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Imagine a hushed auditorium. The candidates are holding their breath as the emcee says, “The 
envelope, please.” But when he is handed the envelope, he is unable to open it. He turns to the 
audience to see if anyone in the auditorium can open the envelope. There is no one is able to 
open it. This is an image of what John saw in the throne room and he wept in frustration 
because no one could open the sealed scroll. But then, the Lamb appeared. The Lamb is the only 
one worthy to open the scroll of the final chapter of human history because He is the one who 
purchased all people (Revelation 5:5, 9). 
 
As we progress through the book of Revelation another interpretation issue becomes evident.  
In addition to the degree of literal vs. symbolic, interpreting the chronology is challenging.  
Some people view Revelation as a linear sequence of events. However, because it is apocalyptic 
literature, it is possible that the same events could be told and retold in different ways as it is in 
the apocalyptic sections of Daniel. Daniel 2 is Nebuchadnezzar’s statue dream which revealed 
four current and future world empires. Daniel’s vision of four beasts recorded in chapter seven 
repeated the same message. Daniel 8 is a vision of a ram and a goat identified as two of those 
future empires. Each told the same message of coming world empires. Daniel’s visions are clear 
to us now because we can look back on history and see the fulfillments. But when it comes to 
the book of Revelation, we don’t have the benefit of hindsight. However, if Revelation follows 
the pattern of Daniel, it could be that the seals, trumpets and bowls are the same events told in 
different ways. 
 
Another consideration is the nature of prophecy. Some prophecies have more than one 
fulfillment. For example, Isaiah prophesied to King Ahaz of Judah, “The virgin will conceive and 
give birth to a son and will call him Immanuel…before the boy knows enough to reject the 
wrong and choose the right, the land of the two kings you dread will be laid waste” (Isaiah 7:14-
15). This prophecy was fulfilled when the Assyrians defeated Syria and the Northern Kingdom of 
Israel in the eighth century BC, just a few years after the prophecy was given. Yet Matthew said 
it was fulfilled in the birth of Jesus (Matthew 1:23). Again, God spoke through Hosea referring 
to the Exodus, “When Israel was a child, I loved him and out of Egypt I called My son” (11:1). 
But Matthew applied the same passage to Jesus when Joseph and Mary took Him to Egypt to 
escape Herod (Matthew 2:15). It may also be possible that some of the prophecies in 
Revelation have already been fulfilled in the past but will be fulfilled in a greater way at the end 
of time. 
 
In addition, prophecy may not be straightforward and simple to predict. When Barak refused to 
go into battle against Sisera unless Deborah, the judge, accompanied him, she prophesied, “I 
will go with you. But…the honor will not be yours; the Lord will deliver Sisera into the hands of a 
woman” (Judges 4:9). It seemed obvious that Deborah would get the credit. But the surprise 
ending was that Sisera fled from battle and took refuge in a random, non-Israelite tent and was 
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killed by Jael, the woman who lived there. Deborah and Barak later sang a song in her honor 
(Judges 5:24). What happened fulfilled the prophecy exactly but at the time it was given no one 
would have imagined that an obscure Bedouin woman would be the fulfillment. Another 
example is Jeremiah’s prophecy about King Zedekiah. Jeremiah 32:4 states that Zedekiah would 
“speak with [the king of Babylon] face to face and see him with his own eyes.”  Jeremiah 34:5 
adds concerning Zedekiah, “You will not die by the sword, you will die peacefully.” Ezekiel 
prophesied that Zedekiah would not see Babylon (12:13). A king under siege might be hopeful 
that the attack would be settled amiably after speaking with the Babylonian king face to face 
and that he would be able to live out his life and die in peace. The sad reality was that Zedekiah 
was taken prisoner. He did speak face to face with the Babylonian king. And then they killed his 
sons in front of him and put out his eyes and he was taken as a prisoner to Babylon. He did not 
see Babylon because he was blind and there he died peacefully in prison (Jer. 52:8-11).  
 
Lacking visual aids, power points or video clips the prophets often employed flamboyant 
language to hold the attention of the people as they preached on the street corners. The 
original audience didn’t expect a literal fulfillment; they understood the style. For example, 
Isaiah prophesied about Babylon,  
 

The stars of heaven and their constellations will not show their light. The rising sun will be 
darkened and the moon will not give its light…. I will make the heavens tremble; and the 
earth will shake from its place at the wrath of the LORD Almighty, in the day of His 
burning anger…. See, I will stir up against them the Medes, who do not care for silver and 
have no delight in gold. Babylon, the jewel of kingdoms, the glory of the Babylonians' 
pride, will be overthrown by God like Sodom and Gomorrah.                 Isaiah 13:10-19 
 

The fulfillment is recorded in Daniel 5:30-31, “That very night Belshazzar, king of the 
Babylonians, was slain, and Darius the Mede took over the kingdom, at the age of sixty-two.”  
Secular history tells that the Babylonians diverted the Euphrates and marched under the city 
walls on the shallow riverbed and took the city without a fight. The political world was shaken 
but the physical world wasn’t; the sun and moon weren’t darkened, but Babylon was 
overthrown. 
 
The point is, we need to be very careful about assuming we know what form a prophecy will 
take when it is fulfilled. Isaac Newton wisely stated, “The point of prophecy is not to make men 
a prophet, but to give glory to God at the time of its fulfillment.” If we are faithfully studying 
God’s Word and His world, we will be amazed at God’s faithful fulfillment, even if it was not 
how we imagined it would be. 
 
Again, as we look at Revelation, we need to remember it was a message for all people of all 
cultures of all time. It was originally a message of reassurance given to suffering people of the 
first century to encourage them in their situation; it is not a detailed map of future events given 
to satisfy the curiosity of 21st century believers. There may possibly have been many 
fulfillments of events over the centuries that would have fit the prophecies. The danger in 
waiting for fantastic Hollywood-style special effects is that the events of book of Revelation 
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may be being fulfilled in our midst. We need to be alert so we don’t miss God’s hand in our 
world while we are trying to fit the prophecies into our timeline or preconceived ideas and 
charts.   
 
Chapter six begins with the opening of the seals and the so-called “Four Horsemen of the 
Apocalypse.” Right away there is a wide divergence of interpretation among committed biblical 
scholars in regard to the first horseman. Some believe the rider on the white horse is the 
antichrist based on the troubles that follow. Others believe the rider is Jesus. John only says he 
saw a rider on a white horse, “Its rider held a bow, and he was given a crown, and he rode out 
as a conqueror bent on conquest” (6:2). 
 
In Revelation 19, John again described a rider on a white horse, “there before me was a white 
horse, whose rider is called Faithful and True. With justice He judges and wages war. His eyes 
are like blazing fire, and on His head are many crowns…. He is dressed in a robe dipped in 
blood, and His name is the Word of God” (19:11-13). It is very clear in chapter 19 that the rider 
on the white horse is Jesus and that He is riding to war. That is exactly what Jesus came to do. 
Satan declared war against God’s creation in the Garden and God promised to send Someone 
to defeat him (Genesis 3:15).  John wrote, “The reason the Son of God appeared was to destroy 
the devil’s work” (1 John 3:8). Jesus Himself said, “Do not suppose that I have come to bring 
peace to the earth. I did not come to bring peace, but a sword” (Matthew 10:34). The war was 
won on Calvary (John 19:30). Satan was defeated. But the story isn’t over and there are still 
battles to be fought. Revelation 12 is the historical account of the first advent of Christ and the 
battle in the heavenly realm concluding with Satan’s defeat. “…Woe to the earth and the sea, 
because the devil has gone down to you! He is filled with fury, because he knows that his time 
is short” (Revelation 12:12). The other three horsemen: war, famine and death may increase in 
intensity as the end gets closer, but they have been roaming the earth for a long time.   
 
After the sixth seal was opened, the avenging angels were told to wait until a seal was placed 
on the foreheads of the servants of God (Revelation 7:2). Ezekiel had a similar vision in which 
the Lord sent a messenger to “put a mark on the foreheads” of those who were grieved by the 
sinfulness of Judah to protect them from the slaughter that was to come. The avengers were 
commanded, “do not touch anyone who has the mark” (Ezekiel 9:3-4). This mark at the time of 
Judah’s destruction was not a literal mark. It was a way of saying God was differentiating 
between those who rejected His law and those who honored it.   
 
An identifying mark on the forehead will come up three more times in the book of Revelation. 
John later saw, “…the Lamb, standing on Mount Zion, and with Him 144,000 who had His name 
and His Father’s Name written on their foreheads.” He described those with the name on their 
foreheads as the ones who have been redeemed from the earth, purchased from among men 
and who follow the Lamb (Revelation 14:3-4). 
 
Paul told the Corinthian Christians that God, “…set His seal of ownership on us and put His Spirit 
in our hearts as a deposit” (2 Corinthians 1:21-22). To the Ephesians he wrote, “Having 
believed, you were marked in Him with a seal, the promised Holy Spirit” (Ephesians 1:13; 4:30). 
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If you have committed your life to Jesus and follow Him, you have already been sealed, the 
mark of God on you is the Holy Spirit who dwells in you.  
 
The number mentioned, 144,000, is probably not meant to be taken literally. Twelve is the 
symbolic number of God’s people. Twelve squared would be the number of the people of the 
Old Covenant and the New Covenant: 12 x 12 = 144.   
 
The Hebrew language did not have an exclamation mark. If a writer wanted to emphasize 
something, he would repeat it three times. For example, “Holy, holy, holy” (Isaiah 6:3) or “the 
temple of the Lord, the temple of the Lord, the temple of the Lord” (Jeremiah 7:4). In this case 
10—the number of completion—is cubed indicating the complete and final fullness of all the 
people of God — 12 x 12 x 10 x 10 x 10.  
 
In chapter seven the 144,000 which are sealed are described as “from all the tribes of Israel” 
(although the list of tribes is incomplete). In chapter 14 the 144,000 who are marked are those 
who have been redeemed and follow the Lamb. Either we have a literal 288,000 people 
marked—144,000 Israelites and 144,000 Christians—or, more likely, a symbolic number 
representing all of God’s people throughout all time.  
 
Zechariah seemed to be prophesying about that day when he declared, “‘Shout and be glad, 
Daughter Zion. For I am coming, and I will live among you,’ declares the Lord. ‘Many nations will 
be joined with the Lord in that day and will become My people. I will live among you and you 
will know that the Lord Almighty has sent Me to you’” (Zechariah 2:10-11). Jesus told His 
disciples, “I have other sheep that are not of this sheep pen. I must bring them also. They too 
will listen to My voice, and there shall be one flock and one Shepherd” (John 10:16).  And Paul 
wrote, “You who are Gentiles by birth…remember that you were separate from Christ, excluded 
from citizenship in Israel and foreigners to the covenants of the promise, without hope and 
without God, but now in Christ Jesus you have been brought near by the blood of Christ. For He 
Himself is our peace, who has made the two one…His purpose was to create in Himself one new 
man out of the two, thus making peace” (Ephesians 2:11-15).   
 
John heard the number, 144,000, but when he looked, he saw “a great multitude that no one 
could number, from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages, standing before 
the throne and before the Lamb” (7:9). These are the people of God throughout all time, now 
gathered to worship. 
 
John went on to say that before the next angel sounded his trumpet, the mystery of God would 
be accomplished.  John assumed his readers knew what that mystery was because it was 
announced to the prophets (10:7).   
 
Paul often used the term “mystery.” “This mystery is that through the gospel the Gentiles are 
heirs together with Israel, members together of one body…” (Ephesians 3:4-6). To the Romans 
he wrote, “…the revelation of the mystery hidden for long ages past, but now revealed and 
made known through the prophetic writings…all the Gentiles might come to the obedience that 
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comes from faith… (Romans 16:25-27, see also Colossians 1:26; 2:2).  This mystery that will be 
accomplished before the last trumpet is blown also refers to the combined people of God. 
 
At the restoration of all things, there will be no divisions. The Church, the body of Christ, 
dwelling with God in peaceful unity is the final victory promised. “There is neither Jew nor 
Greek, there is neither slave nor free, there is no male and female, for you are all one in Christ 
Jesus. And if you are Christ's, then you are Abraham's offspring, heirs according to promise” 
(Galatians 3:28-29; Colossians 3:11).  

 
 


