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The Seven Bowls of Wrath
Introduction:

A.
At the conclusion of the seventh trumpet, a celebration of victory in heaven is described (11:15-18), with only a suggestion of the third “woe.” “Then the temple of God was opened in heaven, and the ark of His covenant was seen in His temple. And there were lightnings, noises, thunderings, an earthquake, and great hail” (11:19).

1.
“Thunderings, lightnings an voices” (4:5) and “noises, thunderings, lightnings, and earthquake” (8:5) have previously been cited in connection with the throne of God—indicating that judgments proceed from God.

2.
The same phenomena are connected with the pouring out of the seventh “bowl of wrath” (16:18), indicating that all these passages are connected in thought.

B.
Up to this point in Revelation, the judgments of God have only been partial in scope.

1.
 Judgments pictured under the seals involved only a third part of the earth (Rev. 8:7, 8, 10, 12, 15).

2.
We have seen that these partial judgments were intended to be warning signals, urging the ungodly world to repent. But they had refused to repent (9:20-21).

C.
Now, in contrast to partial judgments upon the wicked world, it is time for the “seven last plagues” (15:1). God’s patient longsuffering has run out.

1.
Please note, however, that men continue to “blaspheme God” after the last plague (16:21). This indicates that the symbolism here does not apply to the end of the world; instead, it symbolizes the total devastation to be brought upon the world that was persecuting the saints in John’s day.

2.
In principle, they may portend the ultimate and final Day of Judgment at the end of the world, but the seven bowls of wrath do not refer to that final Day.

D.
Chapters 12-14 took us “behind the scenes” and revealed that there is more to the tribulations that God’s people suffer on earth than appears on the surface.

1.
There is an even greater conflict going on between Christ and the Devil. Failing to destroy “the woman and her Child,” the Devil vents his rage against the church.

2.
He uses the ungodly Roman State, and its ungodly Pagan religious culture as allies in his war against the saints.

E.
We now return to the point reached in 11:19. The pouring out of the bowls of wrath con​stitutes an elaborate description of the last woe. Seven angels with seven bowls of wrath constitute a sign of final judgment upon the dragon and his allies (cf. 15:1 & 11:19).

I.
Preparatory Visions, Rev. 15:1-8.

A.
John saw “another sign” in heaven, “great and marvelous: seven angels with the seven last plagues, for in them the wrath of God is complete” (1). Remember seven is symbolic!
1.
The scene also contains “a sea of glass mingled with fire, and those who have victory over the beast, over his image and over his mark and over the number of his name, standing on the sea of glass, having harps of God” singing “the song of Moses, the servant of God, and the song of the Lamb…” (2-4).

a.
The “sea” was introduced in the throne scene (4:6), where it represented the transcendence of God. Here it is “mingled with fire,” possibly denoting the fiery trials through which the saints had already come (cf. 1 Peter 4:12).
b.
Those that “have the victory over the beast, over his image and over his mark and over the number of his name” are standing on the sea of glass.

c.
In the early church the day of a man’s martyrdom was often called the day of his victory. Barclay comments: “The real victory is not to live in safety, to evade trouble, cautiously and prudently to preserve life; the real victory is to face the worse that evil can do, and if need be to be faithful unto death” (cf. Rev. 2:10).

2.
The victorious ones have “harps of God” and “sing the song of Moses, the servant of God, and the song of the Lamb.”

a.
This is symbolism! The harps are no more literal that the “sea of glass” is literal, or than the incense (8:3-5) is literal. They are symbolic of praise and adoration.
b.
“Harps of God” indicates that they can sing their song of victory because of what God has done for them.

c.
The “song of Moses” and the “song of the Lamb” are probably the same thing. The symbolism reminds us of the children of Israel singing after crossing the Red Sea (Ex. 15). It was a song of deliverance, but its emphasis is upon the character of and works of God.

B
The martyred [but now victorious] saints sing of God’s greatness, and express their conviction that only He is Holy and worthy of praise (3-4).

1.
Certainly no Roman emperor is worthy of praise, no matter how arrogant his pretensions.

2.
They express the idea that “all nations shall come and worship before You, for Your judgments have been manifested” (4), showing that this is not the end of history.

C.
The final scene of preparation shows the seven angels with the seven trumpets coming out of the open temple. One of the four beasts distributes the bowls to the angels (5-8).
1.
Reference to “the temple [inner sanctuary] of the tabernacle of the testimony in heaven” could mean that judgments from God come from the same source as His righteous laws.

2.
The bowls are “full of the wrath of God who lives forever and ever.” No man, or nation, can defy the righteous law of God with impunity. To disobey His Will is to defy Him.

3.
Smoke “from the glory of God and His power” filled the temple, as it did when the Tabernacle was first erected in the wilderness (Ex. 40:34-35), and when Solomon’s temple was dedicated (1 Kings 8:11). 
4.
The fact that no one could enter the temple declares that nothing could stop the final judgments from taking place. God’s patience had run out; no further intercession would be heard.

II.
Pouring Out the Bowls of Wrath (ch. 16).

Note that a voice from within the temple directs the angels to pour out the bowls of wrath (1).

A.
The first bowl was poured out on the earth, resulting in “a foul and loathsome sore” that came upon man who had the mark of the beast, and those who worshiped his image (2).

1.
We are reminded of the 6th plague [the plague of boils] that fell on the Egyptians (Ex. 9:10). A similar plague is mentioned in the warnings of Moses in Deut. 28:35).

2.
Lenski says, “In view of 13:17 we may, perhaps, think of virulent sores in the whole social, economic, educational, political world where the anti-Christian power rules. This is only one of the results, the lowest, let us say, of the outbreaks of inner rottenness and foulness” (466).
B.
The second bowl was poured out on the sea, and it became blood as of a dead man, and every living creature in the sea died” (3).

1.
If the sea here represents the sea of troubled society, it suggests “the complete dissolution of the emperor-beast and his subject” (Foy E. Wallace, 339).

2.
Hailey suggests it represents the “utter putrefaction of a dead society” (329).

C.
When the third bowl was poured out on the rivers and springs of water, they “became blood,” and the “angel of the waters” proclaims the righteousness of God (4-6).
1.
We are reminded of the first plague in Egypt. There the Egyptians could dig for water around the river, but they could not drink of the water of the river. Here, there is no water for anyone.

2.
This judgment came because “they have shed the blood of the prophets [cf. martyrs, 6:11), and it is just that they should be given blood to drink (6).
3.
This act is followed by another from the altar saying that God’s Judgments are Just (7). There is no question that the bowls are symbolic of divine retribution.

D.
The fourth bowl is poured out on the sun, giving it power to “scorch men with fire” (8-9).

1.
Unlike the ninth plague in Egypt [three days of darkness] and the fourth trumpet [sun, moon and stars not shining for a third part of the day] the blazing sun scorched men with heat.

2.
The sun, whose light is essential to life on earth, becomes an instrument of judgment. Imagine the searing, torturous heat that would be produced if suddenly the full force of its rays were caused to fall upon the earth. Talk about “global warming”!!!

3.
But, in spite of severe divine retribution falling on the pagan and sinful world, “they did not repent and give Him glory” (9b).

E.
The fifth bowl is poured out on the throne of the beast, and his kingdom became full of darkness (10-11).

1.
Reminiscent of the ninth plague in Egypt (Ex. 10:21-ff.), the very seat and center of the empire, the city of Rome, was affected and plunged into darkness.

2.
Yet, as they had done before, they blasphemed the God of heaven because of their pains and sores, and did not repent of their deeds.

F.
The sixth bowl is poured out on the great River Euphrates, and its water was dried up, so that the way of the kings from the east might be prepared (12-16).
1.
Compare the scene here to that which followed the sixth trumpet (9:13-19). A huge invading horde brought destruction upon “a third of mankind.”

2.
The Euphrates was the eastern border of the Roman Empire, as well as the Promised Land. In John’s day, the Euphrates stood between the Roman and Parthian Empires.
3.
Jeremiah predicted that the Euphrates would be dried up to allow invasion by the Medes (50:38; cf. Isa. 13:17-20); hence, the symbolism here indicates that the barrier against foreign invasion has been removed; there is nothing to protect the Roman Empire from outside forces.

4.
John then saw three unclean spirits like frogs coming out of the mouth of the dragon, out of the mouth of the beast, and out of the mouth of the false prophet (13).

a.
This is the first time that the “beast out of the land” is identified as the “false prophet.” It is a key to understanding the figure back in chapter 13.

b.
That they came out of their mouths, probably indicates “some form of evil propaganda,” proceeding from the devil, godless government, and false religion” (Summers, 189).

c.
They are spirits of demons, performing signs, which go out to the kings of the earth, and of the whole world, to gather them for the battle of the great day of God Almighty (14). Their purpose is to enlist the world in defense of the paganistic Roman system.

d.
The armies are gathered at a place called in Hebrew, Armageddon (16). It refers to a mountain pass area between the Plain of Jezreel and the Plan of Sharon. Many strategic battles were fought had taken place there.

(1)
Debora and Barak had defeated Sisera, a Canaanite (Judges 4-5).
(2)
Gideon defeated the Midianites in the valley of Esdraelon [Jezreel] “west of Megiddo” (Judges 7:1).

(3)
The Philistines defeated Saul and Jonathan at the eastern end of the plain (1 Sam. 31:1-6).

(4) Here Jehu slew Ahaziah, king of Judah, who was in league with Joram of Israel (2 Kings 9:27).

(5)
Here Josiah perished at the hands of Pharaoh Necho of Egypt, who was trying to reach Haran to aid Assyria against Babylon (2 Kings 23:29-30).

e.
In view of these historic battles, this place seems to be symbolic of a great and decisive spiritual battle between the army of Satan and the forces of God.
f.
The battle is not fought in this verse. It was fought when the Lord won His victory in the complete overthrow of the Roman Empire and its paganism.

G.
The seventh bowl was pouted out into the air, and a loud voice from heaven announces, “It is done!” (17-21).

1.
“Into the air” suggests that God’s wrath is poured out on the “whole sphere of Satan’s operation” (Hailey).

a.
He is “the prince of the powers of the air” (Eph. 2:2).

b.
He is “the prince of this world” (John 12:31; 14:30; 16:11).

c.
He is “the god of this world” (2 Cor. 4:4).

2.
The “noises and thunderings and lightnings” and “great earthquake” emphasizes that this is, indeed, the work of Almighty God (18).

3.
The great city “Babylon” is divided into three parts, the nations that had come to her aid fell, “and great Babylon was remembered before God to give her the cup of the wine of the fierceness of His wrath” (19).

a.
In Rev. 11:8, the great city is “spiritually called Sodom and Egypt, where also the Lord was crucified.” Sodom symbolized immorality; Egypt symbolized her oppression of God’s people; and “where our Lord was crucified” symbolized the rejection of truth and the shedding of the blood of God’s messengers. Warnings of the trumpets went unheeded, now the full force of God’s wrath falls on them, as pictured by the great hailstones that fell upon her (21a).

b.
“Every island fled away” suggests that all those allied with Rom abandoned her, and “the mountains were not found” indicates that now power could help her.

4.
This is still not the Final Day of Judgment, for after God’s judgment on the pagan Roman world, “men blasphemed God because of the plague.” Rather than submitting to God, they blasphemed Him.

H.
After the seventh bowl is poured out, John is told he will now see the “judgment of the great harlot…” (chapter 17).
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