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Sermon Title: The Seven Bowls of God’s Wrath
Bible Reference: Revelation 15-16
A disclaimer from Pastor Stuart
My role in the church here is to feed and care for God’s people the best I can. Key to that, in my opinion is teaching and preaching from the Bible; but that is not all a pastor has to do! In fact after the emails, staff admin, hospital visits, community visits, leadership meetings, etc, etc, there sometimes seems to be little time for sermon prep! Years ago I used to agonise over trying to come up with two, often three, totally original sermons each week. But I’ve found that, for me at least, that is impossibility. I’ve learned to be grateful for and to use the gifts God gives to help me – not only the Holy Spirit, but other Bible teachers and preachers.

Over the years I’ve discovered that if something teaches, inspires and excites me it’s likely to do the same for those I speak to. So I admit that sometimes I find myself depending heavily on other people’s ideas, at least to ‘prime the pump’ and therefore I claim originality for very little in these sermons. If you look hard enough and wide enough you’ll probably find who I’ve been reading and learning from! I never knowingly plagiarise, but if you find I have, then I apologise. It must have been that what was said was just too good not to use!

I am particularly indebted to the likes of John Piper, Sam Storms, Wayne Grudem, John Ortberg & Rick Warren. The Lord regularly uses them to get my spiritual pulse racing. I’m also indebted to many who kindly make their sermons available on the likes of sermoncentral.com and preachingtoday.com. Others who help me include ‘The Doctor’ (Martyn Lloyd-Jones), C.H Spurgeon and any of the Puritans.

These sermons are not made available because I think they’re good but in the hope and with the prayer that they may be used by the Holy Spirit to bless others as they have blessed our own church here in Ipswich, UK.

Unless otherwise specified, all scriptures are taken from the HOLY BIBLE  NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Hodder and Stoughton Limited.


   
Revelation 15-16

The seven bowls of God’s wrath

We come back to the final cycle of judgements from God. We’ve seen the 7 Seals in Ch 6, the 7 trumpets in Ch 8 and now we have the 7 Bowls. Each one has got worse than the previous. The seals we suggested refer to the troubles of life that everyone encounters that should make people sit up and think. The trumpets – they were judgements from God, a warning shot across the bows if/when people don’t take the seals to heart. They were all partial (1/3 of things affected). The bowls are altogether different - they are targeted on the unbelievers and bring judgement that is total and final. Here in the bowls we see what happens when people don’t listen, don’t heed the warnings of the trumpets judgements. Ignore God and eventually a final complete judgement will come.
This should be a great encouragement/comfort to believers and is probably why, as soon as the scene is set in v1 John is taken to the end of the book to look back. The scene in v2-4 is so surely drawn from the experience of the Israelites in the Exodus that it can only be that it pictures God’s people looking back when they are safely free from the tyranny of Satan and his followers.

The scene pictured from Exodus is the Israelites having escaped from the Egyptians across the red sea. The song Moses sang was on the beach after the sea had swallowed up his Egyptian pursuers. At last they were free – and they SANG!  

Here in v2-4 we see the entire Israel of God, all his people, all who have stayed faithful and not given in to the Satan and the forces of ‘this world’ on the other side of the sea, standing beside it celebrating final, conclusive victory. History has closed over Satan and his followers, they cannot touch us anymore. Believer, you will be there!
Do you also see why it’s such a nonsense to flirt & compromise with ‘the world’? Fraternizing with the enemy. How dangerous is that? The word say ‘Work out your salvation with fear and trembling’ (Phil 2:12) – don’t take it for granted. We inherit heaven IF we remain and persevere to the end. We cannot rely on a one time commitment; it’s perseverance. We should fear for those who once ‘walked well’, who started but show no signs of spiritual life now. Cannot just presume they are true followers. It may just be they are backslidden for a while, but it could be they were never saved. Pray for them and seek to win them back. It’s a dangerous thing to dance with the devil!
15:5 – John is taken back, after this little, glorious interlude, to the start of the scene. Note the location – heaven – specifically ‘the temple’. This was always the place where the people understood God to dwell specifically with his people. He’s everywhere, but in the wilderness his presence was manifest in the tabernacle, and later, after it was built, in the temple. It is crucial to keep in mind in what follows that this all comes from God, at his specific direction. 

God’s agents are the angels - v6 – dressed in such a way as to portray purity and holiness. The bowls they hold are gold, v7, for they are for God’s royal service, even though they are full of wrath - His wrath, his final, ultimate judgement from which there is no recovery. This is it – these things usher in the end. 
I hope that we realise now that the way I’m interpreting this book is not linearly – one thing after another from Ch 1 – Ch 22. There are a number of scenes which each cover the sweep of history, each showing something slightly different. So rather than being laid out end to end, one after another, they are laid alongside each other, different things but happening at the same time. 

Thus again what we have here in these bowls is not, despite the ushering in something final, something reserved until the end. The things pictured here have been happening throughout history, ever since the time of Jesus ascension. When people/nations are warned with the trumpet judgements, but don’t heed the warning then there will be visited on them things from which they will not recover. 
But it is also clear that the big picture of Revelation is that things do indeed get worse and worse as the time draws near to Jesus return. In fact it’s not hard to see, even in our day how this happens. 
In John’s day the world was a small place – most people’s world stopped at the end of their town. (A bit like Ipswich a few years ago!) For some catastrophe to happen in a village, for some terrible accident or disease to wipe out a community – it really was the end of the world for those people. So things we might think as little now were actually huge then.

But now we are a global village and what happens in one place can affect the whole world. Thus wars are bigger and involve many more people in a much bigger area. Only in the last century has anything like a world war been possible. But now take the internet and one false/deliberate move on one side of the world can instantly send shockwaves around the entire globe! There was a time when our island was relatively immune to what went on on the continent – no longer. The whole world is joined together and our fortunes (literally!) are linked to those of other people and places. Even the climate is said to be changing – affecting the whole world. It’s not hard to see how the things of Revelation, and the things introduced in this chapter can now come true.
Now the images of Ch 16 are again quite ghastly – abhorrent to modern man, where judgement and punishment are seen by many to be dirty words/concept and have been replaced by positive encouragement, rehabilitation, building self esteem, etc. Harsh, retributive judgement and justice is by many considered something from a bygone age, and certainly not befitting a loving God. How can a God of love do such things?
That’s not what the martyrs in heaven thought – in 6:10 we see their cry ‘How long, sovereign Lord, holy and true, until you judge the nations of the earth and avenge our blood’. We also saw ‘golden bowls’ in Ch 5:8 where golden bowls were full not of wrath but the prayers of believers on earth. Since God has stored these prayers it can only be because they have not get been answered, which suggests to me that they relate to something yet to come, and probably for God to do something.

Well, here is the answer to those prayers – here is God’s justice, here again is the ‘reversed thunder’ we spoke about previously. And if that sounds fanciful then consider how many times have we prayed ‘Your kingdom come’ and remember that for God kingdom to come others must go and as we saw last time Satan will not go easily! He’ll only go when removed with great violence. 
Encouragement here to keep on praying, to know that God does hear and will act in his time – in life or at the end of time. 

Look also 16:5-7; even though humans may increasingly find the Bibles teaching on wrath and judgement difficult for our enlightened ears the inhabitants of heaven, who see from a lofty vantage point are only too willing to ascribe worship to God for his acts. Not for them the namby-pamby modern rejection. They display a righteous sense of justice and gratitude to God for his actions. They freely acknowledge his right to act in this way. 
Sometimes we struggle to think how heaven can be heaven if we’re conscious of the torment and judgement of the lost. Verses like these suggest strongly that we will have a very different perspective of truth and justice to what we have now! God’s purity and righteousness will burn so brightly that the darkness of sin will be abhorrent to us as it is to God and we will fully understand his justice.

I don’t intend to go through each of these bowls – but encourage you to notice how similar they are to the events of the plagues of Egypt and to the trumpets.

Last week Robin asked if the subjects of God’s wrath, the inhabitants of Hell would, having seen Jesus for who he is, be worshipping him. I think this passage gives us the answer - v9-11. Here they are under God’s judgement and still they refuse to worship, still refuse to repent and still they curse him! How sick is sin! How hard does it make people hearts? Let us pray for unbelievers because surely only God's grace and power can soften them!

Finally we should observe how the cycle concludes - with another cataclysmic end. Like the other cycles it ends with the end of time. Here we see how the judgements pave the way for what John calls ‘Armegeddon’ – which as we’ll see is a great final battle as the forces of evil (the frogs) and man come together to in a climactic meltdown of humanity. ‘Armegeddon’ lit means ‘Mount of Megiddo’ – and refers to a place that was known, almost legendary, as a site for battle. 
It won’t surprise you that I think the battle here is probably symbolic and not literal battle. Rather, what is pictured in this battle is Satan's final worldwide onslaught against God’s kingdom, his final battle against God, all his forces brought together – not in a literal battle but in a final, climatic effort to once and for all get rid of the church.  Things will it seem get worse the world over for believers in Jesus. Matthew 24:22 “If those days had not been cut short, no one would survive, but for the sake of the elect those days will be shortened.”
And shortened they will be, because just when things seem as bad as they can be God pours out the 7th bowl, v17, which confounds everything. Satan’s plans fall into total disarray and chaos, turmoil results. This is the end before Jesus steps in.

Here we have Gods reassurance that all this is as he’s ordained, he is in control and regardless of what happens and how we are treated, justice will be done. Sometimes we sigh with the martyrs ‘how long’ if we feel like that then let us hold on, remain faithful and  let us remember those in real persecution, and trouble for Jesus sake and pray for them that they will remain strong and true.
Prayer:
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