Chapter Nine

The First Two Woes

As Chapter eight begins we hear the trumpets of judgment.  They increase in intensity as we move forward.  But God occasionally pauses for brief moments and in the process, brings many Jews and Gentiles to salvation.   Even in judgment, the Glory of His mercy is displayed. The intensifying nature of these catastrophes and the accompanying pauses are designed to bring about the repentance of millions. 

In chapter eight, God strikes at the “gods” of modern men.  Here is what we have seen so far: 

· The first angel smites the Earth and its Vegetation

· The second destroys a third of the sea and its life

· The third poisons one third of the earth’s fresh water 

· The forth strikes at the heavens, creating havoc with the planets and the stars

Chapter eight closes with a great bird, possibly a vulture, flying through the heavens while crying, "Woe, woe, woe to those who dwell on the earth, because of the remaining blasts of the trumpet of the three angels who are about to sound!"  

Chapter nine takes up the events again with the first “Woe.”   The Bible uses double “woes” on a few occasions, even in Revelation to announce a threat or judgment. 

Revelation 18 

10standing at a distance because of the fear of her torment, saying, 'Woe, woe, the great city, Babylon, the strong city! For in one hour your judgment has come.'

Ezekiel 16

23"Then it came about after all your wickedness ('Woe, woe to you!' declares the Lord GOD),

In reality, “woe” is a universal warning of impending doom.  The use of the triple “woe” is unique in its emotional impact, but can also be explained because it introduces three impending judgments on “those who dwell on the earth.”

The Fifth Trumpet : The First Woe

Revelation 9

1Then the fifth angel sounded, and I saw a star from heaven, which had fallen to the earth; and the key of the bottomless pit was given to him.    2He opened the bottomless pit, and smoke went up out of the pit, like the smoke of a great furnace; and the sun and the air were darkened by the smoke of the pit. 

In the opening scene of this first woe [fifth trumpet] John observes a falling star.  Other  “star like” objects that have fallen to earth in John’s visions.  One crashed into the sea in 8:8 and another smote the fresh waters of the earth in 8:10.  Here, however, it seems likely that this star refers to a person and not an object.  Job spoke of angels. He spoke of a day, “when the morning “stars” sang together and all the sons of God shouted for joy? Beside the precedent for referring to angels this way the text clearly says that the key to the bottomless pit was given to “him” and “He” opened it. We would therefore identify this “star” as an angel.  

John MacArthur sees it as a reference to Satan.  This is a viable position to be certain.  Isaiah describes the fall of Satan from heaven in chapter 14 of his prophecy. 

Isaiah 14 

12"How you have fallen from heaven,
         O star of the morning, son of the dawn!
         You have been cut down to the earth,
         You who have weakened the nations!

Others believe that this angel is an “unfallen” angel sent to do the bidding of God from Heaven.  The word translated “fallen” according to Robert Thomas “indicates that the star was already on the earth, not in the midst of his fall, when John saw him.”   We might say “a star that had fallen from Heaven.”  

Is this a “casting out of heaven” as will clearly happen to Satan at some point in time or is this more akin to the “falling of the fire” from the hand of the angel in 8:5?  We do not know for certain, but it seems more likely to be the “unfallen” angel sent on a mission to unleash more destruction on the earth. 

The angel does not have the key to this abyss.  It has to be given to him.  What the text describes is a well shaft leading to the abyss.  When he does open the lid, smoke goes up from it that is so dense as to obscure the sun.  The text describes something like a great furnace used to refine metals.  This is different from other actions against the sun.  Here the effect of the sun is obscured.  The sun itself is not the target here. 

Revelation 9

   3Then out of the smoke came locusts upon the earth, and power was given them, as the scorpions of the earth have power. 

   4They were told not to hurt the grass of the earth, nor any green thing, nor any tree, but only the men who do not have the seal of God on their foreheads. 

   5And they were not permitted to kill anyone, but to torment for five months; and their torment was like the torment of a scorpion when it stings a man.

The power of locusts is well known to John’s readers.  Such a plague would have been quickly remembered from the accounts of the Exodus. [Ex. 10:12-20]  The prophet Joel saw a similar vision of destruction occurring in the “Day of the Lord.”  Read Joel 2:1-27.  

Who or what are these locusts?  Are they actual locusts like the ones that plagued Egypt during the Exodus?  Probably not for these locusts are distinguished from regular ones in several ways:

· They originate from an abyss in the center of the earth unlike regular ones.

· They do not eat grass like an ordinary locust would.

· They advance in ranks whereas ordinary locusts swarm.  

It seems more likely that these are demons that have assumed a locust form. Several things commend this idea:

· They come from the bottomless pit

· They have an angel leading them who is said to be “the angel of the abyss.”

· They are not hungry

· They are only interested in tormenting humans on the earth.  QUESTION:  [Why do you think that Satan and his demons are so bent on tormenting mankind?  Are not these men actually on the side of Satan in many ways?]

· They don’t look like any ordinary locust 

They are strictly limited in what they can do.  They cannot kill; only torment. 

Revelation 9

 6And in those days men will seek death and will not find it; they will long to die, and death flees from them. 

   7The appearance of the locusts was like horses prepared for battle; and on their heads appeared to be crowns like gold, and their faces were like the faces of men. 

   8They had hair like the hair of women, and their teeth were like the teeth of lions. 

   9They had breastplates like breastplates of iron; and the sound of their wings was like the sound of chariots, of many horses rushing to battle. 

   10They have tails like scorpions, and stings; and in their tails is their power to hurt men for five months. 

This will be a very long time indeed for the “inhabitants of the Earth.”   The text says they will lust for death but death will elude them or “flee.”  Thomas says, “Death will not be just hard to find.  It will aggressively run away from those pursuing it.”  They cannot be resisted and they cannot be escaped.  

The description of their appearance is intended to terrify.  John uses a series of similes to describe them.  There have been many allegorical attempts to explain what these features actually are, but if we accept the fact that these are demons loosed from the pit of hell we don’t really need to find literal explanations for their appearance.  They looked like John describes them, but these features are intended to communicate something to mankind about their nature.  

· They are like horses prepared for battle:  These are not mere insects.  In someway they resemble warhorses.  They are the same creatures Joel describes in Joel 2:4-11.   

· They have what appears to be, a golden victor’s crown upon their heads: John takes pains to describe a particular type of crown.  This is not a ruler’s crown.  It symbolizes their complete victory over mankind for the 5 months they live upon the earth.  John MacArthur says, “The demon host will be invincible, unstoppable, and all-conquering.  Men will have no weapon that can harm them and no cure for the terrible torment they inflict.”

· They have the faces like the faces of men: Probably indicating that they have intelligence and personality.  Again, this is a simile and does not indicate that they are real human beings. 

· They have the hair like the hair of women:  A further personification of these demons.  This might even be an attractive feature, but taken together with everything else it is designed to intimidate and frighten. 

· They have teeth like the teeth of lions: Even though they have such teeth they apparently do not use them.  Lions tear their victims apart while these creatures are not given such authority.  Their appearance however is terrifying. 

· They have breastplates like breastplates of iron:  Here again they are indestructible.  Their vital organs are protected fully.  

· They have wings that make a sound like chariots and horses going into battle: Joel 2:4,5 describes this same scene.  This kind of noise is paralyzing to men.  It creates a sense of despair and hopelessness. 

· They have tails like scorpion’s tails: With these tails they inflict all their pain.  The sting is the word used to describe an ox goad.  It can be used of an insect sting but in the New Testament it only occurs two other times.  In Acts 26:14 Jesus tells Paul, “It is hard for you to kick against the goads.”  In I Cor. 15:55 Paul asks, “Where O death is your sting.”  This tale is the “power to torment” referred to in 9:5.  

These hideous creatures are what demons are really like.  Most men do not imagine what evil really is.  Satan is careful not to offend our sense of propriety.  Evil men go to great lengths to suppress true and accurate descriptions of evil.  I remember that even many “church folk” did not want anyone to see the movie The Silent Scream which depicted the dismemberment of an actual living baby within it’s mother’s womb.  David Knowles once read a description of gay sex into the legislative record in Sacramento.  The entire assembly was irate and jeered him while yelling for him to sit down. They called the reading disgusting and obscene, but then went right ahead and approved the bill allowing it.  Today Satan actually disguises himself as a righteous and desirable being along with his servants.  

II Corinthians 11

13For such men are false apostles, deceitful workmen, masquerading as apostles of Christ. 14And no wonder, for Satan himself masquerades as an angel of light. 15It is not surprising, then, if his servants masquerade as servants of righteousness. Their end will be what their actions deserve.

During this period the demons and Satan will not be allowed to masquerade as something they are not.  When they swarm out of the abyss they will appear outwardly as they are within. 

Revelation 9

   11They have as king over them, the angel of the abyss; his name in Hebrew is Abaddon, and in the Greek he has the name Apollyon. 

Several options have been advanced over the years for the identity of this “Angel of the abyss.”  

· He is not real but just symbolic or imaginary.  If the Locusts are like an army then they need a leader.  The problem with this view is that he is given two proper names.  This makes it highly unlikely that this is an imaginary leader. 

· He is Satan.  But Satan is not connected with the Abyss until he is thrown there later in Revelation 20:1-3.  Ephesians actually places him in the “heavenly realms.”  [Eph. 6:12]

· He is a heretofore unknown angel who is in charge of the Abyss.  This seems the most likely explanation and does not require any allegorizing.  

He has two names.  They are given in Hebrew and in Greek.  In Hebrew the word “Abaddon” means “I Destroy” while in Greek the word “Apollyon” means “Destroyer.”  John is the only New Testament writer in the habit of giving things in both languages in order to have the maximum impact on his Jewish and Greek readers.  This title is the appropriate one for the leader of this hoard. 

Revelation 9

12The first woe is past; two other woes are yet to come.

Whether or not this is still the eagle speaking it is just a brief interlude before an even worse woe strikes the earth.  It seems likely that this judgment will be the last one in which men will repent.  Those who have resisted through this past five months will now face death and will harden themselves beyond repentance.  [Rev. 9:20,21] 
The Sixth Trumpet : The Second Woe

Revelation 9

13Then the sixth angel sounded, and I heard a voice from the four horns of the golden altar, which is before God, 

   14one saying to the sixth angel who had the trumpet, "Release the four angels who are bound at the great river Euphrates." 

   15And the four angels, who had been prepared for the hour and day and month and year, were released, so that they would kill a third of mankind. 

The Altar:  We have seen it twice before in Revelation.  Once in Revelation 6:9 where it is strongly identified with the prayers of the martyrs for justice and again in 8:5 from whence the angel took the fire and hurled it to the Earth setting off the Trumpet Judgments of God. 

The description of the “four horns” identifies this as the altar of incense that is described in detail in the Old Testament.  

Exodus 30

1"Moreover, you shall make an altar as a place for burning incense; you shall make it of acacia wood. 

   2"Its length shall be a cubit, and its width a cubit, it shall be square, and its height shall be two cubits; its horns shall be of one piece with it. 

   3"You shall overlay it with pure gold, its top and its sides all around, and its horns; and you shall make a gold molding all around for it. 

On this alter was offered incense representing the prayers of the people.  It was not used for sacrifice or judgment. It symbolized mercy.  Sinful man is able to offer prayer to a Holy God.  In these last days the prayers have been for vengeance and justice and the fire used to offer them has been hurled toward the inhabitants of the earth.  

“Shockingly, from the altar associated with mercy came words of judgment.  God is a merciful, gracious, compassionate God, yet His “Spirit will not strive with man forever” (Gen. 6:3).  When this trumpet judgment occurs, the time for mercy will have passed: the altar of mercy will become an altar of judgment.  Sinful men will have finally and completely rejected God’s gracious offer of salvation.”  John MacArthur Jr.
The Voice: We do not know who this is but if we look at the altar we might make an educated guess.  It is a single voice as indicated in the Greek so it is probably not the martyrs of chapter six.  In 8:3 we see a single angel standing at the altar.  I think it likely that it is this angel who calls out.  

The Four Angels who are bound:  Nowhere in Scripture do we see God’s righteous angels bound.  These are four demons and they are particularly evil. God says that they have been prepared for this very “hour and day and month and year.”  It is language like this that lets us know that God is working a timetable.  These are not just symbolic of “bad” things that might happen to mankind.  The demons are prepared, the hour is precise and the judgment is equally real.  They are prepared for the purpose of killing one third of mankind.  Both Jude and Peter allude to “bound angels.”  We therefore know of their existence.  Perhaps it is these that will be loosed “for the judgment of the great day.”
Jude

 6And angels who did not keep their own domain, but abandoned their proper abode, He has kept in eternal bonds under darkness for the judgment of the great day,
II Peter 2:4

4For if God did not spare angels when they sinned, but cast them into hell and committed them to pits of darkness, reserved for judgment

The River Euphrates: This is a literal river.  This judgment takes place upon a literal earth.  This is the principle river of the Middle East.  Eden was near it [Gen. 2:14] It is mentioned as a border of the Promised Land in Genesis 15:18.  It was on the other side of this river that the enemy lived.  In the sixth bowl judgment the Euphrates itself is struck. 

Revelation 16

12The sixth angel poured out his bowl on the great river, the Euphrates; and its water was dried up, so that the way would be prepared for the kings from the east.

It is an important literal place latent with figurative significance as well. 

Revelation 9

16The number of the armies of the horsemen was two hundred million; I heard the number of them.     17And this is how I saw in the vision the horses and those who sat on them: the riders had breastplates the color of fire and of hyacinth and of brimstone; and the heads of the horses are like the heads of lions; and out of their mouths proceed fire and smoke and brimstone. 

The number of the armies: This is a big army.  It is demonic and therefore we can accept the number as literal.  John thought we might have a problem with it or think he couldn’t count right so he adds the remark, “I heard the number of them.” 

Their appearance: There is debate over the identity of these armies.  Some believe they are literal horses and riders.  China has been reported to have an army this size.  It seems unlikely that they have that many horses in this day or that they could move them about the whole earth as is described here. 

I think it more likely that these are more demonic forces.  Like the locust in the previous woe, they two appear outwardly as they are inside.  These horses are not like other horses we know.  They have heads of lions and fire, smoke and brimstone spew out of their mouths.  Unlike the locusts that only tortured their victims, this demonic swarm will kill with impunity. 

Revelation 9

   17And this is how I saw in the vision the horses and those who sat on them: the riders had breastplates the color of fire and of hyacinth and of brimstone; and the heads of the horses are like the heads of lions; and out of their mouths proceed fire and smoke and brimstone.  18A third of mankind was killed by the three plagues of fire, smoke and sulfur that came out of their mouths. 19The power of the horses was in their mouths and in their tails; for their tails were like snakes, having heads with which they inflict injury. NIV

It is not clear from the Greek text if the breastplates are on the horses, the riders or on both.  The ESV puts it this way, “17And this is how I saw the horses in my vision and those who rode them: they wore breastplates the color of fire and of sapphire and of sulfur, and the heads of the horses were like lions' heads, and fire and smoke and sulfur came out of their mouths.”

Typically we would associate the description of what they wore with the closest noun.  That would put the breastplates on the riders, but breastplates were sometimes placed on the horses as well in ancient times.  When we take into consideration that the riders seem to be secondary in importance to the horses themselves in this vision, it seems reasonable to put breastplates on both of them.  The rest of the description is exclusively about the horses. 

Breastplates: These are red [the color of fire], and blue and brimstone.  MacArthur points out that these have  “the very colors and features of hell.”  

Revelation 14

10he also will drink the wine of God's wrath, poured full strength into the cup of his anger, and he will be tormented with fire and sulfur in the presence of the holy angels and in the presence of the Lamb. 

Revelation 19

10and the devil who had deceived them was thrown into the lake of fire and sulfur where the beast and the false prophet were, and they will be tormented day and night forever and ever. 

Heads:  The lion like heads are intended to invoke fear and speak of death.  [cf. 10:3 and 13:2]  

Mouths:  Out of the mouths of these lion like heads comes the agents of death and destruction.  John makes a point of saying that the power of these horses was in their mouths and in their tails, but as he describes it further we see that death emanates from the mouths of these beasts. 

Revelation 9

“and out of their mouths came fire, smoke and sulfur. 18A third of mankind was killed by the three plagues of fire, smoke and sulfur that came out of their mouths.”

Tails:    Their snake like tails inflict injury, but the killing comes from the mouths of the creatures

Revelation 9

19The power of the horses was in their mouths and in their tails; for their tails were like snakes, having heads with which they inflict injury.

All the killing is done in one of three ways:  They are killed by the fire that comes out of the mouths of these creatures or by the smoke they spew or by the molten sulfur issuing from the beasts.  The tails only inflict injury but the mouths kill and they kill effectively.  

One third of mankind will be killed by this second woe.  They will be directly killed by this invading hoard of horses and riders who are probably more demonic forces.  Their hideous and terrifying appearance reveals the evil of their natures and unlike the creatures in the first woe these kill at will. If this were to happen to day the casualty figure would be close to 2.5 billion people.  That is eight times the population of the United States.  It will be a human catastrophe unequaled since the Noahic Flood.  Certainly something of this magnitude should evoke a response from mankind….but observe verse 20. 

Revelation 9

20The rest of mankind that were not killed by these plagues still did not repent of the work of their hands; they did not stop worshiping demons, and idols of gold, silver, bronze, stone and wood—idols that cannot see or hear or walk. 21Nor did they repent of their murders, their magic arts, their sexual immorality or their thefts.

These closing verses of chapter nine should remind us what we are up against when we preach Christ in this world.  Men’s hearts are hard and their spirits are dead.  Just listen to the testimony of Scripture regarding mankind today.  These are your neighbors and friends that God is describing:

Romans 1

18For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men, who by their unrighteousness suppress the truth. 19For what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has shown it to them. 20For his invisible attributes, namely, his eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly perceived, ever since the creation of the world, in the things that have been made. So they are without excuse. 21For although they knew God, they did not honor him as God or give thanks to him, but they became futile in their thinking, and their foolish hearts were darkened. 22Claiming to be wise, they became fools, 23and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images resembling mortal man and birds and animals and reptiles. 

NOTE:  This is not an intellectual problem it is a heart problem.

    

   24Therefore God gave them up in the lusts of their hearts to impurity, to the dishonoring of their bodies among themselves, 25because they exchanged the truth about God for a lie and worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator, who is blessed forever! Amen. 

    

   26For this reason God gave them up to dishonorable passions. For their women exchanged natural relations for those that are contrary to nature; 27and the men likewise gave up natural relations with women and were consumed with passion for one another, men committing shameless acts with men and receiving in themselves the due penalty for their error. 

    

   28And since they did not see fit to acknowledge God, God gave them up to a debased mind to do what ought not to be done. 29They were filled with all manner of unrighteousness, evil, covetousness, malice. They are full of envy, murder, strife, deceit, maliciousness. They are gossips, 30slanderers, haters of God, insolent, haughty, boastful, inventors of evil, disobedient to parents, 31foolish, faithless, heartless, ruthless. 32Though they know God's decree that those who practice such things deserve to die, they not only do them but give approval to those who practice them. 

Someone said to me not long ago, “do you realize how unlikely it was for you to be saved after the age of 10?”  [He was of course referring to some statistical studies designed to motivate us to child evangelism.]  I replied, it wasn’t unlikely at all, it was an absolute miracle of God.”  My friends, we have absolutely nothing to claim in ourselves that would make us in anyway different from these folk in Revelation 9.  

Ephesians 2

 1And you were dead in the trespasses and sins 2in which you once walked, following the course of this world, following the prince of the power of the air, the spirit that is now at work in the sons of disobedience-- 3among whom we all once lived in the passions of our flesh, carrying out the desires of the body and the mind, and were by nature children of wrath, like the rest of mankind.
Salvation is a work of God from beginning to end.  Mankind is spiritually dead.  Every conversion is a miracle.  Now, if that is true can you give any reason to believe that we can expect people to be saved if we do not pray for them?  Also, consider this; if all conversion is a miracle of God, can you give me one good reason why we should not pray with expectation for adults of all ages to be saved.  

Ephesians 2
4But God, being rich in mercy, because of the great love with which he loved us, 5even when we were dead in our trespasses, made us alive together with Christ--by grace you have been saved-- 6and raised us up with him and seated us with him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus, 7so that in the coming ages he might show the immeasurable riches of his grace in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus. 8For by grace you have been saved through faith. And this is not your own doing; it is the gift of God, 9not a result of works, so that no one may boast. 10For we are his workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them.

Conclusion to Chapter Nine:

At this point in the account of the tribulation mankind is “dug in” against God.  Even after the devastation of these first two woes man is unwilling to repent.  He persists in worshiping demons and the idols they represent.  Yes, idols do represent demons and often come with their own demon attached.  I would think three times before I considered any idol a harmless artifact.  Although the idol itself is nothing the demons that motivate their production and worship are real and dangerous. 

Besides their idolatry they refuse to leave their lifestyle.  Humanity is characterized worldwide by: murder, sorcery [“pharmakon” is the use of drugs in demon worshipsexual immorality and thievery.   These sins characterize the USA as well as any third world country.  Such is the state of mankind.  

In the first “Woe” mankind is given a huge opportunity to repent.  In the second “Woe” he merely hardens himself further and will not turn to God. 


Objections:  If man cannot turn to God then why does God destroy him?  That doesn’t seem fair.  

Response:  Unbelievers play games with this reasoning and we often fall prey to it ourselves.  Ask any unbeliever if he would welcome God intervening in his life to turn him into a believer and see what kind of a response you get.  Romans tells us that men know, but suppress.  They understand, but lie to themselves and to others. “We want nothing to do with God.  We want Him to “butt out” of our lives in every area, but we intend to blame Him for not saving us when we are sick, dying or facing judgment.”  Don’t fall for this. 

Objection:  Men are free of their own accord to believe and therefore this judgment is totally deserved.

Response:  If men are free to believe then why don’t they?  Why do only a fraction of a percent ever truly believe with all the preaching that goes on in the world?  No! Men need the intervention of God and not merely the persuasion of other men.  Jesus said, “no man can come to the Father except the Spirit draws him.”

Dear friends, let us give glory to God alone for our salvation.  How rich in mercy He has been toward us.  How can we not praise Him for such a gift?  How can we imagine that we would not shun Him in our human strength?  Please, do not imagine yourself to be so independent of Him.  It is He who sought us and then drew us into His loving arms.  
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