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Sermon Title: The Lamb and the 144,000
Bible Reference: Revelation 14
A disclaimer from Pastor Stuart
My role in the church here is to feed and care for God’s people the best I can. Key to that, in my opinion is teaching and preaching from the Bible; but that is not all a pastor has to do! In fact after the emails, staff admin, hospital visits, community visits, leadership meetings, etc, etc, there sometimes seems to be little time for sermon prep! Years ago I used to agonise over trying to come up with two, often three, totally original sermons each week. But I’ve found that, for me at least, that is impossibility. I’ve learned to be grateful for and to use the gifts God gives to help me – not only the Holy Spirit, but other Bible teachers and preachers.

Over the years I’ve discovered that if something teaches, inspires and excites me it’s likely to do the same for those I speak to. So I admit that sometimes I find myself depending heavily on other people’s ideas, at least to ‘prime the pump’ and therefore I claim originality for very little in these sermons. If you look hard enough and wide enough you’ll probably find who I’ve been reading and learning from! I never knowingly plagiarise, but if you find I have, then I apologise. It must have been that what was said was just too good not to use!

I am particularly indebted to the likes of John Piper, Sam Storms, Wayne Grudem, John Ortberg & Rick Warren. The Lord regularly uses them to get my spiritual pulse racing. I’m also indebted to many who kindly make their sermons available on the likes of sermoncentral.com and preachingtoday.com. Others who help me include ‘The Doctor’ (Martyn Lloyd-Jones), C.H Spurgeon and any of the Puritans.

These sermons are not made available because I think they’re good but in the hope and with the prayer that they may be used by the Holy Spirit to bless others as they have blessed our own church here in Ipswich, UK.

Unless otherwise specified, all scriptures are taken from the HOLY BIBLE  NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Hodder and Stoughton Limited.


   
The Lamb and the 144,000 - Rev. 14

Chapter 12 – 13 revealed the dragon and the beasts that supported it. The dragon is Satan, beast 1 I suggested is ‘power’ - often held in the state or a leader, beast 2 I suggested is ideology (the ‘isms’ of whatever day – materialism, communism, capitalism, Marxism, Catholicism, liberalism, etc). Someone suggested false religion and yes, this certainly comes under this beast. So not one entity, but something/someone that influences, dominates and demands peoples’ allegiance in whatever time they live. May not even look bad, but as it leads away from God it is bad. Those who refuse to be marked with insignia of the beast (ie buy into his teaching or lifestyle) faces exclusion and persecution. 
We should then ask the question: How would the first century believers feel in the face of this? Remember this was meant as a help and encouragement to them, not just a book to fascinate 21st believers! How do we feel? Threatened, scared? What will become of us if we don’t have ‘the mark’, if we don’t go along with the status quo and tolerate wrong and non Christian values, ethics or teaching? And what will become of the beast and those who follow him? Ch 14 gives some of the answers. 

1. The Lamb and 144,000

The 144,000 are most likely the same group as in Ch7, ie the entire church/people of God, O & N Testaments, every person that’s trusted the promises of provision of God – promised or fulfilled. 

But note though a few things about these people:

· Who they are with – The Lamb – v1. Note 13:1 ‘And I saw a beast’; 13:11 ‘And I saw another beast’; 14:1 ‘Then I looked’. So this 3rd time he looks up and sees not a beast but a lamb. Lamb has to be Jesus, as per Ch5:6. The lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world. The lamb who won by being killed; the sacrificial lamb, the lamb of the Passover. Our saviour, our shelter.

· Where are they: Mt Zion – God’s dwelling place. Don’t need to argue whether this is a literal place of not because everywhere in Bible Mt Zion is a picture of the place where the presence of God was or would be with his people. It’s the place where God and his people shared fellowship and friendship.

· They are marked with the father’s name on their foreheads (remember 7:3 says they were ‘sealed’). It was a common practice in the ancient world for slaves to receive a mark on their forehead to indicate who owned them and to whom they owed service. ·   The followers of the beast get the mark of the beast – which keeps them alive in life. Believers get the mark of the Lamb which keeps them alive for eternity – hallelujah! Marked as God’s. His name is on them, set apart and clearly identified as his. 

· Note - this mark doesn’t protect them from persecution (because many would suffer martyrdom), but it ensures they are preserved spiritually and kept for the Lord and nothing will be able to separate them from him and his love – even death! You are marked, kept, preserved.

· The number 144,000 is interestingly specific and may well have military connotation. (Please don’t get confused by the JW teaching of these being the number who will reign with God in heaven. There just isn’t a single Biblical reason to believe this and it is so flawed I’m not even going to waste our time explaining why.)
Remember how ch7 describes the people as the coming from each tribe – That was typical of the way a census was recorded, similar to those in the OT when the numbers of fighting men in each tribe were counted up in order to determine the military strength of the nation. (eg Num 1:3). The fact that the 144,000 are all adult males – 14:4 seems to confirm this idea - note they are those who have not ‘defiled themselves with women’. Fighting men didn’t have physical relationships with women when about to go into battle. 
So obviously not literal – where are the women?! The point is simply that these are those who devoted to God, genuine believers who haven’t been seduced or compromised themselves with worldly values, attitudes (which belong to the enemy). 

If all this seems a little random then you’ll remember that the big backdrop of these chapters is the spiritual war, the battle that Satan is waging against God and his people. This is, as we’ve pointed out, the unseen often unrealised, reality behind the events of our planet. We won’t understand the world until we understand the unseen spiritual battle that is being fought. Let me repeat that – We won’t understand the world until we understand the unseen spiritual battle that is being fought.
And of course the Lord’s army conquers its enemy the same way as the Lord, the lamb conquered his enemy – ie, by way of the cross, the way of peaceful sacrifice, the way of patient suffering.

2. The warnings of judgment - v6-13

Next thing John describes is these three angels with three warnings or really, ultimatums. This is no offer – these angels come with pronouncements and orders for people to follow

i. Angel 1 warns that the end is coming – v6-7, goes out with the gospel and calls everyone to bow before God. This maybe a last chance for people to repent, but many scholars think this is an announcement that the gates boarding gates have closed and there’s no more chance to repent because the time of judgement has come. King Jesus is about to return

ii. Angel 2 announces that the end has come – v8 First mention of ‘Babylon’ in the book, but we’ll see as we go on that Babylon was a metaphor for Rome in John’s day and stands for every society where people replace God with another ideology or selfish living. Here the Lord announces that Babylon, the worlds systems will fail, so we should be very careful about where we invest our time and effort; keep in mind the final destiny!  
iii. Angel 3 announces the terrors of God’s judgement – v9-11. The stark & terrible message here is that anyone who dances with the devil in life will end up drinking the wine of God’s wrath – undiluted, no mercy.

The imagery in these verses is almost unimaginably ghastly. It really should be of little comfort that images in Revelation are not meant to be taken literally, for they are just that – metaphors which have a reality behind them. Burning sulphur was used as a poison and as a crude, indiscriminate weapon of mass destruction in those days, as it both burnt and poisoned, leaving the victims in tormented agony. And that’s the point – the operative word in v10 is ‘tormented’, psychological and spiritual as well as physical. And we’re told this is unremitting – day and night, forever and ever – v11.

We have here a picture into hell itself – far worse than we imagine it to be.  And if this seems objectionable then remember it is Jesus revelation – not John’s! In life Jesus was the one that spoke more about Hell than any other Bible writer. Can any person really claim to be more fair and just that Jesus himself? 

As terrible as this teaching of hell is it is actually a big encouragement for believers. To know that there will be justice, - terrible, ghastly, eternal justice for those who rise against us, who persecute, who mock, who hurt and torment us now for a few short years. They will get their justice – we can rest and leave that with Jesus. 

The chapter ends with 2 harvests
3. The harvests of the earth (verses 14-20).

i. The harvest of salvation – v14-16: In the first harvest we have one like the son of man doing the harvesting. This we know has to be Jesus – reaping, bringing home all his people.

ii. The harvest of judgement – v17-20. the second harvest gathers in the rest and the ‘grapes’ harvested are pictured as being thrown into the wine vat to be squashed.

The image is, once again, shocking; it’s a truly gruesome end to the chapter. But the truth is there will be a gruesome end to evil and wickedness. There will be no comfortable ending for the unrepentant person, what God has in store will hugely offend him. But God is God and will do what is right regardless of what puny man may say or how he will complain. We have so sanitised God’s wrath that even Gods people get offended by it! As Peter Lewis says we ‘want evil to disappear and everyone to love God – but evil doesn’t disappear and everyone won’t love God. Many will spend eternity cursing him’.
We should realise that evil will not be persuaded by nice words – never has and never will. It’s not interested in truth and it will ultimately only be overcome by violent force. It will not give up or give in easily; God will need to be violent with it.
But he’s given warning here and all who will may escape this terrible retribution. The way is open to seek peace with God before it’s too late. That way is through Jesus, who died a bloody, violent death because sin is serious. But through faith him we can be forgiven.

How is it with you tonight? Any of you not yet saved? Then come to Jesus while you can, before it’s too late. 

Saved? Then let us be thankful and live thankfully for him. 
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