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The Narrative Continues: Opening of the Seals 

• Movement toward God’s final victory 
o The salvation of God’s people 
o The defeat of God’s enemies 

• Judgment proceeds from the throne (4:5) without conflicting with the sacrificial, ironic victory of 
the slain Lamb. 

o God is no petty dictator – he need not flaunt his power to inflate his ego. 
o Right worship is essential to human thriving. Judgment happens not because God is 

aggressive and belligerent but because there are inevitable consequences to rejecting his 
rule (cf. Rom 1). 

 
Series of Sevens 

• Seven seals (6:1–16 . . . 8:1–5) 
• Seven trumpets (8:6–9:21 . . . 11:15–19) 
• Seven bowls (15:1–16:21) 
• The “seven thunders” (10:1–4) may represent an additional series of warning judgments that are 

possible but withdrawn because of the lack of repentance (Mounce). In other words, the plagues of 
the seven thunders are not revealed because they will never happen. 

 
Other Sevens of Revelation 

• 7 churches (1:4a), 7 spirits before the throne (1:4b), 7 golden lampstands (1:12), 7 stars (1:16), 7 
torches = 7 spirits of God (4:5), Lamb with 7 horns and eyes (5:6), 7 angels who stand before God 
(8:2), dragon with 7 heads (12:3) 

• 7 beatitudes (1:3; 14:13; 16:15; 19:9; 20:6; 22:7, 10, 14) 
• 7 occurrences of “every tribe and tongue and people and nation” (5:9; 7:9; 10:11; 11:9; 13:7; 14:6; 

17:5) 
 
Common Elements in the Judgment Series 

• 4 + 3 structure 
o Seals: four horsemen summoned by four living creatures; last three different 
o Trumpets: four plagues on parts of earth; three woes on inhabitants 
o Bowls: four plagues on parts of creation; last three different 

• Plagues on creation 
• Significant literary parallels with Exodus plagues (trumpets and bowls) 

o Water to blood (2nd trumpet, 3rd bowl) 
o Frog demons (6th bowl) 
o Painful sores (1st bowl) 
o Hail and fire (1st trumpet)  
o Locusts (5th trumpet) 
o Darkness (4th trumpet, 5th bowl 
o God’s judgments on the end-times Pharaoh(s) for the deliverance of his people 

• Sixth item approaches the edge of final judgment and then an interlude happens. 
• Unusual or anticlimactic seventh “plague” 

o Seals: Silence, incense offering 



o Trumpets: Kingdom announcement, heavenly hymn 
o Bowls: “It is done!” 

• End with thunder, rumblings, lightning, earthquake, (and hail) 
  
Sequence or Recapitulation?  

• Ch. 6-11; 15-16, the seals, trumpets and bowls are the most challenging part of Revelation (the 
white-water rapids section) 

• The easiest question is the literary relationship between the three judgment series; more difficult 
is their time referent. 

• Literary Relationship 
o There is progression (whether temporal or literary) and intensification among the 

judgments and convergence in the bowls, which are final judgment proper. 
• Relationship in Time 

o The book presents things seriatim. However, apocalyptic literature can double back and 
recount and retell previously related images and visions. 

o On the other hand, there is certainly an intensification: ¼ of the earth (seals)  1/3 of the 
earth (trumpets)  the whole earth (bowls) 

o But how do we account for the parallels? The parallels seem to suggest that the reader is 
intended to experience God’s judgment progressively by looking at it in various ways. 

o However, the relation to Messianic birthpangs seems significant as things accelerate and 
intensify before the second coming. 

• Conclusion 
o The visions give a sense of the birth-pangs prior to the advent of the Messiah, without 

committing to specific time-table or obvious one-to-one correspondence with visible 
events. This encompasses all time since his first advent, but moves inexorably towards final 
judgment (cf. “Apocalyptic Discourse”). 

o At one level, based on the opening and the seals and the NT perspective of end-times 
inaugurated by Jesus’ death and resurrection and the parallel of historical judgment (Mt. 
24) being woven together with the consummate return of Jesus, it makes sense to view this 
is not a final part of history but the whole of history. At another level, the intensification of 
the judgments seems that it must match up somehow to historical progress as things in 
history get progressively worse and worse? 

• Significance 
o Call to repentance or hardening of hearts for judgment? Perhaps a bit of both (cf. Exodus—

God hardened Pharaoh’s heart so he could decisively bring his people out of Egypt in great 
power and with miracles; however, since the judgments come incrementally, the 
opportunity for repentance is always present). 

o A response to the saints’ cry for justice (cf. again the Exodus paradigm—God hears the cries 
of his people and gives Moses authority to bring plagues). This is especially evident in 
chapter 8, where the censer full of incense—the prayers of the saints—is filled with fire 
and thrown down to the earth (cf. also 6th seal following the 5th seal, the martyrs cry for 
vengeance). 

o God’s judgments on the end-times Pharaoh(s) for the deliverance of his people. 
o “[John has] taken some of his contemporaries’ worst experiences and worst fears of wars 

and natural disasters, blown them up to apocalyptic proportions, and cast them in biblically 
allusive terms. The point is not to predict a sequence of events. The point is to evoke and 
explore the meaning of the divine judgment which is impending on the sinful world.” 
(Richard Bauckham, The Theology of the Book of Revelation, 20) 

 
 



Highlights from the Seven Seals (6:1–16; 8:1–5) 
• Conquest  Wars  Famine  Death/plague  
• Saints cry for justice (5th seal)  the end of the world (6th seal)  
• “Who can stand?” 

 
Highlights from the Seven Trumpets (8:6–9:21) 

• General OT background: Jericho 
• 2nd trumpet: Jeremiah 51:25 on Babylon’s fall 
• 3rd trumpet: Isaiah 14:12 on Babylon’s demonic underpinnings 
• 5th trumpet: falling to earth from heaven is always BAD 
• NO REPENTANCE 

o Judgment does not bring repentance, but the sacrificial witness of the church does. 
 
Highlights from the Seven Bowls (15:5–16:21) 

• “[T]he sanctuary was filled with smoke from the glory of God and from his power, and no one 
could enter the sanctuary until the seven plagues of the seven angels were finished” (15:8). 

o Judgment happens in the context of heavenly worship. 


