Revelation 7:2-17
1996

This is about a victory celebration, a great success.  We have some successes in our lives.  Usually they are preceded by some anxiety about whether or not we will be successful.  When we are, there is a feeling of joy and peace—but that is then followed by further problems the next day.


I think of two such tests in my life.  One was just ten years ago this past Wednesday, the anniversary of the day I was rolled into surgery for my heart.  I wondered then if I would ever wake up after they put me asleep.  I knew that if I didn’t wake up in recovery, I would wake up in heaven.  But I did wake up in recovery, and the surgery was successful, and I feel that I have not faced any situation as difficult since then, although there have cer​tainly been problems.  The other test was about five years ago, after I had attended the summer quarter at the seminary six times spread over more than twenty years.  In order to get the degree, I needed to take a test.  I was to face five or six questions taken from the courses I had during the summer quarter, and I had three hours to write my essay type answers.  I first tried to remember what courses I had taken, and then studied whatever notes I had saved from them.  But I took the test and I passed, and the tests that have come since then have been much easier.


Much of that helps us to understand what the apostle John is de​scribing in the verses from Revelation before us, but with a significant diffe​rence.  He is describing a victory celebration after very difficult times, but without any further difficulties in the future ever.  We will not wake up after this victory celebration to face further problems and challenges—there will never be any problems or challenges ever again!  That is the aspect of hea​ven stressed here.


The lengthy section of Revelation before us naturally divides into two parts, even though both parts are describing the same thing.  The first part was a Scripture reading back in September, so you might remember it.  It goes together with our reading from Ezekiel about reuniting the northern and southern kingdoms.  This is the list of twelve groups each contributing 12,000 to make a total of 144,000.  Jewish readers and those thoroughly familiar with the Old Testament get John’s point immediately.  Those who aren’t so familiar with the Old Testament can much more easily end up in some Jehovah Witness silliness.  Here’s the section, which provides a listing of twelve found nowhere else in the Bible:



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.” 
Then I heard the number of those who were sealed: 144,000 from all the tribes of Israel. 
From the tribe of Judah 12,000 were sealed, from the tribe of Reu​ben 12,000, from the tribe of Gad 12,000, 
from the tribe of Asher 12,000, from the tribe of Naphtali 12,000, from the tribe of Manasseh 12,000, 
from the tribe of Simeon 12,000, from the tribe of Levi 12,000, from the tribe of Issachar 12,000, 
from the tribe of Zebulun 12,000, from the tribe of Joseph 12,000, from the tribe of Benjamin 12,000.


Some might think this is a list of the twelve sons of Jacob, but it is not, for Dan is not listed, and Manasseh, Jacob’s grandson, is included.  Others might think that this is a list of the twelve tribes of Israel, but it is not, for again Dan is missing, and Joseph and Levi are included.  The descendants of Levi were taken out of the twelve tribes to serve as the priests and became a sort of thirteenth tribe.  In place of Levi, Joseph’s two sons, Ephraim and Manasseh, were added in.  This was really the firstborn blessing that was taken away from Reuben and given to Joseph.  So the twelve tribes do not include Joseph or Levi, but they do include Ephraim and Manasseh—but Ephraim is also missing here.


Those familiar with the Old Testament get the point that this is not the twelve sons of Jacob or the twelve tribes of Israel, but a different listing.  In addition, there is the equality of numbers among the twelve groupings.  The various tribes were counted or numbered twice in the book of Numbers, and the numbers varied widely from tribe to tribe, but here they are all identical.  Judah was one of the largest tribes, but Ephraim and Manasseh together were larger.  Simeon shrank in size to almost disappear, and Ben​jamin did almost disappear at one point.  But here they are all the same size, because the point being made is that all the believers are included.


That is shown by the numbers used, which in this context are clearly symbolical numbers.  When numbers have a symbolical meaning, then three always points to the Trinity, four always points to the earth, seven always points to God’s dealings with us, usually in grace, twelve always points to the church, and ten always points to completeness.  Here we have twelve, the number for the church since there were twelve tribes in the Old Testa​ment and twelve apostles in the New Testament, and one thousand, that is, ten cubed.  144,000 is the number for the church times the number for the church times the number for completeness three times.  How could it be stressed more that all the believers will be saved?


But it cannot possibly be that only 144,000 are saved, for John goes on to describe exactly the same group as “a great multitude that no one could count, from every nation, tribe, people and lan​guage.”  Every believer is there, but it is not possible even for an accountant to count all of them.  “The Lord knows those who are His.” 2Tm2v19.  But let’s hear the second section of this selection from Revelation:



After this I looked and there before me was a great multitude that no one could count, from every nation, tribe, people and lan​guage, standing before the throne and in front of the Lamb. They were wearing white robes and were holding palm branches in their hands. 
And they cried out in a loud voice: “Salvation belongs to our God, who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb.” 
All the angels were standing around the throne and around the elders and the four living creatures. They fell down on their faces before the throne and wor​shiped God, 
saying: “Amen! Praise and glory and wisdom and thanks and honor and power and strength be to our God for ever and ever. Amen!”



Then one of the elders asked me, “These in white robes—who are they, and where did they come from?”



I answered, “Sir, you know.”


And he said, “These are they who have come out of the great tribulation; they have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb. 
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 spread His tent over them. 
Never again will they hunger; never again will they thirst. The sun will not beat upon them, nor any scorching heat. 
For the Lamb at the center of the throne will be their Shepherd; He will lead them to springs of living water. And God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.”


John sees the throne in the middle, and on the throne stands the Lamb, Jesus, the Lamb of God.  Around Jesus are the four living creatures, which are perhaps leading angels.  Then there are twenty-four elders, that is, the leaders of the twelve tribes from the Old Testament and the twelve apo​stles from the New Testament—that would seem to mean that John saw him​self standing around the throne of the Lamb.  Then there were all the angels and that “great multitude that no one could count.”  All of them bring praise continually to the Lamb who has created them all and brought them all there.


There is a little conversation between John and one of the elders, which tells us who all this “great multitude” is.  “These are they who have come out of the great tribulation.”  The “great tribulation” is right now, the time we are living in throughout our lives.  There are always trou​bles, troubles without end.  Even after the greatest victory possible, we know we will have problems the next morning.  But we in heaven will have come out of the great tribulation, and we will never ever again have any problems.  Instead, we will always have the Lamb at the center of the throne with us.


“These are they who have come out of the great tribulation; they have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb.”  This will not work with your washing machine at home.  If you put in dirty clothes and add some blood, your clothes will not come out white.  But it works here, for the blood of the Lamb, the blood of Jesus shed on the cross for us, does indeed wash away all our sins.  Elsewhere, the apostle John wrote, “The blood of Jesus, His Son, purifies us from all sin.” 1Jn1v7.  So also white here signifies purity and sinlessness.


“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 spread His tent over them.”  That is, we are before Him day and night, and He spreads His tent over us, that is, He keeps us safe.  John adds a number of specific examples.  “Never again will they hunger; never again will they thirst. The sun will not beat upon them, nor any scorching heat. For the Lamb at the center of the throne will be their Shepherd; He will lead them to springs of living water. And God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.”  These are certainly beautiful words!  No more hunger or thirst.  No more suffering from excessive heat or from excessive cold either.  And no more tears.  Here there are always things that bring tears, things where the only possible response is tears.  But Jesus wipes all our tears away.


This is the ultimate reality.  This is what lies in our future.  But this is not our present reality.  While we still live in “the great tribulation,” we need to keep our future reality in mind, for we will be part of that “great multitude that no one can count, from every nation, tribe, people and lan​guage, standing before the throne and in front of the Lamb.”  Amen.
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