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The Trumpets

13The sixth angel sounded his trumpet, and I heard a voice coming from the horns of the golden altar that is before God. 14It said to the sixth angel who had the trumpet, “Release the four angels who are bound at the great river Euphrates.” 15And the four angels who had been kept ready for this very hour and day and month and year were released to kill a third of mankind. 16The number of the mounted troops was two hundred million. I heard their number. 

17The horses and riders I saw in my vision looked like this: Their breastplates were fiery red, dark blue, and yellow as sulfur. The heads of the horses resembled the heads of lions, and out of their mouths came fire, smoke and sulfur. 18A third of mankind was killed by the three plagues of fire, smoke and sulfur that came out of their mouths. 19The power of the horses was in their mouths and in their tails; for their tails were like snakes, having heads with which they inflict injury. 

20The rest of mankind that were not killed by these plagues still did not repent of the work of their hands; they did not stop worshiping demons, and idols of gold, silver, bronze, stone and wood—idols that cannot see or hear or walk. 21Nor did they repent of their murders, their magic arts, their sexual immorality or their thefts.

The greatest danger confronting our soul is the worshipping of idols. This is a present danger for each one of us as this sin is the natural product of every human heart. John Calvin would say “The human heart is a factory of idols. Every one of us is, from his mother’s womb, expert in inventing idols.” This surprises many because we think that idolatry consists only in the kneeling before certain objects of veneration made of wood or stone and we are not even tempted to do that, but we forget that the essence of idolatry is the acceptance of thoughts about God that are unworthy of Him. Idolatry always begins in the mind before it shapes an object out of wood or stone. In fact, idolatry may enslave a soul without any overt act of worship taking place. Remember what Paul teaches us in Romans 1:21 about idolatry, 

For, although they knew God, they neither glorified him as God, nor gave thanks to him, but their thinking became futile and their foolish hearts were darkened. 

Idolatry first seizes a person’s mind so that his or her thinking about God becomes futile, empty, and useless.  God gave us minds so that we might use them to know Him and worship Him and enjoy Him and serve Him. But instead, our minds are prone to think thoughts about God that slander Him. The idolater fashions a god in his mind that is made after his own whims, desires and likeness. The god created from the natural heart of man is always a pitiful substitute for the God who reveals Himself in His Son through the scriptures. 
So man imagines ideas about God and then behaves as if those ideas are true.  A.W. Tozer recognized the great temptation idolatry brings to each of us and so he wrote, “What comes into our minds when we think about God is the most important thing about us. Always the most revealing thing about the Church is her idea of God. The heaviest obligation lying upon the Christian church today is to purify and elevate her concept of God until it is once more worthy of Him and of her.  In all her prayers and labors this should have first place.”  

We wish to give this subject first place today as we consider the danger of idolatry and the response that God would have us to make so that we might worship God acceptably and enjoy Him truly. We turn in our Bibles today to Revelation 9 and we will be focusing specifically upon verses 20-21. God kept calling my attention to these last two verses of Chapter 9 for I believe that idolatry is near us, and around us, and in the midst of us, to a very fearful degree. Before moving on to Chapter 10 I am compelled to give these two verses a closer hearing. 
The message of these two verses is simple: repent from all idolatry and turn from idols and to the living God.  We will study four points in these two verses. 

First, we will look at the definition of idolatry; what it is. Second, what is the grievous nature of idolatry; why is it such an evil thing? Third, we will look at the various forms of idolatry; how does it express itself, and finally, the rescue from idolatry; that is the good news that we can be delivered. 

First, what is the definition of idolatry?
We need to consider the context of these two verses. We are in the Tribulation period, the seven year period of time in which God ends the rule of Satan and the dominion of man and He judges this world for its rebellion against Him. This time is called “the wrath of the Lamb.” It is a time when God expresses His right response against evil and He will not allow evil to continue forever into eternity. This Tribulation period began in Revelation Chapter 6 with the opening of the seven seals on the scroll in Jesus’ hand.  Jesus is pictured in absolute control of every event during this Tribulation period. When we see the seventh seal broken, we find seven trumpets introduced and we find that these judgments are worse than the seven seals before them. 
Revelation 8 teaches us about what happens at the blowing of the first four trumpets.  Then Revelation 9 unveils the worst judgments yet with the sounding of the fifth and sixth trumpet. God gives ample warning regarding His righteous response against rebellion and sin. At the sounding of the fifth trumpet the abyss is opened and a demonic hoard emerges with power to torment people for five months. Those sealed by God are protected from this torture. The agony of this day is summed up in Verse 6. 

During those days men will seek death, but will not find it; they will long to die, but death will elude them. 

Then the sixth trumpet sounds and four angels are released with the power to kill mankind as described in Verse 15:  

And the four angels who had been kept ready for this very hour and day and month and year were released to kill a third of mankind. 

How do you think you would respond if you had experienced all that had taken place in just a few short years? If you were an unbeliever at this point, what would you do? The people on the earth at this time have seen unbelievable things. They have witnessed wars, plagues, famine, natural disasters that wiped out a quarter of the population. Then one third of the plant life dies, one third sea life dies, a meteor strikes the earth and one third of the fresh water is poisoned. The sun is darkened. A demonic host torments mankind for five months, and then another third of mankind die from a demonic assault. All the while, 144,000 witnesses have been relentlessly proclaiming the gospel of Jesus Christ.  They had continually called you to turn from your rebellion and trust in the living God to deliver you. What would you do?

We read in Verse 20 what they did:

The rest of mankind that were not killed by these plagues still did not repent of the work of their hands; they did not stop worshiping demons, and idols of gold, silver, bronze, stone and wood--idols that cannot see or hear or walk. 

There are two huge implications presented here. First, all of these judgments are placed upon these peoples because they worshipped idols. Secondly, if people would repent of the sin of idolatry, God would forgive them and deliver them from His judgment.  

Idolatry is the first sin that God identifies as justification for His judgment upon the unbelievers living in the Tribulation period.  God will list four other sins in verse 21:  murder, magic arts, sexual immorality and theft.  I believe that these are merely out-workings of idolatry, but idolatry is the first transgression in view. So it is important for us to understand this sin which God identifies as particularly abhorrent in His eyes.

We, first, want to consider the definition of idolatry.

Idolatry is the refusal to acknowledge God as the only God to the measure that He deserves and in the methods that He demands. Idolatry refuses to accept the revelation that God has given about Himself in Scripture and instead shapes God to suit the thoughts and desires of the worshipper. Idolatry is the exchange of the infinite glory of God for some pitiful substitute. We can never take up another god and hold that god as precious without pushing the true God out of our heart. Idolatry gives the honor and value and worth which is due only to the true God to something else that God has created, either a part of God’s creation, another of God’s creatures, or an invention of God’s creatures.  

Romans 1:22 describes it best: 

22 Although they claimed to be wise, they became fools 23 and exchanged the glory of the immortal God for images made to look like mortal man and birds and animals and reptiles. 

Friends, it is very important to know that idolatry is not merely a thing in pagan lands or in unusual cults, but is a sin against which we must watch and pray continually. The first step for us is to think clearly about this matter. Our understanding of idolatry must encompass more than the Hindu bowing down before a grotesque statue or the native dancing around a totem pole. Let me identify four statements about idolatry that fill out our definition.  

Number one: idolatry is the adoration or acknowledgement of other beings or things as either equal to or above the true God.  

The First Commandment explicitly instructs us: “Thou shalt have no other god before me.”  This may take the form of worshipping other deities or angels or spirits. This may take the form of acknowledging the legitimacy of other gods. When a person says, “Every person should worship his or her own god in his or her own way, and all religions are equally true. They all lead to the same place after all.” They are teaching the fundamentals of idolatry. This may also take the form of placing more value on the things of this world than we do upon God Himself. In this way, idolatry tempts us to turn God’s good gifts into gods themselves. So a man will love his wife, his child, his house, his bank account, his golf game, his job, or an innumerable amount of other things more than he loves God. Idolatry is the pursuit of joy or meaning in something other than God. 
God wants us to recognize that He is the sum of our joy. He is the sum of our life. He is sum of our meaning. And while He gives us good gifts to enjoy, they are not the source of our joy. If those gifts were to be vacated from our life, stripped from us, while there may be sorrow at the removal of that gift, our joy, our life, is not missing. The sum of our life and the sum of our joy is God Himself and He never vacates, not through illness, not through death, not through economic depression, us as the source of life and the source of joy. Idols can easily be stripped from us but only God can give us “life” and we become idolaters when we think that life depends on something or someone else.  

Second, idolatry is the acknowledgement of the true God in wrong ways. The Second Commandment explicitly instruct us in Exodus 20:4,
4 “You shall not make for yourself an idol in the form of anything in heaven above or on the earth beneath or in the waters below. 5 You shall not bow down to them or worship them; for I, the LORD your God, am a jealous God, punishing the children for the sin of the fathers to the third and fourth generation of those who hate me”
It is not enough that we don’t make images of other false gods, but God does not want us to make and image of Himself and use that image to worship Him. Jesus will parallel this idea in John 4:24:


“God is spirit and his worshipers must worship in spirit and in truth.”
God not only cares who we worship, but also how we worship, so we do not make engraved images of God or paint pictures of God and bow down to them when we pray or give thanks. We are careful with how we sing and what we sing in our worship. We do not come to God through human mediators like Mary or priests. That is idolatry. But, we come through God’s Son, Jesus. We are not sloppy in our approach to God, but consider what He taught us about worship. Remember it is not necessary for a person to formally deny God or Jesus to engage in idolatry. We can commit idolatry with very sincere hearts!

The last statement about idolatry is the slandering of God’s character. The Third Commandment of the Ten is given in Exodus 20:7,  

“You shall not misuse the name of the LORD your God, for the LORD will not hold anyone guiltless who misuses his name.” 

This is not merely a command that warns us against using the Lord’s name as a curse word, and we should be deeply disturbed when we hear brothers and sisters in Christ take the Lord’s name in vain. We should call them on that, not only for the sake of their soul, but because it is a precious name. But, it also warns us against thinking and saying things about God and His nature that are unworthy or untrue of Him. God cares about the ideas that we believe about Him. He has taken great measures to reveal His name or His character and person to us. The idolatrous heart assumes that God is something other than He already is. It is the embracing of wrong and unworthy ideas about God.  It is a rejection of the full description that God offers to us of Himself in the Bible. Whenever we hear someone say, “My God would not send anyone to hell.”  Or “I could not worship a God who condemns homosexuality,” then know that we are coming face to face with an idolater. We must study the Scriptures diligently for in them God reveals Himself and His attributes. If we say that we already have a clear view of Him apart from the Scripture then undoubtedly we have made Him in the image of our liking and that is the very essence of idolatry.

Let’s look at the grievous nature of idolatry. The world views idolatry as a virtue, to our world’s way of thinking – not only is idolatry not a grievous sin against God, but it is actually a desirable quality. In fact, if you are not an idolater, something is seriously wrong with you, the world will say. The Romans in Jesus’ day were fine with Christian’s worshipping Jesus, so long as they also worshipped and acknowledged other gods. The Christians could not do this and many suffered persecution and death because of it.  Today, the world demands that we acknowledge the gods of multiculturalism. If we declare that the God of the Bible is the only true God or that Jesus is the only way to God then we are the worst sorts of bigots and haters of humanity and that we are the cause of the world’s deepest problems.

But God has a different view of idolatry. Three of the Ten Commandments deal with idolatry as a great offense against God. This sin brought the heaviest judgments upon God’s people in the Old Testament. It brought Israel under the crushing power of the armies of Assyria and Babylon. It scattered the ten tribes. It scattered a nation, and it burned down Jerusalem. Listen to just one of many warnings from God about idolatry to the people of Israel as Ezekiel records in Chapter 6:
3 `O mountains of Israel, hear the word of the Sovereign LORD. This is what the Sovereign LORD says to the mountains and hills, to the ravines and valleys: I am about to bring a sword against you and I will destroy your high places. 4 Your altars will be demolished and your incense altars will be smashed; and I will slay your people in front of your idols. 5 I will lay the dead bodies of the Israelites in front of their idols, and I will scatter your bones around your altars. 

Idolatry seeks to rob God of the honor that is due to Him and God declares Himself to be a jealous God. At this point, the idolater shouts, “My God is not a jealous God,” but the Lord says Isaiah 42:8:

“I am the LORD; that is my name! I will not give my glory to another or my praise to idols.” 

The ultimate value in all the universe is the glory of God and He calls us to value His glory above everything else in life.  The apostle Paul urges us in I Corinthians 10:14, 

Therefore, my dear friends flee from idolatry. 

The last words of John in his first epistle were, in Verse 21: 

Dear children, keep yourselves from idols.

No sin is more grievous to God than idolatry and no sin is more destructive to man than idolatry.  In Revelation 9 we see that this sin is so grievous to God that it is the cause of His fierce judgment upon the earth in the last days. We must not consider it a small sin which is easily removed because idolatry is the root of all other sins.  

This leads us to the forms of idolatry.
Idolatry expresses itself in so many ways. In every sin there is idolatry; it is because we have thought some unworthy thought about God that distorts His character or that refuses to acknowledge Him or some thought of something being equal to or greater than God.  Our text in Revelation 9 reveals four sins that are the out workings of idolatry. Verse 21 tells us these four sins:
Nor did they repent of their murders, their magic arts, their sexual immorality or their thefts. 

Let us consider these four sins as expressions of an idolatrous heart. If there would not be idolatry, there would not be these sins:

First, murder: technically, murder is the taking of another human life. Jesus expands upon our understanding of murder when he says that if we call our brother a “Fool” then we have committed murder in our heart against him. John would write in I John 3:15:
Anyone who hates his brother is a murderer, and you know that no murderer has eternal life in him. 

Failing to treat another person with dignity and love either through physical assault or through name calling is a form of idolatry because in hatred we love our right to revenge more than we love God. We esteem another’s offense against our own person as more grievous than our offense against God’s person. We value our own glory above God’s.  If we valued the glory of God we would recognize that when we strike out against another person we are striking out against the image of God that he or she was stamped with.   Furthermore, we believe that expressing anger will give us more joy, more pleasure, more happiness than God will provide for us.

James writes in Chapter 3, Verse 9:

9 With the tongue we praise our Lord and Father, and with it we curse men, who have been made in God's likeness. 10 Out of the same mouth come praise and cursing. My brothers, this should not be. 

Cain was the first murderer and before he was a murderer he was an idolater. He refused to worship God in the way that God had prescribed. When God told Cain that the way he came to Him was not acceptable, all the while extending mercy for doing what was right, Cain expressed the idolatrous nature of his heart by murdering his brother. Idolatry provides the soil for all forms of hatred.  If you refuse to forgive someone who asks you for forgiveness, idolatry fills your heart.  If you curse another human being, this is an act of worship of another god.  We have to choose which God we will serve.  We have to choose which God we believe will give us the greatest joy: the god of willful bitterness and anger or the One True and Living God. It was idolatry first that fed a murderous heart. After refusing God’s roadmap for approaching God, it was easy to lash out in hatred at his brother.

Magic arts references pagan practices which seek to connect to the spiritual realm through means other than the ones God has given us. Someone may say, “There are certain things that God knows that I don’t know and I want to know those things.” But, God has set a line: “There are some secret things that you can’t know.” Even then man is not content with that line so man resorts to what the Scripture calls “magic arts:” divinations, and sorcery. They seek to connect to the spiritual realm through means other than what God has given because “God’s means are not enough; the means of His Son Jesus, prayer, the Word of God, the Gospel, His Holy Spirit.” They still complain that they don’t have enough information. So man seeks to establish his own connections through Ouija boards, séances, fortune tellers, palm readers, meditation practices and drug induced altered states.  The Greek term for magic arts is “pharmekia” and literally means “the use of drugs.”

Samuel links divination and idolatry together in Saul’s sin in I Samuel 15:23:

For rebellion is like the sin of divination, and arrogance like the evil of idolatry. Because you have rejected the word of the LORD, he has rejected you as king.
The magic arts are a form of idolatry because through them we seek to find a path to God’s knowledge outside of God Himself. We wish to be like God in what we know and are discontent with the limits that God has placed upon us.

Sexual immorality deceives us into thinking that true joy and pleasure exist outside of God and apart from our obedience to Him. It offers us another path to fulfillment and meaning in life. We assign godlike powers to sexual pleasure expecting such intimacy to answer our needs for fellowship, connection, happiness, excitement, and out needs for joy.  

Hear what Paul says in I Corinthians 6:
18 Flee from sexual immorality. All other sins a man commits are outside his body, but he who sins sexually sins against his own body. 19 Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit, who is in you, whom you have received from God? You are not your own.
He goes on to say in Chapter 10:

7 Do not be idolaters, as some of them were; as it is written: “The people sat down to eat and drink and got up to indulge in pagan revelry.” 8 We should not commit sexual immorality, as some of them did--and in one day twenty-three thousand of them died. 

Paul is connecting idolatry to sexual immorality. He is referring to the period of Israel’s history when Moses was up on the Mountain and they asked Aaron to fashion a calf to worship. They were wanting to worship the one true God but in the wrong way. 
There is a very idolatrous aspect to all forms of sexual immorality, whether it is adultery or fornication or sitting at a computer screen viewing pornography. This is an act of worship; the worship of another god.  We cannot be loyal to the true God and subject ourselves to this god of sensuality as the same time.

Finally, we look at thievery; the love for things and materialism. When we look at the thievery that takes place around us, we must think, “There must be another god controlling him,” but, what about us? The Scripture teaches us not to trust in riches because they are so uncertain. When we see our financial wealth go down, down, down, we begin to get nervous. Why do we get nervous? We get nervous because we have allowed idolatry to get into our hearts; that is what we were going to retire on and it was going to provide for our future. We can’t put our hope in that. It isn’t wrong to have financial wealth but it is wrong to put our hope in it because it is one of God’s gifts.  

Now, the good news of the rescue from idolatry: implicit in Revelation 9:20-21, is the offer of a rescue. This offer is refused by the majority, but it is offered because God loves to rescue people from idolatry. He rejoices over us when we become true worshippers and He always provides a way for us to escape from the trap of idolatry. 

Ezekiel 36 says:

26 I will sprinkle clean water on you, and you will be clean; I will cleanse you from all your impurities and from all your idols. 26 I will give you a new heart and put a new spirit in you; I will remove from you your heart of stone and give you a heart of flesh. 27 And I will put my Spirit in you and move you to follow my decrees and be careful to keep my laws. 

And he goes on to say in Chapter 37:

23 They will no longer defile themselves with their idols and vile images or with any of their offenses, for I will save them from all their sinful backsliding, and I will cleanse them. They will be my people, and I will be their God. 

What is the condition God requires from us in order to be cleansed and to receive this new heart?  The answer is we must repent. We must deal with the idols in our lives.  

Jonah prayed in Chapter 2, Verse 8 
“Those who cling to worthless idols forfeit the grace that could be theirs.” 

How sad!  How sad for the people in Revelation 9. They did not need to suffer under God’s judgment. How sad for people still today. But, the answer is simple: we must repent and turn to the living God. Repentance from sin is God’s fundamental condition for receiving His grace; people who do not repent, perish. The people in Revelation 9 remained under the judgment of God, under “the wrath of the Lamb” because they still did not repent of the works of their hands. This is always the reason why men and women remain under the judgment of God.  

There are three statements of repentance we must consider. The first is Ezekiel 18:32,

For I take no pleasure in the death of anyone, declares the Sovereign LORD. Repent and live! 

Jesus proclaimed in Luke 13:3:

“But unless you repent, you too will all perish.” 

Peter admonished the onlookers in Acts 3:19:

Repent, then, and turn to God, so that your sins may be wiped out, that times of refreshing may come from the Lord, 

Repentance is a commitment of the heart to leave our idols behind and to follow Jesus as Savior and as Lord. It is a change of heart and purpose that recognizes the futility and emptiness of false gods and the greatness and glory of the living God. It is a turning from the love of these false gods and a turning to the love of the true God. Repentance is a realization that our false gods cannot give us life and that only the Lord Jesus can. He alone is worthy of our worship. He alone is the fountain of eternal joy.

Have you come to turn from all false gods and idols in your life? Do you realize that they cannot deliver on their promises? Do you realize that God Himself is eager to rescue you as you reach out to Him in faith? No one can rescue themselves from the clutches of false gods, but the Lord Jesus can and He is willing and able!  

In closing, look at Verse 23:
“They exchanged the glory of the incorruptible God for a likeness of an image of corruptible man.” 

Corruptible means perishable, but God lasts forever. 
But what about man? Isaiah says, in Chapter 40, Verses 7 and 8,
“Surely man is grass. The grass withers, the flower fades, but the word of our God stands forever.”
If you value other things more than God, if your life is really driven by another value, then you will exchange the imperishable for the perishable. You will trade the diamond for a peach forgotten at the back of the refrigerator. You will trade the ruby for a banana sitting in the sun. You will trade a bar of gold for a bolt rusting in the rain. 

Do the opposite, along with the apostle Paul, and count everything else as rubbish that we might gain Christ. Let the world call it folly. It is not. Let's be like Secretary of State William Seward who, in 1867, helped America buy Alaska from the Russians for $7,200,000. Oh, the ridicule of the people: “Seward's folly,” they called it; exchanging seven million dollars for ice! In the last 130 years Alaska has yielded billions upon billions of dollars in resources to America. 
Things are not what they seem. I plead with you: open your eyes and do not exchange your God for anything. Exchange everything for Him. 

