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JOHN'S REVELATION 
"The things that must soon take place"1 
 
 
John introduces his Revelation with a portrait of Jesus and a message Jesus commissioned him to 
write to seven churches in Asia. That material introduces the main characters in his book and 
gives an overview of its contents through the specific situations of the churches he addressed. 
Chapters four and five describe God's sovereignty and Jesus' surprising identity, which provides 
the means through which God accomplishes His sovereign purpose. Chapters six through the 
first verses of chapter eight describe God’s judgment on the world and His protection of His 
people, narrated through the opening of seven seals. 
  
 

The seven seals – Revelation 6:1-8:5 
Chapters four and five records John's vision of God's throne room where he saw divine beings 
(the creatures and the elders) praising and worshipping God who, John noticed, held a scroll in 
His hand, a scroll containing a vital message for His people (Revelation 4:1-5:1). Chapter five 
concludes with the divine beings praising and worshipping Jesus because he alone proved 
worthy to receive the scroll from God (Revelation 5:2-14). The next chapter, chapter six, begins a 
ten-chapter-long account of the events introduced by the opening of the scroll. 

• The events play out in three series of sevens – seven seals (Revelation 6:1-8:5), seven 
trumpets (Revelation 8:2-11:19), and seven plagues (Revelation 15:1-16:21).  

• The seven seals, trumpets, and plagues depict God's judgment on the world, which John 
forecasted in chapters 1-3 through his image of a conquering Jesus and the Devil's efforts 
to corrupt Christians. 

• Each series of seven concludes with God's final judgment (Revelation 6:12-17; 11:15-18; 
16:17-21), indicating that the cycles do not represent a linear, chronological sequence of 
events but offer different perspectives on the same situation. 

 
  

Seals one through six 
Revelation 6:1-17 – Seals one through six narrate God's escalating judgments against the world 
and His protection of His people, motivated, in part, by the imprecatory prayers of "the souls of 
those who had been slain for the word of God" (Revelation 6:9). The seven seals represent God's 
efforts to attract people's attention to “complete” the number of His people before unleashing 
His full judgment on the world (Revelation 6:9-11). 

 
1 Revelation 1:1. All quotes from the Bible come from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version (ESV Permanent Text 
Edition, Crossway, 2016) unless otherwise noted. 
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• The first four seals reveal horsemen (white/conquest, red/war, black/famine, pale/death) 
who embody God's escalating efforts to capture humanity's attention (Revelation 6:1-8; 
cf. Deuteronomy 28:15-68; Amos 4:6-12). 

• John did not record the contents of the fifth seal, choosing instead to focus on the people 
who had been killed because of their faithfulness to God and who were calling on God to 
"avenge" their blood (Revelation 6:9-11; cf. Revelation 6:9; Leviticus 4:7, 18, 25, 34; 
Genesis 4:10). 

• God's response to the martyrs offers insight into why He chooses a series of judgments 
rather than one – He uses the judgments to prompt changes in people, delaying the final 
pronouncement until the number of the martyrs was "complete" (Revelation 6:10-11; cf. 
Mark 12:1-8; Deuteronomy 28:15-68). 

• The sixth seal addresses earthly powers and governments, using common apocalyptic 
symbolism like a darkened sun or falling stars, illustrating that even "the kings of the 
earth and the great ones and the generals and the rich and the powerful" cannot escape 
God's judgment (Revelation 6:12-17; cf. Isaiah 13:10; 34:4; Ezekiel 32:7-8; Matthew 
24:29). 

 

 
 
 

Interlude – the 144,000 Israelites and the multinational multitude 
Revelation 7:1-17 – The severity of God's judgment leads those upon whom it fell to cry, "Who 
can stand" before God's wrath (Revelation 6:16-17)? Chapter seven answers that question by 
adopting the template of the surprising answer to the question, "Who is worthy to open the 
scroll and break its seals?" (Revelation 5:1-6). 

• The text identifies those who can stand before God as those who submit themselves to 
Him and to whom He gives His seal "on their foreheads" (Revelation 7:1-3; cf. Revelation 
13:11-18). 

• A voice announced to John that the protected individuals form God's army of "144,000 
sealed from every tribe of the sons of Israel" (Revelation 7:4-8; 12:17; 14:3-4), an image 
drawn from Israel's military censuses (cf. Numbers 1:1-46; 26:1-51). 

• However, when John looked to see God's army, he did not see an army of Jewish men 
engaged in warfare. Instead: 

Illustration excepted from The Bible Project’s Revelation poster (www.bibleproject.com/downloads/posters) 
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o He saw "a great multitude that no one could number, from every nation, from all 
tribes and peoples and languages" (Revelation 7:9-12). 

o He saw a multitude that formed God's new Israel and fulfilled God's promises to 
Abraham (cf. Genesis 13:16; 15:5; 32:21; Romans 2:28-29; 9:6-8; Galatians 3:26-
29). 

o He saw a multinational multitude praising and worshipping God and the Lamb in 
God's throne room (Revelation 7:9-12; cf. Revelation 4:9-11; 5:9-14). 

 
 

The seventh seal 
Revelation 8:1-5 – After a brief interlude describing the identity of those protected from God's 
judgment, John's vision returns to the seals and witnesses the opening of the seventh and final 
seal.  

• The opening of the final seal initiates a half-hour-long silence in heaven, a time 
expressing submission to God's sovereign right to judge (Revelation 8:1; Habakkuk 2:20; 
Zephaniah 1:7; Zechariah 2:13). 

• The seventh seal, mingled with the prayers of the saints, represents God's answer to the 
martyrs' cry – His judgment "on those who dwell on the earth" (Revelation 8:3-5; 6:10). 

• The final seal initiates the second cycle of seven, the seven trumpets (Revelation 8:6-
11:19). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 

Applications 
What references to the Hebrew Bible do you see in John’s account of the seven seals and how 
do you think those references help interpret the meaning of the seals? 
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
What insights do you think God’s use of a series of escalating consequences offer us into His 
judgment? How does God’s judgment/justice compare to the judgment/justice we desire?  
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________ 
 
What insights does John’s vision of God’s army in chapter seven offer us into the way we are to 
respond to the world’s evils? 
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________________ 
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Notes 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 

 
 
Next week 
Revelation 8:6-11:19 – the seven trumpets 


