The Revelation to John

Chapter Nine

The Fifth and Sixth Trumpets

Leon Combs, M.A., M.Div., Ph.D.
John now focusses his attention on the fifth and sixth trumpets or the first and second woes. He gives more attention to these than he did on the first four trumpet events. Like the last three seals, the last three trumpets are in the realm of the spirit. The seals revealed truths about heaven and its realities but these trumpets reveal much about the abyss and the demons. The visions are horrible and strange but it is important not to be dogmatic in their interpretation. Just as with any truths about God in our time period, it is best to start with the preaching of the gospel. Those who reject the gospel are subject to the demonic forces so those people suffer the consequences of their choices: "He who believes in the Son has eternal life; but he who does not obey the Son will not see life, but the wrath of God abides on him." (John 3:36)

The rejection of the truth of Jesus Christ opens the abyss so that the evil in the hearts of mankind come forth: "But the things that proceed out of the mouth come from the heart, and those defile the man.  (19)  "For out of the heart come evil thoughts, murders, adulteries, fornications, thefts, false witness, slanders.” (Matt 15:18-19) We have witnessed these evils for the past 2000 years and today they are coming forth in horrible ways as stated by Paul: 

Rom 1:21-32 NASB  For even though they knew God, they did not honor Him as God or give thanks, but they became futile in their speculations, and their foolish heart was darkened.  (22)  Professing to be wise, they became fools,  (23)  and exchanged the glory of the incorruptible God for an image in the form of corruptible man and of birds and four-footed animals and crawling creatures.  (24)  Therefore God gave them over in the lusts of their hearts to impurity, so that their bodies would be dishonored among them.  (25)  For they exchanged the truth of God for a lie, and worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator, who is blessed forever. Amen.  (26)  For this reason God gave them over to degrading passions; for their women exchanged the natural function for that which is unnatural,  (27)  and in the same way also the men abandoned the natural function of the woman and burned in their desire toward one another, men with men committing indecent acts and receiving in their own persons the due penalty of their error.  (28)  And just as they did not see fit to acknowledge God any longer, God gave them over to a depraved mind, to do those things which are not proper,  (29)  being filled with all unrighteousness, wickedness, greed, evil; full of envy, murder, strife, deceit, malice; they are gossips,  (30)  slanderers, haters of God, insolent, arrogant, boastful, inventors of evil, disobedient to parents,  (31)  without understanding, untrustworthy, unloving, unmerciful;  (32)  and although they know the ordinance of God, that those who practice such things are worthy of death, they not only do the same, but also give hearty approval to those who practice them.
God is revealing in these visions that there are horrible forces present in the universe outside of the hearts of mankind and these demonic forces work through the evil hearts of mankind. Human sin then becomes inhuman sin. 

The Fifth Trumpet

Rev 9:1 
“And the fifth angel sounded, and I saw a star from heaven which had fallen to the earth; and the key of the bottomless pit was given to him.”
The star has a pronoun attached so the star is a being rather than an actual star. We call people “stars” such as movie stars, music stars, etc so such a connotation is not unusual for us. In the first chapter of Revelation, the stars are identified as the angels of the churches (Rev 1:20) so we certainly should expect this star to be an angel. This being is given the key to the bottomless pit and some people have identified this person with Satan. Some people have even said that this is the time when Satan was cast out of heaven. However in all previous cases the angels involved in these tribulations are working for God. Of course Satan can be permitted by God to do His bidding. Certainly this star is not the fifth angel but the key is given to him so God is still the cause. We just do not have enough information to identify this “star” other than to identify him as an angel under the authority of God.   
Rev 9:2-3 
“And he opened the bottomless pit; and smoke went up out of the pit, like the smoke of a great furnace; and the sun and the air were darkened by the smoke of the pit. And out of the smoke came forth locusts upon the earth; and power was given them, as the scorpions of the earth have power.”
The “star” used the key given him to open the bottomless pit and a huge amount of smoke came from the pit. The smoke was so dense and perverse that it darkened the light from the sun and caused the visibility to be very poor. But out of the smoke came some fierce beings. At first John interpreted them to be locusts but we will see in a few verses that they are very unusual locusts! These beings were given an awesome power such as is given to scorpions. The word “power” often means authority and it was given to them so it was not something inherent in them.  
Rev 9:4-6 
“And they were told that they should not hurt the grass of the earth, nor any green thing, nor any tree, but only the men who do not have the seal of God on their foreheads. And they were not permitted to kill anyone, but to torment for five months; and their torment was like the torment of a scorpion when it stings a man. And in those days men will seek death and will not find it; and they will long to die and death flees from them.”
The activity of these beings was limited in that they could not damage any grass of green thing on the earth and no trees. Real locusts would feast upon what they are told to not damage. However they were told to attack men who were not sealed by God. Remember from the discussion about Rev 7:3 that the seal is explained as the seal of the Holy Spirit on those who belong to Jesus Christ (2 Cor 1:22; Eph 1:13; Eph 4:30). We are not told who made the command to the beings but God is in control. We may remember that God’s people were previously not damaged by real locusts:

Ex 8:22-24 "But on that day I will set apart the land of Goshen, where My people are living, so that no swarms of insects will be there, in order that you may know that I, the Lord, am in the midst of the land. "And I will put a division between My people and your people. Tomorrow this sign shall occur."' " Then the Lord did so. And there came great swarms of insects into the house of Pharaoh and the houses of his servants and the land was laid waste because of the swarms of insects in all the land of Egypt.”

The attacks were to torment and not to kill but the torment was so severe that people wanted to die to escape the torment. A scorpion sting is very painful but only rarely deadly so John made that comparison. The time of the torment was five months.  People have given various interpretations of the time period but it is likely that the meaning is just for a relatively short duration. When John states that death flees from them he is stating that God is in complete control and He does not even let the people die at this time.  
Rev 9:7-10 
“And the appearance of the locusts was like horses prepared for battle; and on their heads, as it were, crowns like gold, and their faces were like the faces of men. And they had hair like the hair of women, and their teeth were like the teeth of lions. And they had breastplates like breastplates of iron; and the sound of their wings was like the sound of chariots, of many horses rushing to battle. And they have tails like scorpions, and stings; and in their tails is their power to hurt men for five months.”
I remember reading many years ago that some interpreters said that these could be helicopters but John would not have had the understanding to so identify them. However that interpretation seems very unlikely. We do now see that these are not actual locusts. These are demons whose appearance is terrifying and is part of the torment being heaped on mankind. Remember that the word mankind refers to people who are not God’s servants. Remember also that all of God’s bondservants had been sealed so that these beings were not allowed to torment them. The power in their tails is just enough to allow them to torment mankind for the five month period of time. These demons indeed are awful in appearance: they were like horses, they have something that appeared like a gold crown on their heads (not a real crown), their faces are like human faces, they had long hair like women of that time, they had fierce teeth like lions, they had breastplates like iron, they had tails like scorpions with stingers, and their wings made very loud noise like many horses rushing to battle. The loud noise would have frozen the men being attacked so that they were easier to torment initially. There is a hawk called a bull hawk that circles over its prey and then makes a loud noise like a bull as it swoops toward the prey that is frozen by hearing that loud noise from above and not knowing what is happening or where to run. This is unlike modern jet fighters for when you hear the noise the plane is either past you or way ahead of the sound. Any comparison to modern warfare implements is paled by the actual beings seen by John. In verse 10 John uses the present tense whereas previously he had used past tense. The implication is that the scene becomes even more intense to him. These are awful demons whose appearance and sound are frightening and their “sting” is very painful.  
Rev 9:11 
“They have as king over them, the angel of the abyss; his name in Hebrew is Abaddon, and in the Greek he has the name Apollyon.”
This is not a mindless mass of horrible beings but a group that has a commander. This leader is the angel of the abyss and this could mean an angel from the abyss or the angel who opened the abyss. We do read of Satan’s angels in 12:9; Matt 25:41; 2 Cor 12:7. Abaddon is a transliteration of the Hebrew word that means destruction and Apollyon means destroyer. The Greek word “apollyon” does not appear anywhere else in the Bible. It is not known why both the Hebrew and Greek names are given to this angel although giving information in both languages is peculiar to this book and to the Gospel of John. Some commentators think this name is a derogatory allusion to the god Apollo with the implication that what the Greeks worshipped as a god was actually a demon. Some have identified this angel as Satan but his abode is in heaven until he is later cast into the abyss. Some have also identified this angel as a servant of Christ. The language seems to indicate that this angel is actually from the abyss and so is probably either Satan or a high-ranking servant of Satan, but nevertheless under the authority of God.  
Rev 9:12
“The first woe is past; behold, two woes are still coming after these things.”
This was a horrible event but now John is told that two woes are coming, seeming to mean the sixth and seventh trumpet. This is an awful scene for John to witness and he must have been terrified to be told that more was coming! Nobody had been killed during this event but many people had been wounded in some terrible ways and many people had wished to die rather than face these awful beings that attacked them.  
The Sixth Trumpet

Rev 9:125 
“And the sixth angel sounded, and I heard a voice from the four horns of the golden altar which is before God, one saying to the sixth angel who had the trumpet, "Release the four angels who are bound at the great river Euphrates." And the four angels, who had been prepared for the hour and day and month and year, were released, so that they might kill a third of mankind.”
The wrath of God is now pouring forth to kill one third of the people who are not His bondservants.  God always warns mankind but a day will come when His patience and mercy are no longer offered even as His endurance of evil stopped previously:

Jer 44:22 “So the Lord was no longer able to endure it, because of the evil of your deeds, because of the abominations which you have committed; thus your land has become a ruin, an object of horror and a curse, without an inhabitant, as it is this day.”

In this instance He is not killing a majority of the people but a huge number of people will be killed. The number is stated as one-third of mankind in keeping with the destruction in these events affecting other thirds of targets. The point being that there is still time for repentance. The remaining people will not repent without the direct intervention of God into their hearts. The owner of the voice is not identified but we could surmise that Jesus is the One giving the order. The voice comes from the altar before God so we know that the order has the authority of God. The order could also be resulting from the pleas of the martyred people for justice as we saw earlier. At this point we must also remember from8:3-5 that prayer was offered on the altar and the judgment released is the result of those prayers. John wants his readers to remember that prayer is powerful and God listens and responds to those prayers. 
The four angels were bound and “good” angels are never referred to as bound so these are probably demonic angels. When we are told that they had been prepared for the precise time of their release we know that God has this time planned from before the foundation of the world. The Euphrates is the western boundary of the promised land so that could mean that these demons were kept outside of the promised land until this precise time so that they were not allowed to kill in this manner before now. The river was also the boundary of the Roman Empire and in the first century many people would have thought of the Parthians who had the world’s most fierce cavalry. It is important to remember that John is not writing to the pagan world. He is writing to the small band of persecuted believers who live in a pagan world that will be under God’s judgment. This world in which mankind continues is the world in which Christians live. The world will continue in its sinful ways regardless of God’s severe actions against them. Christians must never expect to be treated graciously by this world but to be judged by the unrighteous standards it maintains. 
John is clear to note that this event had been planned for this specific time including the hour, which would make this the most precise event foretold. This is a divine plan that had been developed before the foundation of the world. 
Rev 9:16 
“And the number of the armies of the horsemen was two hundred million; I heard the number of them.”
I remember many years ago some interpreters telling us that it was remarkable that China had an army of 200,000,000 and people being awed that perhaps now the end was coming. Well, many years have passed and we are still here. The Greek actually literally interprets as two myriads of myriads. When one multiplies 10,000 times 10,000 times 2 the answer is 200,000,000 as most Bibles quote. When the word myriad is used as an exact number it means 10,000 but often it just indicates a huge number. These are God’s servants sent out to pour forth more of His wrath on mankind. Biblically, “mankind” means those not belonging to God. 
Rev 9:17-19 
“And this is how I saw in the vision the horses and those who sat on them: the riders had breastplates the color of fire and of hyacinth and of brimstone; and the heads of the horses are like the heads of lions; and out of their mouths proceed fire and smoke and brimstone.” A third of mankind was killed by these three plagues, by the fire and the smoke and the brimstone, which proceeded out of their mouths. For the power of the horses is in their mouths and in their tails; for their tails are like serpents and have heads; and with them they do harm.”
What fierce foes God sent to mankind!  Fire, smoke and brimstone are often connected with the place called Hell and that is where these people who were killed were going. One-fourth of mankind was killed in the fourth trumpet event and one-third was killed now. That death toll is over one-half of mankind not counting deaths from other seal and trumpet judgments. So now more than a billion people have been killed! The people were killed by incineration, smoke inhalation, and the gas given off by the heated brimstone. What an awful mass of corpses to stench up the world! He also tells us that their power was in the horses’ mouths and tails. Certainly this total description of the attackers means that the assault is by supernatural forces and not some country’s army. The fire, smoke and sulfur are regarded as three separate plagues. Some people again see a possible reference to the Parthians who would twist the tails of their horses so that they looked like snakes to initiate more fear in those they attacked. However this vision is obviously describing real demonic attacks. However it is possible that John is allowed to see the reality behind more literal foes such as the Parthians. Demonic forces are involved in all of the interactions of Christians with worldly forces:
Eph 6:12-13 NASB  “For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the powers, against the world forces of this darkness, against the spiritual forces of wickedness in the heavenly places.  (13)  Therefore, take up the full armor of God, so that you will be able to resist in the evil day, and having done everything, to stand firm.”
Rev 9:20-21 
“And the rest of mankind, who were not killed by these plagues, did not repent of the works of their hands, so as not to worship demons, and the idols of gold and of silver and of brass and of stone and of wood, which can neither see nor hear nor walk; and they did not repent of their murders nor of their sorceries nor of their immorality nor of their thefts.”
This sounds horrible but it is of no surprise. They were spared being killed so the present threat is gone and they remain entrenched in their anti-God state. We have heard sayings such as “there are no atheists in foxholes” but that is not true. People may pray when horrible things are happening to them but true believers will repent and forever continue to walk with God. These people just continued in their former ways after the horrible events were past. John reports four categories of sins in verse 21. Murder is obvious and sorceries means the use of drugs or enchantments in retreating from facing life. Immorality involves fornication that is rampant in our society today but also stands for sexual sin of any nature. Thefts can involve any taking of whatever does not belong to the person including material as well as other false gains. 
Sin was still rampant on earth in the form of: worshiping gods and demons, violent crimes like murder, use of drugs, sexual sins, and thefts.  Jude prophesied that God will judge such insanity:

Jude14 “And about these also Enoch, in the seventh generation from Adam, prophesied, saying, ‘Behold, the Lord came with many thousands of His holy ones,

Jude15 to execute judgment upon all, and to convict all the ungodly of all their ungodly deeds which they have done in an ungodly way, and of all the harsh things which ungodly sinners have spoken against Him.’”

The result of the vision is that people will still return to their sinful ways even after seeing horrible destructive judgments among their kind. We know from the story about Lazarus that even a visit from someone raised from the dead to testify to a non-believer will not be met with conversion for the hard-hearted people:
Luke 16:30 “But he said, 'No, Father Abraham, but if someone goes to them from the dead, they will repent!'

Luke 16:31 "But he said to him, 'If they do not listen to Moses and the Prophets, neither will they be persuaded if someone rises from the dead.’”

Judgment indeed will come! We just saw the movie “Expelled, No Intelligence Allowed” and heard the academic elite say some awful things about God. One day they will be judged also.  

We will not hear about the seventh trumpet until Rev 11:15-19.  
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