
 

Revelation 6 Part 1 

THE SIX SEALS 

((REV 6:1-17)) 

-It is clear to see form just a cursory reading of Rev 6 that it is about what happens when the Lamb 

breaks the six seals.  What is NOT so clear (however) is their meaning!  

-What will help:  (three things): 

-A reminder of the historical and literary context 

- A quick review of the previous two chapters (since they are the beginning of John’s heavenly vision 

where he witnesses these things and therefore give to us some of the context for what is taking place 

here. 

-An immediate dumping of all Dispensational “trash interpretation” in favor of the Biblical approach! 

(i.e.  SAY NO to futuristic literalism & arbitrary symbolism, SAY YES to historical literalism & contextual 

symbolism – Rev 1:1)  

I.  Preliminary Considerations 

A.  Historical background and purpose for writing 

-Revelation was written sometime around 64/65 AD, to 7 churches in the heart and cosmopolitan 

crossroads of the Roman Empire who would therefore soon be feeling the effects of the empire-wide 

persecution against Christians issued by the reigning Caesar at that time--Nero.  The persecution would 

last from July of 64 AD until Nero’s suicidal death in January of 68.  The persecution was (in part) the 

result of Nero’s need for a scapegoat after being blamed for the fires which burned Rome; and also due 

to the Jews who insidiously moved Nero in the direction of the Christians as his answer (Rev 1:9, 13:5, 

19:1-2). 

-Nero’s persecution was the most horrific and bloody one nation has ever conducted against Christians 

in the history of the world. 

 

 



 “On July 19, AD 64, the great Roman fire, which destroyed most of Rome, broke out.  Although he was 

out of Rome at the time, suspicion was cast upon Nero for causing the fire.  Many were convinced that 

since he deplored the ugliness of Rome he intended to destroy it to make room for more of his own 

building projects.  In order to a turn attention away from himself, he falsely accused Christians of having 

started the fire and punished them for being given to a new and mischievous superstition.” -Schaff, 

Tacitus and Suetonius 

“By no human contrivance, whether lavish distributions of money or of offerings to appease the gods, 

could Nero rid himself of the ugly rumor that the fire was due to his orders.  So to dispel the report, he 

substituted as the guilty persons and inflicted unheard of punishments on those who, detested for their 

abominable crimes, were vulgarly called Christians…Their death was aggravated with mockeries, 

insomuch that, wrapped in the hides of wild beasts, they were torn to pieces by dogs, or fastened to 

crosses to be set on fire, that when darkness fell that might be burned to illuminate the night.  Nero had 

offered his own gardens for the spectacle, and exhibited a circus show, mingling with the crowd, himself 

dressed like a charioteer or riding in a chariot.  Though the victims were guilty and deserved a most 

exemplary punishment, a sense of pity was aroused by the feeling that they were sacrificed not on the 

altar of public interest, but to satisfy the cruelty of one man.” –Tacitus 

“(The Neronian persecution of Christians was accomplished)…through jealousy and envy (by the Jews)…” 

–Clement 

“…the persecution represented a triumph for the orthodox Jews, who were able, through influence of the 

Court, to shift the odium of the outbreak on to the hated schismatics, the Christian synagogue.  This they 

hoped to destroy at a single tremendous blow.  In the persons of Poppaea Sabina and the actor Tigellinus 

they had the ear of the Emperor, and they succeeded in so far as a great number of Christians were 

killed, including the leaders Peter and Paul.” –Frend   

-These historical facts (then) establish the purpose for writing (and John receiving the messages and 

visions) was to encourage these 7 churches to remain faithful in the midst of this persecution.  Based on 

the contents of the book, such encouragement would be through the knowledge of 3 facts:   

1.  God knows and is in control of all things 

2.  God cares for His people and will reward their faithfulness  

3.  God will judge those who persecuted them and avenge their blood, giving them both victory and 

vindication.  

(1:5, 19, 2:2, 7, 9, 11, 13, 17, 19, 26-28, 3:5, 8-9, 10-12, 15, *19, 21-22).  

B.  Chapters 4 and 5 review 

-These chapters begin John’s heavenly vision where he receives (in prophetic/symbolic form) the 

evidence supporting the three facts (just mentioned). 



 Re: God knows and is in control of all things = God sitting upon His throne (4:2) 

Re:  God cares for His people and will reward their faithfulness = the twenty four crowned elder on 

thrones surrounding the throne of God (4:4) 

Re:  God will judge those who persecute His people and avenge their blood = the Zechariah allusion of 

seven lamps of fire and the Spirit of God (4:5)  

-This theme is carried through chapter 5 where we see the Old Covenant that God made with Israel (the 

seven sealed scroll in God’s right hand) being made obsolete (or put to an end--“lusai” 5:2) b/c of the 

faithfulness of the Lamb (Who is Jesus – 5:5-6) to both meet its demands (Mat 5:17-18) and to introduce 

the better covenant (or NC) (5:9 “slain…purchased” = atonement which always precedes/leads cov.—

Gen 15; Exo 12) which was prophesied to one day replace the OC (Jer 31:31) 

-And this truly is a continuation of this theme regarding God’s judging of His people’s enemies and 

avenging their blood since two other things are made evident in OR by these verses: 

1.  Those identified under this NC are the church (5:9) and have been given the kingdom and the 

promises (5:9-10; Mat 21:43). 

 2.  Israel (the chief instigator of the persecution by Rome against Christ and the church) has been 

deemed the permanently apostate/adulterous wife and enemy of God from whom He must distance 

Himself through divorce and judge through destruction.   

-As was discussed at the end of our last study in Revelation:  the covenants God makes w/man (incl. the 

OC  and NC) are a marriage covenant; which means the other way they be ended through unrepentant 

infidelity.  

-The breaking of the seals therefore carry an additional meaning:  They represent the act of God 

divorcing and destroying Israel in judgment! 

 -Which means we have our FIRST OF THREE KEYS important to unlocking the events of chapter 6:   

THE SIX SEALS REPRESENT THE EVENTS LEADING UP TO THE *FOREVER DIVORCE OF THE COVENANT 

NATION OF ISRAEL THROUGH THE FINAL DESTRUCTION OF HER HOLY CITY JERUSALEM AND **TEMPLE 

IN 70 AD. 

*The term “forever” Is being used to distinguish it from the past when God threatened such divorce but never made it final or 

complete since He always took back (Jer 3:8 w/ 5:18…Jer 12:7-17, 16:14-15).  Now it will be final  and forever as a new Bride is 

taken (Mat 21:43; Rev 19:7)  

**The Temple was the sign of God’s presence and covenant w/them (Exo 25:8). Consider also the fact that when God destroyed 

Israel’s Temple in the past, not only did it have to be rebuilt but the covenant renewed (Ex. Neh 9:38-10:29) demonstrating that 

with the destruction of one there is the setting aside of the other.  This is seen also when God initially made covenant w/Israel: 

immediately He gives to the plans to build the tabernacle/temple. 

-This is the DIRECTION the breaking of the SEALS is heading and is our FIRST key to understanding. 



-The other two keys we will discover as we unpack the information provided to us in each of the seals.  

They are the KEYS of SCRIPTURAL WITNESS and HISTORICAL ACCOUNT. 

-So with those two (in mind) along with what we KNOW about the DIRECTION everything in this 

CHAPTER is HEADING, it’s time to UNPACK each individual SEAL! 

II.  Contextual Interpretation 

-The first four seals which present to us the famous “four horsemen” of the book are no doubt meant to 

draw our minds back to ((Ezekiel 14:12-20)) for understanding:  famine (Eze 14:12-14; Rev 6:5-6); wild 

beasts (Eze 14:15-16; Rev 6:7-8); sword/war (Eze 14:17-18; Rev 6:3-4); plague (Eze 14:19-20; Rev 6:7-8). 

-Notice also: The fourth seal/rider ((Rev 6:7-8)) is essentially a summary of the previous two seals/riders 

(Rev 6:3-6) as well as a direct allusion to ((Ezekiel 14:21)) confirming for us the focus of these divine 

judgments (Jerusalem!) 

“ Ezekiel 14:12-(21) is…formative for this section.  Ezekiel 14:21 is explicitly quoted in Rev. 6:8b, where it 

functions as a general summary of the preceding trials…as ‘four evil judgments.’  These punishments 

come on nations in general when they are unfaithful to God.  The point of Ezekiel 14:21 is that all 

Israelites will suffer persecution because of rampant idolatry.  The purpose of the trials is to punish the 

majority of the nation because of its sin…The same dual purpose is likely in mind in Revelation 6…” –G.K. 

Beale 

-What that means for the first seal/rider :  These “four severe judgments” (Eze 14:21) as well as 

everything else that takes place including those events  under the seven trumpets are all a part of His 

campaign of conquest (something that becomes progressively more clear as the meaning behind these 

things are further unpacked—especially as it relates to the identity of the first rider!).  In this way (then) 

he is seen as the *acting agent/responsible party behind the other riders yet different from them.     

*Acting agent/responsible party does not infer ultimate cause.  The ultimate cause of the events about to take place is the 

heavenly decrees revealed through the breaking of the seals.  Nonetheless, who or what carries such decrees out is always 

(from a biblical perspective) considered to be the responsible party or acting agent.  

“The first horseman is different than the others in a positive sense because there is no clear woe linked to 

him.” –G.K. Beale  

A.   First Seal ((1-2)) 

-This is meant to represent JESUS who (in conjunction with what has already been discussed) is the 

primary acting agent/responsible party in carrying out the conquest/destruction of Jerusalem through 

the judgments which follow in the rest of the text—even though He will use secondary means to 

accomplish His task (i.e. the Romans). 

-Scriptural witness: white horse (19:11); crown and conquering (3:21, 5:5, 13, 11:15, 17:14 19:12); (Psa 

45:3-5—Heb 1:8 identifies this as a Messianic Psalm); Jesus’ prophecy (Mat 23:37-28, 24:1-3, 26-30 * 

Notice: Jesus is ultimately the One responsible for Jerusalem’s destruction.   



- Consider also Mat 26:64 w/Rev 1:5.  All these are also representative/symbolic.  How Jesus would bring 

such judgment/destruction would be through secondary means – see Mat 22:1-7) 

-Historical account:  Jewish zealots convince many within Israel to start a revolt against with Rome in 67 

AD in an attempt to both gain their autonomy as a nation and gain dominance over the Roman Empire 

itself.  As a result, Roman armies under general Vespasian are sent to Israel by Nero to put down the 

revolt and destroy the city and its temple (The Jewish War). 

“Nero commissions his most capable general Flavius Vespasian to engage Israel in war in February, A.D. 

67; Vespasian actually enters the Promised Land and engages in battle that Spring.” –Kenneth Gentry 

“..the (Jews) betook themselves to make war with the  Romans.” –Josephus (Wars, 2.22.1) 

“…(Nero) was deliberating…who might be best able to punish the Jews for their rebellion, and might 

prevent the distemper from seizing upon the neighboring nations also—he found no one but Vespasian 

equal to the task, and able to undergo the great burden of so mighty a war…” –Josephus (Wars, 3.1.2) 

 -According also to Josephus, the impetus for such actions was based largely on what had become the 

popular assumption of the day: that Dan 9:24-27 would soon be fulfilled with Israel , under her new 

political Messiah, who would reveal himself by his military efforts in conquering the Romans and 

becoming the new world super-power.  This also would usher in the New Covenant of Jeremiah 30-32 

and great blessings from God.  There were even those among the zealots claiming to be this messiah. 

 -The irony (as well as the connections to Jesus’ former prophecy) is profound!   Daniel 9 had been 

fulfilled in Jesus and His current mission of destruction—not against Rome—but the Jews ( Mat 24:23-

25; *Dan 9:24-27). 

* The Correct Understanding of Daniel in re: to Jesus Christ  

V24-25 = In 490 yrs (49 yrs + 434 yrs + 7yrs) starting from the decree of Artexerxes to rebuild the Temple 

in 457 BC (Neh 2:1-8), until the time Jesus Christ the following will be accomplished among the Jewish 

people and in their city: 

-finish (or fill up) transgression =  Israel’s sin was filled up w/ the killing of Jesus and now the killing of His 

people (Mat 21:33-45, 23:32; Act 7:51-52) 

-make an end of (or seal up) sin = Israel’s sins were reserved for punishment until the generation that 

rejected Messiah (Mat 23:29-36) 

-make atonement for iniquity =  This was fulfilled in Christ’s atoning death (Heb 2:17, 9:12-14, 26; 1Jo 

4:10) 

-bring everlasting righteousness =  This too was fulfilled through Christ’s redemptive work (Rom 3:21-22) 

-seal up vision and prophecy = The eyes and ears of the Jews were sealed up from understanding God’s 

prophecies (Isa 6:9-10, 29:10-11; Mat 13:11-16; Joh 12:37-41) 



-anoint the most holy = This was fulfilled when Jesus was revealed to be the “anointed One” (I.e. 

Christ/Messiah) (Luk 4:18-19; Heb 1:9, 9:22-28) 

V26 = “After 62 weeks”, which would imply a time during the seventieth week since the first seven 

weeks comes before the 62, the Messiah is “cut off”.  This is referring to Jesus’ crucifixion and death.  

Then at an unspecified time after that (notice, it mentions nowhere that what takes place next is also in 

the seventieth week), the city and temple will be destroyed and her destruction will be blamed on the  

the Jews—since it is their rejection of Messiah which has brought such destruction (“the people of the 

Prince to come will destroy the city and the sanctuary”; Mat 23:37-39).  Its destruction will however be 

carried out by an army which comes like a “flood” making “war… to the end” and “desolation”.   This is 

the Romans in 70 AD! 

 V27 = The “he” Who “will make a firm covenant with many for one week” and “in the middle of the 

week” puts “a stop to sacrifice and grain offering” is Messiah or Prince from v26.  And those he makes 

covenant with for one week (or seven years) are the same ones who (because of their “abominations” in 

continuing sacrifice and causing spiritual desolation) are “decreed” for “complete destruction”.  This 

(once more) is referring to Jesus and the Jews.  They were the focused target of His ministry and the 

ministry of His apostles for 7 years (3 ½ yrs Jesus, 3 ½ yrs Apostles).  In the middle of His ministry and 

their ministry to the Jews, Jesus dies and by His death puts an end to the Jewish sacrificial system (Heb 

8-10)—also making it an abomination to continue---something the Jews did (in rejection of Jesus as 

Messiah) and as a result of that were decreed for destruction—the very thing we see in NOW taking 

place in Revelation 6!    

-Objections (and answers) to the rider on the white horse being symbolic of Jesus:   

1.  This can’t be Christ since He is the One opening the seals (1a) 

-It can since it is only representative or symbolic.  As will be the case with all the horsemen, none depict 

actual people but events.  What is depicted here is the event which (again) Jesus predicted would 

happen (and ) that He would carry out!   

2.  Jesus cannot be commanded to “Come!” by the living creature (1b) 

-Even if it was Christ Who was symbolically being commanded, this is not out of step with the book (see 

Rev 14:14-15). There is the possibility (however) that who is being commanded is John (see footnote for 

“Come” and John’s response -1-2, 5, 7-8).  This corresponds nicely with the fact that as each seal is 

broken, something new is revealed.  John is simply being invited to “Come!” see what that is. 

 

 

 

 


