Sunday, February 12, 2012 
Living in a world opposed to Christ (Six Seals Part 2)
Revelation 6:1–17
Revelation 6:10-11 (NIV84) 10 They called out in a loud voice, “How long, Sovereign Lord, holy and true, until You judge the inhabitants of the earth and avenge our blood?” 11 Then each of them was given a white robe, and they were told to wait a little longer, until the number of their fellow servants and brothers who were to be killed as they had been was completed.
-----------

[image: image4.png]Ark of the
Covenant  Holy of Holies

[ Veil
Altar of_t {-Holy Place
Incense

Golden -t
Lampstand

Table of
Showbread — Courtyard
Bronze |

Laver
s | [
Altar

Diagram of the Tabernacle

Mot to sede.




At the close of the 20th century a wonderful move of God, with all the earmarks of the Consummation, came to the beleaguered nation of Uganda. Once known as the “jewel of Africa”, this beautiful land had become devastated, physically and spiritually, by multiple oppressive regimes headed by diabolical dictators. Economically Africa’s bread-basket had become its worst “basket case”. Most distressing, tens of thousands of Christians were martyred for their faith, many by unspeakable tortures.

As a result, in the late 1990’s, hundreds of thousands in the churches began to cry out to God for a spiritual awakening in their land. The believers grappled with the need for soul-searching repentance inside the Church. They confessed all the ways they were actually complicit in His judgments on Uganda as a whole. Broken in spirit, they pled for God’s mercy. They faced their own unfaithfulness and indifference to the massive East African Revivals (as they were known) just a few short decades earlier. How quickly they had turned away from Christ’s powerful work among them toward the beginning of the century!

Finally God answered their cries. Joyous confidence about Christ’s Kingdom re-ignited their churches. Passion for the Promise-Giver once again marked thousands of congregations large and small. But this was just the beginning of revival.

At the same time ungodly strongmen were unexpectedly expelled. Corrupt structures of oppression were decisively dismantled. Political and religious prisoners were set free. Persecution of the Church came to an end. A devoutly righteous Christian leader became Uganda’s president. He made his first official act a public re-dedication of the entire nation to Jesus Christ as its Lord!
Following that, to the amazement of all, significant economic recovery began. Far more importantly, in Uganda (once known as the African nation with the largest AIDS epidemic) a nationwide commitment to sexual abstinence turned back the plague. It rendered Uganda the country with the least threat of AIDS — all in just one decade! Some of the largest churches in Africa could now be found there, with one in Kampala growing from a few hundred to nearly 15,000 in five years. Fasting and prayer became a way of life for Ugandan Christians as they sought even deeper manifestations of Christ’s reign in their generation. 
 

-----
In 1739 John Wesley took to the open fields in Bristol, England, to preach to multitudes of “churched” Anglicans about their need to be re-converted to Christ. Then he formed them into support groups called “classes” to hammer-out their new found life in His Kingdom.

Wesley never let up. During four decades on over 70 mission trips he crisscrossed the whole of England, Ireland and Scotland by horseback. In the process he lobbied for the poor and used profits from the sale of his many books to support various charitable causes such as health clinics. . . . Eventually Wesley’s efforts resulted in a revival movement that has now penetrated nearly every nation on earth. The hope he proclaimed (about which his brother Charles wrote hundreds of hymns) ignited new levels of passion for God’s Son, not among pagans first of all but rather among struggling believers.

As Wesley understood, at its heart every God-given revival, whether personal or corporate, starts with the re-evangelization of God’s people. Christians are invited into fresh encounters with the Christ of the gospel. They are encouraged to re-engage with Him once again around the full implications of His lordship. So to speak, revival is a “re-conversion”. The Holy Spirit persuades us to get passionate all over again about God’s Son and the great hope of our salvation. We start to care again about the issues that touch His supremacy in our lives and among the nations.

. . . Christians are admonished in Scripture to “Wake up, O sleeper, rise from the dead, and Christ will shine on you” (Eph. 5). When Christians wake up to the glory of Christ, important changes ensue. We shake off the soothing slumber of the status quo. We rise up once more to pursue wholeheartedly Christ and His global cause in the full light of His Day. Dispelling fears of fanaticism, we foster a fervency toward Christ for all that He is and all that He is up to. We start to care about Him. 
 

----
I share these two stories taken from David Bryant’s book, Christ is All, to help us see that a spiritual downward spiral being experienced by a nation does not have to simply be watched as it goes out of control, but can be countered by a re-awakened Church to Christ for all He is and all that He is up to. As Christians, we are not helpless in the face of the greatest opposition. Whether we live or whether we die, we belong to Christ. We live for Him and Him alone. Our primary task as Christians in pleasant times and in difficult is to wholeheartedly pursue Christ and His global cause with passion and joy. We have a hope-filled vision of what life is intended to be that speaks to misguided attempts to find fulfillment in this life. Jesus Christ is the way, the truth and the life and no one comes to God the Father except through Him (John 14:6). That is our message that we must live and speak while being pilgrims in this world – in good times and in bad.
The sermon text this morning comes from Revelation chapter 6. It is the unveiling of John’s vision of Christ the Lamb opening six of the seven seals that bind the scroll that He and only He could take from the right hand of God the Father who is sitting on the throne in heaven. The seals represent the story of human history between Christ’s first coming and His second coming. 
Chapter 6 is found in the center of section 2 of The Revelation, which comprises chapters 4-7. This section gives us a vision of heaven and the opening of the seals that bind the scroll that reveals the sovereignty of God over human history. Chapters 4 & 5 so clearly make the case that God the Father and God the Son now sit on the throne in heaven reigning and ruling over the affairs of mankind. Nothing is out of God’s control. This becomes startlingly clear as the Lamb opens the seals to the scroll. In what may seem extremely awkward and difficult for us to understand, sin only can do what God allows it to do and God only allows it to do that which will bring Him glory in the end.
When God created the heavens and the earth, everything was good and beautiful. But an inexplicable thing happened in heaven. A rebellion took place that impacted earth and the first man and woman. Through the deceitfulness of the serpent, Eve, and then Adam, joined in rebellion against their Creator. Sin entered the world. From then on, every time Triune God made an advance, Satan attempted to counter it in some manner to diminish the goodness and glory of God.
This conflict between the devil and Christ was described and prophesied in Genesis 3:15 (NIV84) 15 And I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring and hers; He (Christ) will crush your head, and you (Satan) will strike His heel.” From Genesis on, we are assured that Christ will deal a decisive blow on the head of Satan. Christ will advance His kingdom and Christ will conquer.
Here’s what I’m seeing in the 6th chapter of Revelation. From our earlier observations that the book is logically outlined into seven parallel sections, each beginning with the awareness that Christ is seated on the throne as King of the universe and ending with pointers to the judgment of the rebellious and the exaltation of those found in Christ, we are given a description of human history within those parameters. 
One of the distinctions that is part of this view of The Revelation as seven parallel sections covering the same period of time is that the events described can be recurring events as in repeated historical cycles. 
My opening stories serve as illustrations of that. A nation like Uganda can go from oppressive to God-honoring and freedom loving when a significant portion of the nation surrenders to Christ’s rule and reign as Lord. That same country, if not vigilant in their ongoing relationship with Christ can deteriorate and turn its back on Christ and find themselves once again being oppressed. But even that does not have to be the end of the story. They can once again repent and God can have mercy on them and restore them again as a nation.
This is what I mean when some of the events being described within these sections can be recurring over the course of history until Christ returns to bring a close to history. This should encourage us to not take a fatalistic view of history in that God’s promise to show mercy to people who truly repent gives us hope that at least some measure of judgment can be averted by humbling ourselves before Almighty God and confessing our disobedience and rebellion.
It is possible that America’s slide toward Gomorrah can be halted and reversed if God’s people in this nation repent of their sins and humbly re-surrender their lives to Christ and be re-converted to all that Christ is and all that He is up to. This is the ever-present hope that should reside within God’s people.
I’m suggesting that the first four seals of chapter 6 describe what I am identifying as four steps in the recurring cycle. Step 1 is the advance of Christ and His Gospel by His people. Step 2 is the opposition to and persecution of Christ, His Gospel and His people brought on by the agitation of Satan, the great enemy of Christ. Step 3 is the sending of initial judgments from God as warnings that unless sinners repent of their rebellious ways, these warnings will turn into judgment and condemnation. Step 4 is representative of the final judgment. Those who remain rebellious deepen their rut to hell while those who repent are shown mercy and are spiritually protected and preserved in the ongoing war between Satan and Christ. Believers who have died for their faith in Christ spur on the remaining Christians to further advance the Gospel of Christ, starting the cycle over again.
This view of the four riders on the four horses in Revelation 6 relies on seeing Christ as the rider on the white horse in the opening of the first seal.
Now when we come to the fifth and sixth seals they point to this division that takes place with the advance of Christ and the Gospel. The witnesses of Christ, though they may have had to die for their faith, are not without hope. They are still very much alive in Christ awaiting the final consummation. And those who have lived in rebellion against Christ are filled with terror as the reality of their rebellion against their Creator who is now judging them righteously. When Christ returns, the opportunity for repentance is now gone.
Let’s first look at the fifth seal.

9 When He opened the fifth seal, I saw under the altar the souls of those who had been slain because of the word of God and the testimony they had maintained. 10 They called out in a loud voice, “How long, Sovereign Lord, holy and true, until You judge the inhabitants of the earth and avenge our blood?” 11 Then each of them was given a white robe, and they were told to wait a little longer, until the number of their fellow servants and brothers who were to be killed as they had been was completed. 
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John tells us what he saw in the vision of the opening of the fifth seal. He saw slain or slaughtered believers in Christ under the altar. He heard them crying out to the Sovereign Lord to avenge their blood. He finally heard, presumably, the voice of God telling these souls to be patient. There were still more who would suffer a similar death as they and when their number was complete, God would avenge their blood.
By stating that the souls of these servants of Christ were under the altar, it strongly suggests that, again, John sees heaven in the likeness of the Tabernacle with the altar of sacrifice and the altar of incense. However, since in chapter 4 we didn’t see the altar of sacrifice, and since Christ was the final sacrifice on that altar, it’s very possible that the altar being spoken of here is the altar of incense which was positioned very near to the ark of the covenant and the mercy seat or the Throne of God.
Clearly John is describing those who had been killed or slain, even slaughtered for their adherence to the word of God and for the testimony for Christ they had maintained. Yet, in the larger context, it is conceivable that these slain saints represent all believers who have died with Christ in their wills. Very possibly they represent all those who live fully surrendered lives in their walk with Christ and, had their circumstances been similar to those slain, they too would have willingly welcomed physical death. 
I say this because a similar reference to those who overcame Satan, the accuser of the brothers, doesn’t appear to require their death to have obtained their victory over Satan. 

Revelation 12:10-11 (NIV84) 10 Then I heard a loud voice in heaven say: “Now have come the salvation and the power and the kingdom of our God, and the authority of His Christ. For the accuser of our brothers, who accuses them before our God day and night, has been hurled down. 11 They overcame him by the blood of the Lamb and by the word of their testimony; they did not love their lives so much as to shrink from death. 
And again, our surrender and conversion to Christ is likened to losing our lives for Christ’s sake. Matthew 10:39 (NIV84) 39 Whoever finds his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life for My sake will find it. 
There is also a theological argument that the Greek word for slain is referring to the act of killing a sacrificial animal and is used by John to refer to Christ’s death and the death of believers in Christ by persecution. It is on this basis the argument is made that very often Christians are targeted in war to be killed. This adds to the theory that section 2 is about the persecution of Christians at least in part.
Here in the opening of the fifth seal, the persecution of Christians is obviously the point. Take note in verse 10 that those who are crying out to their Sovereign Lord, calling Him holy and true, are asking God to avenge their deaths, not that they themselves would be given permission to take revenge on their executioners. Thus, they illustrate obedience to the command of the Lord in Deuteronomy 32:35 (NIV84) 35 “It is Mine to avenge; I will repay. In due time their foot will slip; their day of disaster is near and their doom rushes upon them.” 
As well in Romans 12:19 (NIV84) 19 Do not take revenge, my friends, but leave room for God’s wrath, for it is written: “It is Mine to avenge; I will repay,” says the Lord. 
This is the heart of these believers even when asking for justice. Let the Lord through His authority execute justice. In this manner, God’s righteousness and His sovereignty shine most brightly on His glory. Thus, we must be very careful to resist taking matters into our own hands to execute justice.
As I suggested in my earlier comments, the opening of the fifth seal points to believers in Christ who were advancing His cause with His Gospel and were persecuted to the point of death for doing so. Their deaths were not in vain. And, from the perspective of eternity, their deaths were part of conquering Satan. Their deaths displayed graphically what we all believe spiritually that in our baptism we are united with Christ in His death so that somehow through His resurrection we are also united with Him in His eternal life (Romans 6:5-7). 
John delights to tell us that these who have died for their union with Christ are given white robes, signifying that their declared righteousness is now fully attributed to them. For them, the war is over. Heaven awaits them. It’s just a matter of time.
As we have a contrast set up for us between the first rider on the white horse of the first seal with the three riders on the next three horses, so we have a contrast between the servants of God in the fifth seal with the rebels in the sixth seal.
Here in the sixth seal the final judgment of God is introduced. As we have already noted, we will get fuller descriptions of the final judgment as we come to the end of each of the remaining sections within the book of Revelation.
If only the rebellious would take these words seriously and bow in surrender and repentance before Christ, then they would be shown mercy and find grace and receive the new birth into true life that is eternal.
Here is how John describes the vision he saw as Christ, the Lamb, opened the sixth seal. The first part describes the objects in God’s creation that roll up like a scroll by means of a great earthquake and a strong wind. The second part describes the classes of people who are the target of the judgment coming down. When the sun, moon, stars, and sky, and mountains and islands all cease their present function, terror strikes the hearts of the rebellious, those who have rejected Christ and cursed God throughout their lives. They try to escape the presence of God and the wrath that is coming upon them, but there is no escape.
Imagine if you were among those who are not in Christ, among those who are presently rejecting Christ, and judgment day comes. John describes what it will be like. Can you imagine the terror of the moment?
6:12 I watched as He opened the sixth seal. There was a great earthquake. The sun turned black like sackcloth made of goat hair, the whole moon turned blood red, 13 and the stars in the sky fell to earth, as late figs drop from a fig tree when shaken by a strong wind. 14 The sky receded like a scroll, rolling up, and every mountain and island was removed from its place. 

As this is taking place, notice the flurry of activity of those who once thought of themselves as fearless and invincible. The proud of heart who have resisted opportunities to repent, suddenly are face to face with the emptiness of their boasts: “There is no God.” “We need not pay Him any heed!” “We know better how to live our lives to the full. We will do it our way. Get out of our lives, You party-spoiler-God!”
15 Then the kings of the earth, the princes, the generals, the rich, the mighty, and every slave and every free man hid in caves and among the rocks of the mountains. 16 They called to the mountains and the rocks, “Fall on us and hide us from the face of Him who sits on the throne and from the wrath of the Lamb! 17 For the great day of Their wrath has come, and who can stand?” 
And suddenly the promise of God is fulfilled. Romans 14:10-11 (NIV84) 10 . . . . For we will all stand before God’s judgment seat. 11 It is written: “ ‘As surely as I live,’ says the Lord, ‘every knee will bow before Me; every tongue will confess to God.’ ”
What a striking contrast is set before us between the cry of the slain servants of God who endured the ruthless persecution by the rejecters of Christ and the cry of the rebellious sinners as they vainly make attempts to escape their inevitable judgment. God has answered the prayers of those slaughtered saints. Their blood has been avenged. That is how things will come down. Christ has conquered and He will conquer. There is only one true safe place and that is in Christ.
Are you right now in Christ, my friend? Were it to happen this afternoon that all the objects of God’s creation would begin to be rolled up like a scroll and shake like a great earthquake, the sun turn black, the moon blood red, the stars fall out of the sky, and every mountain and island removed from its place, would you be found in Christ, safe and secure or would you be vainly seeking refuge in the collapsing mountain caves?
Today is the day of salvation if you hear the voice of God calling you. Repent. Surrender to our Lord Jesus Christ. Pursue Him as your highest treasure. Give yourself with all your might to serving Him and His purposes. Think not of the cost, for your life has already been purchased at the greatest price, the blood of your Savior Jesus Christ. 
We Will Ride #1 - http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YhRPgKyZ3Ao&feature=related
	We Will Ride

He has fire in His eyes and a sword in His hand

And He’s riding a white horse across this land

He has fire in His eyes and a sword in His hand

He’s riding a white horse all across this land

And He’s calling out to you and me, “Will you ride with Me?”

He has fire in His eyes and a sword in His hand

And He’s riding a white horse across this land

He’s calling out to you and me

“Will you ride with Me?” “Will you ride with Me?”

We say, "Yes, yes Lord, we’ll ride with You”

And we say, “Yes Lord, we will stand up and fight

We will ride with the armies of heaven

Gonna be dressed in white, we’ll be dressed in white”

We say, “Yes Lord, yes Lord, we’ll ride with You.”

He has a crown on His head; He carries a scepter in His hand

He’s leading the armies all across this land

And He’s calling out to you and me

“Will you ride with Me?” “Will you ride with Me?”

We say, “Yes Lord, yes Lord. We will ride.”


	And we say, “yes Lord,

Gonna stand up and fight; we will stand up and fight

We will ride with the armies of heaven

Gonna be dressed in white, we'll be dressed in white”

Can I hear you say, “yes Lord?” “Yes Lord, we will ride.”

And we say, “Yes Lord,

Gonna stand up; we will stand up and fight

We will ride. We’re gonna ride with the armies of heaven

Gonna be dressed in white, we'll be dressed in white”

If I were you, I would say, “Yes Lord.” “Yes Lord, we will ride.”

You see that fire in His eyes is His love for His bride

And He’s longing that she be with Him right by His side

Yes, that fire in His eyes is His burning desire

That His bride be with Him, right by His side

Can you hear Him calling out to us right now 

Saying, “Will you ride with Me?”

Lord, I know what I want my answer to be

When You say, “Will you ride with Me?

Don’t want anything down here holding on to me

When you say, “Will you ride with Me?”

Can you see that number no man can number

Riding along side Jesus?

But He’s calling out to us right now, 

Saying, “Will you ride with Me?”

And we say, Yes Lord, yes Lord, yes Lord, yes Lord
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