Your Letters

Two classes of people in Revelation
7 and 14

Regarding the exchange of views under the above
heading in the October issue (p. 339), there is a
middle course to be taken between the two views,
a course which gives due weight to the details
actually recorded by John. There can be little
question that John is describing in Revelation 7
two distinct groups of people. He almost seems to
be at pains to do so, as I believe is demonstrated
by the table opposite (which includes, but also
expands on, the details convincingly highlighted
by Sister Smith). John even uses the phrase “After
this” (v. 9) to put the distinction between the two
groups beyond doubt.

That said, there is no reason to assume from
this that the 144,000 are natural Israel simply be-
cause the names of twelve tribes are used of them.
Were we to press that idea too literally, we would
create a problem for ourselves in excluding from
salvation anyone from the tribe of Dan, whereas
Samson (a Danite) appears in the list of the faith-
ful in Hebrews 11. Revelation is full of language
applied first to natural Israel in the Old Testament
but then reused in a different context, which is in
accordance with Brother Green’s comments. We
see that the Mount Zion of 14:1 cannot be literal
from the fact that the voice of the 144,000 stand-
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ing there John somehow hears “from heaven”
(14:2). This is therefore a symbolic Mount Zion.
We would need to explore Old Testament pas-
sages to understand this symbol fully, but Psalm
87 is most helpful here; God regards His faithful
people as having been born in Zion. John sees a
vision of something very similar.

Similarly, there is no need to contrast those
“redeemed from the earth” (v. 3) with those “re-
deemed from among men” (v.4), since this is saying
the same thing. Those “on earth” in Revelation
are frequently contrasted with those “in heaven”,
a phrase used to indicate people in a relationship
with God; so when Revelation describes someone
as being “from the earth” we are being told not
so much where that person originated as the
sort of person he or she is. We should therefore
understand the group from which the 144,000 are
redeemed as being those who never come to the
Father. As another apostle puts it, they are “of
the earth, earthy” (1 Cor. 15:47).

Where does this get us? In chapter 7 we have
two separate groups of people, but which are both
redeemed. This is where we need to pay atten-
tion to the details John gives us. We can easily
work out who the 144,000 are, because when the
trumpet judgements begin to be blown in chapters
8 and 9 a definite separation is made regarding
them. We are told in 9:4 that the effects of the
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Characteristic

First group (vv. 3-8)

Second group (vv. 9-17)

Number

How John perceives them

Nationality
Spiritual description
Location in John’s vision

Probationary state

144,000 (v. 4)

Number heard (v. 4, there is noth-
ing to suggest that John sees the
144,000 at all)

Israelite (v. 4)
Sealed in the forehead (v. 3)
On earth (vv. 1-3; cf. 9:4)

Still affected by God’s judgements
on the earth (v. 3; cf. 9:4)

Innumerable multitude (v. 9)

Seen (v. 9)

From all nations (v. 9)
Wearing white garments (v. 9)
In the heavenly temple (vv. 9,15)

Redeemed and beyond all suffer-
ing (vv. 14-17)

When seen with the Lamb | Not till 14:1

At this time (v. 9)

fifth trumpet are felt only by “those men which
have not the seal of God in their foreheads”; that
is to say, the 144,000, who are described in 7:3 as
“sealed”, are spared this judgement.

For this separation to make sense, it can only
mean that the 144,000 are still around at that point;
they are the chosen of God who are alive during
this section of the prophecy. We are introduced
to them in chapter 7, we learn a little of their dis-
cipleship in chapter 9, and when the time of their
probation is over and they are proved faithful
they join the existing company of the redeemed
in the presence of the Lamb in chapter 14. Only
then can they sing the song of the redeemed (vv.
2-5). Symbolically they have left the earth and
‘gone to heaven’, a figure used in Revelation to
indicate that believers’ salvation has been assured
at the end of their probation.

In just the same way, we see those in the time
of the fifth seal first suffering as the seals of the
scroll are broken and then joining those already
redeemed in the heavenly sanctuary of John’s vi-
sion, identified by the white robes given them by
the Lord (6:11; 7:9). Likewise the two witnesses
of chapter 11 suffer persecution on “earth” (vv.
4,6,10) before ascending to heaven (v. 12). There is
a consistent pattern here; throughout the various
time periods of the prophecy the faithful are first
tried and then taken to heaven, gradually accu-
mulating in numbers in the presence of the Lamb,
again referring to their spiritual standing. In the
words of the Lord we might say that, although
literally dead now, like Abraham they still “live
unto Him” (Lk. 20:38). By the time the prophecy
ends, the number of this glorious community of
saints is made up, and John witnesses them as the
new Jerusalem now collectively “coming down
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from God out of heaven” (Rev. 21:2), forming one
body of the believers of all ages fit to be joined
to the Lamb as his perfect bride.

So yes, there are two groups of people men-
tioned in Revelation 7; but they are identical in
character, for they are simply the redeemed from
separate periods in the prophecy. Understanding
things in this way, by using the evidence John
himself gives us, we need neither to confound
the two nor to identify them incorrectly. As ever,
Scripture is its own best interpreter, and God is
glorified therein.

Jeremy Thomas
Birmingham
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