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issues in the interpretation 
of the seven trumpets of 
Revelation

A 
visionary cycle of Revela-
tion that has proven to be 
one of the most difficult 
to interpret is Revelation 

8–11, the seven trumpets. The lan-
guage and imagery are complex; and 
its application to specific historical 
events has resulted in a variety of 
views. This interpretational uncer-
tainty could be confusing to church 
members and those interested in 
finding in this apocalyptic prophecy 
one clear and final interpretation. At 
the present time such a final inter-
pretation is not available. Perhaps 
the question we should address is, 
What can be done to avoid transform-
ing this diversity of opinions into an 
internal theological struggle? Let 
me suggest two things. First, we 
should ask the Lord to strengthen 
our willingness to work together in a 
spirit of Christian love and humility in 
order to build up the church. Second, 
we should agree on how to approach 
this apocalyptic prophecy—this is 
the question of proper hermeneutics. 

Basic principles
I do not have anything particu-

larly new to offer, but I will underline 
the need to remain firmly committed 
to our nonnegotiable hermeneutical 

principles of apocalyptic interpreta-
tion. I will list some of them in the 
context of the study of the trumpets.

1. In the interpretation of the 
trumpets, Adventist theologians 
have almost consistently employed 
the historicist method of prophetic 
interpretation because it is grounded 
in Scripture itself. This method was 
provided to the apocalyptic visionar-
ies by the angel interpreter. It has 
proven to be a valid approach to 
apocalyptic prophecy as illustrated 
in its use by Jesus, the apostles, and 
interpreters throughout Christian 
history. While in this article I will not 
provide all the necessary evidence 
to support the most important ele-
ments of the historicist method of 
interpretation,1 I will suggest that 
the following are indispensable 
for a proper interpretation of the 
trumpets: 

a. Apocalyptic prophecy covers 
the whole span of history from the 
time of the prophet to the very 
end of history (Dan. 7). In order 
to be loyal to this methodology, 
it is necessary to apply it to the 
apocalyptic visionary cycle of the 
seven trumpets. When we examine 
this prophecy from our historical 
moment, we must realize that some 

elements of the prophecy have 
already been fulfilled while others 
are in the process of fulfillment or 
will soon be fulfilled.

b. Hence, the fulfillment of 
apocalyptic prophecy takes place 
within the flow of history as a 
whole. Consequently, it cannot and 
should not be interpreted along the 
lines of preterism or futurism or 
applied to conceptual abstractions 
disconnected from specific historical 
events (idealism).

c. Recapitulation is central in 
apocalyptic prophecies (Dan. 2; 7; 
8; 11). The trumpets recapitulate 
history from a particular perspective 
and, to some extent, parallel other 
prophetic cycles of seven found in 
Revelation.2 Each parallel analyzes 
the historical period from different 
and yet supplemental angles.

2. The apocalyptic nature of the 
vision aims at a fulfillment specific 
enough to be located in one histori-
cal event or process. In other words, 
multiple fulfillments of the trumpets 
should be excluded from the discus-
sion.3 This has been considered by 
us and by the biblical writer to be a 
fundamental characteristic of apoca-
lyptic prophecy (e.g., Daniel says to 
the king of Babylon, who represents 
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the kingdom, “ ‘You are that head of 
gold’ ” [2:38, NIV]; similarly, Gabriel 
identifies “ ‘the kings of Media and 
Persia’ ” and “ ‘the king of Greece’ ” 
as represented by the ram and goat 
respectively [8:20,21, NIV]).

3. The trumpets are not God’s 
final eschatological judgments upon 
impenitent sinners but judgments 
taking place within the flow of 
history. Therefore, we should clearly 
distinguish between the purpose of 
the trumpets and that of the seven 
plagues (Rev. 16). The plagues 
will occur at a specific historical 
moment that will quickly lead to 
the parousia.

4. The mention of time periods 
within the trumpets should be care-
fully studied to determine whether 
we are dealing with prophetic time 
periods or something else. If the 
reference is to prophetic time peri-
ods, we should attempt to find the 
historical fulfillment applying the 
year-day principle to them.

5. We should carefully study the 
biblical antecedents of the language 
and imagery used to describe each 
trumpet before attempting to iden-
tify their historical fulfillment. This 
methodological element is based 
on the hermeneutical principle 
that Scripture interprets itself. Its 
application excludes the use of our 
imagination to determine meaning 
and identify fulfillment.

Using these principles will not 
guarantee unanimity of interpreta-
tion but will set some important 
parameters for the interpretation 
of the trumpets. Although differ-
ences of opinion cannot be ruled out 
completely, as Adventist interpreters 
we should uphold the principles 
discussed above. For instance, it 
could be that the language and 
imagery used in the description of a 
particular trumpet could be applied 
by different interpreters to different 
historical events. This is tolerable as 
long as a particular historical fulfill-
ment is in view and the biblical text 
has been carefully analyzed in order 
to justify that particular possibility. 
This suggests that, with respect to 
a full or final interpretation of the 

trumpets, our journey has not yet 
reached its intended destination. 

Diversity of views
The following chart illustrates 

how the application of the previous 
principles of interpretation to the 
trumpets by dedicated Adventists 
could result in a diversity of views 
regarding the prophecy’s precise 
historical fulfillment. This chart is 
not comprehensive but illustrative.4 

(See chart on page 8.)
The chart reveals a number of 

important points. First, it is clear 
that the traditional view among 
Adventists, represented by Uriah 
Smith, is not strongly supported by 
many interpreters. However, the fact 
that one scholar (Alberto Treiyer) has 
recently provided a valuable exposi-
tion and defense of the trumpets 
along the lines of Smith’s indicates 
that this interpretation should not be 
easily dismissed. Second, none of 
the other interpreters follow Smith 
in his interpretation of the first four 
trumpets. In fact, if this sample 
of expositors is of any value, one 
could easily conclude that a new 
consensus seems to be emerging 
in the interpretation of the first four 
trumpets that radically differs from 
the views of Smith. Third, there are 
some significant interpretational 
differences with respect to the fifth 
and sixth trumpets. Two interpreters 
sided with Uriah Smith in their inter-
pretation of the fifth trumpet (Thiele 
and Maxwell) and three on the sixth 
trumpet (Thiele, Maxwell, and Shea). 
But we find among them variations 
in some details. This suggests that 
Smith’s interpretation has not been 
totally put to rest. 

Fourth, the most important devel-
opment in the interpretation of the 
fifth and sixth trumpets finds in them 
the rise of secularism and atheism 
in the Western world and the work 
of the end-time Babylon (Paulien, 
LaRondelle, and Stefanovic). 5 
Because this is a major departure 
from the traditional approach, it is 
necessary to make a few comments 
about it. The question is whether this 
interpretation remains compatible 

with the historicist approach. In my 
opinion, it seems to be compat-
ible—notice that I am not saying that 
this is or is not the right interpretation 
of these trumpets. The main reason 
for my opinion is that it is neither a 
preterist or futurist, nor an idealist 
approach to the trumpets. The appar-
ent problem is that this view identifies 
the powers described in the trumpets 
with philosophical and spiritual move-
ments rather than with particular 
empires or nations. But here we 
should be cautious. For instance, in 
the New Testament, Israel is not sim-
ply a geopolitical power. Through the 
coming of the Jewish Messiah the 
faith of Israel has been universalized, 
and now the Old Testament Israel of 
faith incorporates people from every 
tongue, tribe, and people. There are 
various other examples from the 
book of Revelation itself, but the best 
is probably Babylon. It is no longer a 
city in Mesopotamia but a symbol of 
global apostasy and rebellion against 
God. This interpretational movement 
from a limited geographical area 
to a universal phenomenon is also 
supported by Ellen G. White in the 
context of apocalyptic prophecies. 
She takes the apocalyptic reference 
to Egypt to represent the spirit of 
the French Revolution that has now 
reached global dimensions in the 
form of atheism.6 Therefore this 
new interpretation of the fifth and 
sixth trumpets does not undermine 
historicism. It identifies a global 
way of thinking that originated in 
a particular nation and considers it 
to be the historical fulfillment of the 
fifth and sixth trumpets. This new 
approach remains within the bound-
aries of historicism. Probably the 
most significant challenge that this 
view confronts is to provide a valid 
interpretation to the time elements 
mentioned in the two trumpets. On 
the other hand, those who follow 
Uriah Smith or are very close to his 
views do not only have to agree on 
the specific dates for the fulfillment 
of the prophetic periods but they also 
need to find a better explanation for 
the mention of the seal of God in the 
sixth trumpet (Rev. 9:4). 
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Fifth, another item that tends 
to complicate the discussion of the 
prophetic periods and has influenced 
some of the expositors is that Ellen 
G. White seems to support the 

interpretation of the Millerite preacher 
Josiah Litch. This is what she says,

“In the year 1840 another remark-
able fulfillment of prophecy excited 
widespread interest. Two years 

before, Josiah Litch, one of the lead-
ing ministers preaching the second 
advent, published an exposition of 
Revelation 9, predicting the fall of the 
Ottoman Empire. According to his 

VieWs oN The TRUmpeTs

trumpet U. Smith E. Thiele R. Naden C. M. Maxwell W. Shea
J. Paulien/
H. LaRondelle/
R. Stefanovic 

A. Treiyer

First Attack of 
Visigoths against 
Rome under 
Alaric.

God’s judgment 
on Jerusalem.

God’s judgment 
on Jerusalem.

God’s judgment 
on Jerusalem.

Pagan Rome 
persecutes 
Christians.

God’s judgment 
on Jerusalem.

Attack of 
Visigoths against 
Rome under 
Alaric.

second Attack of the 
Vandals against 
Rome.

God’s judgment 
on pagan Rome.

God’s judgment 
on pagan Rome.

God’s judgment 
on pagan Rome.

Fall of pagan 
Rome.

Fall of the 
Roman Empire.

Attack of the 
Vandals against 
Rome.

third Attack of the 
Huns against 
Rome.

God’s judgment 
against 
professed 
Christian church.

God’s judgment 
against 
professed 
Christian church.

God’s judgment 
against 
professed 
Christian church.

Apostasy of the 
Christian church.

Apostasy of the 
Christian church.

Attack of the 
Huns against 
Rome.

Fourth Fall of Western 
Rome.

Darkness of the 
Middle Ages.

Darkness of the 
Middle Ages. 

Darkness of the 
Middle Ages.

Darkness of the 
Middle Ages.

Rise of secular-
atheism (Rev. 
11:7).

Collapse of 
Western Rome 
and its system of 
worship.

Fifth Rise of Islam.
(5 months 
period; 1299 + 
150 = 1449.)

Rise and 
progress of 
Islam.
(5 months 
period;
1299 + 150 = 
1449.)

Satan’s 
attack on the 
Reformation by 
the Counter- 
Reformation.
(5 months = 
150 years; 
1535–1685.)

Rise and 
progress of 
Islam.
(5 months = 
150 years; 
first Muslim 
attack on 
Constantinople 
in 674 to the last 
in 823 [only 149 
years].)

Crusades during 
the Middle 
Ages. 
(5 months = 
150 years; 
1099–1249; from 
the capture of 
Jerusalem to the 
beginning of the 
last crusade.)

Reign of secular-
atheism.
(5 months 
= God’s 
judgments are 
comprehensive 
but limited; cf. 
Gen. 7:24; 8:3.)

Rise of Islam 
against apostate 
Christianity.
(5 months = 150 
years; 632–782; 
first Islamic 
expansionist 
wave.)

sixth Ottoman Empire.
(1 day, 1 month, 
1 year = 391 
years; 1449–
1840.)

Ottoman Empire.
(391 years; 
1449–1840.)

Time of final 
crisis; from 18th 
century to close 
of probation.

Ottoman Empire.
(391 years; 1453, 
fall of Byzantine 
Empire to 1844.)

Ottoman Empire.
(391 years; 
1453–1844, 
when the edict 
of toleration was 
issued.)

Rise of end-
time Babylon. 
The final crisis 
described in 
7:1–3 and Rev. 
13–16.  
(1 hour, 1 day, 
1 month, refers 
to a divine ap-
pointed moment 
of time.)

Ottoman Empire.
(391 years; 
1453–1844, 
when the edict 
of toleration was 
issued.)

seventh Mystery of God 
is finished.

Mystery of God 
is finished.

Consummation. Mystery of God 
is finished.

Mystery of God 
is finished.

Sets final events 
in motion.
(Summary of 
events described 
in Rev. 12–22.)

Time of the 
end when the 
mystery of God 
is accomplished.

LEAD ARTIcLE | ÁNgEL MANuEL RODRíguEz



9M I N I S T R Y J A N U A R Y  2 0 1 2

calculations, this power was to be 
overthrown ‘in a.d. 1840, sometime in 
the month of August;’ and only a few 
days previous to its accomplishment 
he wrote: ‘Allowing the first period, 
150 years, to have been exactly ful-
filled before Deacozes ascended the 
throne by permission of the Turks, and 
that the 391 years, fifteen days, com-

menced at the close of the first period, 
it will end on the 11th of August, 
1840, when the Ottoman power in 
Constantinople may be expected to 
be broken. And this, I believe, will be 
found to be the case.‘—Josiah Litch, 
in Signs of the Times, and Expositor of 
Prophecy, Aug. 1, 1840. 

At the very time specified, Turkey, 
through her ambassadors, accepted 
the protection of the allied powers 
of Europe, and thus placed her-
self under the control of Christian 
nations. The event exactly fulfilled 
the prediction. . . . When it became 
known, multitudes were convinced 
of the correctness of the principles 
of prophetic interpretation adopted 
by Miller and his associates, and a 

wonderful impetus was given to the 
advent movement. Men of learning 
and position united with Miller, both 
in preaching and in publishing his 
views, and from 1840 to 1844 the 
work rapidly extended.”7

The context indicates that she is 
describing the experience of William 
Miller and his supporters in the 

early 1840s. Since, at that time, she 
was a Millerite, she most probably 
accepted Litch’s interpretation of 
the prophecy. Her main point in the 
quote is that the fulfillment of his 
prediction added impetus to the 
prophetic interpretation of the 2,300 
days put forth by William Miller. It 
has been suggested that what we 
seem to have here is a retelling of 
the experience of the Millerites, 
including hers, without necessarily 
providing a final interpretation of 
the prophetic period. Whether this 
is the case or not will continue to be 
a matter of debate.8 But the fact that 
she never again mentions 1840 as a 
year when a biblical prophecy was 
fulfilled should make us cautious on 

how we use this single statement. 
Interestingly, when one looks at the 
chart, it is clear that, apart from Uriah 
Smith, only one other writer ends 
the period in 1840 (Thiele). Treiyer 
is attracted to 1840 but seems to 
be more comfortable with 1844. In 
other words, most of them do not 
allow a single comment by Ellen G. 

White to settle the question. They 
would rather reexamine the issue by 
taking a fresh look at the biblical text 
and examining historical sources. In 
this particular case, this appears to 
be a good procedure. 

Conclusion
The views summarized in this 

paper are all compatible with the 
historicist method of prophetic inter-
pretation. As long as this particular 
methodology is not undermined, the 
church should allow for a diversity of 
interpretations.9 Acknowledging this 
should immediately rule out dog-
matic interpretations and heated 
discussions that could easily sacrifice 
Christian humility and love. Every 

I will underline 

the need to remain 

firmly committed to 

our nonnegotiable 

hermeneutical 

principles of apocalyptic 

interpretation.
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and highhanded rebellion against the authority of Heaven 
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of unbelief and defiance. ‘The great city’ is also compared, 
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And this sin was also to be a pre-eminent characteristic of the 
nation that should fulfill the specifications of this scripture” 
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