THE UNVEILING

Session 5

The Seals

Revelation 6
A Fourteen-Session Inductive Study for Young Adults

In the world you have tribulation; but be of good cheer, I have overcome the world. (John 16:33, RSV2CE)



Leader Preparation Guide

Session Overview

Discovery Aim. The group watches the Lamb open the seals and discovers three things: the four
horsemen are drawn from Zechariah and on the Church’s broad reading, ride through every age of
history rather than only one future decade; the martyrs under the altar give the book its central prayer,
how long?; and the sixth seal speaks judgment in the Old Testament’s own poetry of collapse.

Catholic Touchstone. Only the slain Lamb opens the scroll: history’s violence, famine, and death unfold
under the eyes and within the sovereignty of the Crucified, never outside it. The Church journeys
through exactly this history, as St. Augustine says, between the persecutions of the world and the
consolations of God.

What You Need to Know

Structure first: the Lamb opens six of the seven seals in this chapter. Seals one through four release the
four horsemen; the fifth shows the martyrs beneath the altar; the sixth shakes heaven and earth and
ends with the question the next chapter exists to answer: who can stand? (The seventh seal, and the
interlude of chapter 7 that delays it, belong to next session.)

The four horsemen come from Zechariah, where colored horses patrol the earth as the LORD’s agents
(Zechariah 1and 6); your group will find them tonight. Their cargo is Ezekiel’s: sword, famine,
pestilence, and wild beasts, the four sore acts of judgment (Ezekiel 14:21) that prophets used to describe
what conquest does to a land. In plain terms: conquest, war, scarcity priced at survival levels, with the
spared oil and wine variously read (protected luxuries, or limits set to the ruin) (a quart of wheat for a
denarius, a day’s bread for a day’s wage, but do not harm the oil and wine), and Death with Hades at his
heels. These are not exotic future inventions; they are the recurring machinery of fallen history, which
every century, including the first and ours, has watched ride.

Two disciplines keep the reading honest. First, note the passive grants and the limits: crowns and
permissions are given, a measure is set, a fraction (a fourth of the earth) is drawn. Scripture’s claim is
not that God delights in these evils but that they are permitted and bounded, never sovereign. Evil in
this book is on a leash, and the hand holding the leash is pierced. Second, note who identified the white
horse and its fellows: interpreters have differed for centuries (some Fathers read the white rider as
Christ or the gospel’s advance, since white is elsewhere Christ’s color and Revelation 19 shows him on a
white horse; most modern commentators read all four as agents of woe, the first as conquest). Present
the options honestly; nothing doctrinal hangs on it.

The fifth seal is the chapter’s heart. Under the altar (evoking the sacrificial blood poured out at the
altar’s base, Leviticus 4:7: their deaths are being received as an offering) the souls of the slain cry: O
Sovereign Lord, holy and true, how long? It is the psalmists’ recurring question (Psalm 13; Psalm 79:5, 10
asks how long, and why the nations should scoff, avenge the outpoured blood of thy servants). Heaven’s
answer is not a rebuke but a gift and a delay: each is given a white robe and told to rest a little longer,
until the number of their fellow servants is complete. The prayer of the suffering Church drives this
book’s plot; when judgment finally falls, the text will say explicitly that it answers these prayers.

The sixth seal (6:12-17) collapses the cosmos: earthquake, blackened sun, blood moon, falling stars, sky
rolled up, mountains moved. Before anyone maps this onto astronomy, have the group find the sources:
this is the prophets’ stock idiom for the fall of powers and the arrival of the day of the LORD (Isaiah
34:4; Joel 2:31), language Scripture uses for historical judgments (Babylon, Edom) as well as for the final
one. The terror list of 6:15 is deliberately total, kings to slaves; and the chapter’s last line hands us next
session’s question: the great day of wrath has come, and who can stand? Note also the fierce paradox:



the wrath of the Lamb. The gentlest word in the language is welded to wrath, because the Lamb’s
judgment is inseparable from the truth of his sacrifice confronting all who trampled it.

Pastoral note. This chapter names war, scarcity, plague, and violent death, and someone in your room
has been touched by at least one of them. Do not explain suffering away, and do not let the session
become geopolitics hour. The fifth seal gives sufferers something better than an explanation: a place
(under the altar), a voice (how long?), a garment (white), and a promise (a little longer). Leave silence
where silence is honest, and point the grieving toward the altar of 6:9, where poured-out lives are
gathered and received and no suffering is wasted; the fuller consolation waits four sessions ahead.

Old Testament Roots and Fulfillment
Zechariah 1:8-10 and 6:1-8: the colored horses sent to patrol the earth. Discovery passage tonight;
the horsemen’s palette and commission come from here.

Ezekiel 14:21: my four sore acts of judgment: sword, famine, evil beasts, and pestilence. The fourth
horseman’s toolkit (6:8) matches it item for item.

Leviticus 4:7: sacrificial blood poured out at the base of the altar; the martyrs’ souls under the altar
(6:9) are being shown as sacrifices.

Psalm 79:5, 10: how long, O LORD, and the plea to avenge the outpoured blood of thy servants; the
fifth seal prays the psalter.

Isaiah 34:4 and Joel 2:31: the sky rolled up like a scroll, sun to darkness and moon to blood: the
prophets’ idiom of cosmic collapse behind the sixth seal.

Hosea 10:8: the cry to the mountains and hills to cover and fall; Revelation 6:16 takes it up, and our
Lord quotes the same text on the road to Calvary (Luke 23:30), a link your group can verify with the
passages open.

VOICES OF THE CHURCH

VOICE OF THE CHURCH
St. Augustine - City of God (as quoted in Lumen Gentium 8)

St. Augustine’s sentence, quoted by the Second Vatican Council, says that the Church presses
forward on her pilgrimage amid the persecutions of the world and the consolations of God. That is
the whole theology of the seals in one line: the horsemen are the persecutions of the world; the
white robes and the little longer are the consolations of God; and the Church’s road runs between
them until the number is complete.

VOICE OF THE CHURCH
Tertullian - Apology, ch. 50

The early Christian writer Tertullian (not canonized, but a father of the Church’s Latin voice) ended
his defense of the persecuted Church with the famous claim that the blood of Christians is seed: the
more they are mown down, the more they grow. The fifth seal shows why the boast is not bravado:
the martyrs’ blood is poured at the base of heaven’s altar, counted as sacrifice, and answered.

VOICE OF THE CHURCH
St. Bede the Venerable - Explanation of the Apocalypse (summary)

St. Bede, Doctor of the Church, teaches in substance that the seals unfold the trials and progress of




the Church across her whole time between Christ’s comings, so that the visions are to be read
spiritually for every generation rather than pinned to a single date. His instinct guards us on both
sides: against the complacency that says this has nothing to do with us, and against the panic that
says it is only about tomorrow.

Catechism Connection

CCC 675-677: before Christ’s second coming the Church must pass through a final trial, and she will
follow her Lord in his death and Resurrection rather than march to glory by earthly triumph. The
seals show the shape of that pilgrimage; the Catechism gives its doctrine.

+ CCC 2642: the Book of Revelation is borne along by the songs of the heavenly liturgy and by the

intercession of the witnesses, the martyrs. The fifth seal is that intercession in vision form.

+ CCC 1011 (with 2473): the Christian meaning of death transfigured by Christ; martyrdom as the

supreme witness. Use these to keep the fifth seal from sounding like mere tragedy: the Church calls
it victory.

THREAD WATCH (LEADER ONLY)

How long? planted tonight as a named thread: the martyrs’ prayer under the altar. It develops in
Session 7 (the incense of 8:3-5 gathers the prayers and hurls fire to earth) and is explicitly
answered in Sessions 11-12 (16:5-7 and 19:2 declare the blood avenged). When judgment texts
trouble the group later, bring them back to this prayer: judgment in this book is answered
intercession.

Furniture of Heaven, entries tonight (silent): the altar in heaven (6:9) and the white robes given
(6:11). Note them on your list and move on; incense arrives next session.

Conqueror and Lamb threads: the wrath of the Lamb (6:16) tests the Session 4 key: even judgment is
exercised by the Slain One. Do not resolve the tension tonight; let it stand.

Who can stand? (6:17) is next session’s title question: end the session leaving it deliberately
unanswered.

No mention of the sealed guess until Session 8.

Session Goals

1

5.

The group finds Zechariah’s horses and Ezekiel’s four judgments behind the horsemen by opening
the passages.

The group can state the limits placed on the riders and what they imply about God’s sovereignty
over evil.

The group discovers the fifth seal as the book’s engine: the martyrs’ how long? and heaven'’s
answer.

The group reads the sixth seal through Isaiah and Joel rather than through the evening news.

Each participant carries one how long? of their own to the altar this week.

Timed Plan (75-90 minutes)

Opening prayer: 5 min
Win questions: 10 min

Build (Revelation 6, with discovery passages): 45-55 min




+  Send questions: 8 min
Live It This Week, memory verse, closing prayer, distribute Take-Home 5: 7-10 min

Pre-chosen cuts if time runs short: drop the Dig Deeper box, and read only Zechariah 6:1-8 rather than
both Zechariah passages in Question 3.



Discussion Guide

Opening Prayer

Leader: Lamb of God, you alone are worthy to open the scroll. As we read hard things tonight, keep us
from fear and from cynicism alike. Gather every how long? in this room and set it under your altar, and
give us your peace, which the world cannot give. For you live and reign for ever and ever. Amen.

Win

1

When bad news breaks in the world, what is your honest first reflex: doomscroll, look away, argue,
pray, something else?

2. Have you ever asked God how long? about something? You do not need to say what it was; just
whether you know the prayer.
Build

Read Revelation 6:1-8 aloud.

3.

Four seals, four horsemen. Before we interpret them, find their family tree. Discovery: one group
open Zechariah 1:8-10 and 6:1-8; the other open Ezekiel 14:21, then compare it with Revelation 6:8.
What do you find?

ANSWER - share after the discussion

Zechariah supplies the picture: colored horses (red, black, white, dappled) sent out by the LORD to
patrol the earth; John’s hearers knew horses of these colors as heaven’s agents, not free agents.
Ezekiel supplies the cargo: sword, famine, pestilence, and wild beasts, the four sore acts of
judgment, and Revelation 6:8 lists the fourth rider’s tools in nearly the same words. Conclusion
before interpretation: the horsemen are built from prophetic stock imagery for what conquest, war,
scarcity, and death do in history. They are not new inventions confined to one future decade; every
generation has recognized them, which is how the passage speaks across the ages (the Church still
confesses a final trial ahead, CCC 675-677, so the recurring reading and the eschatological
culmination are companions, not rivals).

On the white horse specifically, be honest: interpreters differ. Early interpreters, including Fathers,
have read the white rider as Christ or the gospel’s unstoppable advance (white is Christ’s color in
this book, and chapter 19 will show him on a white horse); most commentators read all four as
agents of woe, the first as conquest. Nothing of faith hangs on the choice; hold it with open hands.

4.

Read 6:2-8 again and hunt for the grammar of limits: what is given, what is measured, what
fraction is named? What do these details claim about evil’s place in history?

ANSWER - share after the discussion

Watch the grants and limits, rider by rider: the first is given a crown (6:2); the second is permitted
to take peace and given a sword (6:4); the third rides under a measured price (a quart of wheat for a
denarius, 6:6); and power over a fourth of the earth is given to Death and Hades together (6:8). The
passives and limits are fully consistent with what the whole scene shows: permission granted from
the throne, never sovereignty owned by the riders. Evil in this vision is real, lethal, and bounded. It
operates on permission and within limits, and the one opening the seals is the slain Lamb. Scripture
refuses both easy answers: it will not say God is the author of evil, and it will not say evil has
escaped God’s governance. The horsemen are on a leash, and the hand holding the leash is pierced.

Read Revelation 6:9-11 aloud, slowly.




5. Why are the martyrs’ souls under the altar? (Hint for the leader if needed: Leviticus 4:7 tells where
sacrificial blood was poured.) What do they pray, what are they given, and what are they told?

ANSWER - share after the discussion

Sacrificial blood was poured out at the base of the altar; to be under the altar evokes the blood
poured at its base: a poured-out life received as an offering, wasted on no one. They pray the
psalter’s ancient recurring cry: O Sovereign Lord, holy and true, how long? (compare Psalm 79).
Notice that heaven does not scold the question; laments are liturgy in this book. They are given a
white robe each (victory and purity, personally bestowed) and told to rest a little longer, until the
full number of their brethren is complete. Two enormous claims hide in that answer: the martyrs
are conscious, at rest, and in converse with God before the final resurrection (the Church’s teaching
on the souls of the just), and their prayer is an engine of history: the book will later say in so many
words that the judgments answer the saints’ prayers. Keep this seal in your pocket for the rest of
the study; it is the answer to who could possibly want the judgment chapters: the murdered,
praying for justice.

Read Revelation 6:12-17 aloud.

6. Sun black, moon like blood, stars falling, sky rolled up. Discovery: open Isaiah 34:4 and Joel 2:31.
Where does this language come from, and what kind of events did the prophets use it for? And who
quotes 6:16’s cry to the mountains, where? (Open Luke 23:28-30.)

ANSWER - share after the discussion

The imagery is the prophets’ stock poetry for the day of the LORD and the fall of powers: Isaiah rolls
up the sky over Edom’s judgment; Joel darkens sun and moon over the day of the LORD. Scripture
uses this cosmic idiom for judgments within history as well as for the final judgment, which is why
the Church can read the sixth seal at more than one depth without forcing a choice. And the cry of
6:16, fall on us, cover us, is Hosea 10:8, which Jesus himself quotes to the weeping women on the way
to the cross (Luke 23:30): a textual link the group can verify. The day of wrath language belongs to
the whole prophetic tradition, and our Lord placed it on his own lips.

Then the deliberate paradox: the wrath of the Lamb. Not the wrath of the dragon or the beast: the
Lamb. Judgment in this book is not the opposite of the cross; it is the truth of the cross confronting
everything that trampled it. And the chapter ends on purpose with a question left hanging: who can
stand? Do not answer it tonight. Next session answers it.

BUILD, THEN PRESS: ARE THE HORSEMEN IN THIS MORNING’S HEADLINES?

Present this at full strength before answering. A devout reader might argue: Jesus said we should read
the signs of the times. Wars, pandemics, inflation pricing bread out of reach: the seals describe our
decade with uncanny precision. Surely faithfulness means matching each seal to current events and
concluding the end is at hand; anything else is the scoffing Peter warned about, saying all things
continue as they were. And the case is not mere headline matching: Revelation’s judgments intensify
from seals to trumpets to bowls, their scope goes global, and the sixth seal speaks in explicitly final
terms; worldwide wars, famines, and plagues are precisely what the text says precede the end.

7. Whatisrightin that instinct? And what do the seals themselves, plus our Lord’s own words, do to
the headline method?

ANSWER - share after the discussion

What is right: vigilance is commanded. Christ does tell us to watch, the Church does confess he will
come again, and complacent scoffing is a real sin (2 Peter 3). The instinct to read history in the light




of Christ is Catholic to the bone, and the intensification is really there: the book does march toward
a real end, and the Church confesses a final trial (CCC 675-677).

But the headline method fails the text. The horsemen are drawn from centuries-old prophetic
imagery precisely because conquest, war, famine, and death ride through every age: the first
hearers saw them in their decade, the medievals in theirs, we in ours, and each was right, which is
why no one of them was the key. Our Lord said it himself: wars and rumors of wars, famines,
earthquakes, and then, explicitly, the end is not yet; this is but the beginning (Matthew 24:6-8).
And of that day and hour no one knows (Matthew 24:36); the Church firmly rejects date-setting in
every form. Watchfulness in the New Testament is not calendar-watching but character: be found
faithful, lamps lit, whenever he comes. The seals train us to see every age’s catastrophes inside
Christ’s sovereignty, praying how long?, not to crack a code the Son of Man says is not ours to crack.

DIG DEEPER

The altar and the martyrs. Heaven has an altar (6:9; incense will burn on it in 8:3), and the martyrs
are gathered at its base as poured-out offerings: the sacrifice of the members gathered to the
sacrifice of the Head. From her earliest centuries the Church has buried her martyrs with honor
and kept their memory at the heart of her worship, their poured-out lives received as offerings God
did not waste. Hold on to this altar: the book is not finished with it.

Send

8.  Which rider is hardest for you to believe is on a leash: conquest, war, scarcity, or death? What
would trusting the Lamb’s sovereignty there actually change in you?

9. What is your how long? right now, and what would it mean to pray it the way the martyrs do:
aloud, to the Sovereign Lord, holy and true, and then to rest a little longer?

Live It This Week

Pray your how long? once this week: name it before God, place it in your imagination under the
altar of 6:9, and end with the martyrs’ address: O Sovereign Lord, holy and true.

When hard news reaches you this week, before reacting, say once: the Lamb opens the seals. Then
respond as a Christian, not a spectator.

+ Read Revelation 7 in preparation for next session, where who can stand? gets its answer.

Memorize the memory verse below.

Memory Verse

In the world you have tribulation; but be of good cheer, I have overcome the world. (John 16:33, RSV2CE)
The verb our Lord uses for overcome is the book of Revelation’s own word for conquer, nikaé (his form
here is nenikéka, I have conquered): the promise behind every promise to him who conquers.
Closing Prayer

Leader: O Sovereign Lord, holy and true: you know every how long? in this room. We place them under
your altar with the martyrs’ prayers. Give us white-robed hope, patient courage, and good cheer, for you
have overcome the world. Eternal rest grant unto all who have died in you, O Lord, and let perpetual
light shine upon them. Amen.

Distribute Take-Home 5 as people leave.






Leader Reference Card

Every passage used in Session 5, in order:

Revelation 6:1-8 (read aloud)

Zechariah 1:8-10 and 6:1-8 (discovery, group A)
Ezekiel 14:21 (discovery, group B)

Revelation 6:9-11 (read aloud)

Leviticus 4:7 (leader hint, blood at the altar’s base)
Psalm 79:5, 10 (leader background, how long)
Revelation 6:12-17 (read aloud)

Isaiah 34:4 and Joel 2:31 (discovery)

Hosea 10:8 and Luke 23:28-30 (discovery)
Matthew 24:6-8, 36 and 2 Peter 3:3-4 (steelman answer)
Memory verse: John 16:33



