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Who can stand? That is the question that all those who are to be 
judged ask at the end of chapter 6. The situation is that of the final judgment. 
The question is a bit of a cliff-hanger. Chapter seven answers the question of 
who can stand. The answer is that the angels can stand, those who are sealed 
can stand, and the innumerable multitude in heaven standing before the 
throne can stand as well. As it turns out, quite a few people can stand in the 
judgment. Just because those who are to be judged have no imagination 
doesn't mean that their question is unanswerable. They must have thought 
they were asking a rhetorical question to which the answer is an obvious 
“no: no one can stand.” But John, ever the master of irony in the Bible, 
shows us that not only can some people actually stand, but many people can! 
His ultimate answer can be boiled down to two groups of people: angels can 
stand, and those in the true church can stand. 

John sees this new vision of chapter 7 after he sees the events of 
chapter 6. However, the words “after this” only apply to the order of the 
visions. They do not mean that the events of chapter 7 come after the events 
of chapter 6. The order of the visions is not the same as the order of the 
events. This becomes clear when we look at verse 1. Nothing has happened 
yet with regard to harming the earth and the inhabitants. In terms of a movie, 
this would be called a “flashback.” Chapter 6 already describes part of the 
harm that comes to the earth during the seven seals. So here, we go back to 
see what the Lord is going to do to help His people as they go through the 
trials. 

So what does God do to protect His people? He seals them. Verse 3 is 
god's command to stop the proceedings until God's people can be sealed. 
They receive the seal on their foreheads. Remember what a seal does? A seal 
marks out something as different. In this case, the people sealed are different 
from those who are not sealed. As we will see later on, those who are not 
sealed will also receive a mark, the mark of the beast. All the people of the 
world will be marked either with the mark of the beast, or the seal of God. 
Here is what one commentator says about it (Koester, p. 425): 

To have one's identity defined by the beasts mark would seem to bring 



protection, since it allows people to escape social condemnation and 
find economic opportunity by accepting the claims of the ruling 
power. However, the Apocalypse warns that those who bear the beast's 
mark are subject to the judgment of god (14:9-11; 16:2). Conversely, 
those who bear the seal of god risk suffering under the political 
dominion symbolized by the beast, yet they have the promise of 
resurrection to eternal life (20:4).  

What Koester is getting at is a very simple concept: everyone receives a 
mark, either the mark of the beast, or the seal of God. The mark of the beast 
means that you have your best life now. You can be quite carefree in your 
enjoyment of this world. You will never have to worry about being excluded 
from all the “in” crowds. You will certainly never have to worry about 
persecution. There's only one thing you have to worry about: final judgment! 
Those who receive the seal of God have lots of things they will need to 
endure. They will be persecuted, cast out of the “in” crowds, be ridiculed 
and reviled. But one thing they will never have to worry about: the final 
judgment! God, however, does not abandon His people and say to them, 
“good luck, write when you can, hope you enjoy your terrible life!” NO! 
Instead, God seals them. He cares for them. He gives them grace, so that all 
those terrible things that Christians suffer will never seem so bad. Instead, 
having received God's grace, we can actually count those things pure joy. 

What is this seal? The Bible is consistent in its response: the seal is 
nothing less than the Holy Spirit. Ephesians 1 tells us that we are sealed by 
the Holy Spirit. Well, if we are sealed by the Holy Spirit, then why does 
John say that we receive the seal on our foreheads? The answer to that is that 
the imagery is borrowed here from the language of the royal signet ring, or 
even the world of slavery. Kings put their stamps on things that they owned. 
Slave owners also put a mark on the slaves they owned. The Bible 
consistently tells us that we are always slaves. The question is this: slaves of 
whom or what? Those who are in darkness, are slaves to sin. Those who 
have been freed from that slavery are slaves to God. Which is the better 
master to have? So, if we are marked with the Holy Spirit, then what does 
the Holy Spirit do to seal us, and how does that protect us? The Holy Spirit 
seals up our faith, so that we cannot lose our faith. As Paul would say in 
Romans 8, nothing can separate us from the love of God which is in Christ 
Jesus. The reason why that is so is that we have the Holy Spirit. No matter 



how the winds may howl, no matter how the sea-billows blow, no matter 
what Satan tries to throw at us, and no matter how much our sin-nature will 
try to buck us off like an untamed bronco, the Holy Spirit will not let us go. 
As Jesus would say, he will not lose even one person that the Father has 
given to Him. And, as we have seen before, martyrs are not lost. They are 
gained. And they are able to pray to God much more effectively after they 
die, because their souls are located under the altar, very close to God indeed. 
God will not allow His people to be lost even if and when they doubt their 
salvation. Knowing that we are saved is not the same thing as actually being 
saved. People can struggle for a long time with doubts even if their salvation 
is more secure than the gold at Fort Knox. Your doubts do not endanger your 
salvation, if you are truly one of God's children. The point is that we are 
sealed with the Holy Spirit when we come to faith in the Lord Jesus Christ. 

However, that begs a very important question: who are the 144,000? 
And are they the same group of people as the innumerable multitude that 
John sees in verse 9? The most infamous answer to this question comes from 
the cult known as the Jehovah's Witnesses. They believe that the 144,000 are 
a specially chosen group of people, and that the number has already been 
filled up. No one need apply to get in to that chosen group, especially if you 
were born after 1935. In the theology of the Jehovah's Witnesses, the 
144,000 are in heaven, while the great multitude is on earth. As one 
commentator notes, this is the exact opposite of what John sees. The 144,000 
are on earth, while the great multitude are in heaven! The reason for this is 
simple: you don't seal something that is beyond the reach of harm. Christians 
on earth need protection that Christians in heaven do not need. So, whoever 
the 144,000 are, they are on earth, and they need protection, whereas the 
great multitude of verse 9 are explicitly said to be standing before the throne. 
They need no protection. So, we have seen what the 144,000 are not. But 
what are they, and why does John describe them this way? There are two 
clues that the rest of the Bible gives us. The first clue is what the census 
numbers in the Old Testament are for. The only time census numbers are 
taken in the Old Testament is to find out how many fighting men there were. 
It had to do with battle and war. The other clue is in chapter 14, where we 
meet this group of 144,000 again. In 14:1, we see that the 144,000 have 
God's name written on their foreheads. God writes His name on their 
foreheads by the Holy Spirit. But the clue is in verse 4: “It is these who have 



not defiled themselves with women, for they are virgins.” Normally, people 
have taken that odd remark to mean that they were spiritually pure. And 
probably there is an element of truth to that. However, it was customary for 
soldiers in the Old Testament times to abstain from sexual relations with 
women while they were fighting. That is far more likely the significance of 
this description. That leads us to this conclusion: the 144,000 is the church 
militant, the church fighting, the church that needs protection by being 
sealed with the Holy Spirit. The great multitude of verse 9 would then be the 
church triumphant. 

But wait just a minute, there, Pastor Lane! It says in no uncertain 
terms in verses 4-8, that this 144,000 comes from the people of Israel! It 
can't be the church, if they come from the tribes of Israel! Actually, the Bible 
describes the church many times in the New Testament with language that 
the Old Testament used to describe Israel. For instance, in Galatians 6, Paul 
calls the church “the Israel of God.” In Galatians 3, Paul says that those who 
are of faith are the children of Abraham. 1 Peter 2:9 says “but you are a 
chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for God's own 
possession...Once you were not a people, but now you are God's people; 
once you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy.” That 
language comes straight out of the Old Testament descriptions of Israel in 
Exodus and Hosea. Peter takes that language lock, stock, and barrel to apply 
it to the church. 

Next we need to realize that the tribe of Judah was the only tribe 
actually still existing at the time that John wrote. Yes, there were the 
Samaritans, but they were not Israelites. They had so intermarried among 
themselves and with the Gentiles, that there was nothing left of the northern 
tribes at all. Even in the Old Testament, you will not find listings of all the 
tribes that date after the destruction of the Northern Kingdom. 

Thirdly, we need to look closely at the order of the tribes. John's list 
here does not correspond to any of the lists of the Old Testament. Judah's 
name is first, for instance. Almost all commentators agree that this is because 
Jesus, the Messiah, came from that tribe. But notice that one of the tribes is 
missing: Dan. Dan is nowhere to be found. Why? Scholars have speculated 
about this, but the most likely explanation is that Dan was particularly prone 
to idolatry in OT times. That name is left out in order to underscore the 
importance of not falling prey to idolatry. There is a message there for the 



seven churches! Another oddity of the list is that Joseph and Manasseh are 
both mentioned, but there is no Ephraim. Joseph was Manasseh's father. 
Usually, in the OT lists, Joseph would be mentioned, or Joseph's children 
Ephraim and Manasseh. To mention Joseph and Manasseh, but not Ephraim 
is extremely odd. Another odd thing: the sons of the concubines (Naphtali, 
Gad, and Asher) are moved up in the list, right after Reuben! The concubines 
of Jacob were Gentiles! The message here, then, is that the church is true 
Israel. 

One more thing to consider is the number 144,000. This cannot be 
taken as a literal number, but must be symbolic. Are we to suppose that only 
144,000 are to be sealed in order to survive these judgments? Nowhere in 
Scripture do we find any warrant whatsoever of supposing that only some of 
God's people are sealed on earth, and others are left out. The number itself 
must symbolize something, as numbers usually do in Revelation. The 
number, of course, is 12 X 12 X 1000. Commentators are not far out in left 
field to recognize that any time the number 12 is doubled in Revelation, it 
stands for the entire church, Old and New Testament. Consider Revelation 
21, where the twelve gates have the names of the twelve tribes of Israel 
inscribed on them. Immediately following that is a description of the twelve 
foundations, which has the names of the twelve apostles on them. It means 
all of God's people from Adam to the consummation. Twelve next to twelve 
means the whole people of God. Multiply that by one thousand for 
completeness and perfection, and you have the symbol of all of God's people 
here on earth. It is the entire and complete church militant, as we have seen. 
It is the church here below, the church needing protection, the church 
needing God's seal of protection from their enemies. God does not promise 
to spare His people from persecution, or from the events of chapter 6. 
Instead, He will protect them during those events so that they will not lose 
their faith. 

The last piece of evidence here is the overall context of chapters 1-6. 
Those chapters have been all about the church. The Israelites have not been 
mentioned, except for some false Jews in a few of the letters. It would seem 
odd to write a letter to the seven churches, and bring in the Israelites at this 
point. The message is that the church is the true Israel, because they are 
united to Jesus Christ, the truest Israelite who ever lived. The Bible many 
times describes Jesus as being true Israel in His own person. He gave us a 



new way of being Israel: believing in Him. 
The message of this passage is ultimately simple, even if the way we 

got there is somewhat difficult. The message is this: believe in Jesus Christ, 
and you will be sealed with the Holy Spirit, and you will be protected. Come 
what may, you are sealed with the Holy Spirit of promise. You belong to 
God. Nothing can separate you from the love of God which is in Christ 
Jesus. 

You have the choice of which mark you will receive: the mark of the 
beast, or the seal of the Holy Spirit. One of them means your best life now, 
the other means your best life in the future. Will you be patient and wait for 
the glories that will be revealed? Or will you choose the inferior things of 
the life to serve as a perpetual distraction from the things that matter the 
most. Will you choose the way of the pilgrim? It is not an easy life, but it 
promises way more in the future than the mark of the beast could ever 
promise. Choose you this day whom you will serve.        


