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The presence and pressure of evil in our world can make us wonder if God knows, cares, or is even 
there, and if so, is following him even worth it? In the anxiety created by such questions, it can be easy 
to seek peace from on temporal things; people, status, citizenship, position, wealth, health, or some 
other human source for ultimate peace.  When this happens, the Lord will disrupt our source of peace 
before distributing his. Revelation chapters 6-7 were given to 1st century Christian facing the same 
tendency to seek ultimate peace from temporary sources. As Craig Koester writes, “This passage 
shatters the illusion that true security can be found in borders of a nation or empire, in a flourishing 
economy, or in their own power and position.”  
 
John’s graphic imagery is intended to shake us, wake us, and stir us;  to shake us loose from all other 
forms of security we might be tempted to hold onto, wake us up to his sovereign rule over all history, 
and stir in us a confident trust in his promise to bring ultimate peace to the afflicted and ultimate 
justice to the abuser. Where we stand depends on who we trust. 
 
1. Shaken from fear and false hope. I watched as the Lamb opened the first of the seven seals.  

• John is not disclosing to them an unknown, coded future, but revealing the reality about the 
present. “The horsemen represent the four chief components of history; history is 
characterized by their hideous imprint.” – Jaques Ellul 
 

• The images are intended to create uneasiness in recipients by vividly identifying threats to their 
temporary well-being. 

 
White Horse: Conquest – Tendency to overcome another. - 
Then I heard one of the four living creatures say in a voice like 
thunder, “Come!” 2 I looked, and there before me was a white 
horse! Its rider held a bow, and he was given a crown, and he 
rode out as a conqueror bent on conquest – 6:1-2 

• Fear of conquest is often farthest from our minds for those 
tempted to trust in a national rather than a Kingdom identity. 

• Parthians constant threat to Roman security.  

• Christians who sought peace by placating 
government/political demands were compromising to powers 
that were not supreme; powers that could and would fall. 
 
Red Horse: Violence – Peace that is taken by conquest. - 3 
When the Lamb opened the second seal, I heard the second 
living creature say, “Come!” 4 Then another horse came out, a 
fiery red one. Its rider was given power to take peace from the 
earth and to make people kill each other. To him was given a 
large sword. – 6:3-4 
 



• Violence carried out on each other. Violent invasion is not just an external reality, but often 
erupts from within (“one another”). 

• “To rob, to butcher, to plunder, they call empire, and where they make a desert they call it 
‘peace’” – Tacitus, Agricola 30, AD 98 

• The red horseman warns against being lulled into false peace by comfortable conditions. Such 
“peace” can be removed. Only the Prince of Peace gives real peace. 

 
Black Horse: Famine (economic hardship) – The want arising from what is taken. - 5 When the Lamb 
opened the third seal, I heard the third living creature say, “Come!” I looked, and there before me was a 
black horse! Its rider was holding a pair of scales in his hand. 6 Then I heard what sounded like a voice 
among the four living creatures, saying, “Two pounds of wheat for a day’s wages, and six pounds of 
barley for a day’s wages, and do not damage the oil and the wine!” – 6:5-6 
 

• Looms largest in the artwork – Largest source of security in most people’s minds. 

• Inequality and oppression follow conquest as the powerful protect the powerful. Armies left 
vineyards and Olive groves. 

• Even the strongest and most flourishing economy has limits and cannot guarantee security. 
 
Pale/Green Horse: Death – The temporal and ultimate cost of human sin. - 7 When the Lamb opened 
the fourth seal, I heard the voice of the fourth living creature say, “Come!” 8 I looked, and there before 
me was a pale horse! Its rider was named Death, and Hades was following close behind him. They were 
given power over a fourth of the earth to kill by sword, famine and plague, and by the wild beasts of the 
earth. – Revelation 6:7-8 
 

• Easiest to try and ignore yet is in the lap of the viewer. Some suggest first three are “agents of 
death” 

• Fallout, disease, pestilence. 

• Death highlights the utter collapse of false security. It reminds us that we face forces beyond 
human ability to control. 
 

• “This (chapter 6) is not a description of God’s will for the world, but a description of the world 
about which God has a will.” – Ian Paul 
 

 
2. Awakened to God’s Power and Promise.   

• The horsemen do not operate independently of God. “Was Given”. Numbers toward evil of the 
earth indicate limitations. Descriptions of Heavenly realities are infinite and limitless.  

 
When he opened the fifth seal, I saw under the altar the souls of those who had been slain because of 
the word of God and the testimony they had maintained. 10 They called out in a loud voice, “How long, 
Sovereign Lord, holy and true, until you judge the inhabitants of the earth and avenge our blood?”  
 
People of God cry out honestly to God! They let God have it and then let God have it. 



Jeremiah, Zechariah, David, Habakkuk. Raw and unfiltered cries to God are not a sign of irreverence or 
faithlessness, but of maturity and genuine hope. 
 
Revenge is a more personal form of vengeance and is usually centers around feelings of anger and 
resentment. Revenge is concerned with personal satisfaction. 
 
Avenge is a word that connotes a pursuit of justice for someone other than one’s self. It has more to 
do with justice or retribution than it does with personal retaliation.  
 
What about forgiveness? Releasing the debts of our individual enemies through forgiveness does not 
mean that we quit hoping for vindication provided that we are hoping more for vindication by their 
repentance and salvation than by their death and destruction, for even God prefers their repentance 
(Ezekiel 18:23) 
 
11 Then each of them was given a white robe, and they were told to wait a little longer, until the full 
number of their fellow servants, their brothers and sisters, were killed just as they had been. 

• Wait - rest 

• Instead of offering a “why” for the presence of evil, John shares “how” God responds to evil and 
those who perpetuate it.  One can rest in the promise that God will not allow injustice to 
continue forever – assuring to the oppressed, disturbing to perpetrators. 

 
12 I watched as he opened the sixth seal. There was a great earthquake. The sun turned black like 
sackcloth made of goat hair, the whole moon turned blood red, 13 and the stars in the sky fell to earth, 
as figs drop from a fig tree when shaken by a strong wind. 14 The heavens receded like a scroll being 
rolled up, and every mountain and island was removed from its place. 
 
15 Then the kings of the earth, the princes, the generals, the rich, the mighty, and everyone else, both 
slave and free, hid in caves and among the rocks of the mountains. 16 They called to the mountains and 
the rocks, “Fall on us and hide us from the face of him who sits on the throne and from the wrath of the 
Lamb! 17 For the great day of their wrath has come, and who can withstand it?” Revelation - 6:9-17 
 

• The impact on the recipient is to be complete: There is no security, no firm ground to stand on, 
nothing in the universe to depend on except Christ himself. The rest of creation will collapse. – 
Craig Keener 

 

• Revelation does not allow for neutrality. Do you identify with those in heaven, or those on the 
earth? Those who bowed to Christ are now the only ones able to stand. Those who stood in 
opposition and compromise are able to stand no longer. 

 
Who can stand? Those redeemed by the lamb. What does that look like? 
 
 
 



3. Stirred to Endure and Engage. – After this I saw four angels standing at the four corners of the earth, 
holding back the four winds of the earth to prevent any wind from blowing on the land or on the sea or 
on any tree. 2 Then I saw another angel coming up from the east, having the seal of the living God. He 
called out in a loud voice to the four angels who had been given power to harm the land and the sea: 3 
“Do not harm the land or the sea or the trees until we put a seal on the foreheads of the servants of our 
God.”  
Sealed, set apart, never alone, but for what? Part of the answer is found in the interaction with the 
martyrs. 
 

• When judgement occurs in proximity to God’s people, prevents us from becoming too 
comfortable with a world system destined to pass away. So is such endurance and engagement 
worth it? 

• Earthly – Faith leads to loss and death. Heavenly – Faith leads to ultimate hope and rest. The 
wave of threats in chapter 6, give way to a wave of promises and praise. 

 
4 Then I heard the number of those who were sealed: 144,000 from all the tribes of Israel.  After this I 
looked, and there before me was a great multitude that no one could count, from every nation, tribe, 
people and language, standing before the throne and before the Lamb.  Revelation - 7:1-5 
 
144,000 and great multitude are same group. John hears 144,000 but sees great multitude (see 5:5-6). 
This combines the promises to Israel and presence of Gentiles into one true people of God.  
 
They were wearing white robes and were holding palm branches in their hands. 10 And they cried out 
in a loud voice: “Salvation belongs to our God, who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb.” 11 All the 
angels were standing around the throne and around the elders and the four living creatures. They fell 
down on their faces before the throne and worshiped God, 12 saying: “Amen! Praise and glory and 
wisdom and thanks and honor and power and strength be to our God for ever and ever. Amen!” 
 
The chorus of 5:11, 13 is echoed in 7:12. 
 
13 Then one of the elders asked me, “These in white robes—who are they, and where did they come 
from?” 14 I answered, “Sir, you know.” And he said, “These are they who have come out of the great 
tribulation; they have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb. 15 Therefore, 
“they are before the throne of God and serve him day and night in his temple; and he who sits on the 
throne will shelter them with his presence. 16 ‘Never again will they hunger; never again will they thirst. 
The sun will not beat down on them,’ nor any scorching heat. 17 For the Lamb at the center of the 
throne will be their shepherd; ‘he will lead them to springs of living water.’ ‘And God will wipe away 
every tear from their eyes.’” 
 
They endured tribulation while being actively engaged in their world, fueled by present confidence and 
future hope in the power of the Lamb. If the lamb was brought through death to life and to the throne, 
we his people can endure that he will bring us through darkness into light and into his courts. In the 
meantime, we remain faithful, at peace in Christ alone and present to shake up, wake up, and stir up 
this world with the gospel. 



 
“When Revelation is read historically it is more like Israel’s prophets. It means we are to look at the 
systemic evils of our day to see where Revelation’s themes still speak to us. It means social 
engagement, not withdrawal.” – Scot McKnight 
 
 
Questions to Ponder 

• Kevin stressed that the recipients of Revelation would have understood the first 4 seals (the 4 
Horsemen) as descriptions of present history, rather than coded descriptions of the future 
history. Why is this such an important detail?  

• Discuss the placement and prominence of the Black Horse and rider in the artwork. Do you 
agree that economic/resource factors generate more concern than others? Why or why not? 

• The reaction to judgement and calamity is often to blame God. Discuss this in light of the quote 
from Ian Paul, ““This (chapter 6) is not a description of God’s will for the world, but a 
description of the world about which God has a will.” How does this reframe God’s role and 
presence regarding evil? 

• How do the cries of the martyrs impact your understanding of the freedom we have in prayer? 
What issues, events, or circumstances make you want to cry out “How Long?” Why is Lament 
such an overlooked and underutilized aspect of prayer? 

• How do you respond to the fact that God never tells John or us “why” evil exists, but tells us 
“what” he is going to do about it and “how” he’s going to do it?  

• Does it bother you that those who are “sealed” are promised only eternal and spiritual 
protection, but otherwise remain in physical proximity to tribulation, and may even be harmed 
or killed by it? Why or why not? 

• Discuss the concluding quote by Scot McKnight, “When Revelation is read historically it is more 
like Israel’s prophets. It means we are to look at the systemic evils of our day to see where 
Revelation’s themes still speak to us. It means social engagement, not withdrawal.” How does 
this inform your understanding of how to be engaged today in light of our hope in Christ 
tomorrow?  

• How does all this change, challenge, confirm, or otherwise impact your view of Revelation so 
far? 
 

 


