
REVELATION 
Study 8: The Seven Bowls 

This section (ch. 15-16) once again gives us a glimpse into the 
heavenly dwelling place of God and reveals a scene with some 
noticeable similarities to a couple of the previous visions in 
Revelation. Here, we see four living creatures, seven golden 
bowls and smoke in the heavenly sanctuary.   

In chapter five, we are told that when Jesus took the scroll from 
the right hand of God, the four living creatures worshipped Him 
while holding golden bowls full of incense representing the 
prayers of the saints (v. 5:8). In chapter eight, we are told that an 
angel stood at the altar with a golden bowl full of the prayers of 
the saints, and burned them as an incense offering to God with 
the smoke from this offering rising up before the presence of 
God (v. 8:2-4). Then another detail is added where this same 
angel takes the golden bowl and fills it with fire from the altar 
and pours it out upon the earth in judgement (v. 8:5).  
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In this new section, we once again see the four living creatures, 
but here they give the seven angels these seven golden bowls 
that are full of the wrath of God. We are told that smoke from 
the glory of God fills the heavenly sanctuary (v. 15:7-8), and that 
the seven angels are commanded to pour out these bowls upon 
the earth in judgment (v. 16:1). And so, the reoccurring use of 
this imagery seems to once again make the encouraging 
connection that God's judgement is God's answer to the prayers 
of God’s people.  1

One of the reoccurring lessons that we are confronted with in 
Revelation is that we must continue to pray for God to vindicate 
us against our adversaries and to keep patiently enduring in our 
faith until that justice comes. This is a lesson that we have a 
tendency to overlook in the midst of our freedoms here in 
America, but for Christians who are suffering severe injustice on 
account of their faith, this is one of the most important lessons 
they could ever learn. This is also a lesson that Jesus taught 
during His time on earth. We are to pray, keep praying and wait 
patiently for how and when God chooses to answer our prayer. 

    See Revelation 6:101
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Luke writes: 

And he told them a parable to the effect that they ought 
always to pray and not lose heart. He said, "In a certain 
city there was a judge who neither feared God nor 
respected man. And there was a widow in that city who 
kept coming to him and saying, 'Give me justice against 
my adversary.' For a while he refused, but afterward he 
said to himself, 'Though I neither fear God nor respect 
man, yet because this widow keeps bothering me, I will 
give her justice, so that she will not beat me down by her 
continual coming.'" And the Lord said, "Hear what the 
unrighteous judge says. And will not God give justice to 
his elect, who cry to him day and night? Will he delay long 
over them? I tell you, he will give justice to them speedily. 
Nevertheless, when the Son of Man comes, will he find 
faith on earth?" (Luke 18:1-8) 

This teaching of our Lord provides us with an important lesson 
and an honest warning. The question is never whether or not 
God will execute His justice, but whether or not we will endure 
in our faithfulness. Therefore, we must pray, keep praying and 
wait patiently for God to answer. 
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Now, the seven bowls are similar to what we see in the seven 
seals and trumpets but with noticeable differences as well. Like 
the seventh seal and the seventh trumpet, the seventh bowl 
concludes with another description of the end of history. And 
like the seals and trumpets, there is a parenthesis between the 
sixth and seventh bowl that addresses the condition of God’s 
people in the midst of all this judgement. However, this is an 
extremely quick parenthesis compared to the previous two.  2

Therefore, as we have done with the seals and trumpets, we will 
divide this section into the three sections — the six bowls, then 
a quick detail concerning the church and then the seventh bowl.  

Six Bowls: God’s Wrath Against the World 

(v. 16:1-16) 

So what are the seven golden bowls of God’s wrath? 

In order to answer this, we must remember that the preceding 
section leading up to these seven bowls has once again brought 
us to the end of history with another description of the return of 
Christ and the great day of God’s final judgement (v. 14:1-15:4).  

    See Revelation 7 & 10-112
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We might also have recognized by now that each time we have 
been brought to the end of history (v. 3:22, 7:17 & 11:19), the 
next section in the book starts us over with a vision that refers 
back to the ascension of Christ (v. 4:1, 8:1 & 12:1).  

Therefore, we might expect this section of the seven golden 
bowls to do the same thing — bring us back to the ascension of 
Christ and then conclude with the end of history. This would 
imply that, like the trumpets, the bowls describe judgements of 
God that take place at various times and in various places 
throughout history between the resurrection and return of 
Christ. And while this is a fair argument, the bowls just don’t 
seem to fit as neatly into that formula as many of us would like. 

The seven bowls do follow a very similar pattern and use a lot of 
the same imagery as the seven trumpets, but they also have one 
very noticeable distinction from the trumpets as well. Whereas 
the trumpets seem to indicate partial judgement,  the bowls 3

seem to be describing a more intense form of total judgement. 
We also might notice that in the introduction to these seven 
bowls, we are told that these judgements “are the last” and “with 
them the wrath of God is finished” (v. 15:1).  

    Notice the use of 1/3 to describe the destruction associated with each judgement in chapters 8-9.3
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Therefore, it may be best to view the seven bowl judgements as 
judgements that take place not necessarily throughout history 
but more precisely towards the end of history just before or in 
the midst of the return of Christ. 

But whatever the bowls might be, we can clearly identify two big 
implications from the OT imagery and language being used to 
describe them — God’s enemies will be destroyed, and God’s 
people will be delivered and restored.  

In describing the bowls, John uses the historic destruction of the 
Babylonian Empire that held God’s people in captivity, and then 
he combines that event with the imagery of the plagues that 
God sent upon Egypt to deliver His people from slavery. John 
purposely combines these two huge historical events of great 
deliverance and restoration for God’s OT people to describe the 
final deliverance and restoration for all God’s people. 

The first five bowls describe plague-like destruction upon all 
people who refuse to repent and give God the glory that He 
deserves. And then the sixth bowls describes the drying up of 
the Euphrates to clear the way for kings from the East. This was 
familiar imagery for the first-century Jewish-Christian. 
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Ancient history records that God’s people were freed from their 
captivity in Babylon and restored as a people when King Cyrus 
dried up the Euphrates River and came from the East with his 
Persian army to conquer the Babylonian Empire.  And so, in 4

describing John’s use of this imagery here in Revelation, G.K. 
Beale writes: 

“The idea here is that God, as He did in the days of Cyrus, 
will dry up the waters of the river protecting and 
nurturing Babylon to allow for the kings of the earth, 
under immediate demonic influence but ultimately under 
God’s sovereign control, to gather together in order for 
Babylon to be defeated and for His eternal kingdom and 
the reign of His saints to be established.”  5

   
And so, we might conclude that the seven bowls describe how 
God will pour out His judgement upon His enemies but then 
also orchestrate the assembling of His enemies in order to bring 
about their ultimate destruction on that great day of His final 
judgement.    

    See Isaiah 44:26-28  &  45:134

    G.K. Beale, Revelation: A Shorter Commentary, (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2015), 3415
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Quick Detail: Stay Awake 

(v. 16:15) 

After these first six bowls are revealed, Jesus interjects a quick 
exhortation urging all Christians at all times to be prepared for 
His return that can occur when we least expect it. He then adds:   

“Blessed is the one who stays awake, keeping his 
garments on, that he may not go about naked and be 
seen exposed!”    6

If various onslaughts against God’s people are going to take 
place throughout history, then we might expect to face some 
kind of onslaught within our lifetime. Therefore, we must be 
prepared and stay awake and ready to go. We must be ready to 
stand firm in our allegiance to Christ, and we must not give in to 
compromising with the society around us when all of a sudden 
our faith in Christ is going to cost us something. 

As a Christian, you must settle it now in your heart, mind and 
soul. If my allegiance to Christ is going to cost me this job, this 
relationship or even my life, Am I ready to pay that price? 

    There are seven statements of those who are “blessed” in Revelation (1:3,  14:13, 16:15, 19:9,  20:6,  22:7,  22:14)6

�8



Seventh Bowl: “It is done!” 

(v. 16:17-21) 

As the angel pours out the seventh bowl upon the earth, a loud 
voice from the throne of God declares, “It is done!” We were told 
that with the pouring out of these bowls the wrath of God would 
be finished (v. 15:1), and now here at the end we are told, “It is 
done.” And so, the redemption of God’s people at the cross and 
the eternal restoration of God’s people at Christ’s return are 
linked together through our Lord declaring, “It is finished!”  7

This declaration  affirms that God’s plan is finished, the mystery 8

of God is fulfilled, God’s wrath against evil is finished, and the 
kingdom of God is fully come with the destruction of the old 
earth and the restoration of a New Heaven and New Earth.  9

The seven bowls are a little more difficult to understand, but 
they remind us that God will execute His justice, and therefore 
we must endure in our faithfulness. We must be praying for 
justice, be patient in injustice and be prepared for that day our 
Lord returns to destroy, to restore and to make all things right.

    The same Greek verb is used here in Revelation as well as in John 19:30. 7

    See also Revelation 21:68

    See also Revelation 21:19
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