The Grand Finale of Human History #18

“The Time of God’s Waiting (part 4)”

Revelation 7:1-17

Without question, Revelation is the most controversial book of the Bible. Within that book, Revelation 7 is perhaps the most controversial chapter in the Bible (right up there with Revelation 20). Before we dive into the deep end of this theological pool, let’s be reminded of the context of this chapter.

Revelation 7 follows Revelation 6—it’s amazing what a Bible college and seminary education will do for you!—and Revelation 6 has introduced a scroll with seven seals that Jesus proceeds to open. I follow the interpretation of George Eldon Ladd who sees the seals as preliminary to the scroll itself, and the scroll contains the culmination of human history on earth.
 I believe the seven seals depict the time between John’s own day and the beginning of what has become popularly known as “the great tribulation” (a term we will actually see in Revelation 7). I call this “The Time of God’s Waiting,” for it seems that God allows man to exercise his dominion (or free will) over the earth, which explains why the world is in the sad state we find it today.

The one area of divine initiative during the period of time is seen in Revelation 7. John describes the sealing of the saints, described as 12,000 from each tribe of Israel for a total of 144,000. This leads us to ask, Who are the 144,000? What is the “seal of the living God,” and what does it mean? What will the 144,000 do? What relationship (if any) exists between the 144,000 and the “great multitude” in verses 9-17? As Leon Morris notes, “There is little evidence to decide these points and we must be guided by our understanding of the book as a whole.”
 (I believe this is not only excellent advice for interpreting this passage but for interpreting Revelation itself—we must be guided by our understanding of the Book [the Bible] as a whole.)

Tonight I want to examine the 144,000 of the first half of Revelation 7 and the great multitude of the latter half of the chapter under three headings: their personality, their purpose, and their protection.

Their Personality

John begins Revelation 7 in verses 1-3,

After this I saw four angels standing at the four corners of the earth, holding back the four winds of the earth to prevent any wind from blowing on the land or on the sea or on any tree. Then I saw another angel coming up from the east, having the seal of the living God. He called out in a loud voice to the four angels who had been given power to harm the land and the sea: “Do not harm the land or the sea or the trees until we put a seal on the foreheads of the servants of our God.”
Contextually we are still within the sixth seal. The end has not come yet. Before the end begins (I know that sounds strange), something must take place. An angel comes to put a seal on the foreheads of the servants of God. The significance of the seal we will consider in a moment, but later in Revelation we will see how this seal is contrasted with the “mark of the beast” received by those who follow the Antichrist.

Verse four identifies these sealed servants of God as “144,000 from all the tribes of Israel.” Why that particular number? Verses 5-8 break this down as 12,000 from 12 tribes of Israel. Using twelve representing the tribes of Israel makes sense, but where does the other twelve come from? Some scholars see this as twelve squared, while others see the second twelve representing the twelve disciples of Jesus. I favor the second view, since in Revelation 21 we see the New Jerusalem with twelve gates named after the twelve tribes of Israel and twelve foundations named after the twelve disciples of Jesus. As far as where the one thousand comes in, Dave O’Brien writes,

In Bible times, 1,000 was the largest number for which there was a special word. They had no need for the word million because they knew of nothing that numerous, except perhaps grains of sand, and they were considered countless. The Old Testament used the word thousand the way we might use million, or one of the larger words our national debt has forced on our collective consciousness.

So that helps us understand the number. But who are they? Three interpretations exist as to the identity of the 144,000. 

The first view sees this as 12,000 literal, hereditary Jews from each of the twelve tribes—the nation Israel. This view sees these Jews as marked by God for a special mission—world evangelism—during the Great Tribulation. The great multitude in verses 9-17 represents Gentile converts of these Jewish evangelists. The second view sees the 144,000 as a special group of Christians, separate from the great multitude of Christians in verses 9-17, who by their faithfulness attain special privileges not available to all believers. The third view sees the 144,000 as a symbolic number, bringing together the 12 tribes of Israel, the 12 apostles of the Church, and 1,000—the number of completion. This view sees the 144,000 as identical to the great multitude of verses 9-17.

The advantage of the first view, espoused by dispensationalists, is that it is the easiest interpretation. If John says there are 12,000 of each tribe, then that’s what it must be! A problem arises, though, when one considers the listing of the tribes. Nowhere in all Scripture are the tribes listed this way. The tribe of Joseph is listed, something very unusual in the Bible. Yes, Joseph was one of the sons of Jacob, but his “tribe” is listed under the names of his two sons, Manasseh and Ephraim. (In this way Joseph received the “double inheritance” usually afforded the eldest son but sometimes given to the favorite son.) The tribe of Manasseh is also listed here in Revelation, but Ephraim is omitted. So also is the tribe of Dan—the only time anywhere in the Bible that Dan is not listed among the tribes. This omission is due perhaps to Dan’s early connection with idolatry (Jdg 18:30), or to a tradition that the antichrist was to come from that tribe.
 One wonders if this is Israel in the physical sense of the word after all.

The problem with the second view, espoused at least in part by the Jehovah’s Witnesses, is that it promotes as dichotomy between Christians—the saints and the super-saints, as it were—that is foreign to the rest of the New Testament. If anything, such a view is denounced in the New Testament epistles as an early form of Gnosticism. 

The third view maintains the unity between true Israel and the true Church as the one people of God. Throughout the New Testament, the Church is spoken of as “the twelve tribes” (James 1:1), “the Israel of God” (Galatians 6:16), and “God’s chosen people” (Colossians 3:12). This last phrase is also included in 1 Peter 2:9-10, among other descriptions of the Church that applied in the Old Testament to Israel:

You are a chosen people, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people belonging to God, that you may declare the praises of him who called you out of darkness into his wonderful light. Once you were not a people, but now you are the people of God; once you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy. 
Remember what Paul wrote in Romans 2:28-29, that the Christian is the “true Jew,” as opposed to those who were only Jewish “outwardly” and “of the flesh.” Later in the same book the apostle wrote, 

Therefore, the promise comes by faith, so that it may be by grace and may be guaranteed to all Abraham’s offspring—not only to those who are of the law but also to those who are of the faith of Abraham. He is the father of us all [Romans 4:16, emphasis added].

Paul wrote in Galatians 3:7, “Understand, then, that those who believe are children of Abraham.” In 1 Corinthians 10:18, Paul referred to “Israel after the flesh.” Many hold that “Israel after the flesh” implies an “Israel after the Spirit.”
 

The book of Revelation gives pretty clear indication as to its attitude toward ethnic Israel. Christ spoke to the church at Smyrna and encouraged them in the face of “the slander of those who say they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan” (Revelation 2:9). This slander went beyond gossip and backbiting. It eventually led to persecution and imprisonment. The church at Philadelphia received an even more direct statement about those who claimed to be Jews. Revelation 3:9 said they were liars.

These passages in Revelation echo the way that John in his gospel reports that Jesus addressed the unbelieving Jews of his day in John 8:44: “You are of your father the devil, and the works of your father you will do.”

If then John distinguishes between literal and spiritual Israel, it would be possible for him to speak of the twelve tribes of Israel and by so doing intend to designate those who are true Jews—the church. And he indicates this intention by listing the twelve tribes in a form not identical with empirical Israel. There are good reasons to believe that by the 144,000 John means to identify spiritual Israel—the church.

Even dispensationalist Donald Grey Barnhouse acknowledges this when writing about the woman in Revelation 12: “The woman represents spiritual Israel that is more than Israel.”
 But he maintains a strict distinction between Israel, “God’s earthly people,” and the Church. Yet the Old Testament maintains a distinction between those who were Israelites by heritage and those who were God’s people by faith (see Jeremiah 9:25-26).

I am not suggesting (as the Catholics and some early Reformers have) that the Church replaced Israel as the people of God. I believe the Church is Israel in the truest sense of the word! Two of the most significant books of the New Testament underscore this fact: Romans and Hebrews.

Consider this: How were people saved in the Old Testament era? If anyone tells you that Old Testament saints were saved by keeping the Law, they haven’t read Romans 3:20, “Therefore no one will be declared righteous in his sight [or “saved” or “justified”] by observing the law; rather, through the law we become conscious of sin.” Dispensationalists refer to the Old Testament as the “age of law” and the New Testament as the “age of grace,” pointing to Romans 6:14, “…you are not under law, but under grace.” But this is not a statement regarding periods of history; this is personal experience! Everyone is “under the law” (namely, under the curse of the law) before they come of Christ; once they become Christians they are no longer “under the law” but “under grace.” Paul says in Ephesians 2:8 that we are “saved by grace through faith.” Is this just a New Testament idea, now people are saved by grace, but in the Old Testament they were saved by the law? To borrow from Paul, “God forbid!” No one was ever saved by keeping the law! That’s not what the law was intended to do! (I’ve always wanted to challenge someone who holds this view to name one person in the Old Testament who was saved by keeping the law. There is no one!)

So how were Old Testament saints saved? Hebrews 11 tells us: “by faith.” Look at all those brief biographical sketches in Hebrews 11, and they all begin with those two words, “by faith.” Perhaps you have heard the verse, sometimes called “Luther’s verse” or “the verse of the Reformation,” that states, “the just shall live by faith.” You will find it introducing the faith chapter of Hebrews 11, in Hebrews 10:38, and also in Romans 1:17 and Galatians 3:11. But this is not a New Testament idea—these verses are all quoting from the Old Testament prophet Habakkuk, who wrote in Habakkuk 2:4, “the just shall live by faith.” Being saved “by grace through faith,” then, is not a New Testament idea at all; it has been God’s plan of salvation all along! 

This is why I disagree with dispensationalists on one hand and amillennialists on the other. Dispensationalists see the Old Testament promises of an earthly kingdom with Christ on the throne as fulfilled by national Israel, to the exclusion of the Church. (I don’t know where the Christians are during the millennium in their view, but they’re not part of Christ’s kingdom on earth!) Amillennialists see no literal fulfillment of Christ reigning on earth at all, and interpret the millennium as being the present Church Age. I believe that Christ will physically return to earth and establish His kingdom on earth for a thousand years with all of His saints—Old Testament and New Testament—ruling with Him. This is not “spiritualizing” the text—which dispensationalists charge anybody is doing that disagrees with them—but interpreting Revelation literally in light of all that the Bible teaches.

That is why I hold to the third view regarding the 144,000—that John sees the complete number of believers, regardless of human ethnic background. They are Jews inwardly, to borrow from Romans 2:28-29, and God is more interested in one’s spiritual condition than one’s genetic heritage. O’Brien concludes,

In the 144,000 we find the fulfillment of God’s eternal plan of redemption, the calling out of a people for His name, the creation of a kingdom of priests and a holy nation. The number is the symbolic representation of what Paul described in Ephesians. It’s the body in which race, gender, and social status are all irrelevant (Galatians 3:28). It includes the full number of those who will be saved, set aside for protection by the seal of God. The Body of Christ, in that generation, will stand complete.

So who is the great multitude mentioned in verses 9-17? Dispensationalists love to point to the differences between the 144,000 and this great multitude: the first group is carefully numbered while the second cannot be numbered; the first group is Jewish while the second group is from every nation; the first group is on earth while the second group is in heaven.
 But it is this last distinction that provides the interpretive key: the first group is the people of God on earth, sealed for service; the second group is the people of God in heaven, saved from suffering. It is like a “before/after” snapshot. John sees first the army of God prepared for spiritual battle, then he sees that same army victorious and enjoying their eternal home. (It is not unusual in apocalyptic literature to see things together that span vast periods of time. This will be evident again in Revelation 12.)

Furthermore, the phrase “every nation, tribe, people and language” is also used in Revelation 5:9; 11:9; 13:7; 14:6; and in Revelation 10:11 and 17:15, one of the four is changed.
 Verses 13-14 provide an explanation of this scene. One of the 24 elders informs John that this multitude represents those who are coming (the Greek verb is in the present tense
) out of the great tribulation. Dispensationalists jump on this and say these are only the Tribulation saints who were left behind at the Rapture but come to Christ later. Yet I don’t see how that aligns with the teaching of all of Revelation…or with the teaching of all of Scripture, for that matter!

The two multitudes represent the same people—the church—seen in two stages of her history in the end times: first, standing on the threshold of the great tribulation, and later having passed through this time of tribulation, martyred but victorious. We are reminded of our Lord’s words in which he described the fate of his disciples: “You will be betrayed even by parents, brothers, relatives and friends, and they will put some of you to death… But not a hair of your head will perish” (Luke 21:16, 18). The great tribulation will be but a concentration of the same satanic hostility which the church has experienced throughout her entire existence when Satan, in one final convulsive effort, tries to turn the hearts of God’s people away from their Lord.
 But he will fail.

Their Purpose

I realize I have spent a lot of time regarding the personality of the 144,000, so I will briefly go over their purpose. Here there is little controversy. Jesus taught in Matthew 24:14, “And this gospel of the kingdom will be preached in the whole world as a testimony to all nations, and then the end will come.” It appears that the 144,000 will witness for the Lord during the Great Tribulation.
 Whether these represent all of Christ’s witnesses throughout church history or the final generation of His ambassadors is not clear, but their purpose is to witness to the world of their faith in Jesus Christ.

Their Protection

This brings us to their protection. At the beginning of Revelation 7 the 144,000 were “sealed” with a seal on their foreheads. This would have been familiar to Jewish believers in the first century, as William Barclay comments, 

The origin of this picture is very likely in Ezekiel 9. In Ezekiel’s picture, before the final slaughter begins, the man with the inkhorn marks the forehead of those who are faithful and the avengers are told that none so marked must be touched (Eze 9:1–7)…. Very commonly a seal indicated source or possession. A merchant would seal a package of goods to certify that it belonged to him; and the owner of a vineyard would seal jars of wine to show that they came from his vineyard and with his guarantee. So here the seal was a sign that these people belonged to God and were under his power and authority.

This seal is more than a stamp of identification. It is a mark of ownership designating those who are sealed as God’s servants; a mark of security because being God’s they are constantly guarded by him; and also a mark of their preciousness to God (just as a treasure used to be sealed). Thus the prophet Malachi wrote of those who fear the Lord: “They shall be mine, says the Lord of hosts, my special possession on the day when I act, and I will spare them as a man spares his son who serves him” (Mal. 3:16f.). The fact that they have been sealed ensures that the servants of God will not be harmed by the gales of his judgment. It is the equivalent of the writing of God’s name on those who overcome (Rev. 3:12).
 

In Scripture, a seal indicates ownership and protection. Today, God’s people are sealed by the Holy Spirit. This is God’s guarantee that we are saved and safe.
 Although the nations continue to rage against Christ and His bride, they have the assurance that they have been marked with God’s seal of ownership, and that “neither death nor life, angels, nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Romans 8:38–39).

Now I can sense that some of you are uneasy. You know that later in Revelation these same saints are going to be horribly persecuted, hunted down, and put to death by the forces of the Antichrist. How can we speak of God’s protection over them if they are not safe from persecution and martyrdom?

This is one of the significant facts about this period called the Great Tribulation. It is often called “a time of wrath,” and this is very accurate. But there are two sides to this wrath to come. First we will see the wrath of Satan poured out against the people of God (through the Antichrist); later we will see the wrath of God poured out against the people of Satan. Two different sources and two different targets of wrath are mentioned. We must distinguish between the two. In the time of the Great Tribulation, God will protect his people from His wrath even though they must suffer Satan’s wrath at the hands of the Antichrist.
 As children of God, we are protected from His wrath, but not necessarily Satan’s wrath. We may suffer and even be killed by the enemies of God, but that will not keep us from experiencing Christ’s victory over the devil in the end. 

So what does all this have to do with us? What if Jesus does come for the Church before the Great Tribulation starts, as the Dispensationalists affirm? What if none of this happens in our lifetimes? Does this passage speak to us?

I believe it does. 

First, we must understand that being a child of God has nothing to do with our ancestry. No one was ever saved because of their parents’ or grandparents’ faith, nor because they can trace their physical lineage to Abraham. As the old saying goes, “God has no grandchildren.” Each one must come by faith and accept God’s grace through Jesus Christ. That is the personality of a child of God.

Second, we must understand that being a child of God means we are to be His witnesses here on earth. That is a big part of our purpose for being here: We are to worship and we are to witness. We worship God and we witness to others—it is how we fulfill the great commandment to love God and love others. As we saw from the fifth seal, to be a witness for Christ literally means to be a martyr. We may be called upon to lay down our lives for His sake—even if we never do literally, we must be willing to do so. We are all called to die to ourselves daily, and if we can do that, we will find that laying down our life for Him will come naturally.

Finally, we need to understand that being a child of God means that He will protect us from ultimate harm. This is no guarantee that we will never encounter hatred or persecution or even death. Nor does it shield us from all illness, injury, or tragedy in this life. It means that no matter what happens to us here on earth, our eternal life in heaven is secure. I think we place too much emphasis on our health and happiness here on earth, which is an insignificant speck in light of eternity. We need to develop our “forever focus” that sees things from God’s eternal perspective instead of our own temporary, physical perspective. It is the only way we can say with the apostle Paul, “To live is Christ, and to die is gain.”
There is no controversy about that!
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