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Apocalypse Now: Sealed 
Oct. 11th, 2020 

 
INTRODUCTION—literally or seriously? 
 
Good morning and welcome to West Portal where we continue our walk through the last book 
of our bibles—the book of Revelation.  Whether you’re joining us in person or connecting with 
us virtually we’re thankful for the opportunity to open and explore God’s word together.  
Something we’ve been acknowledging throughout this series is that many people—good 
people, thoughtful people, godly people—have reached very different conclusions as they’ve 
read this book. 
 
 Interpretive Differences: 

• Numerical symbolism 
 
The vast majority of differing perspectives arise for one of the following two reasons.  The first 
is numerical symbolism.  If I think a number is symbolic and you believe it should be understood 
literally we’re going to arrive at very different conclusions.  So far this has been a minor issue 
(and really hasn’t affected the conclusions we might reach), but we are starting to come places 
in this book (and we will come to one today) where the way we answer this question (is a 
number symbolic or literal) makes a much bigger difference.   
 
I can already tell you I lean in the symbolic direction as we come to Revelation chapter 7.  The 
push back is going to be, “Well Andrew, I guess you just don’t like to take your bible literally.”  
To which I will always reply, “I want to take my bible seriously.”  In probably 80-90% of my bible 
this means I will take it literally because it’s written as a chronicle of history, or as a biography 
or as a letter to a church.  But there are parts of the bible where we should be cautious about 
being too literal.  We don’t write science textbooks based on the Psalms.  Why?  Because 
they’re best read as poetry.  Poetry conveys truth about who God is, about creation and about 
who we are, but often does this with imagery that isn’t best understood literally.  If you try to 
read the OT book the Song of Solomon literally you will conclude the author is trying to teach us 
something weird about gardening and agriculture.  Friends it’s an ancient erotic love story.  It’s 
not talking about gardening.  There’s an archaeologist somewhere still searching for the 
Mountain of Myrrh.  He’s going to be looking a long time.  Reading my bible literally in these 
places leads me away from the message it’s trying to communicate.  The last book of our bibles 
is apocalyptic literature—highly symbolic, communicated through graphic images and pictures.  
We’ve said repeatedly we need to expect this, but this is such an unusual style of literature for 
us we quickly forget this or stop applying it. 
 
As a way of making my point.  I’m going to ask you a question about this book and I want you to 
put your hand up and leave it up if you believe the number I’m talking about his best 
understood symbolically.  Feel free to put your hand down if you think the number should be 
understood literally.  Make sense?  Do you feel the 7 spirits of God (in Rev. 1) are best 
understood as symbolic of the complete Spirit of God?   
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Do you feel the 7 eyes we find on Lamb (in Rev. 5) are best understood symbolically of his 
perfect wisdom?  Do you feel the 7 horns on the Lamb (also Rev. 5) are best understood 
symbolically describing Jesus’ sovereign power?  So far the vast majority of our hands are up.  
We have no problem with numerical symbolism.  Is the 7 year tribulation (which admittedly we 
haven’t gotten to yet) is best understood symbolically as a complete or a full trial?  And we just 
lost well over half of our hands.  Here’s my question.  Why?  Has our genre of highly symbolic 
literature changed?  7 spirits…symbolic.  7 lampstands…symbolic.  7 eyes and 7 
horns…symbolic.  7 years…now it has to be literal.  Please forgive me.  I know I’m pushing some 
buttons here.  I simply want us to acknowledge the natural assumptions we bring to this book.  
I know why we naturally lean towards 7 years being 7 literal years.  It’s because you and I have 
no frame of reference for using numbers symbolically in this way.  I would never tell my wife, 
“I’ll be home in 7 hours,” as a way of saying “I’ll be home whenever my work day is complete.”  
We would never speak of 7 years and mean anything other than 7 years.  We would never put 
together any kind of a statistical list and not mean exactly what the statistics (numbers) imply.  
We would never describe the attendance at an extended family gathering as “1,000 people” as 
a way of saying “a very large, perfect number”.  Everyone was there who should have been 
there.  It was perfect.  Here’s the question we should ask.  Does our 1st century, Jewish author 
feel the same obligation we do (that time and statistics need to always be communicated 
literally)?  We always want to take our cues (our clues) from the text itself.  We will do that 
again this morning.  Just know, numerical symbolism is probably the number 1 reason people 
reach differing conclusions when reading this book. 
 

• Assumed chronology 
 
The other reason is assumed chronology.  Unless we are given obvious direction our natural 
inclination is to assume what we read next happens next.  Why?  Because this is the way we 
normally read and write.  Again, we need to ask, does our 1st Century Jewish author feel this 
way as well?  We’ve said repeatedly the primary commands of this book are look and listen.  So 
far this has only had minor implications for interpretation, but that won’t last.  The language 
John repeatedly uses (and we’ll see this at the beginning of our chapter today) is, “After this I 
saw…”  John is always recording what he sees next, but does this mean this is also what 
happens next?  This the way we usually read so this is what we naturally assume.  At the very 
least, we need to be aware this is an assumption we are bringing to this text.  Maybe what John 
sees next isn’t what happens next.  These are the usual reasons people reach different 
conclusions and these become great places for us to wrestle together and learn from each 
other.   
   
CONTEXT—wrath of God 
 
Last week I promised to offer a few words today on the subject of God’s wrath.  You and I hear 
this word and the first image that usually pops into our head is that of a grumpy, angry, raging, 
perhaps abusive God.  God on a King Kong-like rampage—destroying everything in his path.  
Imagine for a moment a world with no war, ethnic cleansing, cruel dictators or corruption.  
Picture a world with no abuse, no shootings in elementary schools and no violence at all.   
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What if we could get rid of all racism, misogyny, exploitation, anxiety and depression?  What 
would it be like to live in a world with no divorce, betrayal, family breakdown or fatherless 
children?  How many of you want to live in that kind of world?   
 

• We want a world without evil 
 
We want a world with no evil.  Now evil is a by-product of sin.   
 

• Evil is the result of sin (opposition, rebellion against God) 
 
Evil happens because people choose to live in rebellion or opposition to God and his way.  This 
is the essence of sin—to miss the mark; to fall short of God’s ideal.   
 

• You and I are sinners 
 
Here’s the thing.  All of us have and will continue to fall short of God’s perfect ideal.  You and I 
have and will continue to sin.  Do you see the problem shaping up?  Our hearts desperately 
want God to judge and deal with the evil in the world.  If God’s heart didn’t break at the 
injustice and violence of this world he would be monstrous.  We want him to be righteously 
angry all of the injustice in our world, but God’s justice is perfect and complete.   
 

• God is going to bring an end to evil 
 
God is going to bring an end to evil, but he is going to deal with all of it (big rebellion and little 
rebellion) and that brings you and me into the crosshairs.  Our sin (regardless of the amount) 
has contributed to the evil and suffering in our world.  If God is going to put an end to evil—
permanently—you and I are in trouble.   
 
This is the picture we’re left with as Revelation 6 closes.  Why are things the way they are in our 
world?  The Lamb (Jesus) is moving history forward.  He is in the process of bringing God’s plan 
for humanity to a conclusion.  His kingdom is in the process of coming, but it is being resisted 
and this produces conflict.  Followers of Jesus get caught in this crunch—often suffering or 
worse.  It feels like God doesn’t care.  How much longer until your perfect justice comes?  How 
much longer until evil is eradicated?  We’re not told.  Jesus simply says, “Trust me.  I am 
coming.  My patience and permission have a limit.”  Chapter 6 closes with the sixth of 7 seals 
that move history forward being opened and we’re given a powerful picture of God’s presence 
coming to earth—the cosmos convulses, the earth shakes and people scramble to hide.  Why?  
Because when God’s perfect justice arrives, who can self-confidently stand?  This is the 
question we were left hanging with last week.  Who can stand?  I believe it is answered in 
chapter 7.   Are you ready?  Read Revelation 7:1-17. 
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CONTENT—who can stand?      
 
Who can stand?  This is implicitly the question asked not just of God’s in-breaking of our world 
in the sixth seal, but of all of them.  As conflict, violence, injustice, havoc and horror mount in 
our world, who can stand?  Who can remain faithful under pressure?  Who will not back off 
when the cost of following the way of the Lamb increases?  Who will keep choosing to endure 
the suffering that comes when opposing kingdoms collide?  Who is able to make it?  Those who 
make it are those who are sealed with the seal of the living God.  John is telling his fellow 
followers of Jesus they are going to make it because they are sealed before the seals of the 
scroll are opened.  Wait!  What?  Before?  Doesn’t chapter 7 come after chapter 6?  Yes, but not 
chronologically.  “After this I saw.”  John does not say, “After this it happened.”  What John sees 
next may not be what happens next.  Our chapter begins with four angels at the four corners of 
the earth holding back four winds.  Last week our chapter began with what—4 horsemen?  The 
OT prophet Zechariah (which I strongly suspect John has in mind here) identifies the 4 
horsemen with the four winds.  The four winds and four horsemen represent the same reality—
forces rising up against the kingdom of God.  Here we’re told they can’t blow/ride until the 
servants of God have been sealed.   
 
This brings us to the question, who are the 144,000 sealed servants?  This number has led to 
much speculation over the centuries.  Whole faith streams have locked onto this number in 
different ways.  7th day Adventists insist this number refers to those who are found faithfully 
observing the Jewish Sabbath (gathering on Saturday) at the return of Jesus.  There will be 
144,000 of them.  Jehovah’s Witnesses insist this refers to 144,000 who get to go to heaven to 
reign with Jesus.  The more common strain of this in evangelical circles in North America is that 
this refers to a literal 144,000 Jewish Christians who come to faith during a 7-year period of 
time known as the Great Tribulation that God uses to preach the gospel to an unbelieving world 
after the church has first been removed (rescued, raptured).  Who can stand?  144,000 ethnic 
Jews.  Why ethnic Jews?  Because they’re specifically associated with the 12 tribes of Israel 
mentioned here.  Why a literal 144,000?  Because that’s what the text says Klassen.  Can’t you 
read?  As you are already aware, I’m not convinced this is what we’re intended to understand 
here.  Could I be wrong?  Absolutely.  Allow me to offer a few reasons why I’m hesitant to 
interpret this number literally. 
 
 3 reasons favoring symbolism: 

a) Suspicious numbers  
 
To begin with, even the most adamant literalist has to admit the highly suspicious nature of 
these numbers.  They are way too neat and tidy.  If someone told you the number of chartered 
accountants in Canada was 12,000 from British Columbia, 12,000 from Alberta, 12,000 from 
Saskatchewan and so on, what would your first reaction be?  Really?  Exactly 12,000?  Not 11, 
582 rounded up or 14, 211 rounded down?  We speak of Jesus’ time on earth being 2,000 years 
ago.  Do we mean exactly 2000 year?  No, we’re rounding the number to mean basically 2,000 
years.  The numbers seem way too exact to be literal.   
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Anyone who stared at this list long enough would have a natural second question.  Wait, even if 
we were lucky enough to find exactly 144,000 chartered accountants in all of Canada wouldn’t 
we expect to find more in an urban center like Quebec or Ontario than in a rural one like 
Saskatchewan?  We would expect to find 18,000 from Ontario and 6,000 from Saskatchewan, 
not an even 12,000 from all provinces.  That would make natural sense.  How many of you love 
reading over Israelite census statistics in your OT?  Feel free to look a few of them up this 
coming week.  The book of Numbers (not surprisingly) is a great place to start.  What you will 
find is every single one reads like what we would expect to find of a literal number (odd 
numbers, not neat and tidy ones, and more heavily populated tribes have a naturally larger 
representation).  The numbers in Revelation 7 are naturally suspicious and would make us 
hesitant to take them literally if we read them anywhere other than in our bibles. 
 

b) Altered genealogy 
 
Does our text offer any clues?  I think it offers at least 2.  This is a radically altered genealogy.  
You will not find a list anywhere in your OT that matches this one.  How many of you love 
reading genealogical lists in your OT?  I will do my best not to bore you, but track with me for a 
moment.  Jacob, later named Israel had 12 sons who eventually become the 12 tribes of Israel.  
This is how the nation of Israel would refer to themselves—12 tribes.  Joseph is replaced on 
later lists by his 2 sons Ephraim and Manasseh.  These are often referred to as half tribes 
because by adding them we wind up with 13 tribes.  Half-tribes allows us to still refer to Israel 
as 12 tribes.  The tribe of Levi is later set aside for priestly work (kind of dedicated to God) and 
so you’ll find lists where Levi is removed (along with Joseph), but both Joseph’s boys are 
included.  Once again, we still have 12 tribes.  We have no precedent for the way John puts this 
list together here in Revelation 7.  He leaves out the tribe of Dan entirely.  Lists Manasseh, but 
not Ephraim and includes both Joseph and Levi.  Here’s the thing, we know from the way John 
writes his biography of Jesus, he is highly articulate and thematic in his writing.  He does not do 
things haphazardly.  There is much speculation about why his list is the way it is.  The one thing 
we should not do too quickly is dismiss it as incidental—it doesn’t matter who he lists, he lists 
12 so he’s talking about ethnic Jews.  This is not the way a Jew or author like John operates.  
There is one piece I want you to notice.  Who does John list first?  Judah.  Why should this 
surprise us?  Because Judah is not the firstborn and you always list the firstborn…well…first.  
This is what you will find in your OT.  What is special about Judah?  This is the tribe the Messiah 
would come from—the Lion of Judah.  Ah!  If you want to emphasize the ethnicity (the 
Jewishness) of Israel which name would you ensure topped your list?  Reuben (he is Israel’s 
firstborn and heads genealogies we find in the OT).  If you wanted to emphasize not the 
Jewishness, but the Jesus-ness of this group which name would you put first?  Judah.  The way 
this genealogy is put together by a devout Jew actually makes us hesitant to assume it’s 
speaking in a traditional way of ethnic Israel. 
 

c) John hears then sees 
 
Several times in our journey through this book we have encountered times when John first 
hears something and then turns to see it.   Usually what he sees isn’t what he expects.   
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But he’s not hearing and seeing 2 things that are intended to be unrelated and different.  
Rather, he is seeing 2 pieces intended to be understood as complimentary.  In chapter 1 John 
hears a voice like a trumpet and turn to see one like a son of man.  Two totally different things?  
No, they’re complimentary.  The one with this authoritative voice is the same one who walks 
among his churches.  In Revelation 5 John hears the Lion has triumphed, but John sees a Lamb 
that was slain.  Two different, unrelated pieces?  No, complimentary.  The Lion who triumphed 
did it not through aggression or violence, but through sacrificial love—the way of the Lamb.  
The Lion is the Lamb.  This is once again the language of Revelation 7.  John hears 144,000, but 
sees a great multitude no one could count.  Even if these are two separate visions you can be 
sure John has put them together for this reason.  This is what he wants he audience to hear and 
then see.   
 

Why 144,000? 

• 12 (tribes of Israel) x 12 (apostles of Jesus) = 144 
 
Where does the number 144,000 come from?  If you wanted to summarize the people of God 
(Israel) in the OT with a number what would you probably choose?  Twelve tribes of Israel.  If 
you wanted to summarize the people of God (followers of Jesus) in the NT what number might 
you choose?  12 apostles of Jesus.  12 x 12 is 144.   
 

• 144 x 10 = a big number 
 
If we multiplied this by 10 it would be a Hebrew way of saying “big”.  When Peter asks Jesus if 
he should forgive someone who sins against him 7 times what does Jesus say in response?  
Seventy times seven (7x7x10).  A Hebrew way of saying a big number.   
 

• 144 x 10 x 10 = really big number 
 
144 x 10 x 10 again would be a way of “really, really, big”.  It is very unusual for Jewish people 
to repeat something 3 times.  Why?  Because this is the way they would say good, better, best.  
Holy, holy, holy.  Either God is holy or he isn’t.  Why repeat it 3 times?  Because this is how a 
Jewish person emphasizes something in an ultimate way.  12x12x10 (a big number).  
12x12x10x10 (a really big number).   
 

• 144 x 10 x 10 x 10 = countless 
 
12x12x10x10x10 (a countless number).  I heard 144,000.  Then I turned and saw a great 
multitude no one could count from every nation, tribe, people and tongue.  By the way, we 
usually find this list in a different sequence—tribe, tongue, people, nation.  Why?  Because God 
made a promise to Abraham back in Genesis 12 that God’s blessing (salvation) would flow from 
him and his family (the tribes of Israel) to all the nations of the world.  Why are nations 
mentioned first now?  Incidental?  Maybe.  Accidental?  Unlikely.  It’s a beautiful picture.   
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• People of God 
 
Israel’s purpose has been fulfilled.  There is now a new Israel—a multi-ethnic, multi-national, 
multi-lingual followers of the Lamb.  This number is a powerful, expansive, broad way of 
picturing the people of God.   
 

Those who are sealed… 

• Are saved (spared judgement) 
 
When Jesus returns, bringing his perfect justice, who can stand?  Those who have been sealed.  
God saves his people.  John borrows from 2 OT ideas here.  One comes from Exodus 12.  God is 
about to bring judgment on the nation of Egypt with a final plague—the angel of death is 
coming.  The people of God are told to slaughter a young lamb and paint its blood on the 
doorframe of their homes.  When angel of death brings God’s judgment, he will pass over these 
homes—they will be spared.  This image is revisited here—having washed their robes and made 
them white in the blood of the Lamb (there’s a Tide pod commercial somewhere in there).  
Here’s where we revisit the question we began with.  We want a world without evil, but evil is 
caused by rebellion against God (sin).  All of us are sinners.  How can God be completely just 
and not punish us in a way that ends in our death?  No one.  Except…and this is the good news 
of the Lamb who was slain.  God took the punishment for all of our sin and rebellion (for the sin 
and rebellion of the entire world for all of human history) upon himself.  He took the penalty for 
our sin and rebellion on himself.  This is what Jesus (the Lamb) accomplished by dying on a 
cross.  Eugene Peterson puts it this way, “God put the wrong on him who never did anything 
wrong, so we could be put right with God.”  Is God still going to bring his perfect justice?  
Absolutely!  But through an offering of sacrificial love (the way of the Lamb) he makes a way for 
those who will admit their rebellion (confess their sin)—who choose to believe, trust and follow 
the Lamb with their lives—to be saved (or spared judgement).  Who can stand?  Those who 
love and trust Jesus (whose robes have been made white in his blood). 
 

• Have (live) the character (or way) of the Lamb 
 
The other OT image John borrows comes from Ezekiel chapter 9 where a mark is placed on the 
foreheads of those who are going to be spared from a coming judgment.  In Revelation 14 
we’re told the 144,000 have the Lamb and his Father’s name written on their foreheads.  Like, 
literally—tattooed?  Probably not.  Throughout the bible, name is a way of saying character or 
personality.  To have a name written on oneself is to have a character or personality imprinted 
into one’s being.  To be sealed by the living God is to have the character of the living God 
written into our minds and hearts.  To be sealed with the Lamb is to have the character of the 
Lamb written into the fabric of our being.  On the forehead implies this new character should 
be obvious to those around us.  People see something different about us.  They see our 
brokenness, yes, but through our lives they also see glimpses of the character of the upside-
down kingdom (the way of the Lamb) and catch a taste of the goodness of God.  Who can 
stand?  Those who love and trust Jesus and those who have the character (or live the way) of 
the Lamb.   
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Last week we pointed out that when Jesus says, “Look!  I am coming quickly,” we tend to hear, 
“Look!  I am going to come.”  Future tense, but the original language renders this in the present 
tense.  “Look!  I am coming even now.  I am in the process of coming.”  Things are not as they 
seem.  The kingdom of God is on its way, but is meeting opposition.  “These are those who have 
come out of the great tribulation.”  While this conversation will be best had more fully at a later 
date let me simply say, Revelation 7:14 is also rendered in the present tense.  It is not saying, 
“These are those who came out,” nor is it saying, “These are those who will come out”.  It’s 
saying, “These are those who come out.”  Literally, “Those coming out…even now.”  Implying 
this was something John’s readers were experiencing in the 1st Century and something still 
being experienced by followers of Jesus today.   
 
APPLICATION 
 
What inspires you to do something when you don’t feel like it?  It’s rare for a student to feel like 
studying.  But we picture ourselves getting a great grade and this helps motivate us to put the 
work in we don’t feel like.  It’s rare for anyone trying to lose weight to feel like eating healthy or 
exercising.  But you picture how it will feel to step into a pair of jeans several sizes smaller and 
you can find the discipline to stay the course.  Budding musicians don’t always feel like 
practicing, but we put our headphones on, listen to one of our favorite musicians and this can 
inspire us to put the time in.  Professional athletes often use a technique called mental 
imagery—picturing what you’re going to do before the game.  While this isn’t a substitute for 
practice, it helps.  Colossians 3:2 says, “Let heaven fill your thoughts…”  I think this is the 
purpose of Revelation 7.   
 
 Let heaven fill your thoughts… (Col. 3:2) 
 
Before we enter the crunch (or experience the pressure) where kingdoms collide (before the 
horsemen begin to ride) we are sealed—made secure not safe.  Saved from ultimate 
judgement, yes.  Spared from pain or suffering, no guarantee.  Nothing and no one can take us 
away from Jesus.  He is the One who enables and sustains our faith regardless of what comes.  
On the other side of the crunch (regardless of the suffering, injustice, persecution or worse we 
may need to face in this world) lies a new world where we will experience unrestricted intimacy 
with our Creator—the Lion who is a Lamb.  These pictures of security, victory and celebration 
need to soak into us so we find the strength, courage and endurance for when the faith journey 
isn’t easy or we’re tempted to compromise.  John says, “Don’t give up!  Don’t lose heart!  Don’t 
fall away!  Look…a throne, a Lamb, a great multitude!”  This is what John’s 1st Century audience 
needed to be reminded of and I believe we do too.  This is what we need to see. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


