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WRESTLING WITH REVELATION 

THE JUDGMENTS OF THE SEVEN BOWL-CUPS (15:1--16:21) 

John now proceeds to describe the third septet of judgments, though this time there is a mark of 
finality about them in that they are specifically labeled the “seven last plagues.” The interlude which 
describes the struggle between the people of God and the hordes of the beast has been concluded. 
As in the earlier plagues, it is to be noted that the wrath of God is poured out only upon those 
bearing the mark of the beast (16:2), just as the plagues in Egypt were poured out only upon those 
who were not God’s people (Ex. 8:22; 9:4, 26; 10:23b; 12:13). The time for the final great exodus of 
God’s people is now at hand. Just as of old, God will bring his people out “with a mighty hand and 
an outstretched arm, with great terror and with miraculous signs and wonders” (Dt. 26:8-9). 

The Assurance to the Church (15:1-8) 

As is by now familiar to the reader, John takes the time to assure the church that it will be victorious 
over the forces of evil arrayed against it. The same technique was employed in chapter 5 as a prelude 
to the seven seal judgments as well as in chapter 7 as a prelude to the seven trumpet judgments. 
Here John gives a vision of assurance to God’s people that they will indeed be saved in the end. 

John has mentioned the sea of glass previously in connection with God’s throne (4:6). Now he 
described it further as being mixed with fire, possibly a double-edged symbol representing both the 
coming wrath of God on the wicked and the traumatic affliction through which the people of God 
had passed in the great tribulation. Once more, the imagery is drawn from the exodus story, where 
the Israelites stood on the east bank of the Red Sea and surveyed the scene of their deliverance (Ex. 
14:29-31). The parallelism between the “Song of Moses” and the “Song of the Lamb” is 
unmistakable. Just as Moses, the servant of Yahweh, led his people from Egypt, the Lamb shall lead 
his people from Babylon and save them from the clutches, not of Pharaoh, but of the beast and his 
cohorts. The victory celebration on the east bank of the Red Sea, epitomized in the poetic 
composition called the “Song of Moses” (Ex. 15:1-18), has its apocalyptic counterpart, though the 
celebrants in the Apocalypse have harps instead of tambourines (cf. Ex. 15:20-21). The same themes 
arise in both songs: 

⬧ The mighty acts of God’s justice (Ex. 15:2-10; Rev. 15:3) 

⬧ The wonder and awe of God’s power (Ex. 15:11-12; Rev. 15:4a) 

⬧ The universal effect of God’s saving deeds (Ex. 15:13-18; Rev. 15:4b) 

The Seven Angels (15:5-8) 

Earlier, at the sounding of the 7th trumpet, John viewed the opening of heaven’s temple 
accompanied by ominous pyrotechnics and a view of the ark, the symbol of holy war. Here John 
continues that allusion by showing that the seven angels with the last plagues are coming forth from 
the opened temple. It is to be noted that the descriptive phrase for the temple in heaven is the tent 
of witness (or, tabernacle of testimony). This description comes from the LXX translation of skene 
tou martyriou (= the tent of witness, Ex. 40:34). As such, it would seem that John wants the reader 
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not to miss this allusion back to the desert 
sojourn of Israel prior to her entrance into the 
land of promise. 

The angels are given seven bowl-cups full of 
God’s wrath. This imagery is familiar Old 
Testament fare in which the wrath of God is 
pictured as a potent wine made up of 
calamities, ruin, and destruction (cf. Is. 51:17-
23; Ps. 75:8; Je. 25:15-29; 49:12-13; Eze. 
23:31-34; Hab. 2:16). Inside the temple, the 
smoke of God’s awesome glory was so heavy 
that, just as in the days of Solomon (1 Kg. 8:10-
11), no one could enter. 

 

DISCUSSION POINTS 

• In the original story of the exodus, God delivered his people from Egyptian bondage “with 
great terror and with miraculous signs and wonders.” How does the Book of Revelation 
reflect on this ancient story? 

• Here in 15:5 (also 11:1; 14:15, 17) John sees in his vision the heavenly temple. Later, however, 
he will note that in the celestial city there will be no temple (21:22). What do you make of 
this difference? 

The Bowl-Cups of God’s Wrath (16:1-21) 

At a celestial command, the seven angels of vengeance began to pour out the cups of God’s wrath 
upon the world. As in the trumpet judgments, there is striking similarity between the bowl-cup 
plagues and the plagues of the exodus. 

THE ARK AS A PALADIUM OF WAR 

The Ark of the Covenant was a symbol of the 

warrior-like presence of Yahweh among the 

Israelites as they marched through the desert 

(Nu. 10:33-36; cf. 1 Sa. 4:4-5). The refrain in 

the Psalms, “Rise up, O Yahweh,” is a prayer 

for Yahweh’s war-like intervention (Ps. 

17:13; 44:26; 74:22; 82:8; 94:2). 

THE GLORY OF GOD 

The root idea of “glory” is the concept 

of heaviness resident in the Hebrew 

noun dObKA (= heaviness, splendor, 

magnificence). This glory shrouded Mt. 
Sinai (Ex. 24:16-17), filled the sanctuary 
Moses built (Ex. 40:34-35), and 
accompanied the Israelites in their trek 
through the desert (Ex. 13:21; 40:36-
38). This same glory took up residence 
over the Ark of the Covenant, resting 
between the two golden cherubim (Ex. 
25:22), and later, in Solomon’s temple 
(1 Kg. 8:10-11). 
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          EXODUS PLAGUES BOWL-CUP PLAGUES 

   Boils  Ex. 9:8-11 Rv. 16:2  Sores 

      Water turned to blood  Ex. 7:19-22 Rv. 16:3-4  Water turned to blood 

   Darkness  Ex. 10:21-23 Rv. 16:10-22  Darkness 

                Frogs from the river  Ex. 8:5-6 Rv. 16:13  Frogs from the river 

Hail, thunder and lightning Ex. 9:22-26 Rv. 16:18-21  Hail, thunder and lightning 
 

It is to be observed that the bowl-cup judgments are more extensive than the trumpet judgments. 
The trumpet judgments were partial (only affecting a third of the earth, cf. 8:7-12), while no such 
restriction is made upon the bowl-cup judgments. This, also, gives a note of finality to these last 
plagues. However, the common themes between the trumpet judgments and the bowl-cup 
judgments should not be missed: 
 

   TRUMPET JUDGMENTS BOWL-CUP JUDGMENTS 

        Affects the earth  8:7 16:2  Affects the earth 

        Affects the sea  8:8-9 16:3  Affects the sea 

          Affects rivers and springs  8:10-11 16:4  Affects rivers and springs 

         Affects the sun  8:12 16:8  Affects the sun 

         Causes darkness  9:2 16:10  Causes darkness 

                       Affects the Euphrates  9:14 Affects the Euphrates  16:12 

                   Voices, thunder, earthquake,  Voices, thunder, earthquake, 

                      lightning, and hail 11:15, 19 16:17-21  lightning, and hail 
 

One final word is given: the plagues, however severe, are an incentive toward the people on earth 
to recognize God and change their ways. Still, these disasters are not successful in turning the 
followers of the beast toward Christ, and the worshippers of the beast refuse to repent while 
continuing to hurl curses toward God (16:9, 11, 21). 

The call for divine justice (16:5-7) is the sort of prayer and proclamation that is raised with some 
frequently in the Old Testament (e.g., Ps. 7:6-9; 17:10-13; 35:1-28; 69:19-28). Here, the hymn of 
God’s justice assesses the plagues as appropriate punishment for the sins of his enemies. 

The demonic spirits which proceed from the unholy trinity go out to gather the kings of the world 
to the battle of Almighty God, a place called Armageddon (16:13-16). The gathering of the eastern 
kings (16:12) may be an allusion to the Nero redivivus myth in which Nero, after his resurrection, 

These bowl-cups with a ring base and inverted lip 

were excavated at Qumran and from about the time 

of John, and they illustrate the sort of implement 

that he has in mind when he describes the “bowls” 

or “cups” of God’s wrath. 
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was expected to rally the eastern kings into an army so as to invade Rome (Sibylline Oracles 4:115-
139). What was mythological to the Romans would become reality in the end of the age during the 
tenure of the beast. The scene of this great battle is called by a Greek transliteration of the Hebrew 
har-Megiddo (= mountain of Megiddo). It is questionable whether or not John intended his readers 
to take this as a specific geographical location. In Palestine’s Valley of Esdraelon, there is a plain 
called Megiddo, but it is not a mountain. It seems that John has combined two sorts of images to 
produce a full effect. From the plain of Megiddo in Esdraelon, he recalls the renowned ancient 

battles between God’s Old Testament 
people and their Canaanite enemies, 
especially the battle involving 
Deborah and Sisera (Jg. 5:19). The 
imagery of the mountain is perhaps 
drawn from the eschatological 
references in Ezekiel to the scene of a 
final conflict upon the mountains of 
Israel (Eze. 38:8, 21; 39:2, 4, 17). 
Associated with this preparation for 
the great eschatological battle is a 
warning that the Lord’s coming is like 
a thief, a warning that echoes the 
parable of Jesus about his second 
coming (16:15; Mt. 24:42-44). The 
same metaphor is repeated by other 
New Testament authors as well (1 Th. 
5:1-2; 2 Pe. 3:10). 

The final plague is accompanied by a 
voice proclaiming the finish (16:17). 
The earthquake was so severe that the 
great city (cf. 14:20) was destroyed. 
The great city goes by various names 

in the Apocalypse: Jerusalem, Sodom, Egypt, Babylon, and by implication, Rome (11:8; 14:8; 17:5). 
However, the reader is not to understand this designation as exhausted in any particular city. Rather, 
it is a symbol of the evil system of the world opposing God, and it is in this way that the fall of the 
great city is tied to the fall of the “cities of the nations” (16:19). The city that falls is the counterpart 
to the city of God that is eternal. The apocalyptic earthquake which destroys the city is an image 
drawn from the Old Testament (Is. 13:13; 24:18a-20; Jl. 2:10; 3:16; Hg. 23:6; cf. He. 12:26-27). 
 

DISCUSSION POINTS 

• Do you think the various judgments of the bowl-cups depict actual events, or are they simply 
powerful symbols of divine wrath? 

• John describes how the followers of the beast respond to the judgments of God with cursing 
and blasphemy. How typical might this be of humans today? 

• How has the idea of Armageddon captured the imagination of the modern world? 

Megiddo, the name from which Armageddon derives, 

lies near a mountain pass between the coastal plain of 

Israel and Galilee. Ancient armies passed through 

Megiddo at various time in their forays into Palestine, 

including the Egyptians, the Assyrians, and the 

Babylonians, not to mention the Israelites themselves. 

Josiah, one of Judah’s kings, was killed at Megiddo 

when he attempted to confront the Egyptian army. 


