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Beginning of Pains (Deceivers & Disasters)
End Times (Part 3)
Mark 13:5-8  (Mt.24:4-8, Lk.21:8-11)   8/14/2021
Summary: Jesus gives a clear sequence of events: 
1) Beginning of pains
2) The abomination
3) The Pains themselves
4) Celestial shakeup
5) Son of Man on the clouds, gathering his elect
The beginning of pain is a time period where our mission is to preach the gospel to the nations, but we are hindered by deceivers, disasters, and persecution (from Jesus’ death to the Second Coming). To overcome them and accomplish our mission, we must apply spiritual insight. The insight is that the disasters are part of God’s plan and are under Christ’s direction (the seals of Revelation). Seeing them that way will prevent us from becoming alarmed and deceivable. 
Hook: In times like ours, how does one keep from lying awake at night with anxiety over what we see in the news every day? In today’s passage, Jesus provides direct insight into how to read the news headlines in a way that brings peace, calm, and courage, rather than anxiety, fear, and cowardice.
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Harmony
Matthew 24:4 Jesus answered: "Watch out that no one deceives you. 5 For many will come in my name, claiming, 'I am the Christ, ' and will deceive many. 
6 You will hear of wars and rumors of wars, but see to it that you are not alarmed. Such things must happen, but the end is still to come.
 7 Nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom. There will be famines and earthquakes in various places.
 8 All these are the beginning of birth pains.
 9 "Then you will be handed over to be persecuted and put to death, and you will be hated by all nations because of me.



 10 At that time many will turn away from the faith and will betray and hate each other,
 11 and many false prophets will appear and deceive many people.
 12 Because of the increase of wickedness, the love of most will grow cold,
 13 but he who stands firm to the end will be saved.
 14 And this gospel of the kingdom will be preached in the whole world as a testimony to all nations, and then the end will come.

Mark 13:5 Jesus said to them: "Watch out that no one deceives you. 6 Many will come in my name, claiming, 'I am he,' and will deceive many.
 7 When you hear of wars and rumors of wars, do not be alarmed. Such things must happen, but the end is still to come.
 8 Nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom. There will be earthquakes in various places, and famines. 
These are the beginning of birth pains.
 9 "You must be on your guard. You will be handed over to the local councils and flogged in the synagogues. On account of me you will stand before governors and kings as witnesses to them.
 10 And the gospel must first be preached to all nations.
 11 Whenever you are arrested and brought to trial, do not worry beforehand about what to say. Just say whatever is given you at the time, for it is not you speaking, but the Holy Spirit.
 12 "Brother will betray brother to death, and a father his child. Children will rebel against their parents and have them put to death.
 13 All men will hate you because of me, but he who stands firm to the end will be saved.
Luke 21:8 He replied: "Watch out that you are not deceived. For many will come in my name, claiming, 'I am he,' and, 'The time is near.' Do not follow them.
9 When you hear of wars and revolutions, do not be frightened. These things must happen first, but the end will not come right away."
 10 Then he said to them: "Nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom. 11 There will be great earthquakes, famines and pestilences in various places, and fearful events and great signs from heaven.

12 "But before all this, they will lay hands on you and persecute you. They will deliver you to synagogues and prisons, and you will be brought before kings and governors, and all on account of my name.

 13 This will result in your being witnesses to them.
 14 But make up your mind not to worry beforehand how you will defend yourselves. 15 For I will give you words and wisdom that none of your adversaries will be able to resist or contradict.

 16 You will be betrayed even by parents, brothers, relatives and friends, and they will put some of you to death.
 17 All men will hate you because of me.
 18 But not a hair of your head will perish. 19 By standing firm you will gain life.



Mark 13:1 As he was leaving the temple, one of his disciples said to him, "Look, Teacher! What massive stones! What magnificent buildings!" 2 "Do you see all these great buildings?" replied Jesus. "Not one stone here will be left on another; every one will be thrown down." 
3 As Jesus was sitting on the Mount of Olives opposite the temple, Peter, James, John and Andrew asked him privately, 4 "Tell us, when will these things happen? And what will be the sign that they are all about to be fulfilled?"
5 Jesus said to them: "Watch out that no one deceives you. 6 Many will come in my name, claiming, 'I am he,' and will deceive many.
7 When you hear of wars and rumors of wars, do not be alarmed. Such things must happen, but the end is still to come. 8 Nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom. There will be earthquakes in various places, and famines. These are the beginning of birth pains.
Introduction
If I asked you, “Which of the headlines in the news has you most concerned,” if you’re like me, you’d have a hard time deciding.  It’s hard to watch the news these days and hang on to your sanity. But in today’s passage, Jesus is going to teach us how to do just that—and not only hang on to our sanity, but to have peace and hope even as the chaos rages all around us.
Review
After Jesus prophesied the destruction of the Temple, 4 of his disciples catch up with him on the Mount of Olives and ask when it will happen and what will be the sign that all the things Jesus had promised will finally come to pass. And Jesus says, “Tell you what—how about instead of telling you when, I tell you how to survive between now and when it happens? You have a mission to complete. I want you to complete this mission, but it’s not going to be easy because there are three massive forces that will be against you. So instead of giving them dates and signs, Jesus teaches them how to can overcome those three monsters and faithfully carry out the mission.
The Beginning of Pains
And this period in history when Jesus’ followers are fighting those three obstacles and trying to accomplish the mission—Jesus has a name for it. He called that time period the beginning of pains.
Mark 13:8 … These are the beginning of pains.
That word is traditionally translated “birth pains,” but this word is like our word “pains.” It only means birth pains in contexts that talk about birth. There’s nothing about birth in this context, so it should be translated just plain “pains” or “agonies.” Having looked up all the uses of the word in the NT and the Greek translation of the OT, and having read the articles in Kittle and Colin Brown, I’m convinced this word is much like the English word, “pains.” In English, the word “pains,” is a general term. If a woman tells you she’s in pain, you don’t automatically assume she’s having a baby. But as soon as you combine it with the word “labor”—labor pains refer specifically to the pain of giving birth and no other kinds of pain. But the word “pains” by itself doesn’t mean that. That’s the same way this word works. Unless it’s combined with a birth-related word, then it just means “pains” or “sufferings” or “agonies.” For example: 
Job 21:17 Nevertheless, the lamp of the ungodly also shall be put out, and destruction shall come upon them, and pangs of vengeance shall seize them.
Nahum 2:10 … Hearts are melting and knees knocking! Also anguish is in the whole body And all their faces are grown pale!
     The NT follows the same pattern, with two exceptions. Translators have chosen to insert the word “birth” here and in Galatians 4:19. But there is no contextual basis for doing so. In both cases, there is no reason to import the idea of childbirth into the passage. In every other passage where the word appears without a nearby reference to birth, it is simply translated “pains.” In fact, in some places it refers not to birth pains, but to death pains.
Psalm 18:4 The cords of death entangled me; the torrents of destruction overwhelmed me. 
    In the Greek translation it says, “The pains of death surrounded me …” So it can refer to the throes of death. The dictionaries explain such uses as metaphorical. They say the word literally means “birth pains,” but in places like Psalm 18 it’s used metaphorically for other kinds of pain. But I couldn’t find any explanation for why they believe the literal definition is birth pains (other than the fact that it is frequently used to describe birth pains, but so is our word “pains”). And I don’t see what metaphor would be in use in Psalm 18:4. The throes of death as a metaphor for the pains of birth? It seems simpler to take the word to mean “pains” and allow the context to dictate which kind of pain.
     There’s nothing in the context of the Olivet Discourse that points to the birth process. There’s plenty in the context about death and the end. So if we wanted to add an extra words, it might make a little more sense to add the word “death” rather than “birth.” But the best translation, in my judgment, is simply “pains.”
The order of events Jesus gives us for the end times in this sermon is very clear. He says things like “following that will be this” and “before all that, this will happen.” Mk.13:24, Lk.21:12. It’s all laid out in a very definite order. These are the 5 things in the order that they happen:
	The beginning of pains, when Jesus says, “Don’t be alarmed.”

The abomination that causes desolation
The actual pains when he says, “Okay, now run for your life.”
	The signs in the heavens
	The Son of man comes on a cloud and sends angels to gather his elect.
That’s what’s going to happen, and the first in the list is the period Jesus called the beginning of pains. That’s our focus tonight. The first 9 verses of the discourse (vv.5-13), the beginning of pains.
Definition of the Beginning of Pains
This is the period when Jesus’ followers are trying to accomplish their mission of preaching the gospel to the nations, but it’s hard because of the three monsters that threaten to stop them.
Deception
The first monster is deception.
Mark 13:5 Jesus said to them: "Watch out that no one deceives you. 6 Many will come in my name, claiming, 'I am he,' and will deceive many.
Deception is a massive threat. You can’t succeed in bringing the gospel to the nations if you get deceived and wander from the truth.
Disasters 
The second threat is disasters.
7 When you hear of wars and rumors of wars, do not be alarmed. Such things must happen, but the end is still to come. 8 Nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom. There will be earthquakes in various places, and famines. These are the beginning of birth pains.
Natural disasters like earthquakes and famines, human disasters like wars and rumors of wars—those disasters are a threat to the mission because they cause fear.
Persecution
The third monster is persecution.
9 "You must be on your guard. You will be handed over to the local councils and flogged in the synagogues. 
Then more persecution down in v.12.
12 "Brother will betray brother to death, and a father his child. Children will rebel against their parents and have them put to death. 13 All men will hate you because of me.
Persecution is a threat for the same reason as disasters—it can cause fear, intimidation, and cowardice. 
When Is This?
So that’s what the beginning of pains period is—it’s a time of preaching the gospel to the nations, which is hindered and threatened by the three monsters: deception, disasters, and persecution. That’s the beginning of pains. I don’t think any of that is controversial. The big controversy comes with the question of when this period is. Is it the years leading up to 70 A.D. or the years leading up to the Second Coming of Christ? I’ll give you my view on that, but before I do, let me say two things.
Put Down Your Dukes
First, before you get too worked up about whether it’s a reference to the past or future, consider the fact that either way, the implications for us are pretty much the same. If Jesus had 70 A.D. in mind, the point is he didn’t want the Apostles to be deceived in the next 40 after Jesus died. What would the implications for us be? He doesn’t want us to be deceived either.
Suppose it’s about the Second Coming. If the point is Jesus doesn’t want his followers in the future to be alarmed about wars and rumors of wars, what would the implication for us be? He doesn’t want us to be alarmed at them either. The same goes for enduring persecution and preaching the gospel and being alert and vigilant—all the components of the Olivet Discourse. 
So I hope you don’t feel like when you come to this passage you have to put up your theological dukes and prove the other side wrong like it’s some life or death issue. Of course we want to get the interpretation right, and I’ll get to that. But for now, I just want to point out that the theological stakes on this point aren’t as high as people make them out to be.
The Prophecy Flower
The other thing I want to say before giving my take on when the beginning of pains period is has to do with the way prophecy is fulfilled. You’ve heard of dual fulfillments of prophecy—a near one and a later one. Or a prophecy of an event, and that event ends up itself being a prophecy of a greater event.
But as I’ve been studying prophecy the past few months, I think those models might be a bit of an oversimplification. It might be more accurate to think in terms of a process. Especially with end-times prophecies, many times the fulfillment is like the blooming of a flower. When the prophecy is first given, it’s like a rose that’s closed up tight. Can you see the whole rose at that point? Sure. But then it begins to open and you see a little more, then a little more, and more as bit by bit it unfurls into greater and greater beauty and complexity. When the prophecy is first delivered, it’s closed up. When it begins to be fulfilled, it triggers a process of gradual opening. Not just a fulfillment now and another one later, but an ongoing, complex progressive, unfolding fulfillment. 
For example, when God sent his people into exile, he gave simple prophecy: 70 years of exile and then I will restore you. 70 years later, what happened? Did God restore them? Well, a small number of Jews return to Israel and build a tiny little temple, but nothing like all the glorious promises in Zechariah about a new Jerusalem without walls that extends out forever and gathers in all the nations under the Messiah’s reign and all the rest.
That prophecy of restoration from the exile was a flower that started opening up right on time, 70 years after they were taken. In the following years it opened a little more, then a lot more when Jesus came, what Jesus did has been unfurling its pedals for 2000 years, then more unfolding in the future millennial kingdom, and then finally the full bloom when Jesus returns.
So it’s not just a two-part fulfillment. It’s a growing, unfolding, expanding process that keeps filling out with greater and greater complexity.
I believe that’s how the fulfillment of the Olivet Discourse prophecies will come. And if you agree with that, then you can see that the argument over when this flower first begins blooming isn’t quite the life and death issue that some have made it.
When Is It?
So having said all that, let’s tackle the controversial question—what time period is the Olivet Discourse pointing to? I believe the flower definitely started blooming in the years leading up to 70 A.D. There are numerous parts of this that only make sense in that time period. But was the flower completely open in 70 A.D.? I think it would be hard to make an argument for that, because when it comes to wars, earthquakes, famines, deceivers, and persecution, nothing really changed after 70 A.D. There was still just as much of all that after 70 as before. And it’s all continued to this day. We still have false teachers, wars, famines, earthquakes, and persecution and we’re still taking the gospel to more and more nations.
And that’s no surprise given the fact that Jesus talked about these same things in other contexts that had nothing to do with end times or the destruction of Jerusalem.  For example, when Jesus sent out the 12 on a short-term mission way back in Matthew 10.
Matthew 10:17 "Be on your guard … they will hand you over to the local councils and flog you in their synagogues. 18 On my account you will be brought before governors and kings as witnesses to them … 19 But when they arrest you, do not worry about what to say or how to say it. At that time you will be given what to say, 20 for it will not be you speaking, but the Spirit of your Father speaking through you. 21 "Brother will betray brother to death, and a father his child; children will rebel against their parents and have them put to death. 22 All men will hate you because of me, but he who stands firm to the end will be saved.
That’s pretty much word for word what he said in the Olivet Discourse when he was talking about the beginning of pains. And in Luke 12 we see the same words again in yet another context. Whether you assume Jesus repeated these words in three different contexts, or the repetition is due to editing on behalf of Matthew, Luke, or Mark (under the inspiration of the Spirit), either way the point remains—the words apply in all three contexts. These things are the reality for the whole time between Jesus’ first coming and the Second Coming. The beginning of pains are not a sign of the end.
You hear people say all the time, “Oh, things are really getting bad. I think Jesus is coming soon.” Jesus told us just the opposite. An earthquake could shake the whole west coast into the ocean so you could sail from Las Vegas to Hawaii, and China and Russia could join forces and wipe the rest of the U.S. off the map, and a real pandemic could wipe out 50% of the world population, and it still wouldn’t be a sign of the end. It would still fit in the category of the beginning of pains.
So there are two possibilities. Either we are living in the beginning of pains, or we are living in a time that is exactly like the beginning of pains. Either way, the instructions Jesus gave about how to live during that period apply directly to us.
Application: Insight
And what are those instructions? (That’s the end of the controversial part. What Jesus said we are to do during the beginning of pain is pretty straightforward.) The mission is to preach the gospel. But how do we successfully do that in the face of deceivers, disasters, and persecution? I think you can boil it down to one word: insight. When Jesus begins the sermon, the very first word out of his mouth is “watch.”
Mark 13:5 Watch out that no one deceives you.
Blepo
That word means more than just “watch out.” The Greek word is blepo, and its’ the word Mark has been using all through the book to describe spiritual insight. When they asked Jesus why he spoke in parables, he said: Mark 4:12 … so that, " 'they may be ever seeing but never perceiving That’s the word blepo. It means to not only see, but to see beyond the surface.  Then he told his disciples: 
Mark 4:24 Consider carefully (blepo) what you hear
Don’t just hear it, but really see it.
In ch.8 Jesus told his disciples to blepo the yeast of the Pharisees. Have enough insight to detect it. They didn’t understand what he meant, and Jesus said, “You have eyes, but fail to blepo.” And then, to illustrate what he meant, Jesus healed a blind man’s eyes but not his understanding so he could see just fine but couldn’t understand what he was seeing. He saw people and thought they were trees.
So all through the book Jesus has been using this word blepo to refer to spiritual perception—insight into unseen, spiritual realities. And now, when the disciples ask Jesus about the end times, the first word out of his mouth in his answer is blepo! And he repeats it four times in his answer. Twice in the context of being deceived (vv.5,23), once in the context of being persecuted (v.9), and once in connection with Christ’s return (v.33). Blepo, blepo, blepo, blepo. If you want to be one who stands firm all the way to the end with your faith intact, you’re going to have to watch the news through spiritual eyes.
Insight About False Teachers
And that’s especially true when the false teachers start showing up.
5 Blepo, so that no one deceives you. 6 Many will come in my name, claiming, 'I am he,' and will deceive many.
False Fears 
Why so many? Because when disasters happen, people become gullible.  The world feels like it’s spiraling out of control, people get uneasy and unsettled, and false teachers use that to deceive them. Once you get people scared, you can get them to believe pretty much anything. If you doubt that, I just have one word for you: COVID. Scare people enough, they’ll be putty in your hands. That’s why Jesus says, “Don’t be alarmed,” because it’s when you’re alarmed that you become gullible. 
That word “alarmed” is used only one other time in the Bible.
2 Thessalonians 2:1 Concerning the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ and our being gathered to him, we ask you, brothers, 2 not to become easily unsettled or alarmed by some prophecy, report or letter supposed to have come from us, saying that the day of the Lord has already come.
That’s what false teachers do—get people alarmed, and then they’ll swallow whatever false doctrine you feed them. They point to wars, famines, and earthquakes and say, “It’s an omen! It’s a sign of the end.”
One preacher in Australia came up with one of those predictions and on the day of, all his followers showed up and sat around singing hymns waiting for the moment. The local press covered it, along with a crowd of hecklers. And when the time came and went, they were all heartbroken and embarrassed. One man was crying, and someone in the crowd told him, “Cheer up! It’s not the end of the world.”
People make fun of Christians who fall for that, but the world is just as gullible—if not more. Most of the end of the world predictions nowadays come not from religious nuts, but from political nuts. And scientific nuts. The climate change prophets have been walking around with “the end is near” sandwich boards for decades now. Al Gore is no different from the preacher in Australia. He had millions of people fully convinced that New York would be under water by the year 2000. The climate change guru’s convince millions of people that the world is going to end because of global warming, and the only way to stop it is to send the money to offset your carbon footprint (payable to them, of course), and they rake in hundreds of millions of dollars and buy mansions on the coast! And still, the masses are so blinded by fear that they can’t see that none of the gurus actually believe any of their ridiculous doomsday predictions. Climate scientists are 0 for 100 in their last 100 predictions, but millions of people keep falling for them.
Before climate change it was the ozone hole. Before that, cell phones were going to kill all the bees and destroy the entire ecosystem. Most of us can still remember the panic leading up to Y2K. It’s got to be the end of the world because the calendar turning to an even number.
When I was a teenager I was taught that the world would run out of topsoil by the time I was 30 and there would be no more crops. In the 80’s there was supposed to be acid rain. Before that, the air would be unbreathable on earth by 1985. Overpopulation was going to bring mass starvation and worldwide food rationing by 1980. Instead, we have a food glut. Farmers grow way more food than all the people in the world could possibly eat.   In the 70’s we were going to destroy the oceans and run out of drinking water by 1974. In the early 70’s we were going to run out of gold, tin, oil, natural gas, copper, and aluminum. Super Hurricanes, killer bees, murder hornets, nitrogen buildup will make all land unusable, pollution will kill all the fish … I could go on. People never stop falling for the doomsday predictions no matter how many times the doomsdayers cry wolf. When COVID blows over, it will be something else—guaranteed.  You’ll be hearing new predictions of the end of the world from really smart people, and millions will fall for it, again.
False Hopes
The false teachers use fear to make you gullible, and then they offer their solution. They induce false fears and then offer false hope. With the environmental stuff, the false hope is always some version of the government spending more money and taking more power. In the spiritual realm the false hope is always some human solution that isn’t in the Bible. It always involves trusting the preacher, rather than God. But he makes it sound like trusting what he says IS trusting God.
5 Jesus said to them: "Watch out that no one deceives you. 6 Many will come in my name, claiming, 'I am he,' and will deceive many.
They usually don’t come right out and claim to be Jesus, but they put themselves in his place, so that your faith is in them, and you don’t even realize it. They read a passage of Scripture, and another passage and another, but then sneak in their own ideas between the lines so it really sounds like it’s coming from Scripture. 
Damaging to Faith
Being deceived is so damaging because when you become convinced that the Bible says something, and it turns out the Bible doesn’t say it and it doesn’t happen, that can have a devastating effect on your faith—including your ability to believe other things that really are true. You would think that if you believed something that turned out to be false, once that became evident you could just say, “Oh, I was mistaken. I’ll just change my view.”
But it’s not that simple. Faith is more than just holding something in your head as true. When you truly believe something, your whole heart—your whole inner man wraps around it. That involves more than just your mind. It’s also your affections, your emotions, your hopes and your confidence. So even if your brain comes to realize it’s not true, the rest of your inner man can remain entangled with it.
Your most deeply held beliefs didn’t get that way in a moment. And neither can they be dropped in a moment. A lot of time and experience and thinking and confirmations went into entwining those beliefs into your soul, and it takes the same kind of process to disentangle them. And until that process is done, it just feels to you like God’s Word failed. And you struggle to believe anything the Bible says. You think, “I was wrong about that—what else might I be wrong about?” and suddenly your entire belief system is on shaky ground. False prophets are so deadly. That’s why the first word out of Jesus’ mouth was blepo. Use spiritual insight.
Spiritual Insight: The Beginning of Pains Must Happen
So, what is the spiritual insight that will help me not be alarmed and gullible when disasters come?
7 When you hear of wars and rumors of wars, do not be alarmed. Such things must happen.
How do we keep calm when we watch the news? By remembering this insight. The beginning of pains must happen. The word “must” points to purpose—divine necessity.  The disasters have to happen because they are an essential part of God’s plan. The chaos around us isn’t just a broken world spinning out of control.
Disasters are not omens. They aren’t signs. They don’t mean the end is near. But that’s not to say they are a total red herring. They do matter. They don’t tell us when the end will be, but they do remind us that the one who will bring about the end is in control and is working out his purposes in history.
Let me show you this in Revelation 6-7. These are the 7 seals which, I believe, are an outline of the Olivet Discourse. John is the only one of the gospel writers that didn’t include the Olivet Discourse. Perhaps he didn’t include it in his gospel because he included it in one of his other books. Specifically, Revelation 6-7, which are basically an outline of the Olivet Discourse. 


The Olivet Discourse vs The Seven Seals
Mark 13
5 Jesus said to them: "Watch out that no one deceives you. 6 Many will come in my name, claiming, 'I am he,' and will deceive many.

7 When you hear of wars and rumors of wars, do not be alarmed. Such things must happen, but the end is still to come. 8 Nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom. 

There will be earthquakes in various places, and famines. These are the beginning of birth pains.






9 "You must be on your guard. You will be handed over to the local councils and flogged in the synagogues. On account of me you will stand before governors and kings as witnesses to them. 10 And the gospel must first be preached to all nations.11 Whenever you are arrested and brought to trial, do not worry beforehand about what to say. Just say whatever is given you at the time, for it is not you speaking, but the Holy Spirit. 12 "Brother will betray brother to death, and a father his child. Children will rebel against their parents and have them put to death. 13 All men will hate you because of me, but he who stands firm to the end will be saved.…

24 "But in those days, following that distress, " 'the sun will be darkened, and the moon will not give its light; 25 the stars will fall from the sky, and the heavenly bodies will be shaken.' 

26 "At that time men will see the Son of Man coming in clouds with great power and glory. 27 And he will send his angels and gather his elect from the four winds, from the ends of the earth to the ends of the heavens.


Revelation 6

Seal #1: A white horse. Rider with a bow and crown, riding out as a conqueror bent on conquest (Rev.6:2).


Seal #2: A red horse. Rider with a large sword given power to take peace from the earth and to make men slay each other (Rev.6:3-4).


Seal #3: A black horse and a pale horse. “A quart of wheat for a day's wages, and three quarts of barley for a day's wages” (famine). (Rev.6:5-6).

Seal #4: A pale horse named Death (the only horse with a name). This is the last of the 4 horses and stands as a summary of the first three. And it’s the center point of the 7 seals, standing as a summary of the 7. This is a period where death dominates. (Rev.6:7-8)

Seal #5 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 (Rev.6:9-11).




Seal 6: The sun turned black like sackcloth made of goat hair, the whole moon turned blood red, and the stars in the sky fell to earth, as late figs drop from a fig tree when shaken by a strong wind. (Rev.6:12-13). 


Interlude before the final seal where God protects his elect from the judgment. (Rev.7)
Seal 7: Silence in heaven as all mouths are shut in speechless awe of God’s fierce judgment. 




Jesus began with a warning about false teachers. The first of the 7 seals is a rider with a bow. That’s Apollo, the god of pagan prophecy and who was a counterfeit of Christ. Some people wonder if that is Jesus, because white normally represents righteousness in Revelation. And Jesus shows up later in the book riding a white horse. But when Jesus rides, he has a sword. This rider has a bow. That stands out because it’s the only place in Revelation (or in the whole NT for that matter) where a bow is mentioned. I did a lot study on this and I’m convinced the original readers would all immediately know this figure represents Apollo, who always appears with a bow. Apollo was the god of pagan prophecy. He was also known as being a god of justice and goodness and righteousness. He used that bow to punish the wicked. So he was like a counterfeit Christ.
     The idea that the rider is Jesus is unlikely for a few reasons.
     First, the rest of the seals line up closely with the events Jesus described in the Olivet Discourse. And if the pattern follows, then the first horse would correspond to the first thing Jesus mentioned, which was false Christs. If they are imitating Christ, it makes sense they would appear on a white horse, just like Jesus does later.
    Second, Jesus is the one opening the seal. It would be an odd picture to have Jesus be the one opening the seal and the one featured in the seal.
     Third, the four horses are tied closely together thematically, and the other three are negative forces.
     Fourth, when Jesus appears in ch.19 on a white horse, he has a sword, not a bow. This is the only place in the NT where the word “bow” appears. 
     Kerkeslager argues that the bow was associated with prophecy. “In Greco-Roman antiquity, the bow would have served as a fairly transparent symbol of Apollo, the god who was believed to inspire prophecy.” Apollo was known in Homeric texts as “famous for the bow,” “shooting a hundred arrows” and for his deadly aim. Under the influence of the Homeric tradition, Apollo was viewed as an archer. Later classical works often referred to the deadly arrows of Apollo. Ultimately, though, he is especially known as the one who inspires prophecy. Emperor Gaius thus imitated Apollo by wearing “crowns adorned with the sun’s rays while carrying a bow and arrows” (Kerkeslager 1998:119). 
     The motif of crowns was also popular in prophetic circles. “Not only royalty, but prophets and those who had been given a prophetic oracle wore crowns. 
     When Jesus appears on a white horse in ch.19, it’s as a contrast to this. Instead of a Apollo-like false prophet, he is “faithful and true.”
     Jewish authors contrasted their prophetic work with that of Apollo and his spokespeople, which means Jews and Christians were fully aware of the oracles associated with him.
     Other parts of Revelation contain references that confirm that the author was aware of pagan institutions that offered oracles and prophecies. Revelation 2:18-29 reflects conflict with trade guilds which were associated with Apollo. Clearest, though, is the polemic usage of his name in Revelation 9:11 (cf also Giblin 1991:101). Revelation 12, finally, displays knowledge of the mythical tradition about Apollo’s birth and his slaying of the dragon. Bauckham (1993:196) drew attention to the underlying pagan mythological traditions about the Dragon in Revelation 12 as “most pervasive” image of pagan divinity in the local cults to which the seven churches were exposed. Pagan prophets, associated with Apollo, it seems, were as pervasive in this world of Revelation.    
     Apollo was considered a beautiful god who used his bow to defeat the evil serpent, punish evil, restore repentant sinners, and bring about healing and all kinds of goodness. He was the god of prophecy whose oracles could be relied on 100% with absolute certainty. 
What’s the next topic in the Olivet Discourse?  Wars, rumors of wars, nation against nation and kingdom against kingdom. Seal #2 is a rider with a sword who takes peace from the world and causes men to kill each other.
The next thing Jesus mentions in the Olivet Discourse: famines. Seal #3 is famine—food is 8 times the normal cost.
Seal #4 is the center point of the 7 seals and works as a summary of all seven. A rider named Death—this whole period is summed up in the reality of death.
What’s next in the Olivet Discourse?  Being persecuted and put to death for preaching the gospel and being a witness for Christ. Seal #5, those who have been put to death for the gospel cry out.
Next, Jesus talks about the heavenly bodies being shaken and the Son of Man returns and gathers his elect. Seal #6 is the heavenly bodies are shaken and the elect are sealed and protected from the judgment. The heavens roll up like a scroll (Rev.6:14). As Jesus unrolls his scroll, it makes the heavens roll up like a scroll. The unfolding of God’s plan brings about the folding up of the old structures like heaven and its constitutive parts. 
     John alluded to Isaiah 34:4 in his description of the heavenly phenomena, but he added most of the final phrase. In doing so, an important new development takes place. John wrote about much more than merely another cosmic sign: Rolling up the heaven would completely remove the barrier between God’s throne and the earth, and usher in the eschatological confrontation between God, the Lamb and the sinful world. The disappearance of heaven meant that there was no longer any barrier between God and humanity. This, then, would provide the link with the second element. That element contains the expression ajpo; proswvpou referring to the terrifying presence of God and the Lamb. 11 This reading is present in the mind of the author, as is indeed proven later on in Revelation 20:11 where it is said that the earth and heaven retreat before the One on the throne and all the dead appear before God’s throne.
You might question some of those, but at the very least I think you have to acknowledge a very close connection between the material in the first half of the Olivet Discourse and the seals. “What does that have to do with Jesus saying, “These thing must happen”? The seals are first introduced in Revelation 5. There is a scroll, sealed up with 7 seals. And no one in all the creation is found who is worthy to break those seals—which is horrible. It makes John weep and weep. But then the Lamb steps up, and he is worthy, so he starts opening them. And it’s when he opens those seals that all these things happen.
Interpreters debate about what the scroll represents. Is it the title deed to the universe? Is it the account of God’s purposes in the creation and all of history? There are various theories, but one thing is clear: the material in that scroll was written by God and it was very sacred, very holy. Not even the mightiest, most glorious of all God’s angels is worthy to open those seals. Only the Son of God himself can do it. And it’s the opening of those seals that causes all the events to take place.
So the point of Revelation 5-7 is that all of it—whether it be the sky rolling up like a scroll at the Second Coming, or just the ordinary process of wars, famines and earthquakes and persecution during the beginning of pains—all of it is the necessary, planned, purposeful unfolding of God’s plan for human history. The headlines you see on the news—natural disasters and human disasters—it’s not just the fallen creation raging out of control, it’s not just sinful man being sinful man, it’s not random—it is the outworking of God’s prewritten, eternal purposes, and it’s happening because Jesus is breaking the seals.
That’s what you see if you don’t just watch the news, but blepo the news. You’ll see Jesus opening the first 5 seals. These thing must happen. And that’s the spiritual insight that will keep you from being alarmed and freaked out and becoming gullible. 
	The crisis at our southern border and the human trafficking, drugs, etc.
	The threat from China

The dozens of murders every weekend in Chicago
The collapse of the building in Florida
The famines going on right now in Sudan, Somalia, and Yemen
The savage brutality against Christians in Nigeria—3500 Christians hacked to death by Jihadists in the last 200 days
It’s all happening because it must happen. It’s all happening because Jesus Christ is opening the seals on that scroll. The Lord is bringing about his purposes in history through the beginning of pains.
And if you believe the seals are a reference to a future time or a past time, the point still stands.  If Jesus is in charge of earthquakes and famines in the future and past, he’s just as in charge of them today.
Does this mean Jesus is the source of the evil involved? Of course not—not in any way, not even a little bit. Jesus only does good things; he is never the source of any evil. All the evil involved in those things is supplied by human beings.
But don’t think for a second that when God allows evil people do carry out their wickedness that he’s no longer in control. How can God be in full control of everything and not be the source of the evil? I don’t know. All I know is God is in full control and he doesn’t do anything evil. If you can’t figure out how those two things can both be true then all that means is you’re not quite as smart as God. 
Conclusion
When you watch the news or listen to the talk shows, and you feel yourself started to get alarmed, remind yourself, only Jesus Christ can make all this happen. Only the Lamb has the authority to unseal the beginning of pains and cause it all the move history forward toward the glorious planned climax he has in mind. And it’s all designed to maneuver us into a position where we can bring the gospel o the world.


