
#13 THE LAMB AND THE SEALS (REV 6:1-8)  
John’s heavenly vision has opened with all creatures everywhere worshipping the One on the 
throne and the Lamb. In the long run, this scene sets up a contrast with the earth’s false worship 
of the dragon and the sea-beast. More immediately, this sets up the throne room which is the 
sovereign source of activity throughout the rest of the vision. For centuries God’s people have 
cried out alongside Daniel for an outcome to their su%ering. For so long they were told “not now,” 
“seal the book,” but now the end has begun. The Lamb is worthy to open the scroll and bring an 
outcome. This scene must not be divorced from the rest of the vision. As judgments are unleashed 
upon the earth, as war takes place in heaven, and as the saints are persecuted, God and the Lamb 
are on the throne. Humanity responds to catastrophe with an ever-deepening resolve to call out to 
their idols (9:20-21; cf. Jer. 44:15-19), but the Lamb is the one breaking the seals on the scroll. The 
call of coming chapters is to both see the Lamb’s sovereign hand in events of history and to repent 
lest we likewise perish (Luke 13:1-5). This is all part of the scroll — God’s plan to bring a !nal 
outcome to the su%ering of God’s people at the hands of the snake and his o%spring. 

The four horsemen (6:1-8). In Zechariah’s day, Jerusalem is still in sin and in rubble while the 
nations who devastated it were at ease. But God was neither blind nor inactive. God, like men, 
brings horses and chariots into battle (2 Kings 6:15-17; Ps. 68:17; Isa. 66:15-16). Similarly, 
Zechariah saw four of God’s horsemen and chariots coming and going to patrol the earth and 
accomplish God’s will (Zech. 1:7-17; 6:1-8). 

When the Lamb opens the !rst four seals, each of the living creatures call out “Come!” and 
immediately a rider comes out on a horse. The horsemen (1) conquer, (2) remove peace so people 
slay one another, (3) bring about economic di'culties, and (4) kill by means of sword, famine, 
pestilence, and wild beasts (cf. Ezek. 14:21). The judgments are painful, but partial. In the fourth 
seal, Death and Hades are given authority over one-fourth of the earth. This will intensify to one-
third with the trumpets before becoming all-encompassing with the bowls. 

Much ink is spilled trying to speci!cally identify these horsemen and even to spiritualize 
the pain they bring. But Revelation does not appear to be o%ering an encoded message here. The 
!rst rider looks similar to Christ (19:11), but to de!nitively identify this rider with Christ or a 
Satanic imitation (Antichrist) may not accomplish much. 

What is instructive is to see these riders — even Death and Hades — come at the behest of 
the Lamb who was slain. We often conjure up what we perceive God to be like and how God runs the 
world. Many in the world are bent on accusing God by casting inaccurately “harsh” visions of God 
and his activity. Many in the church defend God by casting opposing depictions of God’s 
interactions with the world which are sometimes equally inaccurate. Revelation does not o%er a 
balance of these two extremes but something else altogether: the Lamb who was slain is sovereign 
over rather painful events (cf. 1 Cor. 15:25). People are certainly sinning (people slaying one 
another) and are to blame for the mess. Part of God’s judgment is handing people over to their 
idolatry and sin (Rom. 1:24-32). Demonic forces are also to blame. But this never divorces the One 
on the throne and the Lamb from judgment. The Lamb opens the seals. 

This is a challenging image to sit with, particularly when lived through. Events that 
appear to only be random natural disasters (famine, pestilence) or brought about by humans 
(slaying) are pictured here and afterwards as issuing from the Lamb. But two details here may 
surprise the critic of God. First, these disastrous judgments are issuing from the Lamb who was 
slain to free his enemies from their sins and to make them his royal priests (1:5-6; 5:9-10). 
Second, the Lamb’s judgments are a result of his opening seals on the scroll. The Lamb is not 
arbitrarily torturing the earth because he needs to vent some anger, he is opening the scroll to 
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move history towards a glorious restoration and consummation. However, the defender of God 
still needs to sit with the uncomfortable truth that the Lamb moves history along even by means 
of “evil” things like war (6:4), Death (1:18; 6:8), and severe persecution (6:9-11). However, this is 
no surprise: the cross was the turning point of all history. 

Saying God merely allows such things to happen in Revelation won’t do. Distancing God 
and the Lamb from these judgments divorces them from the purpose of these judgments — to 
bring an outcome to the problems that cause believers so much pain. Even more grave, distancing 
the One on the Throne and the Lamb from judgments to bring repentance now distances us from 
the praise they are due later when their judgments land on the beast. “Just are you, O Holy One, 
who is and who was, for you brought these judgments. For they have shed the blood of saints and 
prophets, and you have given them blood to drink. It is what they deserve!” (Revelation 16:5–6) 

Preparation for the end, not a time-marker for the end. Many often look at disasters like the ones 
described here (and in the trumpets and bowls) and interpret these things as a sign of the end. The 
claim is made that this event was speci!cally predicted in Revelation (or Matthew 24) and that 
means the end will come within a certain number of days. This is misguided; however, connecting 
events like these to the end is right. In Revelation, catastrophes like these prepare people in 
advance of the end. Events like these are indeed connected to the end insofar as the 1st trumpet 
blast comes before the 7th, etc.; but the existence of partial judgments is also a sign that the end is 
not quite yet and that one should repent before the day of wrath does come (6:17). 

Lens, Not Predictive Code. Here we begin to see the outcome of reading Revelation as a lens by 
which we see God and the world. Revelation does not o%er a codi!ed prediction of how one 
kingdom at one time would be judged by God. Revelation was written to the seven churches using 
symbols that arose from their situation and to Scripture, but, like all Scripture, Revelation unveils 
reality in any time (2 Tim. 3:16). This is true of OT prophecy and especially so for Revelation 
because its use of varied characters, images, and symbols. Revelation’s judgments are cast using 
the language of many di%erent OT judgments against many di%erent nations (Babylon, Egypt, 
Tyre, Edom, Jerusalem, !nal judgment). The objects of divine wrath are often generally and 
widely depicted: Satan, the beast (an amalgam of Daniel’s four beasts), kings who commit adultery 
with the prostitute, and all people from great to small who have worshipped the beast. 

Therefore, we must use Revelation to better see our reality — even the Lamb’s judgments 
in the midst of history. This unveiled reality can be uncomfortable. This is not the only word in 
the Bible on disaster or judgment, but it is a signi!cant one. The image, however, are not what 
traditional critics or defenders of God expect: the one bringing these judgments is the Lamb who 
was slain to ransom his enemies he’s judging. We will further contemplate the rami!cations of 
this vision when we look at the seven trumpets in Revelation 8-9. 

What all are the rami!cations of the Lamb being the one to open the seals that lead to the coming of 
the four horsemen? How does this challenge modern conceptions in the culture and the church 
regarding the four horsemen and various disasters? 
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