Book of Revelation
16 – The Lamb and the Scroll with Seven Seals – 144,000 and Great Multitude – Part 1
[The 144,000 of Israel Sealed]

[7:1] After this I saw four angels standing at the four corners of the earth, holding back the four winds of the earth, that no wind might blow on earth or sea or against any tree. [2] Then I saw another angel ascending from the rising of the sun, with the seal of the living God, and he called with a loud voice to the four angels who had been given power to harm earth and sea, [3] saying, “Do not harm the earth or the sea or the trees, until we have sealed the servants[f1] of our God on their foreheads.” [4] And I heard the number of the sealed, 144,000, sealed from every tribe of the sons of Israel:

[5] 12,000 from the tribe of Judah were sealed,

12,000 from the tribe of Reuben,

12,000 from the tribe of Gad,

[6] 12,000 from the tribe of Asher,

12,000 from the tribe of Naphtali,

12,000 from the tribe of Manasseh,

[7] 12,000 from the tribe of Simeon,

12,000 from the tribe of Levi,

12,000 from the tribe of Issachar,

[8] 12,000 from the tribe of Zebulun,

12,000 from the tribe of Joseph,

12,000 from the tribe of Benjamin were sealed.
[A Great Multitude from Every Nation]

[9] After this I looked, and behold, a great multitude that no one could number, from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages, standing before the throne and before the Lamb, clothed in white robes, with palm branches in their hands, [10] and crying out with a loud voice, “Salvation belongs to our God who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb!” [11] And all the angels were standing around the throne and around the elders and the four living creatures, and they fell on their faces before the throne and worshiped God, [12] saying, “Amen! Blessing and glory and wisdom and thanksgiving and honor and power and might be to our God forever and ever! Amen.”

[13] Then one of the elders addressed me, saying, “Who are these, clothed in white robes, and from where have they come?” [14] I said to him, “Sir, you know.” And he said to me, “These are the ones coming out of the great tribulation. They have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb.

[15] “Therefore they are before the throne of God,


and serve him day and night in his temple;


and he who sits on the throne will shelter them with his presence.

[16] They shall hunger no more, neither thirst anymore;


the sun shall not strike them,


nor any scorching heat.

[17] For the Lamb in the midst of the throne will be their shepherd,


and he will guide them to springs of living water,

and God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.”   (Revelation 7 ESV)
 [Footnotes]
======================================================= 
[1] 7:3 Greek bondservants

 1. Frame of Reference

(a) Backdrop consists of throne room temple in heaven, God on throne, Lamb opening scroll, living creatures, 24 elders, angels

(b) The events of the seals are not the scroll contents

(c) Projecting forward, we have assumed the scroll is the book of life

 i. The seals, then, function to protect and authenticate the names contained in the book

(d) Six of the seven seals have been opened so far – four horsemen, a martyr church, and the Judgment Day of the Lord

 i. “Who can stand?” was the question at the end of the sixth seal

 ii. “No one” is the presumed answer

 iii. Audience assumes seventh seal will now be opened

 2. First Thoughts

(a) Hey, where's the seventh seal?

(b) A “pause” button is pressed and the Judgment of the sixth seal is prevented from moving forward

(c) As the fifth (“another”) angel goes forth, the audience sees the question, “Who can stand?” begin to be answered – the answer is, “Servants of God”

(d) The 144,000 is one of the more fiercely debated topics in Revelation

 i. Literal or symbolic?

 ii. Does this represent the complete number of the fifth seal?

(e) The great multitude – same as 144,000 or a different group?

 i. Previously noted that this group may be the same as the martyr church of the fifth seal

 ii. Just as in the sixth seal, “everyone” on earth are represented among those who receive judgment, it appears that those who are able to stand are also “everyone” from earth

 A. What is interesting is the omission of “the great ones” or at least none in this group is described as “great”

 iii. Just as the ones experiencing judgment in the sixth seal cry out, the ones who stand also cry loudly

 A. Sixth seal: cry of “salvation” via the falling rocks 

 B. Multitude: cry of salvation to come from God

(f) The living creatures and elders step forward to take part in this scene

 i. The elders had been worshiping at the end of ch. 5 but not heard of since until now

 ii. The creatures had announced the first four seals

 iii. The new hymn of praise combines praises from earlier hymns in chs. 4-5

(g) One of the elders comes to speak with John about those clothed in white robes

 i. By specifically pointing out the great multitude, the elder indicates that they are of particular interest to Revelation

(h) Great tribulation → what is this?

 i. Letter to Smyrna mentioned they would go through tribulation → is this the reference?

 ii. Philadelphia also had trial, but not the church

(i) A paradox: washing robes in blood makes them white

 i. Victors in Sardis were given white garments

 ii. Laodiceans commanded to purchase white garments

(j) This interlude scene ends with assurance for God's people

 i. God's people can indeed stand the Judgment Day of the Lord

 3. Background Information
(a) Gentiles often personified the elements of nature themselves or recognized gods attached to them; Jewish people believed that God had delegated his authority over various features of nature (including winds) to angels under his command. “Four corners” of the earth was meant figuratively, even in ancient times. A few people thought that the world was sperical, but most people viewed it as circular; “four corners” was nevertheless conventional speech, as was the idea of four winds from the four directions of heaven (probably viewed as angels even in Zech. 6:5). (IVP BBC NT)

(b) The winds had both positive and negative effects in ancient sources. According to some views, the wind carried along the sun and moon chariots (1 Enoch 72:5; 1 Enoch 73:2), or God founded the heavens on the winds (1 Enoch, Joseph and Asenath), and the stoppage of winds could signal the advent of a new age (Sibylline Oracles, on the postdiluvian era). Like writers today, the biblical writers used the language conventional to the genre in which they were writing; this could include, as here, symbolic imagery. (ibid)

(c) In the most popular ancient conception, Helios drove his sun-chariot in a regular course above the earth, rising from the gates of the east and descending into the west to return by its path under the earth; the earth-circle was surrounded on all sides by the river Oceanus. Jewish people naturally modified the sun god into an angel; but any angel that would rise in the orbit of the sun would have been recognized as superior to the greatest of the kings of the earth. (ibid)

(d) Symbolic numbers were standard fare in Jewish views of the future. (ibid)

(e) What John hears vs. what he sees are not always the same

 i. Revelation 1 – a loud voice like a trumpet; sees one like a son of man

 ii. Revelation 5 – hears “Lion of Judah”; sees a Lamb

(f) Double versions of visions sometimes occur in the Old Testament, too; cf. Genesis 41:25-27 (ibid)

(g) White robes were appropriate for worship in the temple and were also used for the worship of gods in Asia Minor. Palm branches were especially used in the celebration of the Feast of Tabernacles. In the future, the remnant of all nations would go up to Jerusalem to worship at the Feast of Tabernacles (Zech. 14:16); as in apocalyptic texts, the earthly future realm is in some sense presently fulfilled in heaven. Palm branches celebrated the victory of Israel’s exodus from Egypt, and the feast commemorated God’s faithfulness to them during their wanderings in the wilderness, when they were totally dependent on him. (ibid)

 4. Parallels between chapters 7 and 4-5 (via RNT)

(a) General chiastic structure

 i. A → before the action: “has conquered” (5:5); 

were “sealed” (7:4)

 ii. B → the action: the Lamb comes and takes the scroll (5:7); 

the Great Multitude cries out in praise (7:10)

 iii. A' → after the action: “by the blood didst ransom... and hast made” (5:9-10); 
 
“they have washed their robes and made them white in the blood” (7:14)

(b) Other connections

 i. 24 elders (4:4, 10; 5:8, 11, 14 → 7:11)

 ii. 4 living creatures (4:6-8; 5:8 → 7:11)

 iii. Angels (5:2, 11 → 7:11)

 iv. Songs of praise (4:8, 11; 5:9-10, 12-13 → 7:10, 12)

 v. Worship (4:10; 5:14 → 7:11)

 vi. White garments (4:4 → 7:9, 13-14)

 vii. Elder speaking to John (5:5 → 7:13-14)

 viii. Blood of the Lamb (5:9 → 7:14)

 ix. 7:9 picks up where 5:14 left off

 x. Key characters introduced with a question

 A. Lamb → “Who is worthy?” (5:2)

 B. Great Multitude → “Who can stand?” (6:17)

(c) The implication: 144,000 and Great Multitude are the same group

 5. The 144,000

(a) Four angels at four corners → perhaps referring back to the four horsemen; Zech 1 and 6

 i. If so, the patrolling and judgment (even the Day of the Lord as pictured in Revelation) is not just a single event in history but an ongoing process

 ii. The horsemen were sent at the very start of the proclamation of the gospel

 iii. The “holding back” continues throughout the sealing of God's people

 iv. God's people is the church, throughout its history – past, present, and future – until history itself ceases

(b) The fifth (another) angel

 i. Already discussed in relation to myth of Helios and Jewish adaptation of Greek thought

 ii. This angel arrives to announce an intervention in the normal course of history

 A. The unaltered course would be that everyone would be judged and perish

 B. The path of history is altered – a new branch is opened

 C. Again, this appears to contraindicate the 144,000 as a singular event at the end

(c) Seal, sealing

 i. Allusion to Ezekiel 9 (Jerusalem/Judah under judgment, judgment begins in the Temple)

 A. Those who are appalled by the evils in the land are given marks and are spared

(d) Do not harm the earth or the sea or the trees

 i. Echo of 6:6 → Do not harm the oil and wine

 ii. There we noted it probably represents, in some way, God's mercy or forbearance

 iii. Here it is clearly that, because “until we have sealed the servants of our God” implies each person must have the opportunity to rationally make a choice for or against God

 iv. Again, this argues for a process that happens over the entire course of gospel history, rather than a singular event limited to a fraction of history

(e) The number, 144,000, with a census

 i. Allusion to a military census of ancient Israel – e.g., Numbers 1-2 

 A. It represents the functional completeness of the nation

 ii. 144,000 = 12 x 12 x 10^3

 A. Numerically represents a completeness

 iii. 144,000 is NOT a literal value to be assigned to some kind of group

 A. To take the number literally, we must be consistent in taking the remainder of the description literally: physical descent from Israel, male gender, exactly 12,000 from each listed tribe, sexual virgins (c.f., 14:4)

 B. Already seen that John uses “Israel” to refer to the Church

 C. Already seen that sexual purity symbolizes loyalty to Jesus 

 D. The listing of the tribes is unlike any found in the OT

· Missing tribe of Dan, while Joseph and one of his sons included

· Should not make a huge issue of this, though tribe of Dan noted for its sins in a few places in the OT, and later Jewish tradition (after Rev) ascribe idolatry to Dan

 iv. Taken together, the 144,000 should be seen a purely symbolic of the entire composition of God's people (and thus are the same as the Great Multitude that follows in the chapter– John is hearing/seeing different perspectives of the same subject)

 A. John is being given a picture of God's people as his army, going out to battle, through the gospel message, the evil caused by the world

· Gospel: God/Jesus' victory and authority over Death/Hades/fear

 6. Summary

(a) The 144,000 is symbolic of the entire Church throughout history

(b) The 144,000 and the Great Multitude describe different aspects of the same group

(c) The mercy and compassion of God for all peoples causes him to restrain the forces of judgment until all have been given a legitimate choice for or against him
