Donald Paul

A Notebook Project on Revelation 7: 4
Choice of passage: Rev 7: 4
Kai. h;kousa to.n avriqmo.n tw/n evsfragisme,nwn( e`kato.n tessera,konta te,ssarej cilia,dej( evsfragisme,noi evk pa,shj fulh/j ui`w/n VIsrah,l\
An Independent translation: And I heard the number of them which were sealed. One hundred and forty-four thousand of all the tribes of the sons of Israel were sealed.
Statement of the Problem: 

I have chosen this passage due to the fact that I have been for long in need of knowing the identity of the “144000” who were seal in Revelation 7:4. In fact, the identity of the 144000 ‘sealed out of all the tribes of Israel’ in this chapter has been the subject of extensive debate. Is this a representation or a symbol for the whole church, as some argue, or should it be taken literally as of Jews or of Jewish Christians? In general, regarding this number, two views have been held: literal and symbolic. Hence, it is my purpose, in this notebook project, to present a suggestion to what is the identity of this number by study the passage in light of the three extended strategies, presented by Dr. Jon Paulien in this class that can help us understand the book of revelation:
1) Examine the Immediate and larger context of the book of revelation itself.

2) Examine the allusions and echoes to the Old Testament.
3) Examine how other New Testament books hand the same word and ideas.

The Immediate historical context:
The author of the book of revelation identifies himself as John (1:4, 9; 22:8). This John of the Apocalypse, a prophet (1:3; 22:6-10, 18-19), was in exile because of his prophetic witness (1:9).
  John probably wrote the book around 95 AD. This date is the more alternate and more generally accepted. John directs the records of his visions to seven churches in the Roman Province of Asia, which incorporated approximately the western third of Asia Minor.

 John desires to encourage authentic Christian discipleship by explaining Christian suffering and martyrdom in the light of how Jesus' death brought victory over evil. He is concerned to show that the martyrs (e.g., Antipas (2:13) would be vindicated. He also discloses the end both of evil and of those who follow the beast (19:20-21; 20:10, 15); he also describes the ultimate issue of the Lamb's victory and of those who follow him. John himself is centrally concerned with God's saving purpose and its implementation by Jesus.

The Literary Context:
John here, in Rev 7: 1-3, has outlined the nature of the salvation God has worked out for his followers. Indeed, this is the nature of this chapter, and of the gospel, and in fact the very command that the messenger ascending from the east gives herein. It is declaring that all the servants of God must first be sealed in their foreheads, and it is only after this, that this judgment that the earth and trees be hurt, can take place. Dr. Stefanovic observes that they are sealed “for protection from the eschatological destructions coming upon the earth” (Stefanovic, 253). In verses 4, John hears the number of those that were sealed. Revelation 14 also talks of 144000 standing on Mount Zion with the Lamb, having His Father’s name written on their foreheads. Verses 5-8 records the tribes in which these 144000 came from. However, it is to note that the twelve tribes referred to here as ‘every tribe of the sons of Israel’, followed by the mention of a very irregular list of twelve tribes. We will come back on this later.
The Historical- Cultural background:

John’s readers would certainly have problems with the list of the twelve tribes. One reason for that is the fact the twelve tribes were no longer exist. The northern Israel, composed of ten tribes, vanished from history with the Assyrian conquest in the eight century B.C. (2 Kings 17:5-23). Besides, the list of the twelve tribes in Revelation 7:5-8 differs from any list in the Old Testament. 

 On the other hand, John’s reader may have gotten a glimpse of what the 144000 represents. The number 144,000 is 12000 times the 12 tribes, signifying the measured congregation of the Lord's Chosen. 12 is the number of the Church, both seen in the Old and New Testament. And each tribe here has "exactly" 12,000 sealed, which is yet another indication of the spiritual signification, as also seen in the City of God. 
Crucial Words:
evsfragisme,nwn: From σφραγιζω which means to seal, to secure with a seal, to mark with a seal, to set apart by a seal, or to affix to be true. The concept of God’s placing a mark upon His people goes back to Ezekiel’s vision of the man with the writer’s inkhorn who was commanded to “set a mark upon the foreheads of the men that sigh and that cry for all the abominations that be done in” Jerusalem. By virtue of the mark they were to be saved from destruction. ( Eze. 9:2–6 .)
The word “seal” itself can imply a special stamp of ownership or approval, as 4 Ezra declares for the righteous (4: Ezra 6:5) and for Zion (10:23). 

 The concept of sealing is also applied in other circumstances. Paul referred the figure to the experience of receiving the Holy Spirit in connection with conversion and baptism (see 2 Cor. 1:22 ; Eph. 1:13 ; Eph. 4:30 ). Jesus spoke of Himself as being sealed by the Father, doubtless with reference to the Father’s attestation of Him through the Holy Spirit at His baptism. 

In any case, the seal does function to attest ownership (Isa. 44:5). The most important source for the image is Ezekiel 9, where God marks the righteous remnant to protect them from his judgments. 

Revelation 7:4 seems to indicate a similar end-time protection.

e`kato.n tessera,konta te,ssarej cilia,dej
The number is evidently made up of twelve multiplied by twelve and subsequently multiplied by 1000. The number 12 is illustrative of the Congregation of the Lord, as seen in the Old Covenant 12 tribes of Israel, or the New Covenant 12 Apostles. 1000 times 12 is 12,000. That is the fullness of those children of God who are sealed. And of course, 12,000 times each tribe is 144,000. The perfect measured fullness of the house of God from all tribes, as also illustrated in the perfect City of Jerusalem. 
Revelation 21:12-17 

· "And had a wall great and high, and had twelve gates, and at the gates twelve angels, and names written thereon, which are the names of the twelve tribes of the children of Israel: 

· On the east three gates; on the north three gates; on the south three gates; and on the west three gates. 

· And the wall of the city had twelve foundations, and in them the names of the twelve apostles of the Lamb. 

· And he that talked with me had a golden reed to measure the city, and the gates thereof, and the wall thereof. 

· And the city lieth foursquare, and the length is as large as the breadth: and he measured the city with the reed, twelve thousand furlongs. The length and the breadth and the height of it are equal. 

· And he measured the wall thereof, an hundred and forty and four cubits, according to the measure of a man, that is, of the angel." 
The City of God is not 12,000 furlongs by coincidence anymore than each tribe has 12,000 sealed by coincidence. The wall is not 144,000 cubits by coincidence anymore than those sealed of Israel are 144,000. These numbers are God ordained to signify the full measure of the Israel of God. This liberal use of the number 12 in Revelation illustrates this. Whether the 12 Apostles, the 12 tribes, the tree of life which bare 12 manner of fruit, the 12 gates, the 12 pearls, the 12 foundations, etc., these are spiritual significations of the fullness, for, and of, the body of believers. Not a literal city Jerusalem in the middle east, but a Spiritual Jerusalem in the Israel which is Christ. Not a worldly Israel, but a heavenly habitation of God. This Israel is also illustrated in revelation chapter 14. 
Conclusion: 

In light of the three extended strategies, notably the book of revelation itself, the Old Testament and the New Testament, I suggest that the 144000 of revelation 7 is to be taken symbolically. It cannot be taken literally; for if the tribes of revelation 7 are to be literally pressed, not a person from either Ephraim or Dan will enter heaven. They are excluded from the list. Hence, this would mean that Old Testament heroes like Joshua (from Ephraim) and Samson (from Dan) will not be in heaven. Furthermore, the mention of the tribe of Joseph (7:8), which was not a tribe at all in a literal sense, is evidence of the symbolism of this context. And also, it is clear that the symbolic interpretation fits better the nature of the Book of Revelation, which revels in insightful symbolism and reinterpreting traditional Jewish end-time symbols. 
Thus, the identity of the 144000 lies in all God’s servants: Jews and Gentiles. For both are viewed through the prism of Israel. 

Theological/homiletical reflections.
In Christ we are not seen as Gentile versus Jew. The coming of Jesus ushered in a new way. In Jesus Christ all people from all tribes, languages and nations are welcomed by God. Paul declares “there is neither Jew nor Greek, there is neither bond nor free, there is neither male nor female: for you are all one in Christ Jesus.” (Gal. 3:28)  Paul presents the New Testament position very clearly: In Christ the Gentiles are no longer seen as distant from God. In Christ the dividing wall between Gentiles and Jew is brought down and abolished. (Eph. 2:13-15; 6:8 & Col. 3:11) 
The 144,000 are here presented as those who are “able to stand” through the terrible events portrayed in ch. 6:17 (see comment there). They have the “seal of the living God” ( ch. 7:2 ) and are protected in the time of universal destruction, as were those who possessed the mark in Ezekiel’s vision ( Eze. 9:6 ). They are approved of Heaven, for John later sees them with the Lamb on Mt. Zion ( Rev. 14:1 ). They are declared to be without guile and without fault ( Rev. 14:5 ). John hears them singing a song that “no man could learn” ( Rev. 14:3 ). They are designated as “first-fruits unto God and to the Lamb” ( Rev. 14:4 ).
All in all, reading over this chapter superficially, it might appear that a literal understanding of the physical nation of Israel is warranted, and that only 144,000 Jewish people are sealed or saved. However, when studied carefully, we find such an understanding is untenable. Considering not only the facts of the immediate context, but also as these things are studied in the light of related passages, this cannot be speaking of national Israel. Indeed, if we are to take this Israel as the literal nation, or of only physical Jews, then we must of necessity also take the number sealed as "literally" only 144,000 that will be secured or saved. But even the staunchest advocates of a totally literal exegesis will generally not accept such a conclusion. 

  Hence, These Israelites thus sealed are then to be understood as belonging to spiritual Israel, the Christian church (see Rom. 2:28, 29 ; 9:6, 7 ; Gal. 3:28, 29 ; 6:16 ; Gal. 4:28; 1 Peter 1:1 ; see on Phil. 3:3 ). Spiritual Israel, in Bible figure, is represented as also being divided into 12 tribes, for the 12 gates of the New Jerusalem have engraved upon them the names of the 12 tribes of Israel (Rev. 21:12 ).







