
The Opening of the Scroll and the Seven Seals 
(Revelation 6:1-8:5) 

 
Introduction:- 
 
What expectations do you have, when you open an important letter for the 
first time? If it is a tax return from the Tax Office, perhaps we are not quite 
sure about what we are about to receive in terms of assessment, whether it 
will give us the good news of a credit, or the deflating news of a debit. Well, 
what is in store for the church and the world in the passage before us today?  
As it turns out, the opening of the scroll introduces the description of three 
groups of judgments. This begins with the contents of the Seven Seals (6:1-
8:5), followed then by the Seven trumpets (8:6-11:19), concluding with the 
Seven Cups of Wrath, or Seven Last Plagues (15:1-16:21). And as it turns out, 
the Seven Trumpets arise out of the Seventh Seal (8:2), and the Seven Last 
Plagues arise out of the Seventh Trumpet (11:19), also providing a parallel with 
the Seventh Bowl (16:18-21). And so there is a continuous line connecting 21 
judgments, or three sets of seven, from the first judgment of the Seals, to the 
last judgment of the Plagues. Further, there is evidence that these judgments 
should not be understood as happening one after the other in a straight 
chronological time line, but rather, should be seen as reinforcing and 
interpreting one another in a pattern of intersecting concentric circles which 
overlap one another. For each set of seven, in their own distinctive way, tell us 
about conditions that will lead up to the final Day of the Lord, which in the Old 
Testament, was always preceded by judgment. During this time, the world will 
describe these things which are already happening, and are about to happen, 
as events, disasters, and catastrophes; but the church on the other hand will 
see them as acts of God, divine judgments, and Heavenly protection for 
believers, as well preludes to joy and peace; as well as forerunners to final 
victory over all things evil which oppose God’s will and good purposes for this 
world in Christ. Finally, as G.B.Caird (Revelation, 1966, P.79) points out, “It is 
not enough for John to assert that Christ’s reign is already established in 
Heaven, and will ultimately be established on earth at His Second Coming, for 
Heavenly events must have their earthly counterparts in the here and now … 
Unless Christ can be said to reign over the world of hard facts in which 
Christians must live their lives, He can hardly be said to reign at all” (end of 
quote).  And this is where John now takes us, with the Risen Christ’s reign over 
Heaven and Earth through these 21 judgments upon the earth, as a prelude to 
the final coming of the kingdom of God on earth. Interestingly enough, the 
division of the Messianic woes into several sets of sevens may well be inspired 
by the doom prophecy of Leviticus 26, where it is stated four times, “I punish 
you for your sins seven times over” (Leviticus 26:18,21,24,28). Further, Jesus’ 



discourse on the end-times found at Matthew 24, Mark 13, and Luke 21, 
contains the seven judgments mentioned in Revelation 6, but the form of the 
opening four judgments in this chapter reflects the vision of the four horses 
and chariots found in Zechariah’s vision of 1:7-17; 6:1-8, which Zechariah had 
in one night. But these were adapted by John, in order to convey his unique 
message. Finally, all of the judgments mentioned by John, can best be 
understood has having already happened throughout his life-time, as well as 
about to happen, and as having relevance throughout the entire church age 
until Christ’s Second Coming. Finally, the scroll itself represents God’s covenant 
to give humanity the kingdom of salvation. And so to begin with, let us now 
focus our lens more closely on Revelation chapter 6. 
 
1. The Breaking of the Seals (Revelation 6:1-17). 
 
To begin with, the first eight verses of this chapter relate to the first four seals, 
or judgments of God. In each case, the Lamb upon the Throne first breaks open 
the seal, and then the Four Living Creatures or Seraphim each in turn, in a 
voice like thunder say, “Come!” As such, these angels initiate God’s judgment, 
as well as represent all created life, and ever live to worship and glorify God, 
who lives forever. Then each of the four seals produces a rider on a horse. 
They are known as the four horsemen of the Apocalypse. As we have already 
indicated, the Old Testament background of the four horses is doubtless 
Zechariah 1:7-17 and 6:1-8. But in Revelation the riders are more fully 
described than in Zechariah. Whereas in Zechariah the horsemen go out to 
“patrol the earth”, in Revelation they go out to “afflict the earth.”  The white 
horse and its rider probably represent military and political power, bent on 
invading countries and conquest (v. 2). The fiery red horse and its rider 
possibly represents a general confusion of strife, including hostilities between 
countries, and even perhaps civil war, causing people to kill each other, which 
also make sense of the reference here to a “large sword” (Matthew 24:6-8). 
The black horse and its rider with a pair of scales symbolises mourning from 
famine caused by war, with the result of greatly inflated food prices. In 92 AD, 
Domitian ordered half of Asia Minor’s vineyards to be destroyed in order to 
increase grain production, which caused such outrage that Domitian repealed 
the edict. Finally the pale horse and its rider, whose name was death and 
Hades, or death followed by ultimate judgment, was allowed a severe yet 
restrained judgment over one quarter of the earth, to kill by sword, famine, 
plague, and wild beasts (v. 8; cf. Ezekiel 14:21). These were known as the 
dreaded foursome! And as such, were the epitome of all the horses and their 
riders! (cf. Hebrews 9:27-28).  Then we come to the fifth seal in verses 9-11, 
which stands apart from the previous four seals, for it reveals the souls of 
those under the altar, who had been slain because of their stand upon the 



Word of God, and their faithful testimony to Jesus. In this way, like John 
himself, they suffered for their faithful testimony to Jesus, and also followed 
the slain Lamb of God to death. Perhaps this also gives meaning to the fact that 
their cry came to God from “under the altar” recalling the altar of incense or 
the altar of burnt offering from the Old Testament (Leviticus 4:7), because at 
some time in the past they have been offered in sacrifice on it.  Their cry to 
God, “How long until you judge the inhabitants of the earth and avenge our 
blood”, may well provide a key to the understanding and structure of the 
entire book. This was not a question of any personal vendettas with their 
accusers, after all, Jesus Himself prayed from the cross itself, “Father, forgive 
them, for they know not what they do” (Luke 23:34). But this request was 
rather a question of the validity of their faith. If God’s Word is the ultimate 
truth, which also led Jesus to His death, then a day of justice and reckoning 
must come upon the world in defence of that truth, seen by John as answered 
at 16:5, and 19:2. This point would also have been of supreme importance for 
those about to make the same choice in life. And so the white robe given to 
them in verse 11 is likely to be a representation of their justification through 
Christ in the face of their condemnation by the world, and so a sign and pledge 
of the glory which is to be theirs in the first resurrection mentioned at 20:4-6.  
At the same time, it may also indicate the beginning of their symbolic 1,000 
year reign with Christ, which in this case, begins at the point of their death, and 
not at some future time (11:17). And so this vision of the martyrs under the 
altar is viewed as an integral part of the judgments of the Lord, and for the rest 
of the book of Revelation. The instruction to wait a little longer, until the full 
number of their fellow servants were killed, both brothers and sisters, possibly 
means with Caird (Revelation 1966, p. 87), that the death of the martyrs is the 
means by which God is to win his victory over the powers of evil, and only total 
victory can bring about the consummation of God’s purpose. After all, it has 
only been by the victory of the Cross that Christ has won the right to sit with 
God on His Throne (3:21), as well as win the right to open the scroll of God’s 
purpose, both to disclose it, and put it into operation. It is not surprising then 
that the content of the scroll should include the story of continued martyrdom 
by which the final victory is won (end of quote).  Finally in chapter 6, the 
opening of the sixth seal is introduced by a great earthquake (Ezekiel 38:18-
20), heralding the end of the age, with a number of cosmic signs following, 
echoing a range of texts from the Old Testament. These “signs” are indications, 
not that the end is merely drawing near, but that it has arrived in terms of the 
great day of the wrath of the One who sits upon the throne, and of the Lamb 
(v. 17).  And no one, from the greatest to the lowest in social, economic, and 
political standing, could hide from the presence of the One who sits upon the 
Throne, and from the wrath of the Lamb. And so, as we finally reflect upon this 
key passage, economic hardship, plague, pestilence, and sword, all have their 



counterparts in today’s uncertain and unstable world. Further, this past 
century has witnessed an unprecedented persecution of the Christian Church 
upon earth, with many Christians dying for their faith. In John’s day, the so-
called Roman peace could never give enduring security. Even as John wrote - 
storm clouds were gathering. The sobering fact is that the horsemen carry out 
God’s intention. They are the agents of divine wrath in the face of all that 
opposes the good purposes of God in a broken world. And as we see such evils 
in our world, we know that judgment is coming.  The sixth seal heralds 
judgment on the entire social order, but we can rejoice that hope is assured to 
us, as we follow Jesus in the way of the Cross and the Risen Life. 
 

2.  An Interlude between the sixth and seventh seals – The “Invisible” Church 
Revealed (Revelation 7:1-17). 
 
The sixth seal heralded the end of history in the coming of God and the Lamb. 
One would therefore expect that the seventh seal would now be opened, and 
the kingdom of glory be revealed. Instead, John recounts two visions of God’s 
people in the last days. The first in verses 1-8 relates to the period before the 
judgments described in chapter 6.  The second in verses 9-17 reveals the 
redeemed in the glory that follows them. But before these are revealed, John 
speaks of four angels holding back the four winds of the earth as an alternative 
symbol of the four horsemen in the previous chapter (Zechariah 6:1-5). The 
destructive fury of the winds represents the whole manifestation of judgment 
symbolized by the seals, trumpets, and cups of wrath (vv. 1-3). Then a fifth 
angel coming from the east, symbolizing salvation, came with a seal from the 
Living God. He instructed the other angels to withhold their destructive fury 
until God’s servants were sealed with the seal of the Living God. This picture 
goes back to Ezekiel 9:1-6, where Ezekiel had a vision of a man with a writing 
kit, who is told to go throughout Jerusalem, and put a mark on the foreheads 
of the righteous that they may be spared by the agents of destruction. And so 
here, John’s purpose in this double vision is threefold. First to assure his 
Christian readers and hearers, that they have no need to fear and dread the 
judgments of the last times, since God will place His personal seal upon their 
foreheads, and protect and keep them to the very end. Therefore, maybe the 
reason for this pause and interlude at this point, was to declare the blessing of 
this “redemptive seal” upon God’s chosen servants! And so, this would be the 
most appropriate place to do this.  Secondly, even though they may have been 
tempted to imagine that they were alone in a hostile world, John’s vision 
would have lifted them from their daily struggles into this unparalleled vision 
of a worldwide, multilingual choir, who together with them, would offer praise 
and worship to the Father, and to the Lamb upon the Throne. Thirdly, an 
assurance is given, that no matter how great the sufferings to come, or how 
unlikely the final triumph of the Lamb of God will sometimes seem to be, the 



glorious fulfilment of God’s redemptive purpose for all the nations will become 
a reality before the eternal Throne of God. Coming back to the two visions, it is 
often thought that verses 1-8 show God’s care for Israel in the last times, or at 
least for Jewish Christians, whereas verses 9-17 depict the saved of the nations 
of the world. But this is a doubtful interpretation. First, if the sealing of the first 
vision portrays God’s protection from the destructive judgments coming upon 
the earth, then all of God’s people will need that, and not a limited section of 
them. Secondly, the expression “servants of our God” in verse 3, who are 
sealed, regularly occurs elsewhere in Revelation as the whole company of the 
redeemed. Therefore, the best solution is that John intends to describe the 
redeemed people of God from two different angles. First, from the perspective 
of God’s election, the symbolic number of 144,000, employing the perfect 
number 12 x 12 x 1,000, symbolizing completion (cf. 14:1-4), stands for the 
complete and final number of the redeemed, and assures us that not a single 
person sealed by the Holy Spirit, Jew or Gentile, will be lost. Thus Jesus’ prayer 
in John 17, that all who have seen His glory will “be with me where I am” shall 
come to pass. Today, groups like the Jehovah’s Witnesses have applied the 
number 144,000 in a literal way to themselves. But in attempting to put 
themselves into an exclusive box, they have not only reduced the greater 
purposes of God, but have severely limited the breadth of God’s salvation plan 
to all nations and peoples. Secondly, viewed from a wider angle, a vast 
multitude drawn from every nation, tribe and people, will stream into the 
kingdom of God, and at the end of time, will join their voices together in the 
everlasting song before God’s throne. According to A.M. Farrer, another way at 
looking at this contrast, is that on the one hand, God knows the number of His 
elect, and on the other hand, those who inherit the blessing of Abraham, are 
numberless as the stars of Heaven. Finally, in 7:14, these Christians are 
described as coming out of the great tribulation, and have washed their robes 
from sin and defilement, and made them white in the blood of the Lamb. This 
latter expression is symbolic of the Christian’s forgiveness of sins through the 
Cross of Jesus Christ.  Paul put it this way: “For Christ our Passover Lamb has 
been sacrificed for us” (1 Corinthians 5:7). But what does the “great 
tribulation” refer to? Some scholars feel that it refers to persecution 
throughout the entire church age (Matthew 24:21).  Others believe that it 
refers to a period at the end of the church age, just before Christ’s return, and 
so has in view the last generation.  But whatever view we adopt, for John, that 
day was almost on the horizon, and it was not given to him to see the period 
that intervened before the end. For us, two millennia afterward, the church is 
mainly in Heaven, but we may know that all believers, including ourselves, will 
be amongst that throng  (G. Beasley-Murray Revelation - New Bible 
Commentary 1994, p. 1436-7).  Finally, a beautiful description is given of the 
final scene before God’s Throne, possibly in anticipation of the scene at the 



end of the book, in chapters 21-22, where in the Holy City of God, every tear is 
wiped from the eyes, and where the springs of living - water become a river of 
living water, more than enough for the needs of all!! 
 

3.  Silence in Heaven – The Opening of the Seventh Seal (Revelation 8:1-5) 
 
This section concludes the presentation of the Seals, and prepares for the 
Seven Trumpets to follow. It also links these divine judgments to the effective 
prayers of God’s people in verses 3-5. The section begins: “When he opened 
the seventh seal, there was silence in heaven for about half an hour.” Finally, 
the seventh seal scroll is fully opened!  But what is the point of the half hour of 
silence that follows?  In the light of verses 3-5, it is likely that it was to enable 
the prayers of the saints to be heard. In the Jewish Talmud, seven heavens are 
distinguished; in the fifth heaven there are companies of ministering angels, 
who utter songs by night, and are silent by day, for the sake of Israel’s glory. 
Put another way, they are silent in order that the praises of Israel may come 
before God.  Even the seven angels to whom seven trumpets were given in 
verse 2, could not sound these trumpets, until the prayers of God’s people 
were offered with the incense before God’s Throne. In this way, the prayers of 
God’s people were also made acceptable before God. Finally, verse 5 indicates 
that these prayers were answered. The fire that burned the incense is thrown 
to the earth and becomes a means of judgment. The phenomena that follows 
indicates that the Lord’s presence resembling the Sinai theophany (Exodus 
19:16-20) is known on earth, and God’s kingdom is established in power and 
authority, paralleling the seventh Trumpet at 11:19, and the seventh cup of 
Wrath at 16:18. 
 

Conclusion:- 
 
Once a song was made popular which had the lyrics, “Silence is Golden.”  The 
writer could well have had our passage in mind today!  If there is a period of 
silence in Heaven, in order that the prayers of God’s people might be heard 
and answered before God’s Throne, what does this tell us about the 
importance of silence and of prayer in our lives today, in a world filled with 
noise and discordant sounds. There is of course a great deal of noise in this 
book, with both angelic celebration and the thundering crashes of lightening 
and earthquake in judgement, but God continues to speak in the silence and 
stillness of our lives.  If times of silence are needed in Heaven, for prayer to be 
offered and heard, how much more important might they be on earth. God 
continues to say to us, “Be still, and know that I am God” (Psalm 46:10).   
Amen. 
 
 


