Revelation Pt 21 Silence, Incense, and the God Who Hears

Isaiah Wilson / General Adult

l. Introduction: From the Seal to the Silence

Chapter 6 showed us the sixth seal opening. We saw earthquakes, a darkened sun, a blood-
red moon. Kings and slaves alike ran to caves, begging mountains to fall on them. The
question hung in the air like smoke: "Who can stand?"

Chapter 7 gave us God's answer. Two visions showed us exactly who can stand.

First, we saw 144,000 sealed servants from every tribe of Israel. They could stand because
they bore God's mark on their foreheads. They were protected by divine seal before judgment
fell.

Then we saw something beautiful. An uncountable multitude from every nation, tribe, people,
and language. They weren't hiding in caves. They stood before the throne with palm
branches, shouting victory songs. They could stand because they had washed their robes in
the blood of the Lamb.

The answer was clear: God's people can stand. Not because they're stronger or better, but
because they belong to him. Not because they avoided trouble, but because they trusted
Christ through trouble.

Today we come to one of the most striking moments in all of Revelation: "When the Lamb
opened the seventh seal, there was silence in heaven for about half an hour" (Revelation 8:1).

Think about that. After all the worship we just witnessed in chapter 7. After the angels'
sevenfold "Amen." After the multitude's victory songs. Heaven falls completely silent.

It's the silence before the storm. The quiet moment before the trumpet judgments begin. But
it's also something more beautiful. It's the silence of God listening. The silence of heaven
receiving the prayers of his people. The silence that says, "l hear you. | see you. And I'm about
to act."
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The same Jesus who shelters his people is also the Lamb who opens the seals of judgment.
The same God who wipes away tears also responds to the cries of his suffering church. Love
and justice aren't opposites in God. They're two sides of his perfect character.

Today we'll discover something amazing. The prayers of the saints, offered like incense before
God's throne, actually shape what happens next. Your prayers have more power than you ever
imagined. Heaven doesn't just hear worship. Heaven hears you.

Revelation 8:1-5 ESV

! When the Lamb opened the seventh seal, there was silence in heaven for about half an hour.
2Then | saw the seven angels who stand before God, and seven trumpets were given to them.
* And another angel came and stood at the altar with a golden censer, and he was given much
incense to offer with the prayers of all the saints on the golden altar before the throne, * and
the smoke of the incense, with the prayers of the saints, rose before God from the hand of the
angel. > Then the angel took the censer and filled it with fire from the altar and threw it on the
earth, and there were peals of thunder, rumblings, flashes of lightning, and an earthquake.

Did you catch the movement? Silence. Then preparation. Then prayer presented as incense.
Then God's response with thunder and lightning. This is worship and judgment woven
together. This is heaven listening and then acting.

Il. Where We Are in Revelation

Before we dive into that holy silence, let's get our bearings. Where are we in John's vision?

We've just finished the seven seals. Each seal revealed something about God's plan for
history. The first four showed us the famous four horsemen. The fifth revealed the souls of
martyrs crying out for justice. The sixth brought cosmic upheaval that made everyone ask,
"Who can stand?"

But here's what's fascinating. The seventh seal doesn't give us another dramatic vision like
the others. Instead, it opens up to reveal the seven trumpets. Think of it like nested dolls. The
seventh seal contains the entire trumpet sequence that's about to unfold.

This tells us something important about how Revelation works. John doesn't give us a simple
timeline where one thing happens after another. He gives us overlapping cycles that spiral
deeper into the same truths. The seals, trumpets, and bowls all show us different angles of
God's plan to rescue his people and judge sin.
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But notice something else. Every cycle in Revelation mixes worship and judgment. We never
get judgment without worship. We never get God's wrath without God's mercy. They're woven
together like threads in a tapestry.

That's exactly what we see here. We move from the celebration of chapter 7 straight into the
silence and prayers of chapter 8. The same throne that receives worship also dispenses
justice. The same God who saves also judges.

Thisisn't a contradiction. It's the heart of who God is. He loves too much to leave evil
unchecked. He's too just to ignore the cries of the oppressed. And he's too merciful to act
without warning.

I1l. The Holy Silence (v.1) — Awe Before Action

Revelation 8:1 ESV
! When the Lamb opened the seventh seal, there was silence in heaven for about half an hour.

Stop and think about what John has been hearing. For seven chapters, heaven has been

anything but quiet. Angels crying "Holy, holy, holy!" Twenty-four elders casting their crowns
before the throne. Four living creatures giving glory day and night without ceasing. Thunder
rolling from the throne. An uncountable multitude shouting "Salvation belongs to our God!"

Heaven is normally the place of endless praise. But suddenly, complete silence. For half an
hour.

Half an hour might not sound like much to us. But when you're used to constant worship,
thirty minutes of absolute quiet feels like eternity. It's like a symphony orchestra suddenly
stopping mid-song. The silence becomes louder than any music.

The Greek word John uses is siopé (see-oh-PAY). It means more than just the absence of
sound. It's the silence of reverent awe. The silence you get in a courtroom when the judge is
about to deliver a verdict. The silence in an operating room when the surgeon makes the
crucial cut.

It's the silence of anticipation...

The Old Testament helps us understand what's happening. The prophet Habakkuk wrote,
"But the Lord is in his holy temple; let all the earth keep silence before him" (Habakkuk 2:20).
Zephaniah said, "Be silent before the Lord God! For the day of the Lord is near" (Zephaniah
L:7).
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This silence says something profound about God's character. Before he acts in judgment, he
pauses. Before the trumpets sound their warnings, heaven holds its breath. God doesn't rush
into wrath. He doesn't act in anger without deliberation.

Think about the last time you were in a room where everyone suddenly went quiet. Maybe
bad news was being shared. Maybe someone important walked in. Maybe a decision was
being announced. Silence has power. It makes us pay attention.

That's what's happening here. All of heaven is paying attention. All of creation is holding its
breath. Something momentous is about to happen.

But here's what | love about this silence. It's not the silence of fear. It's not the silence of
confusion. It's the silence of reverent expectation. Heaven knows that God is about to respond
to the prayers of his people. The silence says, "Listen carefully. God is about to speak."

Before he responds to the cries of his suffering church, he makes sure everyone is listening.
Before the trumpets sound their warnings to a rebellious world, he creates space for holy
attention.

This silence teaches us something about prayer. Sometimes when we pray, it feels like God is
silent. We cry out for help, for healing, for justice, and we hear nothing back. We wonder if God
is listening. We wonder if he cares.

But maybe God's silence isn't absence. Maybe it's attention. Maybe when heaven seems quiet,
it's because God is listening so carefully that everything else stops. Maybe the silence before
the answer is as holy as the answer itself.

IV. The Seven Angels and the Trumpets Prepared (v.2)
— Alarms on Standby

Revelation 8:2 ESV
2Then | saw the seven angels who stand before God, and seven trumpets were given to them.

The silence breaks, but gently. John's attention moves to seven special angels. These aren't
just any angels. They "stand before God." In ancient courts, only the most trusted officials had
the right to stand in the king's presence. These seven angels have permanent access to God's
throne room.
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But what are these trumpets for? The Greek word is salpigx (SAL-pinks). In the ancient world,
trumpets had three main purposes: worship, war, and warning.

In worship, trumpets called people to gather before God. Psalm 98:6 says, "With trumpets and
the sound of the horn make a joyful noise before the King, the Lord!" The temple had regular
trumpet calls that marked the rhythm of sacred time.

In war, trumpets signaled attack or retreat. When Joshua marched around Jericho, the
trumpet blast brought down the walls. When Gideon defeated the Midianites, his tiny army
used trumpets to create confusion and fear.

But trumpets also served as warning systems. They were ancient emergency sirens. Numbers
10:9 says, "And when you go to war in your land against the adversary who oppresses you,
then you shall sound an alarm with the trumpets, that you may be remembered before the
Lord your God, and you shall be saved."

That third purpose is what we're seeing here. These aren't trumpets of worship or trumpets of
war. They're trumpets of warning. God is about to sound seven alarms to wake up a sleeping
world.

Think about it this way. When you hear a tornado siren, what's the purpose? Not to destroy,
but to warn. Not to harm, but to give people time to seek shelter. The siren itself isn't the
danger. It's the merciful warning before the danger arrives.

That's what these seven trumpets will be. They're God's emergency broadcast system. His
way of saying, "Wake up. Pay attention. Seek shelter in me before it's too late."

But notice something beautiful. The trumpets are given, but they're not sounded yet. The
angels receive them and wait. Even in judgment, God moves with perfect timing. Even in
warning, there's space for worship and prayer.

The trumpets are ready. The warnings are prepared. But first, God has something else to
attend to. The prayers of his people.

V. The Golden Censer and the Prayers of the Saints
(vv.3-4) — Worship as Intercession (10-12 minutes)

Revelation 8:3-4 ESV
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* And another angel came and stood at the altar with a golden censer, and he was given much
incense to offer with the prayers of all the saints on the golden altar before the throne, * and
the smoke of the incense, with the prayers of the saints, rose before God from the hand of the
angel.

This is one of the most beautiful pictures of prayer in all of Scripture. But to understand what
John is seeing, we need to go back to the Old Testament temple. What's happening here is
rooted in centuries of worship that God designed himself.

A. The Golden Censer and the Altar of Incense

John sees an angel with a golden censer. The Greek word is thymiaterion (thoo-mee-a-TAIR-
ee-on). It's a vessel specifically designed to burn incense.

This takes us straight back to Exodus 30. When God gave Moses instructions for the
tabernacle, he commanded the construction of a special altar: "You shall make an altar on
which to burn incense" (Exodus 30:1). This wasn't the big bronze altar where animals were
sacrificed. This was a smaller, golden altar placed inside the holy place, right in front of the
veil that separated the holy place from the most holy place.

Every morning and every evening, Aaron was commanded to burn incense on this altar.
Exodus 30:7-8 says, "And Aaron shall burn fragrant incense on it. Every morning when he
dresses the lamps he shall burn it, and when Aaron sets up the lamps at twilight, he shall burn
it, a regular incense offering before the Lord throughout your generations."

The incense itself was sacred. God gave Moses a specific recipe in Exodus 30:34-35: "Take
sweet spices, stacte, and onycha, and galbanum, sweet spices with pure frankincense (of each

shall there be an equal part), and make an incense blended as by the perfumer, seasoned with
salt, pure and holy."

But here's what made it special. Verse 36 says this incense was "most holy to the Lord." And
verse 37 warns that this exact recipe was only for the Lord: "And the incense that you shall
make according to its composition, you shall not make for yourselves. It shall be holy to you
for the Lord."

So when John sees this golden censer in heaven, he's seeing the ultimate reality that the
earthly temple only pointed to. Every priest who ever burned incense was acting out this
heavenly scene.
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B. The Mystery of "Much Incense"

But notice something interesting. The angel "was given much incense to offer with the prayers
of all the saints." The Greek word is polys (po-LEES), meaning abundant, plentiful, much.

Why does the text emphasize "much incense"? Because in the earthly temple, the priests used
measured amounts. But here in heaven, there's no rationing. There's abundant incense for
the prayers of all the saints.

The word "saints" here is hagioi (HAH-gee-oy). It doesn't mean super-spiritual people who
perform miracles. It means "holy ones" or "set-apart ones." It's the word for all Christians, all
God's people. Your prayers are included in this scene.

Think about what this means. Every prayer you've ever prayed, every cry for help, every
whispered "God, please," every desperate plea in the middle of the night. They're all here.
Mixed with abundant incense. Presented before God's throne.

C. The Connection to Psalm 141

This imagery would have been familiar to any Jewish reader because of Psalm 141:2. David
wrote, "Let my prayer be counted as incense before you, and the lifting up of my hands as the
evening sacrifice!"

David understood something profound. When he prayed, it was like the incense rising in the
temple. His words, his heart, his desperate cries - they all ascended to God like fragrant
smoke.

But David was using a metaphor. What John sees is the reality behind the metaphor. Our
prayers actually do rise before God like incense. They actually are received in heaven's throne
room.

D. The Altar Before the Throne

John says this happens "on the golden altar before the throne." The Greek word for altar
is thusiastérion (thoo-see-as-TAIR-ee-on). It's the place of offering, the place where gifts are
presented to God.

In the earthly temple, the altar of incense was as close as you could get to the most holy place
without dying. Only the high priest could go beyond it, and only once a year. But here in
heaven, John sees the ultimate altar, right before God's throne.
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When you pray, you're not shouting into empty space hoping God might hear. You're
participating in the worship of heaven. Your prayers join the incense that constantly rises
before God's throne.

E. The Smoke Rising Before God

"And the smoke of the incense, with the prayers of the saints, rose before God from the hand
of the angel."

The Greek word for "rose" is anabaino (ah-nah-BY-no). It means to go up, to ascend, to climb.
It's an active, purposeful movement upward.

Your prayers don't just float around hoping to find God. They rise. They ascend. They go up
with intention and purpose, carried by heavenly messengers, presented before the throne of
grace.

This connects to another Old Testament image. In Leviticus 16, on the Day of Atonement, the
high priest would take incense into the most holy place. Verse 13 says, "And he shall put the
incense on the fire before the Lord, that the cloud of the incense may cover the mercy seat
that is over the testimony, so that he does not die."

The incense created a cloud that covered the mercy seat - the place where God's presence
dwelt between the cherubim. John is seeing the heavenly reality. Our prayers, like incense,
create a cloud of worship that surrounds God's throne.

But there's something even more beautiful here. Notice that the prayers don't replace the
incense or get mixed into it accidentally. The text carefully says "the smoke of the incense,
with the prayers of the saints." They're distinct but united. Heaven adds its worship to our
prayers, and our prayers add their urgency to heaven's worship.

Every time you cry out to God, you're adding your voice to the eternal song. Your prayers
matter because heaven treats them like treasure.

VI. The Altar-Fire Cast to the Earth (v.5) — God's
Answer Begins

Revelation 8:5 ESV

> Then the angel took the censer and filled it with fire from the altar and threw it on the earth,
and there were peals of thunder, rumblings, flashes of lightning, and an earthquake.
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This is the moment everything changes. The prayers have been received. Heaven has listened.
Now God responds. But the way he responds tells us about his character.

A. The Same Censer, A Different Purpose

Notice what the angel uses. The same censer that just carried incense and prayers to God now
carries fire from the altar to earth. The Greek word for "took" is eiléphen (eye-LAY-fen),
meaning he seized or grasped it. This isn't casual. This is purposeful action.

The vessel that carried worship up now carries judgment down. But it's the same vessel. God's
mercy and God's justice flow from the same source. The same throne that receives our prayers
also dispenses his righteous response.

The fire comes from the altar. The Greek word for fire is pyr (peer), the same word used
throughout Scripture for God's consuming presence. This is holy fire. Fire that has been
burning before God's throne.

B. The Old Testament Background of Altar Fire

To understand what's happening, we need to go back to Leviticus 16 and the Day of
Atonement. The high priest would take coals from the altar of burnt offering - fire that had
been burning continuously before the Lord - and use them to burn incense in the most holy
place.

But there's an even more dramatic connection in Ezekiel 10. The prophet sees a vision of
God's throne surrounded by cherubim. In verses 6-7, God commands: "Take fire from between
the whirling wheels, from between the cherubim." And he said to the man clothed in linen,
"Go in among the whirling wheels underneath the cherubim. Fill your hands with burning
coals from between the cherubim, and scatter them over the city."

What city? Jerusalem. God was responding to the cries of the righteous who were suffering
because of the city's sin. The same fire that burned before his throne was scattered as
judgment on earth.

John is seeing the heavenly reality behind Ezekiel's vision. The fire that burns before God's
throne becomes the fire of his response to the prayers of his people.
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C. The Fireis "Thrown" to Earth

The Greek word John uses is ebalen (eh-BAH-len), from the verb ballo. It means to throw, cast,
or hurl with force. This isn't a gentle sprinkling. This is a deliberate, powerful casting of altar
fire to earth.

But notice the sequence. First, prayers rise as incense. Then, fire comes down as response.
The prayers of the saints aren't ignored or forgotten. They're answered. But God's answer
comes in the form of holy fire that will warn, purify, and judge.

This connects to something Jesus said in Luke 12:49: "I came to cast fire on the earth, and
would that it were already kindled!" The same Greek word ballo appears there. Jesus came to
cast fire on earth - the fire of God's kingdom breaking into a rebellious world.

D. The Immediate Results: Cosmic Theophany

The moment the fire hits earth, four things happen: "peals of thunder, rumblings, flashes of
lightning, and an earthquake."

Let's look at each word:

« Brontai (BRON-tie) - thunders, the plural suggesting repeated thunder claps

« Phonai (FOH-nigh) - voices or sounds, here meaning rumblings or deep sounds
+ Astrapai (AH-stra-pie) - lightnings, flashes of light

+ Seismos (SIZE-moss) - earthquake, a shaking of the earth

This is the classic Old Testament pattern of theophany - God's visible appearance. When God
shows up, creation responds with thunder, lightning, and earthquakes.

E. The Sinai Connection

This takes us back to Mount Sinai in Exodus 19. When God came down to give the law, verse 16
says: "On the morning of the third day there were thunders and lightnings and a thick cloud
on the mountain and a very loud trumpet blast, so that all the people in the camp trembled."

Verse 18 adds: "Now Mount Sinai was wrapped in smoke because the Lord had descended on
itin fire. The smoke of it went up like the smoke of a kiln, and the whole mountain trembled
greatly."
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The same God who came down at Sinai is responding here. But this time, it's not to give law.
It's to answer the prayers of his suffering people. The God who spoke the Ten Commandments
is about to speak again through trumpet warnings.

F. The Earthquake Connection

The earthquake is particularly significant. In biblical thought, earthquakes often signal God's
intervention in history. When Jesus died, "the earth shook, and the rocks were split" (Matthew
27:51). When the women came to the tomb, "there was a great earthquake, for an angel of the
Lord descended from heaven" (Matthew 28:2).

Earthquakes represent the shaking of the established order. They signal that God is about to
do something new. The ground we thought was solid starts to move. The foundations we
trusted start to crack.

That's what's happening here. The prayers of the saints have reached God's throne. He's
about to shake the world with his warnings. The trumpet judgments that follow are targeted
responses to the cries of his people for justice.

G. The Fire Connects Heaven and Earth

But here's the beautiful thing about this fire. It comes from the same altar where the prayers
were offered. The prayers go up. The fire comes down. Heaven and earth are connected by the
same altar, the same censer, the same angel.

This means your prayers don't just disappear into the void. They create a connection between
heaven and earth. When you pray "your kingdom come," you're not just making a request.
You're opening a pathway for God's response.

The fire that falls isn't arbitrary judgment. It's the holy response to prayers. It's God saying, "I
heard you. | saw your suffering. | know about the injustice. And I'm about to act."

The altar-fire cast to earth is God's way of saying that the prayers of his people matter so
much that they literally shape what happens next in history. Your intercession participates in
God's government of the world.

VIIl. Conclusion

Let's step back and see the big picture of what we've just witnessed. Four theological truths
emerge from this passage that we need to carry with us.
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First, worship and judgment belong together. We live in a culture that wants to separate
God's love from his justice. People say, "l like the God of the New Testament, not the God of
the Old Testament." But that's not how God works. The same throne that receives worship
also dispenses justice. The same altar that holds our prayers also provides the fire of
response. God doesn't stop being loving when he judges, and he doesn't stop being just when
he shows mercy.

Second, God's justice is holy and measured. Notice that God doesn't just start throwing fire
around randomly. There's a process. Silence first. Prayer received. Then response. Even in
judgment, God moves with perfect timing and holy order. The fire comes from the altar, not
from anger. The response flows from worship, not from wrath. God's judgments are always
purposeful, always measured, always aimed at warning and restoration.

Third, the church participates through prayer. This isn't a scene where God acts and we just
watch. Our prayers are the incense that rises before his throne. Our intercession shapes what
happens next. The trumpet warnings that are about to sound come as a direct response to the
prayers of the saints. This means when you pray for justice, when you cry out for God to
intervene, when you ask him to do something about the evil in this world - those prayers
matter.

Fourth, Jesus is both Shepherd and Judge. The same Lamb who opened the seal is the
same one who receives the prayers and responds with fire. Jesus doesn't have multiple
personalities. He doesn't switch between being nice Jesus and mean Jesus. His love and his
justice flow from the same perfect heart. He loves his people too much to let their oppressors
go unchallenged. He loves the world too much to let rebellion go unwarned.

These truths change how we pray. They change how we worship. They change how we wait
on God. And they change how we understand what's about to happen in the trumpet
judgments.

We're not watching an angry God lose his temper. We're watching a holy God respond to the
prayers of his people with measured warnings designed to wake up a sleeping world.
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