Revelation 14:1-5 – The Lamb and the 144,000

Interpreting the Revelation

Moving into the fourteenth chapter of Revelation it is very important to remember the principles and presuppositions that we are using to interpret this important book of the Bible.  Many great interpreters of the past (including John Calvin) refused to address Revelation because they found it totally opaque.  Compounding the confusion many others have written a great deal on Revelation offering little or no clarity because of their excessive use of allegory and their lack of understanding of the clear distinctions of Scripture.  Here is a list of some of the basic necessities to a clear understanding of Revelation:

· If the plain sense makes sense, then seek no other sense

· A clear biblical understanding of the distinction between the Church and Israel.

· Whatever understanding we arrive at must be consistent with and complementary to the rest of Scripture, since all 66 books are inspired by the same author – the Holy Spirit

· We also noted that John the apostle was a very consistent writer, using phrases and words consistently and systematically in his writings.

· John frequently writes in chronological order in Revelation, which is evidenced in part by use of the phrase “after these things…”.

If these simple, biblical principles are consistently applied the end result is that Revelation becomes clear, and two interpreters working completely independent of one another will come up with the same (or very similar) conclusions as to the meaning of the book. 

1 Then I looked, and behold, the Lamb was standing on Mount Zion, and with Him one hundred and forty-four thousand, having His name and the name of His Father written on their foreheads. 

John starts off with this phrase, “I looked, and behold…”.  At first that phrase might not seem very significant to us, until we stand back for a moment.  That phrase is used by the Old Testament prophets Ezekiel and Jeremiah.  In those Old Testament contexts, this phrase is always used either to describe a heavenly scene or Israel.  As it turns out, that phrase is used seven times in the book of Revelation, but nowhere else in the New Testament.  This is further evidence for the fact that the book of Revelation is a return to addressing God’s program for Israel.  Much of the difficulty for past interpreters to deal with the book of Revelation historically has come from the misunderstanding that the epistles of the New Testament move away from teaching primarily on Israel.  If this distinction is ignored the interpreter is forced to allegorize all of the references to Israel and try to fit them into a church context.  However, if the text is simply allowed to speak for itself it becomes clear, both in the language used and in the words and context, that Revelation is addressing God’s faithfulness to His chosen earthly nation: Israel. 

John again refers to the risen, ascended, glorified Jesus Christ as “the Lamb”, as he does about 30 times in Revelation.  The Greek word for Lamb, as we noted before, is specifically, a “little Lamb” and the Greek has the definite article, indicating as in English, “The Little Lamb.”  The definite article in the Greek has the meaning of making something singular and specific.  As we would say “an apple” to mean any apple, and “the apple” for a specific apple that is known by both parties, so in the Greek we find that this is clearly referring to Christ as “the specific little lamb.”

But here is the part of this passage that is perhaps surprising… The Lamb is standing on Mount Zion!  How could the Lamb be standing on Mount Zion before He returns?  Is Christ going to return before He returns?  And who are these 144,000 that He is with?  There are a handful of questions that need to be answered here.  

It is important to remember that we always take the clear outline of revelation from the passages that we have already studied:

Revelation 1:19

"Therefore write the things which you have seen, and the things which are, and the things which will take place after these things. 

This clearly indicates past, present and future events in sequence.  The prophetic/ chronological time marker “after these things” is also used in this statement, indicating chronological sequence.  This passage, however, is looking forward to when Christ will have begun His reign on earth.  But why would this be important?  

The readers of this book would undoubtedly have questions as to what is going to happen coming up.  Just as when any story is told, not every character is dealt with at one time.  Here we have just learned about two important sets of people and they won’t be fully dealt with until the end of the Tribulation.  However, the Holy Spirit, writing through John, does not want to keep His readers in suspense.  Chapter 13 told us a great deal about the “Unholy Trinity” and the people who receive the mark of the beast.  Will they win?  Will Satan be successful in his attempts to thwart the plan of God?  Clearly not!

This break is taken to remind the readers (both those of the first century and readers today) that the end is already declared.  The Lamb will be victorious and those faithful servants of His during the dreadful Tribulation period will be rewarded and be able to follow and glorify the Lamb forever.  The specific people concerned here are the 144,000 virgin Jewish males (12,000 from each tribe) and the promise that the end is near and that their reward far exceeds the measure of their trouble.  How much comfort would this chapter be to believers at the time of the Tribulation who are living through this terrible time, knowing that the trouble is almost over?  Is this same comfort available to believers before the Great Tribulation in some way?

This interpretation may bring up the question: How do we know this passage is speaking about Christ on the earth at the start of the Millennium?  First, Christ, called here ‘the Lamb’, is said to be standing on Mount Zion.  The verb translated “standing” is the Greek word hestos and is in the perfect tense.  The perfect tense describes action that has been completed in the past and has lasting effects into the present moment.  Thus, this cannot be speaking of some sort of “quick trip” down to earth for a brief moment, but is looking at the time when Christ’s arrival will be a completed and unalterable fact.  This is further supported by the numerous Old Testament references that the Messiah will have Mount Zion as the place of His earthly, millennial reign (see text box).

What about the 144,000?
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The first question that we might ask as we see these 144,000 would be in regards to their identity?  How can the reader be sure that these are the same 144,000 that were introduced in chapter seven?  Here are some points to consider in answer to this question:

· There are only two places in all of Scripture where the number 144,000 is mentioned: Revelation chapters 7 and 14.

· The 144,000 in chapter 7 are Jewish and these are described as being in Mount Zion with the Lamb, a very Jewish scene (Zion is mentioned more than 150 times in the Old Testament).

· They are described here to show that God has protected all 144,000 through the Tribulation period by means of His seal – every last one is preserved (see also Revelation 9:4).

· According to Revelation 14:5, these 144,000 tell no lie.  That is what Zephaniah 3:13 says will be true of the remnant of Israel.

· In chapter 14, verses 6-9, John writes about three angels, and takes pains to tell us that each of these angels is a different angel.  But John does not write about another 144,000.

The passage then says that the name of the Lamb and the name of the Lamb’s Father are on the foreheads of these 144,000.  As was previously mentioned, it was common in the days in which John was writing to write the name of the god to whom one was devoted upon their forehead or to place a special mark or seal on one’s forehead.  This is another way of saying that they have been sealed, since a seal was used to mark any object with the identity of the one doing the sealing.  A seal had three major meanings in the ancient world: identity, ownership and authority.  So these 144,000 Jewish males were specifically identified by their relationship to Christ, they are owned completely by Him and they are fully under His authority.  In the case of these, it specifically provides protection, including exclusion from the impacts of the devastating judgments that are pronounced upon the earth during the Tribulation.  The power of God’s sealing is powerful enough to protect and guide the 144,000 through the worst times the earth has ever seen.  The believer in Christ in the Church age is also sealed (Ephesians 1:13), and that is encouraging!  If the sealing of God is enough to bring these men through this, how much more can believers today be assured that God’s sealing and guidance is available to them, and powerful and potent enough for any difficult situation they would have to deal with?

2 And I heard a voice from heaven, like the sound of many waters and like the sound of loud thunder, and the voice which I heard was like the sound of harpists playing on their harps. 

This verse is interesting, in that it includes several words and phrases that we’ve heard before, but combines them in a new way which we haven’t come across before:

 

“…voice from heaven…”

Rev 10:4; 11:12; 14:2, 13; 18:4 

“…sound of many waters…”

Rev 1:15; 14:2; 19:6

We’ve also read earlier in Revelation several times about thunder and in Revelation 5:8 about harps.  But this time John draws from all these expressions to bring together a description for us of what he heard.  A picture of a replica of harp from those days shown to the right.  The combination of the voice and the harps tells us that what John heard was both very loud and very beautiful.  The voice that John heard here was singular, commanding, overwhelming and lovely to listen to all at the same time!  There was very good reason for this loud and joyous voice as this is the initiation of the long awaited Millennial Kingdom of the Messiah!  These are the days for which Israel was chosen; this is worth a big proclamation.  

3 And they sang a new song before the throne and before the four living creatures and the elders; and no one could learn the song except the one hundred and forty-four thousand who had been purchased from the earth. 

This is not the first mention of a new song in Scripture (see text box below).  Some important things to remember regarding the new song in Scripture is that it is always sung to the Lord.  There is also a consistent association with harps in each passage (the harps are found in Revelation 5:8 just before verse 9 in the text box below). It is also of intense interest that the new song both proceeds and ends the Tribulation period.  In Revelation 5:8 and 14:3 (which is speaking prophetically of the end of the Tribulation) the new song acts as bookends to this amazing and dramatic period in history where the Lord’s control and power is displayed so clearly.

Now as John describes this scene for us, he describes things in such a way that it appears that heavenly creatures and earthly creatures are interacting with one another rather closely to bring this about.  It is also easy to miss the presence of the elders here as well.  This is the eleventh out of twelve times that the elders are mentioned in the book of Revelation.  As this study has previously shown the elders are a symbol for the church age believers who were raptured before the Tribulation began.  The clear position of church age saints throughout the Tribulation and into eternity is the job of praising God.  The elders are never called upon to initiate a judgment, but only to praise the Lord continually for who He is and what He has done.  It is also important to notice that the elders were the ones singing a new song before the Tribulation began.  The church age believers will, in some way be participating in this picture of the end of the Tribulation while the 144,000 Jews take a central place in the worship.

These 144,000 male Jewish virgins had somehow been given exclusive ability to learn this New Song at this point.  The word that is translated “could” here translates the Greek word dunamai which means power or ability.  The others on the earth simply lack the ability to learn this song and cannot sing it.  This is a pattern of Scripture:  God has a plan for different groups of people to glorify him in different ways at different times.  It is not that all the saints from all ages will be lumped together and simply become uniform creations in the presence of the Lord, but rather there is distinction between the Old Testament saints, the New Testament saints, seraphim, cherubim, Tribulation saints and the 144,000.  God is glorified by a great diversity of saints whom He created for different purposes and deals with in different ways.  Salvation for all people throughout all time is by grace through faith, however, that doesn’t mean that everyone who is saved will be used for the same purpose throughout eternity…far from it!  A good example of this is found in Revelation 2:17

17 "He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. To him who overcomes, to him I will give some of the hidden manna, and I will give him a white stone, and a new name written on the stone which no one knows but he who receives it.'

This was written to the churches, so it applies directly and unmistakably to church age believers.  Though it is true that God so loved the world that He gave his only begotten Son, so that whosoever believes on Him should not perish, but have everlasting life, our Lord has an intimate, individual knowledge of each and every believer and intends to have a special relationship with every single one that is unlike any other.  It is a phenomenal statement of the intimacy that the Lord will share eternally with each believer that each will have a name that is known only to the Lord and the individual saint who received it.  Hebrews 12:2 states that Christ endured the cross for the JOY set before Him.  Each believer can take that as a personal promise and statement that the Lord Jesus endured the cross, scorning its shame for him or her personally.  That is exciting news!  Here is a special aspect of the Lord’s relationship with each of the 144,000 just as He will have a special and intimate communion with each believer     from the current age.

Moving onto the final phrase: “…who had been purchased from the earth.”  These 144,000 have been purchased from the earth, as are believers now.  They are a part of a group that has a different stewardship.  It may occur to the reader to wonder why, if these are purchase from the earth, they are still on the earth.  This word is brought across as “redeemed” in some other translations but is a translation of the word agorazo that comes from the root word agora, that means “marketplace.”  Paul applies this same word to church age believers in writing to the Corinthians  (see text box to right).

The world, through advertisement, secular philosophy, government and any other facet it can communicate through tries to communicate the message that each person is their own.  All the forces of the world and culture are attempting to sell people on the idea that they are the center of the universe, that they are their own possession and are accountable to nothing and nobody.  However, Scripture clearly contradicts this cultural and worldly idea by teaching that the believer is very much not his or her own.  They are the total possession of the Lord.  The believer has been bought at a price.  The price was paid in full and what the believer was redeemed to is simply outrageously wonderful.  The identification truths, which are so vital to a correct understanding to who the believer is in Christ, are made possible by the fact that believers are purchased at a price.  Since believers have been bought with a price God can rightly identify believers with Christ…and that is what He did!  The Church Age saint has his position in Christ because he has been bought.  Likewise these 144,000 have been bought, and have been given a different position, but they too are the sole possession of the Lord.

4 These are the ones who have not been defiled with women, for they have kept themselves chaste. These are the ones who follow the Lamb wherever He goes. These have been purchased from among men as first fruits to God and to the Lamb. 

It seems to be prudent here to remember that there is no biblical reason to think that God would not want people to marry.  Paul called prohibiting marriage a doctrine of demons, and the Jews viewed the command to “be fruitful and multiply” as one of the 248 things they must do to stay in a right relationship with God.  However, Paul and Jesus went to great lengths to straighten out both sides of the issue.  Both singleness and marriage are gifts that a person may have for a period, or (in the case of singleness) for their entire lives.  It is of the utmost importance to realize that God created marriage and called it good, before the fall!  Married believers today have the gift of living out a real live example of the eternal romance between Christ and the Church (Eph. 5:32).  It is equally important to remember that Jesus in Matthew 19:11-12 taught that some are gifted with singleness for such a cause as these 144,000.  Paul suggested contentment whether single or married and to focus on Christ in either situation.  Matthew 19:11-12 reads:

But He said to them, "Not all men can accept this statement, but only those to whom it has been given. "For there are eunuchs who were born that way from their mother's womb; and there are eunuchs who were made eunuchs by men; and there are also eunuchs who made themselves eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom of heaven. He who is able to accept this, let him accept it."

It would appear that these 144,000 had likely taken some kind of vow – such as a Nazarite-type vow, in which their special Tribulation period assignment required them to focus on their obviously intense ministry.  These men would be under the constant attack of the God hating world.  For them to take a wife into this situation would be difficult and distracting for their specific duty before the Lord.  While they would be supernaturally protected from physical attack, their wives would not.  It would be a source of constant pain and fear for them, and the Lord has different plans for them.  Notice that these 144,000 Jews appear to show no reluctance to going precisely where the Lord Jesus wants them to go.  These guys are convinced that Jesus is the coming Messiah and that He means exactly what He says.

The text states that they have been purchased as “first fruits.”  This is not a new word       or concept in the New Testament.  Paul calls Christ a first fruit of those who are asleep in    1 Corinthians 15:20.  Paul also writes that the household of Stephanas was a kind of first fruits of Achaia in 1 Corinthians 16:15.  James tells believers that they are first fruits among His creatures.  These men, however, are the first fruits of the Tribulation period, and, just as was taught under the Law, the first fruits are here offered to the Lord. 

5 And no lie was found in their mouth; they are blameless.

At first glance this brief verse might seem like a rather strange appendage.  It could seem rather like something that could be simply assumed to be true, but not something that needed to be stated as the very last mention of them.  However looking at Zephaniah 3:12-17 makes the importance of this clear.

Zephaniah 3 is a chapter that speaks directly to the time of the Tribulation, the 2nd coming of the Messiah, and the reign  of the Messiah for 1000 years which we have come to call “the Millennium.”  Verse 13 states, “The remnant of Israel will do no wrong and tell no lies, nor will a deceitful tongue be found in their mouths.”  By describing these fellows this way, John is laying out loud and clear for us that these 144,000 are Jews, who are the remnant of Israel.  They are characterized by being truthful and blameless.

Taking a step back and viewing this passage again, one thing is made clear.  After severe persecution, proving fatal to many believers, and after almost seven years of ghastly horrors and systematic efforts to exterminate them, these 144,000 Jewish servants of Christ have survived every one because God is by His very nature faithful.  Not a one of them was lost.  That, by any earthly standard, is amazing!  It would even be considered a miracle – given the circumstances – if a very significant percentage survived.

Why is that important?  What’s the big deal?  It is significant because believers have been told things that are just as amazing, if not more so.  God claims that He will conform every believer in the church age to the image of Jesus Christ.  God claims that He will make all things work together for good, and the good that He is talking about is the work of being conformed to His very image!  The same Lord who will bring every last one of these 144,000 Jews unscathed through the Tribulation is going to work all those things together for good…

Can the believer of today trust in this God to do this wonderful thing in him?  Of course he can.  The question posed to every believer today is: “Do you believe Him?”     



Psalm 2:6


I have installed My King upon Zion, My holy mountain.





Psalm 48:1-2


Great is the LORD, and greatly to be praised,


In the city of our God, His holy mountain. 


Beautiful in elevation, the joy of the whole earth, is Mount Zion in the far north,


The city of the great King. 





Isaiah 24:23


For the LORD of hosts will reign on Mount Zion and in Jerusalem, 


Joel 3:16-17


The LORD roars from Zion and utters His voice from Jerusalem, and the heavens and the earth tremble. but the LORD is a refuge for His people and a stronghold to the sons of Israel. 


Then you will know that I am the LORD your God, dwelling in Zion, My holy mountain. 








Scriptures About A New Song





Psalm 33:1-3


Sing for joy in the LORD, O you righteous ones; Praise is becoming to the upright. 2 Give thanks to the LORD with the lyre; Sing praises to Him with a harp of ten strings. 3 Sing to Him a new song; 


Play skillfully with a shout of joy. 





Psalm 144:9


I will sing a new song to You, O God; Upon a harp of ten strings I will sing praises to You





Revelation 5:9


And they sang a new song, saying,


"Worthy are You to take the book and to break its seals; for You were slain, and purchased for God with Your blood men from every tribe and tongue and people and nation.   





All Believers Have Been Bought…





1 Corinthians 6:19-20


Or do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit who is in you, whom you have from God, and that you are not your own? 20 For you have been bought with a price: therefore glorify God in your body. 





1 Corinthians 7:23


You were bought with a price; do not become slaves of men. 








Zephaniah 3:12-17





"But I will leave among you a humble and lowly people, and they will take refuge in the name of the LORD. 13 "The remnant of Israel will do no wrong and tell no lies, nor will a deceitful tongue be found in their mouths; For they will feed and lie down with no one to make them tremble." 





14 Shout for joy, O daughter of Zion! Shout in triumph, O Israel! Rejoice and exult with all your heart, O daughter of Jerusalem! 15 The LORD has taken away His judgments against you, He has cleared away your enemies. The King of Israel, the LORD, is in your midst; you will fear disaster no more. 16 In that day it will be said to Jerusalem: "Do not be afraid, O Zion; do not let your hands fall limp. 17 "The LORD your God is in your midst, a victorious warrior. He will exult over you with joy, He will be quiet in His love, He will rejoice over you with shouts of joy. 
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