June 22, 2008

Sealing of the Bond-Servants

Rev. 7:1-17

Intro:   1.
We return this morning to our series in the book of Revelation.


 2. To this point in time we have seen:


· the vision of the glorified Christ, 

· His declarations to the seven churches which existed historically at the time of John's writing and are representative of churches throughout the ages

· a description of the throne of God, 

· a book sealed with seven seals.

· an overview of end-time theology to provide some context

· and as of our last message in this series, six of the seven seals.

 3. We are at the point in this book where the things which will take place at the end of time are presented to the Apostle John on the Isle of Patmos through various images and symbols.


 4. Before we get to seal number seven, we see a brief interlude in which John is made aware of other things that are taking place.

 5. In the beginning of chapter seven we see a different kind of "seal;" one of a positive nature rather than representing judgment as those we have discussed so far.


 I. Sealing of the Bond-Servants

Rev 7:1-8  “After this I saw four angels standing at the four corners of the earth, holding back the four winds of the earth, so that no wind would blow on the earth or on the sea or on any tree.  (2)  And I saw another angel ascending from the rising of the sun, having the seal of the living God; and he cried out with a loud voice to the four angels to whom it was granted to harm the earth and the sea,  (3)  saying, 'Do not harm the earth or the sea or the trees until we have sealed the bond-servants of our God on their foreheads.'  (4)  And I heard the number of those who were sealed, one hundred and forty-four thousand sealed from every tribe of the sons of Israel:  (5)  from the tribe of Judah, twelve thousand were sealed, from the tribe of Reuben twelve thousand, from the tribe of Gad twelve thousand,  (6)  from the tribe of Asher twelve thousand, from the tribe of Naphtali twelve thousand, from the tribe of Manasseh twelve thousand,  (7)  from the tribe of Simeon twelve thousand, from the tribe of Levi twelve thousand, from the tribe of Issachar twelve thousand,  (8)  from the tribe of Zebulun twelve thousand, from the tribe of Joseph twelve thousand, from the tribe of Benjamin, twelve thousand were sealed.”


 1. This may seem like a trivial point, but our understanding of the shape of the earth does not invalidate the description in verse 1 which refers to the “four corners of the earth,” nor does that statement declare the shape of the earth.


Illus:
Oddly enough, during my research I discovered there is a group of people today who still believe and are still arguing that the earth is flat!


(1) Even today the phrase "four corners of the earth” is sometimes used to describe something that involves the entire world.


(2) Exactly where these angels were positioned we cannot definitively say, but the description John provides indicates they were strategically placed in four locations which would cause them to effect whole earth.


 2. The four winds being held back by these angels represent judgment and destruction.


(1) Each of the angels appears to have been entrusted with a destructive force either for their portion of the earth, or one of four destructive forces which would affect the entire earth from different directions.


(2) Note that they are holding back the winds – the judgment and destruction – preventing them from taking place and that under orders from Almighty God. 


(3) There are those who equate these four angels with those first four horsemen of the first four seals from chapter 6.



 i. Such individuals draw from the vision of the prophet Zechariah in Zech 6.


 ii. While there may be a case for their point, we can observe the first four seals had to do with things which affected mankind directly, and these four have the focus of the earth, the sea and the trees which would affect creation directly and mankind indirectly.


 3. In verse 2 an angel “ascends” from “the rising of the sun,” referring to the east. 


(1) The east has historically been a significant direction from a Biblical view.


 i. The east may indicate the source of blessing from God; that place where light originates.



 ii. Eden was described as being in the east.


 iii. The glory of God came to the temple from the east in Eze 43:2.



 iv. The wise men came from the east with news that the Messiah had been born and Jewish tradition  declared Messiah would come from the East.



 v. I find it a little more than curious that the United States of America, the most powerful and influential nation in the world for generations now, is located in such a way that Israel is to the east where it is a major focus of world politics!


(2) Note also, however, the verse says the angel was “ascending from” the east.

 i. Undoubtedly the implication is this angel was coming directly from the presence of God.


 ii. He was thus endowed with divine authority and instructions.


(3) His “ having the seal of the living God” communicates his being sent by God on an official mission.


 i. As we've discussed in conjunction with the seven seals on the scroll, a seal was used in those days to authenticate a document as coming from someone in authority, much like a notary seal, or an official seal affixed to a document does today.


 ii. That the angel was in possession of this seal indicates the level of trust and authority given to him to act without needing to refer back to the individual whose seal he possessed.


(4) When he cried out to the four who had been given authority to bring destruction, his superior level of authority is made plain as he gives them additional clarification for their mission. 


 4. The angel from the east instructs the four to withhold judgment until he has completed his task.


(1) He had come to place the seal of God on the bond-servants of God.


 i. The term “bond servant” depicts “...one who is in a permanent relation of servitude to another, his will being altogether consumed in the will of the...”
  one to whom he is in servitude.


 ii. It points to “...voluntary service...implying obedience, devotion...”



 iii. This term was often applied in the New Testament to followers of Jesus – can it accurately be applied to us today?


(2) The seal placed on these individuals is a mark of ownership – and rightly so for both them and us!

1Co 6:20  “...you have been bought with a price: therefore glorify God in your body.” 

1Co 7:23  “You were bought with a price; do not become slaves of men.”

Act 20:28  Paul refers to “...the church of God which [Jesus] purchased with His own blood.”



(3) Note that this seal was placed on their forehead, in a prominent place for all to see, so there was no doubt to whom these individuals belonged.


 i. Usually when people speak of a mark being given in the end times they refer to the mark of the beast which is issued in Rev. 13.



 ii. It struck me while preparing that the beast in Rev. 13 is doing what he has always done: counterfeiting what God does!


 iii. God Himself is the originator of the marking of individuals to identify ownership and all the enemy can do is counterfeit!


 iv. As is also typical, God's enemy adds to it, requiring the mark on the hand as well as the forehead.


Illus:
Consider the various world religions, inspired by the Devil as counterfeits to the true relationship which God has provided us in Jesus, each of which have extensive rituals which must be followed with very little or no grace for failing to do so!


 5. Those that are sealed in this passage are twelve thousand Jews redeemed from each of the 12 tribes of Israel.


(1) Oddly enough, some feel these are not Jews by blood, but "true Jews" or believers in Jesus from any nation!


 i. I have a hard time reconciling this position in spite of the varied arguments I've read.


 ii. It seems best to me to take these literally as described, though undoubtedly they are Jews who have accepted Jesus as Messiah as He is the Only Way and it is through yielding to Him that we – Jews as well as Gentiles – become bond-servants of God!


(2) Most of the sources I consulted see the number 144,000 as symbolic rather than literal.



 i. One of the several arguments that perhaps makes sense to me is:  “The number is too exact and artificial to suppose that it is literal. It is inconceivable that exactly the same number - precisely twelve thousand - should be selected from each tribe of the children of Israel.”



 ii. Opinions vary as to what the symbolic number represents, but suffice it to say a significant number of Jews who believed in Jesus as Messiah are involved.


 iii. One author sees significance in the numbers which points to a perfect total of Israel.
 


(3) On the other side of the argument, it says exactly 144,000, so why must we question that as being a literal number?


 i. The source of the information is not clear, John simply said “I heard.”


(a) We can conclude John himself did not do the counting!


(b) As the angel who came from the east – the rising of the sun – has been the one John has quoted up to this point in the immediate context, it would seem to make sense that he was the same one that gave John this number.


(c) Keep in mind the level of authorization we have already identified this angel as possessing.


 ii. The voice which spoke went on to delineate the breakdown of twelve thousand from twelve tribes of Israel, which to me further supports the reasoning for accepting the information as literal rather than symbolic.


(4) There are a couple of observations made about the listing of the tribes.


 i. One tribe of Israel is missing, which is Dan. 


(a) This poses a bit of a question for which I have no answer as verse 4 says “...from every tribe...”


(b) It is pointed out by several authors that Dan was the worst in involvement with idolatry and the tribe from whom the Antichrist will come.



(i) Perhaps their apostate condition will be such that none will be found surrendering to Messiah!


(ii) Or perhaps it is because the Antichrist is believed to come from Dan that they are excluded.



 ii. As one author observes:  “... the tribe of Levi is here mentioned, though that tribe had no inheritance in Israel; but they now belonged to the spiritual priesthood.”



 iii. The one tribe, Joseph, is actually represented twice; once by the tribe bearing his name and the second time by the tribe of Manasseh, who was Joseph's son.


 6.  When all the arguments have been made and all the scholars have had their say, it seems to me  the simplest and best answer is to take the text at face value.


(1) For some reason which has not been clearly delineated for us, the Lord here in Revelation provides this information in the way He has provided it.


(2) It seems to me we should just rejoice in God's preservation of Israel as identified in these verses and not allow ourselves to be bogged down with “maybes” and “perhapses”!


(3) Further, by taking the text as identifying literal Israel, we can observe that God's chosen people from millennia past are here sealed with the Divine seal in such a way that He declares for all creation to see they are His people!

 i. Opponents can cry “foul” if they'd like.


 ii. Rationalists can dispute if they must.


 iii. But the supreme sovereign judge from whose ruling there is no appeal has spoken.


 iv.  Israel is the chosen people of God with whom He has made an eternal covenant which He will not break!


 v. Rather than cause for concern or consternation, we who have placed our hope in Him can be encouraged by evidence in black and white of what “...He Himself has said [first to Israel, then to us in the church], 'I WILL NEVER DESERT YOU, NOR WILL I EVER FORSAKE YOU,'...” (Heb 13:5)



Concl:
  

(1) Perhaps you don't have a relationship with Him...


(2) Maybe you have become convinced by the enemy of your soul that extensive rituals and efforts on your own part are necessary to even hope for some benefit from God, but today you've come to realize that is not so.


(3) Perhaps you know Him but this morning must admit your relationship with Him does not rise to the level of “bond-servant” and you desire to repent!
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