoke of it 2500 years ago.  It is those kinds of times when we must trust His sovereignty and His character and His sense of what is the right thing to be said and done and when is the right time for it to happen.
This will be the last time that Christ will be recorded as opening a seal, but that does not mean that His acting upon this on the earth will end.  His opening of this the last seal marks His authority over all that will follow, and His determination that all that follows must take place.  We would do well to remember that in our own lives.  Sometimes God sets things in motion, and we would prefer that His hand be evident and visible to us at each stage in the process that follows.  The reality is that He is carrying out His will, whether we see His hand specifically or not.  His sovereignty is not thwarted or challenged just because we don’t see His hand in every circumstance.

2 And I saw the seven angels who stand before God, and seven trumpets were given to them. 

John, the eyewitness, tells us in clear terms that there are seven angels.  John did not mean ‘about seven’, nor seven more or less, but seven exactly.  He refers again to seven angels eight more times before this book comes to a close – most of of those times with the definite article in front of the word “angel” (as in “the angel”).  We’re going to see that though these angels are nowhere else mentioned in Scripture, in this way we are told in most contexts in Revelation that these are the seven angels.


There are some important points that come out of the Greek text behind the English translation of this verse that are worthy of our careful consideration:

The angels stand before the presence of God and this action is in the active voice, so the standing is the angels’ doing by deliberately acting so as to take the place God assigned to them.  They stand before the presence of God, and the Greek text literally means the “face” of God.  This is what is known as an anthropomorphism,  which is speaking in human terms, as a figure of speech.

What’s more, the trumpets were ‘given’ to them.  The Greek verb is in the passive voice, which means that they had nothing to do with getting the trumpets.  It was accomplished without their doing.  We can learn from that!  Next time we find ourselves in a place where God is using us, and/or we see that God is actually doing something in us,                        we would do well to recognize that the place we hold, the things we have, the accomplishments that might appear to be our own, are God‘s accomplishment, 

and God’s doing, and God’s giving.  It is God’s gracious provision.

The trumpets these seven angels are given were not orchestra trumpets – not for making music.  These trumpets were military trumpets.  Military trumpets had for centuries, as you well know, the purpose of announcing military action. You can probably imagine in your own mind the trumpet melody that means “CHARGE”.  What the seven angels were about to announce is an attack that proceeds from heaven itself!  God is not simply letting human beings carry out their worst with one another.  By opening this last seal, the Lamb our Savior has unleashed an attack from the heavens,  and these seven angels are the ones to announce it.

3 Another angel came and stood at the altar, holding a golden censer; and much incense was given to him, so that he might add it to the prayers of all the saints on the golden altar which was before the throne. 4 And the smoke of the incense, with the prayers of the saints, went up before God out of the angel's hand. 

Now we studied a passage some weeks back in which some of these same words and phrases came to the surface: Revelation 5:8.


The use in both passages of the word “golden” indicates that the container holds something which is considered valuable.  What’s more, the censer is placed on a golden altar.  That’s good to know, isn’t it?  Whether our prayers are spoken in the quiet of a moment, in privacy and solitude, or whether our prayers are part of a church prayer chain, or whether they are spoken in a group.  We know very well what God thinks of our prayers: He values them highly! The importance of our prayers is underscored by their being placed in a golden container.  Their importance is also underscored by where that golden container is placed – in the very presence of God.  

Incense, in Revelation 5:8, is specifically called, “the prayers of the saints”, so we are not in doubt about what the incense means.  It is the prayers of those who have placed their faith in Christ for salvation.  Those are the ones being called “saints”.  Like gold, incense in those days was also very costly and brought in from a great distance.

It might be helpful here to get an idea of what John meant when he wrote about this censer, in verse 3:

· There were censers which were more like a fancy bucket, and the Roman Catholic and Orthodox churches have tended to follow this form in censers.

· But the censer design that seems to fit the archaeology of the time of John’s writing, and the censers used by the Jews in the temple, were more like a short handled shovel.

· That description also matches the character of the rest of the scene John describes, which is rather Jewish in character.

5 Then the angel took the censer and filled it with the fire of the altar, and threw it to the earth; and there followed peals of thunder and sounds and flashes of lightning and an earthquake. 

This singular angel does something which at first might sound kind of shocking and puzzling all at the same time.  Wait a minute!  That golden censer is full of the fire of the altar.  It’s been in the presence of God Himself.  Besides, the first trumpet has not been sounded!  Isn’t this angel kind of jumping the gun here?  What does he think he’s doing?

But when we ponder this a bit, and take another look, here’s what we see:

· The angel can’t be acting outside of God’s intent.

· God is sovereign - and very present on this scene!

· Also, the altar is the source of fire – a common figure of speech in the Bible for “the judgment and wrath of God”.

Below are a number of passages in which fire from God is used to express God’s wrath and declaration of judgment upon the earth.  Ezekiel 22:31, for example, says, "Thus I have poured out My indignation on them; I have consumed them with the fire of My wrath; their way I have brought upon their heads," declares the Lord GOD. 



So this fire cast from heaven pictures God’s wrath expressed to those dwelling on the earth.  Perhaps to those dwelling on the earth this burning censer will appear as a flaming meteor, a rain of fire, or something of the sort.  The fact that fire from God is consistently described as being the wrath of God, coupled with 3 passages that promise church age believers will not be subjected to God’s wrath is further evidence that those of this the church age will not be here for the Tribulation as described here in Revelation 6-19.

The angel did not just toss this burning censer casually onto the earth, or let it fall.  The Greek conveys the idea of throwing it into the earth.  The Greek word for “throw” here is ballō, from which we get our English word “ball”.  The Greek also indicates he threw it into the earth.  The consequences of this throwing are both heavenly and earthly.


What we are seeing in this passage is a combination of events which are going to be repeated twice more during the coming years of the Tribulation:

· The lightning flashes, and peals of thunder, coupled with earthquake.

· The last of these series of earthquakes, as told in Revelation 16:18, will be a great earthquake (seismos megas in the Greek).

· The point that will be clear in all these heavenly and earthly displays is that God is in charge of these things – not man.

· Man will be powerless to stop the huge flashes and overwhelming noise and massive earth shaking that will take place.

This prophetic masterpiece that John wrote, by the inspiration of God, is so amazingly consistent: Every one of these places where there is described flashes of lightning and sounds and peals of thunder, then an earthquake, is at the end of each one of the three series of seven judgments:

· One at the end of the 7 seals

· One at the end of the 7 trumpets

· And one at the end of the 7 bowls

This unmistakable pattern is just one more reason that we know the angel was not going out on his own here.  This pattern is consistent throughout the three sets of seven judgments.

6 And the seven angels who had the seven trumpets prepared themselves to sound them.  7 The first sounded, and there came hail and fire, mixed with blood, and they were thrown to the earth; and a third of the earth was burned up, and a third of the trees were burned up, and all the green grass was burned up. 

We read here of these seven angels preparing to sound these seven military trumpets.  They are about to sound off in sequence for the next series of heavenly attacks upon those dwelling on the earth,  One gets the sense that these angels have a knowledge that something ominous and globally impacting will come from their trumpet blasts.

As we read of the first trumpet sounding, hail and fire descend, mixed with blood.  These are thrown to the earth (the Greek word used for “throw” again is ballō).  We’re not talking a light drizzle here. This judgment is hurled to the earth with forcefulness.  You’ve probably already noticed that this judgment is similar to what the Lord brought upon Egypt in Exodus 9:18-35.  Now it is global in scope, and blood is included in the mix.  

We should likely allow John to use a metaphor here, and not insist that this be actual blood from humans or animals.  But from its appearance, John would rightly describe it as being blood-like, and some have tried to make a connection between what is described here and some sort of man-made weapon and/or gross pollution of some kind.  We cannot recommend that sort of interpretation because the text just does not say that, and it tells us it originates from the action of God, not man.  Besides, people for centuries have made the mistake of connecting up prophecy with the technology and events of their own day.  So we are best off to take John’s writing in this verse as a face value description of what John saw - and leave it at that.  The folks who will be on the earth at that time will no doubt be horrified enough anyway.

But besides the direct fall of fire and hail and blood from this judgment, look at what happens to the forests and grasslands of the earth!  When John writes that 1/3 of the earth was burned up and 1/3 of the trees and all the green grass, the magnitude is bit hard to grasp.  If you’ve ever been around an area where forest fires have clogged the air with smoke - and creeks and rivers run gray with ashes, and animal habitat gets scorched by the square mile, you’ve got some idea what this might be like.  But whatever we’ve seen or been through before, this is far worse!  We’ve just begun to get into the Tribulation period, and next week and in the weeks to come we’ll see a lot more ghastly things, but is important for us to keep in mind that this is not for us – those who have believed from the day of Pentecost in Acts 2 until the rapture, when the Lord takes us to be with Him.  Further, we must not lose sight of the “great multitude” we read about in chapter 7 – who will come to place their faith in Christ for salvation as a result of coming to grips with the nature of this time we are reading about.

The Seven Angels Passages in Revelation:





Revelation 8:  2 And I saw the seven angels who stand before God, and seven trumpets were given to them… 6 And the seven angels who had the seven trumpets prepared themselves to sound them. 





Revelation 15:1, 6, 7, 8


Revelation 16:1


Revelation 17:1





Revelation 21:9  


Then one of the seven angels who had the seven bowls full of the seven last plagues came and spoke with me, saying, "Come here, I will show you the bride, the wife of the Lamb."





Recalling Revelation 5:8


When He had taken the book, the four living creatures and the twenty-four elders fell down before the Lamb, each one holding a harp and golden bowls full of incense, which are the prayers of the saints. 





Numbers 11:1





Now the people became like those who complain of adversity in the hearing of the LORD; and when the LORD heard it, His anger was kindled, and the fire of the LORD burned among them and consumed some of the outskirts of the camp. 





Numbers 11:3			1 Kings 18:38			2 Kings 1:12	


Job 1:16			Psalms 58:9			Isaiah 54:16


Ezekiel 21:31; 22:21, 31; 36:5			 	Zephaniah 1:18; 3:8





Similar Old Testament Passages to Revelation 4:5a…


“Out from the throne come flashes of lightning and sounds and peals of thunder.” 





When Moses is with the Lord on Mount Sinai…





Exodus 19:16    So it came about on the third day, when it was morning, that there were thunder and lightning flashes and a thick cloud upon the mountain and a very loud trumpet* sound+, so that all the people who were in the camp trembled. 





Exodus 20:18    All the people perceived the thunder and the lightning flashes and the sound of the trumpet* and the mountain smoking+; and when the people saw it, they trembled and stood at a distance. 


___________________________________________________


+ Exodus 19:18 also mentions the earth shaking violently


* A voice like a trumpet is mentioned in Revelation 1:10 & 4:1





Similar Revelation Passages to Revelation 4:5a…





In the future Tribulation period…





Revelation 8:5    Then the angel took the censer and filled it with the fire of the altar, and threw it to the earth; and there followed peals of thunder and sounds and flashes of lightning and an earthquake. 





Revelation 11:19    And the temple of God which is in heaven was opened; and the ark of His covenant appeared in His temple, and there were flashes of lightning and sounds and peals of thunder and an earthquake and a great hailstorm. 





Revelation 16:18    And there were flashes of lightning and sounds and peals of thunder; and there was a great earthquake, such as there had not been since man came to be upon the earth, so great an earthquake was it, and so mighty. 
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