Who is the Rider on the White Horse in Revelation 6:2?

-an Analysis of  Revelation Ch. 6 and Matthew Ch. 24
Introduction

For almost all of the history of the Church, there was no controversy about the identity of the conquering rider on the white horse in Revelation 6:2. It was universally accepted that the rider was "good" - most commentators believing that the rider was Jesus Christ Himself, with some holding to the view that the rider was perhaps the Holy Spirit or a representation of the Gospel going forth and the conquering was the conversion of people to faith in Jesus Christ. Whatever the precise details, no-one believed that the rider on the white horse was a satanic counterfeit of Jesus Christ. So what has happened in recent years to cause an increasing number of believers to hold to the view that the rider is actually, despite His appearances to the contrary, an emissary of satan? 
In this essay I will try to defend the traditional view. I will be working with an essentially partial-preterist view of both Matthew Ch. 24 (and the Olivet Discourse more generally) and of Revelation Ch. 6 (and of Revelation more generally). However, the conclusions that I reach are basically dependent on the structures of the respective passages, (i.e. I am looking at intra-Scriptural aspects) and so, if correct,  are valid for a range of views about external historical referents. I would encourage anyone who wishes to study Revelation to buy and listen to James Jordan's talks (all 204 of them!) available from www.WordMp3.com. In these talks, James Jordan draws attention to the enormous range of Old Testament passages, imagery and events that underlie and inform Revelation, and he does this in a much more wide-ranging way than is found in the commentaries even though some of them contain much useful background information. Please listen to James Jordan, and also purchase Peter Leithart's commentary on Revelation when it is released later this year (2017).  There are many, many Old Testament referents in both Rev. Ch. 6 and Matt. Ch. 24 - from Zechariah, Daniel, Ezekiel etc. etc. I will in general, not be looking at these in this short essay, but, besides James Jordan's work, these references - particularly for Revelation - can be found in G. Beale's (in many ways excellent) commentary on Revelation. There are some textual variations in the passages we will be looking at, and I will be using the Textus Receptus (the Received Text) in this analysis.
One factor for this recent development of belief in the "satanic emissary" (SE) view  is undoubtedly the rise of Dispensationalism. In this view, the rider cannot be Jesus Christ because this does not fit the Dispensationalist eschatological time scheme. 
A second factor is the undoubted presence of links between Matthew Ch. 24 and Revelation Ch. 6. Now, awareness of these links is not new - for example in his commentary on Revelation, the Church Father Victorinus of Petau  (martyred under Diocletian AD 303/4) links the two passages whilst maintaining that the rider is Jesus Christ. The new element is seeing that, when considered together, they provide evidence for the "satanic emissary" view. It is  the purpose of this article to examine this evidence.

The Evidence for a Parallel Structure between Rev. Ch. 6 and Matthew Ch. 24.
The argument that the rider is a satanic emissary is based on the claim that when Revelation Ch. 6 and Matthew Ch. 24 are read sequentially and in parallel to each other, the rider and the white horse in Rev. 6:2 corresponds to the false Christs of Matthew 24:4-5, and that therefore the horse and rider cannot represent something genuinely good, but rather that the appearance of goodness is deceptive.

The entire argument as far as I can see depends on the validity of the parallelism, and so it behoves us to investigate this claim.  However, there are some other points about this way of interpreting Scripture which I believe need to be made. These include:

1) As far as I am aware, this way of treating Scripture (i.e. the use of inter-textuality to make one passage mean the opposite of what it appears to mean)  is not employed anywhere else in conservative Evangelical hermeneutics. It is unique, and so should really require some justification to support this departure from the normal methods of biblical exegesis. It is certainly not "business as usual"! 

2) Both Revelation Ch. 6 and Matthew Ch. 24 incorporate important chiastic elements in their structures. It is therefore an open question as to whether the sequential readings used by the "satanic emissary" viewpoint is an appropriate way of comparing the contents of the two chapters. 

3) The questions that the Disciples ask Jesus at the start of Matt. Ch. 24 are about the timing of the destruction of the Temple, and about the sign of Christ's presence (parousia) and of the end of the age, and Jesus makes repeated reference to these time and sign aspects in His reply. Essentially, Jesus seems to be describing a two-stage process of initial dramatic events presented in general terms, (vs. 4-13), followed by an intensification of dramatic events presented more specifically in relation to time (the abomination of desolation set up) and place (the Holy Place and Judea) (vs.15-26), followed by the sign of the Son of Man (vs. 27-30a). Both of these stages are followed by the going forth of the Gospel (vs. 14 and vs. 30b-31).  The "satanic emissary" interpretation of Rev. 6:1-8 completely ignores the important second stage in Matt. Ch. 24, and has no reference to the preaching of the Gospel - since it has interpreted Rev. 6:1-2 as the sending of a satanic counterfeit rather then its straightforward meaning of Christ conquering by means of the Gospel. Thus, the satanic emissary explanation has to be very selective in which parts of Matt. 24 are chosen for comparison. In fact, only  8 out of 31 verses are selected. The rest do not fit the pattern!
 I will return to these topics later in the article.
I do not believe that some of the (relatively few) comparisons selected by the "satanic emissary" explanation  "work" - even on their own terms. However, that is jumping ahead. 

Here are the two passages, set out in summary form side-by-side in a form that connects passages according to the SE interpretation. The corresponding topics are linked by arrows.
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Let us look at these connections:

1 This is the claimed (inverse) link between the false Christs of Matthew 24:4-5 and the rider on the white horse in Rev. 6:2. Whether this is a valid connection or not will, I trust,  be seen in due course. However, we note that there are two places in Matthew Ch. 24 which do correspond directly to the rider and the white horse, and that is where the Gospel goes out to the world in verses 14 and 30-31. The "satanic emissary" explanation nowhere has the preaching of the Gospel, even though in Revelation Ch. 5 we are told that the reason the Lamb is worthy to open the seals is because He has  purchased people from every tongue, tribe, people and nation to God. (How shall they hear without a preacher? Rom. 10:14). The SE explanation is unable to link these two important "preaching" events (the timing and nature of which do correspond to the questions asked by Jesus' disciples in Matt. Ch. 24) to anything in Rev. Ch. 6 since they have already "used up" the rider and white horse for their "false Christs" connection. They are ignoring the true Gospel at the expense of the false Gospel.
Conversely, there are two places in Matthew Ch. 24 where false prophets/false Christs are mentioned - in verse 11 and vs. 23-26. In fact, vs. 23-26 really have a better claim to correspond to the rider on the white horse in the SE scheme since both false Christs and false prophets are mentioned there and they in addition perform great signs of deception - unlike in the earlier mentions. Furthermore, it is said of them, but not the earlier ones that if possible, they would even have deceived the Elect. So if we are looking for deception, as required by the SE scheme, for all three of the above  reasons, I suggest it is to verses 23-26 that we should initially look, not verses 4-5 but that of course would upset the SE scheme.
2 This is the link between the wars between nations of Matthew Ch. 24 and the taking of peace from the earth by the red horse rider with his great sword. This is a genuine connection. However, the sword is also a feature of the fourth horseman in Rev. 6:8, but a link is not made to this in the SE scheme.

3 The single word "famines" appears in Matt. 24:7, and this is held to correspond to the black horse and rider holding the scales or balances, and the inflated cost of wheat and barley. But do they correspond? The word famine is not used in connection with the third seal and the black horse and its rider - but it does appear in connection with the green horse of the fourth seal. The black horse corresponds to the relative shortage of bread, and corresponds to a number of OT passages where, as a preliminary judgement, God reduces the supply of food in order to grab people's attention so hopefully they will repent. (The killing of a fourth of the people in the fourth seal is also a sort of preliminary judgement since a third of the people are killed in the Trumpets section of Revelation, and all the people are killed in the Bowls section - a progressive increase in severity). The famine of Matt. 24:7 therefore only partly corresponds to the third seal, but it would correspond better to one aspect of the fourth seal. This would upset the SA scheme however. 

Furthermore, we have to ask, what sort of famine would leave the supply of oil and wine unaffected? Certainly not a normal famine. It would be better I suggest, following James Jordan's insights, to see a primarily spiritual meaning in this mixture of relative lack of (Old Covenant) bread and plenty of (New Covenant) oil and wine represented by the third horseman, just as the second horseman represents the consequences of hearing the Gospel ("Think not that I have come to bring peace on the earth, I have not come to bring peace but a sword" etc.): the Gospel produces division. A spiritual interpretation here would see the sword as the two-edged sword of the word of God which spiritually kills, or kills in order to make spiritually alive, although literal death may also be involved because of violent opposition to the Gospel This, of course, means that the first horseman represents the bringing of the Gospel which is what produces the division in the first place. Similarly, the fourth horseman is the preliminary judgements on (most of) Jerusalem for rejecting the Gospel.
4 When we come to the 4th seal, the pattern required by the SE scheme does not work at all - except in the most general sense that two "bad" things in Matthew are made to correspond to four different "bad" things in Revelation Ch. 6.
Along with the single word "famines" in 24:7 are two other words - all three having equal "status". These other two words are "pestilences" (or plagues) and earthquakes. These three things structurally belong together in Matthew 24:7 ("there will be famines and plagues and earthquakes in divers places . . ") but the first one has, as we have seen been arbitrarily separated from the next two, and "privileged" in the SA scheme.
In the SA scheme these pestilences and earthquakes are considered to correspond to the four ways in which people are killed by the fourth horseman - sword, famine, death and beasts. (the word translated as "wild beasts" in Rev. 6:8 is actually the word "beasts" - the same word as the satanically-inspired beasts that occur later in Revelation which deceive and which kill the believers).  If we are looking for false Christs and false prophets - we have a false prophet and various beasts and an "image" later in Revelation. I suggest it would be more fruitful to look for them there than in Rev. 6:1-2 where the rider of the white horse appears from heaven in response to the thunderous voice of God Himself through the lion-faced cherub - one of four cherubs surrounding the Throne. 
These four things are indeed grievous things, but they are not the same as the two grievous things mentioned in Matthew Ch. 24. Well, there are lots of other grievous things in both Matthew 24 and Rev. 6 which have just as good a claim, or perhaps an even better one, to correspond - so once again we can see that "special pleading" has been used to link these particular things in the two passages in order to make the SA scheme "work".
Furthermore, first, pestilences are not actually mentioned in Rev. Ch. 6 at all, despite the best, (though doubtless well-intentioned!), efforts of some of the translators to mislead us in this respect.  They have (mis-)translated thanatos (death) in 6:8 as "pestilence". This is not a translation, it is an interpretation. If John had wanted to say "pestilence" at this point, he could have done so - indeed there are OT precedents for linking pestilence with such things as famine and wild beasts - but John does not do so here. So there is nothing in Rev. 6 that directly corresponds to pestilences in Matt. 24:7, and yet the pestilences of Matt. 24:7 are on an equal footing with the famines in that verse  - upon which the SA scheme leans so heavily.
Secondly, earthquakes which are mentioned in Matthew 24:7 do not correspond to the third seal at all, but they are mentioned as the leading item of the sixth seal! If one were attempting to link the earthquakes of Matt. 24:7, the connection should be to the sixth, not the third seal, but that would seriously upset the SE scheme - so it is, again, quietly ignored. These are the only two places where earthquakes are mentioned in Matt. 24 and Revelation 6.
5 The solemn statement "They will kill you and you will be hated . ." in Matt. 24:9 certainly matches the imminent death of believers described in Rev. 6:11. However, the fifth seal section of Revelation also, and more particularly, describes those who have already been slain and who are under the altar. Now Jesus' words in Matt. Ch. 24 were spoken shortly before his death and resurrection, and the opening of the seven seals takes place after the arrival of the Lamb in heaven - which presumably corresponds to a time immediately following His resurrection and ascension. This is recognised in the commentaries. The souls under the altar then would appear to represent Old Covenant saints, and so do not correspond directly to the events in Ch. 24:9. However, on this view, they do correspond to the saints from Abel (slain in connection with his sacrificial offering) to Zechariah slain between the Temple and the altar mentioned in Matt. 23:35 which comes at the climax of a passage describing the  killing of the saints by the Jewish religious leaders that is shortly to take place. Interestingly, the section from Matt. 23:28-39 has close connections with the opening verses of Matt. 24 - perhaps up to v. 13. There is a strong chiastic element with 23:38-39 forming the centre. I haven't looked closely at this, but hope to do so at some stage. Nevertheless, this back-reference to Matt. Ch. 23 upsets the "linear" correspondence between Matt. Ch. 24 and Rev. Ch. 6 required by the SE scheme. 
The imminent death of believers is not actually described in Rev. 6:11. The focus is on the saints already under the altar, and the events of the fifth seal do not actually describe these (future) deaths, only that they will take place at some time after the fifth seal. I suggest that they are described, but later on in Revelation - for example in the death of the Two Witnesses -  but in a number of other places also, and that it is primarily to these places that the deaths in Matt. 24:9 (and also 24:22) refer, and the saints under the altar in Rev. 6:9-11 corresponds primarily to Matt. 23:38-39. But this would of course completely upset the tight linear linkage between Matt. Ch. 24 and Rev. Ch. 6  required by the SE scheme.
6a There is a clear connection between the phenomena relating to the sun, moon and stars as described in Matt. 24:29 and Rev. 6:12. There are also contrasting  references to a summer fig tree in Matt. 14:32 (i.e. quite close to 14:29) and a winter fig tree Rev. 6:13 which may be significant. The passage in Revelation contains additional references to the sky being rolled up and the mountains and islands being removed. This, together with point 2 above seem to me to be the only unequivocally valid links between Matt. 24 and Rev. 6 in the SE scheme.
6b The final SE claim concerns the link between Matthew 24:30 - the wailing of the tribes of the earth and the events of the second half of the sixth seal in Rev. 6:15-17 where seven classes of people plead for the rocks and mountains to cover them and save them from the wrath of the Lamb. I do not believe that this is a straightforward correlation because the "wailing" in the Matthew passage appears to refer to proper remorse and repentance concerning the Son of Man - leading to the worldwide calling of the Elect in v. 31, whereas  the seven classes of people in the sixth seal passage clearly have not repented. I'm basing this view of Matt. 24:30 on the related verse Rev. 1:9 and its OT reference to the genuine mourning and repentance in Zech. 12:10-13. If this is the case, then the  acceptance of Christ in Matthew 24:30 in response to the sign of the Son of Man and the rejection of, and consequent wrath of Christ in Rev. 6:15-17 are very different events, but in some ways perhaps complementary since they represent the believing and unbelieving responses respectively to the Gospel. However, they are clearly stated as such - there is no attempt to pretend that what looks like belief is actually unbelief or vice versa - unlike the SA explanation for the white horse and its rider.
Furthermore, the calling of the elect in Matt. 24:31 which follows the wailing of the tribes of the land is related to a great trumpet sound - and this strongly suggests that this particular part of Matthew is primarily linked to the trumpets section of Revelation. This I suggest is more in keeping with the view that Matthew Ch. 24 corresponds to a much larger portion on Revelation than just the seals section. Actually, following James Jordan, I think that the fall of Babylon towards the end of   Revelation is actually the fall of Jerusalem in AD 70, and that events between AD 30 and AD 70 are the main subject of Matt. Ch. 24, but to pursue this is beyond the scope of this essay. 
Conclusion
The only two (or possibly three) events in Matthew Ch. 24 that seem unequivocally to correspond to the six seals in Rev. Ch. 6 are 2, 6a and possibly 3 using the above notation. There are, as I hope I have shown many other cross-links to passages within these chapters, and to passages earlier in Matthew and  later in Revelation that have an equally good or better claim to be genuine links. If these were also included using green arrows in the above diagram, it would be a mass of green arrows whose lines criss-cross in all directions! This then undermines the claim of the SE scheme.

I think that the  main arguments against the SE scheme then are:

1) The arbitrary nature of the verses used or not used by the SE scheme and the arbitrary nature of the  links that the SA scheme accepts or rejects.
2) The presence of links, not recognised in the SA scheme, to the rest of Revelation - particularly with regard to beasts, false prophets, signs and deceptions.

3) The SE belief that Scripture can describe an event that is symbolically "good" and yet for it, without explanation in Scripture for it to mean something "bad" is unique. This belief should be treated with the greatest suspicion. For example, although God did "sort of" deceive Ahab through a spirit sent to deceive Ahab's prophets, he was then immediately told that this was a lying spirit - thereby undoing the deception! There is nothing comparable to this in the SE scheme for the rider on the white horse. We surely take it as a "given" in Evangelical hermeneutics that God does not try to deceive us in Scripture!!

4) The failure of the SE scheme to include any correspondences in the six seals to the preaching of the Gospel to the whole world described twice in Matthew Ch. 24. 
5) The appearing and coming of the Son of Man in power and great glory (Matt. 24:30)  is a broader and fuller concept than just the coming of God's wrath on the disobedient in Rev. 6:15-17 - yet they are treated as equivalent in the SA scheme.

Finally, the last part of Matt. Ch. 23 and Matt. 24:1-32/35 considered together appear to be structurally linked, and I would like at some stage to try to investigate these structures further. For example, the three occurrences of telos (end) and one of arche (beginning) in Matt. 24:3-14 occur in a precise mathematical pattern in the word count - which leads me to expect that the chiastic etc. type structures in Matt. Ch. 24 may also "work" at a quantitative, as well as qualitative level - a feature present in other analyses of passages in Matthew that I have noticed). Furthermore the first four seals have a partial chiastic aspect - (this is not immediately obvious, but the four aspects of the killing by the fourth horseman correspond I think, directly or inversely, to the activities four horseman themselves).  In this way of looking at the first four seals, the conflicts occur between Christ who appears at the start of the chiasm, riding forth and conquering - and the beasts at the end who oppose by violence and deception - as we see later in Revelation - but who are destined for defeat because of the work of Christ on the cross ("Worthy is the Lamb who was slain to open the book . . "  Rev. Ch. 5) Between these are two parallel sets of three dramatic events which constitute important aspects the nature of the conflict, and which appropriately parallel the spiritual and physical aspects of the conflict. Thus the structure is entirely consistent with the interpretation, but that awareness of structure is missing in the SE scheme.  A more "structurally-aware" analysis  of the links between Matt. Ch. 24 and Rev. Ch. 6 may provide some shape and order to the mass of green arrows that have arisen from what I hope is our more objective analysis of the two passages, but I doubt whether that will be sufficient to re-instate the SE scheme. 

1?





Matthew Ch. 24








False Christs (vs. 4-5)











Wars and rumours of wars/nation rising against nation (vs. 6-7)
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Plagues (liomoi) (v.7)
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You will be delivered up killed and hated (v.9)














Much being offended, delivering up and hatred (v.10)


False prophets (v.11)


Lawlessness, and love of many grows cold (v.12)





He who endures to the end will be saved (v.13)





Proclamation of Gospel in the "oikumene" - then the end. (v.14)





Abomination of Desolation


Flee from Judea


Housetops and field


Women with child and suckling


Winter and sabbath


Great affliction - shortened for sake of the Elect (vs. 15-22)





False Christs and false prophets performing great signs and wonders


Not in wilderness or inner room (vs. 23-26)





Coming of Son of Man like lightning from  east to west (v.27-28)














Sun darkened


Moon does not give light


Stars fall (v.29)


























Revelation Ch. 6





First Seal: White horse and rider with bow, given crown. Conquering and that He might conquer. (vs 1-2)








Second Seal: Red horse and rider. Given to take peace from the earth and slay one another. Given great sword. (vs. 3-4)





Third Seal: Black horse and rider. Balance in his hand. Wheat and barley in short supply. Oil and wine unaffected (vs. 5-6)





Fourth Seal: Green horse. Rider named Death followed by Hades. Fourth of the earth killed by


1) sword


2) famine (limos)


3) death


4) beasts (vs.7-8) (note - not wild beasts - there is no word for "wild" in the original greek)





Fifth Seal: Souls under altar who have been slain for word of God and for their witness. Plea for vengeance. Given white robe.


Wait till more brethren killed in same way.


(vs.9-11)













































































 Sixth Seal:





Earthquake





Sun becomes black


Moon as blood


Stars fall














Heaven rolled up


Mountains and islands moved





Seven classes of people hide themselves in caves and rocks to avoid God's face and the wrath of the Lamb (vs. 12-17)


 








Sign of Son of Man (v.30)














Tribes of land/earth will wail (v.30)











Son of Man comes in clouds with power and glory (v.30)





He sends angels with sound of trumpet to gather the Elect from the four winds (v.31) 
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