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Scripture: Revelation 6:1-17 (NIV) 

1 I watched as the Lamb opened the first of the seven seals. Then I heard one of the 

four living creatures say in a voice like thunder, “Come!” 2 I looked, and there before me 

was a white horse! Its rider held a bow, and he was given a crown, and he rode out as a 

conqueror bent on conquest. 3 When the Lamb opened the second seal, I heard the 

second living creature say, “Come!” 4 Then another horse came out, a fiery red one. Its 

rider was given power to take peace from the earth and to make people kill each other. 

To him was given a large sword. 5 When the Lamb opened the third seal, I heard the 

third living creature say, “Come!” I looked, and there before me was a black horse! Its 

rider was holding a pair of scales in his hand. 6 Then I heard what sounded like a voice 

among the four living creatures, saying, “Two pounds of wheat for a day’s wages, and 

six pounds of barley for a day’s wages, and do not damage the oil and the wine!” 7 

When the Lamb opened the fourth seal, I heard the voice of the fourth living creature 

say, “Come!” 8 I looked, and there before me was a pale horse! Its rider was named 

Death, and Hades was following close behind him. They were given power over a fourth 

of the earth to kill by sword, famine and plague, and by the wild beasts of the earth.  

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 full number of their fellow 

servants, their brothers and sisters, were killed just as they had been. 

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 figs drop from a fig tree when shaken by a strong wind. 

14 The heavens receded like a scroll being rolled up, and every mountain and island 

was removed from its place. 

15 Then the kings of the earth, the princes, the generals, the rich, the mighty, and 

everyone else, both slave and free, hid in caves and among the rocks of the mountains. 
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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 withstand it?” 

 

Sermon 

Well, I, for one, am so glad that this election is finally over and we can turn to much 

weightier matters…such as…is Die Hard a Christmas movie or not? It is! 

Let’s pray. Open our ears and our hearts, oh Lord. Let us hear what we need to hear 

and show us what we need to do to become more faithful disciples of our Lord Jesus 

Christ. In His name we pray, amen. 

 With such an uplifting scripture passage as the four horsemen of the apocalypse, 

that joke—and it’s not really a joke; Die Hard truly is a Christmas movie—that humor that 

I opened with will probably be about it for the morning, just to warn you. Judgment is the 

theme through Revelation, and it is not a happy theme, but there is good news. Bear 

with me; there is good news in the judgment. 

 Which statement would terrify you more? “There is no God,” or “Joe Biden has 

won fair and square”? It’s rhetorical. And don’t over-spiritualize it. What was your gut 

reaction to that? Which statement would terrify you more? “There is no God,” or “the 

Republicans could win their challenges in court and we have four more years of Donald 

Trump”? What does your gut tell you? 

 Of all of the imagery in Revelation, none might be more familiar to us, at least in 

culture and so forth, than the four horsemen of the apocalypse. I thought about asking 

Richard if he could play Ghost Riders in the Sky… Right? And yet, with pretty much all 

of the imagery from Revelation, we’re confused by it. We should be confused by it. It’s 

not familiar to us. What do they mean and how might we interpret them best for us 

today? 

 As any time we come to interpreting scripture, and especially in the book of 

Revelation, we have to take it in context. If you back up a chapter, we read that there in 

the throne room of God, John is shown a scroll which is sealed up by seven seals. It’s 

completely sealed up. And it is asked, “Who is worthy to break these seals and open this 

scroll?” And John ends up weeping because no one is found who can open this scroll 

and break these seals. And the angel tells him, “Fear not. For it is the Lion of Judah; it is 

the Lamb who is the only one worthy of opening the scrolls.” And that is otherwise 

known to us as: Jesus, right? Jesus. 
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 And so therefore all of heaven breaks out in glorious worship, some of the best 

worship in all the Bible. “Salvation belongs to our God and to the Lamb,” and “worthy is 

the Lamb who was slain,” etc. Who is the only one, therefore, worthy of worship? That’s 

not rhetorical. Who is the only one who is worthy of worship? Jesus. It is the safest 

answer for any question during Children’s Time, and it’s the safest answer always. Who 

is the only one worthy of worship? Jesus. Not our sports team. Not our bank accounts. 

Not our positions. And not even our country. 

 And who is the only one worthy to open these scrolls and unleash what is therein 

on the world? It’s Jesus. So therefore, who is ultimately always in control? Jesus. And so 

He opens these seals, and the first four give us the four horsemen of the apocalypse, as 

we know them today. The first one is often, at least the early church fathers thought that 

the first one might be Jesus, the Messiah, riding in on the white victorious horse. But if 

you take these four horsemen as a unit together, we can see that it probably is not the 

Messiah. It is not Jesus. 

 To be sure, this first horsemen is one who is victorious, riding that white horse. 

He comes in as a conqueror bent on conquest. But friends, what do conquerors who 

want to conquer do? Where do they start? How does one people conquer another 

people? Through what? Through war. And so this scene sets war in motion. And what 

follows, the other three horsemen, naturally follow. 

 The fiery red horse was given power to take peace from the earth and make 

people kill each other. To create violence and bloodshed. It was ushering in the end of 

the Pax Romana, the Roman peace. A false sense of peace, that as long as Rome was 

large and in charge, there would be peace throughout their territories. Maybe we have 

been lulled into a false sense of peace as well. 

 The black horse is the third, and its rider comes in with scales in their hand, a 

measuring tool to measure the lack: what they don’t actually have. We read economic 

terms about how much a day’s wages could buy. But scholars point out that for the 

staples of wheat and barley that are mentioned here, a day’s wages in the times of 

Revelation could actually buy more than what is listed here. Therefore, what generally 

follows after war and violence? Inflation, right? Economic collapse. And that is what 

follows. Except it’s the staples that are affected. It’s the wheat and the barley. It says, 

“Don’t touch the oil and wine,” and we might certainly say, “Lord, if we’re going through 

this type of stuff, please don’t touch my wine. We need it!” Right?  

But in these days, who could actually afford the oil and wine? The wealthy. Those 

with means. And we might say, “Well, I’m not wealthy these days.” But friends, 

remember, just by living in this country, having a roof over your head and having a 

vehicle in your driveway, even if that vehicle is a beater of a car, you are in the top five 
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percent, if not higher percentage, of wealth in our world. We in America still have it 

good. And who does inflation hurt the most? The poor. 

And then fourth, that pale horse rides in. It’s the color of sickness, it’s the color of 

death. And it’s the only rider who was named, indeed, as Death. And Hades, “the place 

of the dead,” follows close behind. War leads to violence, leads to economic collapse, 

leads to, ultimately, death. 

But throughout this section of the four horsemen of the apocalypse, it seems like 

complete doom and gloom, doesn’t it? Gee, thanks, Jesus, for opening that scroll and 

unleashing all this upon us. But we read that, first of all, these riders were given their 

authority. The first one was given a crown. The second was given power to take peace 

from the earth. And Death was given power, and even then limited power, only over a 

fourth of the earth. So, phew, let’s pray we’re in the other three-fourths, right? Well, if 

you read on through Revelation, it continues on. 

In other words, if they were given power, who were they given power by? Who is 

still in control of it all? Jesus. God the Father, God the Son, God the Holy Spirit.  

But wait a minute. This isn’t the Jesus that we commonly know and love. What do 

we make of these four horsemen? Let’s look at the rest of the chapter quickly and try to 

make some sense of it. 

The fifth seal is opened, and we see the faithful departed saints who cry out in 

God’s presence for God’s vengeance. We read that these specifically are the martyrs; 

people who have been killed because of their testimony about Jesus Christ. People 

killed because of their faith in Jesus. People like brothers and sisters even today in 

heavily Muslim parts of Africa, who find their villages razed to the ground. Who find their 

fathers taken, their women and children taken and abused. Why? Simply because they 

believe in Jesus. 

And these martyrs cry out to God, “How long until we will be vindicated? How 

long until we will be avenged?” And God says, “A little while longer.” It’s all up to God’s 

timing and not ours. And friends, I don’t know about you, but I find God’s timing is 

sometimes a hard pill to swallow. You can ask Bekah, I am fond of saying, “You know 

what, God is always right on time.” He is. But sometimes I wish God would be early, 

once in a while. Just throw me a bone, once in a while. Please, God? 

But God’s timing is always perfect, and we have to keep faith in God and God’s 

timing. 

Seal six is opened, and after we’ve been through “normal” things like war and 

famine and those sorts of things that we cause, in the sixth seal all of nature and all of 

the natural world is going crazy. And in Biblical times, they didn’t have the science that 
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we have today. We read about the moon going blood-red. If we look up and we see a 

blood-red moon these days, what do we know is happening? It’s an eclipse, right? 

Where the earth is getting in the way of the sun reflecting fully on the surface of the 

moon. But in those days, we see the moon turning blood-red and we have no idea 

what’s going on—that is highly unusual. “Oh shoot—maybe God is mad,” is the line of 

thinking there. Even today, when we see nature going awry, it’s often interpreted as 

God’s judgment on the earth, as God’s judgment particularly of evil. 

The seventh seal opens up a whole ‘nother can of worms. You can go and read 

that later; more judgment to come on the earth. But the message is that if these people 

keep on the path of evil, of worshiping false gods, it’s going to get worse for them. That 

all classes of people—we read of princes and kings all the way down to servants—cry 

out from the caves, cry out to the rocks, “Fall down on us and hide us from the wrath 

of,” who? Jesus. The Lamb. 

It is going to be the end of the world as we know it. Judgment is coming. It’s not 

an idea we like to talk about much, especially in the United Methodist Church. We’re all 

about grace and love, right? We prefer the Jesus, as I often say, that has the lamb on his 

shoulders, with all the other sheep gathered around Him, right, painted in pastel colors. 

We prefer the Jesus that gathers the little children around Him. We prefer the Jesus that 

does miracles like turning water into wine (we especially like that miracle, right?).  

But this Jesus is still Jesus. The Jesus who told the parable about the wheat and 

the tares. About the goats and the sheep. God’s judgment is a theme revisited again and 

again throughout Revelation. It is a belief that we proclaim; that we just proclaimed in 

our Apostle’s Creed; that Jesus will return one day from the right hand of the Father to 

judge the quick (or the living) and the dead.  

Judgment day will come. And remember, true biblical prophecy tells the future in 

a way that helps us live more faithfully and fruitfully today. I believe God does not 

approve of famine and death. That’s why God limits these things all throughout the book 

of Revelation. God limits it here only to a fourth of the earth. 

But the message is clear. As long as we persist in opposing God’s rule over our 

lives, as long as we persist in worshiping lesser gods, whatever they may be, God will 

permit these things. 

Furthermore, God, as he sends that third horseman with the scales—it’s not just 

economic scales. Where else do we see scales as a symbol? In the courtroom, right? As 

the scales of justice. And especially today, some of us might be thinking, “Yes! Amen, 

Jesus! Come and bring your justice, God, and teach these cheaters that we’re right and 

they’re wrong!” Let’s face it, some of us might be thinking that. 
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But a friend, a devout Roman Catholic friend who is on that side, posted on 

Facebook and said, “I’m not strong enough to pray for justice. I pray for merciful justice. 

Because the truth of the matter is that if God were to measure you and me in the scales 

of justice, how would we measure up? Might we be found wanting?” 

Mickey Efird, who’s written several books about Revelation, says, “God’s justice 

may sometimes seem slow, but it is indeed certain.” That can be comforting to those of 

us who may be passionate about social justice causes. As Martin Luther King said, “The 

arc of history is long, but it bends towards justice.” That’s a comfort, that God’s justice 

will indeed come and is certain. 

But it should also be terrifying to us, all at once. For those who insist on following 

their own way, they will be weighed and judged accordingly. So are you sure that your 

way is the right way? Are you willing to bet on that? For those who are found faithful, 

who are washed in the blood of the Lamb, who throw themselves on the mercy of God, 

the judge will mercifully tip the scales in their favor. 

So how do we know which side we’re on? How do we know if we’re winning? It is 

the Lamb Himself, Jesus, who said, “Love your enemies and pray for those who 

persecute you.” Who said, “When someone strikes you, offer the other cheek.” Whose 

ways Paul summarizes in Colossians chapter 3: “Therefore as God’s chosen people, 

holy and dearly loved, clothe yourselves with compassion, kindness, humility, 

gentleness, and patience. Bear with each other and forgive one another if any of you has 

a grievance against someone. Forgive as the Lord forgave you. And over all these 

virtues, put on love, which binds them all together in perfect unity.” Paul goes on, and I 

think this is incredibly timely for us in this moment in our society: “Let the peace of 

Christ rule in your hearts, since as members of one body you were called to peace, and 

be thankful.” Be thankful. “Let the message of Christ dwell among you richly as you 

teach and admonish one another with all wisdom through psalms, hymns, and songs 

from the spirit, singing to God with gratitude in your hearts. And whatever you do, 

whether in word or deed,” whether in person or online, “do it all in the name of the Lord 

Jesus, giving thanks to God the Father through Him.” 

And so I ask once again, which statement would terrify you more? “There is no 

God,” or “(either one of them) has won”?  

Whether you think it’s the beginning of the end of the world, or that at last we can 

finally have hope because the right people are going to be in charge…I call on myself 

and all of us: Repent, and believe the gospel. Because salvation is found in no one else 

but Jesus. For there is no other name in heaven given to humankind by which we must 

be saved. Amen? Amen. Thanks be to God. 
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