
Sermon 47: Revelation 15:5-16:21: The Seven Bowls

OUTLINE

God’s presence 
God’s judgements
God’s coming

INTRODUCTION

The book of Revelation is a book of judgements, it is a story of how God preserves His 
people and punishes those who reject Him and persecute the church.  The question that 
every interpreter has to answer in studying this book is: who is being judged?  Most would 
agree that the judgement at the end of the book of Revelation is the last judgement and 
concerns all people, but what all the other judgements?  Who are the seals, the trumpets 
and the bowls against?  Some would say Israel and the city of Jerusalem for rejecting their 
Messiah; others would say Rome and the Roman Empire for its idolatry and persecution of 
God’s people; others would say, it is the Papacy and the fall of the Roman Catholic Church 
being indicated; and others, and here I include myself, would say that all the judgements 
are repeated perspectives on the same end time judgement.  This has led to some very 
inventive and creative puzzle building.  I sometimes feel like the book of Revelation is a junk
yard of various spare parts, and as interpreters we go in there and we all make up our own 
inventions and contraptions, many are amazing but how many actually rebuild what the 
various parts make up? 

Here is an example of a fanciful rereading of the bowls, it is the Historicist reading which 
sees these judgements as against the Papacy.  ‘Robert Flemming, in the first decade of the 
18th century, published two books from the historicist viewpoint, entitled, Apocalyptic Key 
and The Rise and Fall of the Papacy. Prior to this, about 1690, Flemming informed King 
William III of England that the bowls of judgment in this chapter of Revelation would begin 
to be poured out on the Latin kingdom (Rome) in the year 1793–94, and that it would 
begin, if not in Italy, in France. This he calculated by using the year-for-a-day method, 
beginning with the decree of Justinian that made the bishop of Rome supreme over all 
bishops (a.d. 533). Counting 1,260 years forward, he predicted a particular year about a 
century after his own time—a year that saw the beginning of the French Revolution.’1 
‘In the French Revolution, a foul and loathsome sore (v. 2), that is, the moral corruption, 
atheism, and general dissolution of society, spread over those countries where the beast and
his image were principally worshiped.’2

1 Gregg, S. (1997). Revelation, four views: a parallel commentary (Re 16:1–2). Nashville, TN: T. Nelson
Publishers.
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‘The Revolution was aimed at the power of the papacy, and in five years two million people 
were slain, including 24,000 priests. Forty thousand churches were made into stables. The 
power of the popes in France was shattered.’3

The second bowl that turned the sea to blood has the following interpretation: ‘Fulfillment of
this prophecy is found in the series of great naval disasters that swept away the fleets of 
France, the most formidable naval power that had ever existed under papal rule. For details 
of this, we cite Elliott:
Meanwhile the great naval war between France and England was in progress; which, from 
its commencement in February, 1793, lasted for above twenty years, with no intermission 
but that of the short and delusive peace of Amiens; in which war the maritime power of 
Great Britain was strengthened by the Almighty Providence that protected her to destroy 
everywhere the French ships, commerce and smaller colonies; including those of the fast 
and long-continued allies of the French, Holland and Spain… Altogether in this naval war, 
from its beginning in 1793, to its end in 1815, it appears that there were destroyed near 200
ships of the line, between 300 and 400 frigates, and an almost incalculable number of 
smaller vessels of war and ships of commerce. The whole history of the world does not 
present such a period of naval war, destruction, and bloodshed.4  Include in these victories 
those of Lord Nelson.
The bowl judging the rivers is thought to be Napoleon’s advance into Italy, a land filled with 
rivers, and many battles were fought upon rivers where martyrs had been formerly killed, 
hence the references to blood vengeance.  
The bowl of the scorching sun is the person of Napoleon against Rome.
The bowl of darkness of the beast’s kingdom is interpreted to line up with these historical 
events: ‘Following an outbreak of revolutionary sentiment in Rome, on December 27, 1797, 
Berthier, the commander-in-chief of the French troops, received orders from the Directory to
advance rapidly into the ecclesiastical states. The multitudes tumultuously demanded the 
overthrow of the papal authority, and the French troops were invited to enter. The French, 
upon entering Rome, commenced the systematic pillaging of the city. The churches, 
convents, and the palaces of the cardinals and nobility were laid waste. The spoiling of 
Rome by the French exceeded that carried out earlier by the Goths or the Vandals.
Robbed of all defense, in 1798 Pope Pius VI, who was above eighty years old, was ordered 
to dispossess himself of all his temporal authority. Refusing this, he was forcibly removed, 
“dragged from the altar in his palace, his repositories all ransacked and plundered, the rings 
even torn from his fingers, the whole effects of the Vatican and Quirinal inventoried and 
seized, and the aged pontiff conducted, with only a few domestics, amid the brutal jests and
sacrilegious songs of the French dragoons, into Tuscany” (Alison’s History of Europe, vol. 1, 
pp. 542–546). The pope died in exile at age 82.
According to Alison’s History, ”The Vatican was stripped to its naked walls … The ample 
territorial possessions of the church and the monasteries were confiscated, and declared 
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national property. … All the respectable citizens and clergy were in fetters.” Throughout 
Europe, from 1798 to 1866, the authority of the papal system progressively deteriorated. In 
1848, the pope had to flee Rome again. Barnes, writing in 1851, noted: “In the year 1848 
the pope was actually driven away to Gaeta, and … at this present time he is restored, 
though evidently with diminished power.” In 1870 the Italian troops conquered Rome and 
incorporated it into the Kingdom of Italy.’5  The continuing blasphemy is seen in the further 
Papal announcements after these defeats about the immaculate conception of Mary and the 
infallibility of the Pope.  
The sixth bowl has been seen as the rise of the Turks leading to WWI, and that the 
Bolshevik Revolution was one of the frogs.  And the seventh bowl is yet to come.  It is 
fanciful but at least better reading than Tim La Hayes Left Behind series.  

God’s presence

The seven bowls are going over the same ground that the trumpets have already gone over.
Many have pointed out how the same areas are affected.  The first four trumpets and bowls 
affect the earth, sea, rivers and sun.  The fifth trumpet and bowl both have torment; the 6th 
both have armies, and the 7th both mark the final judgment.  We understand these plagues 
to be theologically loaded based on the heavy borrowing from the OT and symbolic.  

Important to note from the context as we seek to unpack the text is the reference in 15:1, 
‘Then I saw another sign in heaven, great and amazing, seven angels with seven plagues, 
which are the last, for with them the wrath of God is finished.’  We are focusing in a 
continuing fashion on the final judgement.  These judgements do indeed traverse the whole 
of time and interpret God’s dealings with the world but they especially focus our attention 
upon the end.  If you compare the bowls with the trumpets, with the trumpets only a third 
is affected but with the bowls all is affected.  We are seeing an intensification as the final 
and undiluted judgement of God comes into view.  

We have just finished the vision that introduced the three main spiritual enemies of the 
church, saw a double harvest of the earth and the preservation of God’s people.  This next 
vision begins with a scene in heaven, but it is put in OT terms, v5, ‘After this I looked, and 
the sanctuary of the tent of witness in heaven was opened.’  The tent of Witness/testimony 
is reminder that the OT tabernacle was a place where God’s presence abided hovering over 
the 10 commandments.  The law was the conditions of the covenant for judgement or 
blessing.  Here we see a holy God opening the doors of the tent in order to judge.  We see 
the veil which existed for Israel’s protection that they might not die for seeing God’s glory, 
removed.  
Next we see a dramatization where a creature associated with God’s throne hands out the 
bowls of God’s wrath.  God as holy and God as the source of these judgements is set plainly 
before us.  But verse 8 is curious, ‘and the sanctuary was filled with smoke from the glory of
God and from his power, and no one could enter the sanctuary until the seven plagues of 
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the seven angels were finished.’  Sometimes when God is about to pour out His judgements 
we see His prophets seeking to intercede for mercy.  We can think of Abraham who prayed 
for Sodom and Gomorrah.  Many have thought that the significance of no one being able to 
enter the temple is because God is not receiving intercessors, for the time to judge has 
come.  There is no more mercy, no more delays, no more negotiations, but action in justice.

God’s judgements

We come then to the bowls of judgement.  Now sci-fi movies have done us a great service 
and disservice in our interpretation of this book.  On the one hand they open up our minds 
with the possibilities that special effects can create, but on the other hand we now tend to 
read these visions imagining the scenarios as real but do not automatically seek a 
theological interpretation through OT associations.  So for example, when we look at the 4th 
bowl where the sun scorches people, we may fall into thinking about Cranks from The 
Scorch Trials who have been affected by the Flare instead of thinking about how nature 
waging war on humanity is a sign of covenantal judgement.

The bowls begin with an order from God’s temple to pour out the bowls, 16:1. V2, ‘So the 
first angel went and poured out his bowl on the earth, and harmful and painful sores came 
upon the people who bore the mark of the beast and worshiped its image.’  Let us first be 
reminded that a sevenfold judgement from God is a judgement only reserved for the hard 
hearted, listen to God speaking to Israel in Lev. 26:18, ‘And if in spite of this you will not 
listen to me, then I will discipline you again sevenfold for your sins.’  Now when we read this
our TV addicted brains begin fixating on the sores and wandering about them, our discovery
channel informed brains wonder over the exact physical ailment being described, our post-
Late Great Planet Earth brains think of acid rain resulting from nuclear war and we miss the 
point.  The 6th plague of Egypt was against idolatrous persecutors, this action by God in 
judgement is against idolatrous persecutors.  Are we a part of God’s people or have we 
bought into this world’s system of religion, sin and power?  The sores are merely one of 
many different types of curses upon the disobedient and should not be read to try and 
gauge what time it is.  There may be nothing more to it but that God gives a penal mark to 
all those who have the idolatrous mark, in other words, He adds pain to the deal in their 
service of idols.  
V3, ‘The second angel poured out his bowl into the sea, and it became like the blood of a 
corpse, and every living thing died that was in the sea.’  Once again we must resist what sci-
fi can imagine and try and see the theological significance of the sea and blood.  The sea in 
Revelation is often connected to peoples or the economy.  The ocean was the main way of 
moving produce.  We may want to think about preserving sea life and contamination but 
given the context of Revelation I see a symbolic reference to a judgement upon the world 
economy as a better reading.
V4-7, ‘The third angel poured out his bowl into the rivers and the springs of water, and they 
became blood. 5 And I heard the angel in charge of the waters say, "Just are you, O Holy 
One, who is and who was, for you brought these judgments.  For they have shed the blood 
of saints and prophets, and you have given them blood to drink.  It is what they deserve!"  
And I heard the altar saying, "Yes, Lord God the Almighty, true and just are your judgments!’



This judgement gets more air time than the others surrounding it and this is because the 
theme of avenging the persecutors is a main concern of God’s.  The springs and rivers which
are part of God’s bounty and grace are poisoned and the world is given blood for blood.  
Notice how this judgement of the rivers with blood is interpreted by the angels.  They see it 
as a fitting judgement because the blood of the saints has been split.  Rivers and springs are
where drinking water comes from, and now they are being given blood to drink.  Whether a 
literal changing of rivers to blood will actually fulfil the criteria of justice we are told this 
judgement symbolises is doubtful, it probably indicates some other way in which fitting 
punishment for the death of Christians is meted out.  
But notice also how this blood for blood, eye for an eye principle is right when it is God 
administering the justice.  Notice how the church adds their amen and praises God for His 
judgements v7.
V8, ‘The fourth angel poured out his bowl on the sun, and it was allowed to scorch people 
with fire. 9 They were scorched by the fierce heat, and they cursed the name of God who 
had power over these plagues. They did not repent and give him glory.’  In psalm 121:5 God
is said to be our shade, well here we have a picture where the unbeliever has no shade.  
The sun which is God’s gift and in its place by covenant agreement turns on man as a scary 
picture of judgement, where home becomes hell and the nature used to bless us is used to 
curse us.  
Now notice that God has afflicted the idolater, the economy, the persecutor and we are told 
here in v9, v11, and v21 that they will not repent but instead curse God.  The hardships of 
sin, the loss of all our earthly security, getting what we deserve, and being at war with 
nature, all of these are to turn us to God but instead the unbeliever refuses to see truth and 
curses God for the inconvenience.  
Notice as well that God is said to be in full control of these events.  This would no doubt be 
a necessary perspective for the saint. You see if the economy is affected that means that 
Christians are affected as well.  The same plague which judges the unbeliever refines the 
believer and we will often have to step back from our situation and remember that God is 
dealing with the unbeliever and we are on the same ship.  Our posture is not one of thinking
that we should be exempt from all suffering, no God’s rain falls on the good and the 
righteous.  Instead we will find ourselves more and more like Habakkuk who submitted to 
God’s judgement on the sinful Israelites around him by Babylon’s hand and who resigned 
himself to trust in God.  Christians will see their businesses fail when the economy takes a 
turn.  Christians will lose their jobs when there is a crash, but remember God has power 
over all these things and in His hands they work for our good while for the unbeliever’s 
judgement. 
V10, ‘The fifth angel poured out his bowl on the throne of the beast, and its kingdom was 
plunged into darkness. People gnawed their tongues in anguish 11 and cursed the God of 
heaven for their pain and sores. They did not repent of their deeds.’  The promised deliverer
will be struck and fail and the people who invested so much in an earthly saviour will suffer. 

To be continued…                     


