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A couple of years ago, when the crisis with ISIS was in full swing in the Middle east, I read a letter to our congregation 
one morning that had been written by some missionaries who were serving in the middle east and who had decided 
to remain on station, supporting the local christians during their time of greatest need - and in that letter there were a 
couple of accounts of Iraqi and Yasidi christians who had faced ISIS militants - and who had not denied their faith, 
even in the face of death. Some of you may remember that worship service - and perhaps even one or two of those 
stories. And I will always remember some of the responses I got to the letter after the service by some of our 
members.

Several people said to me, in relation to those stories, that they were not sure whether they would have what it takes 
as christians to face death, like some of those Middle Eastern Christians had done when they chose not to deny the 
faith; and others asked how those christian families had gone about preparing their children for that type persecution - 
because some of the victims of ISIS - if we should even call them victims - had been children. How, as a parent, does 
one go about preparing one’s children to die for their faith? Those were some of the thoughts that those stories 
brought out from among our members.

And honestly, I can understand why parents - and American christians - would ask those types of questions - but 
more particularly have those types of concerns. Ours is a faith, here in the US, that faces testing and trials - but often 
the trials are trials of an economic sort, or testings dealing with health issues, or with strained relationships and so 
forth - and our approach to these kinds of trials is to pray for healing and seek resolution. But being asked to spit on 
the cross or die isn’t all that common here in America - but if one ever faces this kind of test, things will go terminal in 
a hurry - and this type test often requires a decision whether to remain faithful to Christ or to deny Christ in a split 
second - which makes this type testing unique.

I think we all know that, when it comes to a trial which brings one face to face with impending death for ones faith, we 
don’t really know how to prepare. And in fact, severe trial of this type are such that one isn’t going to know how one 
will respond until one is on the spot, facing the trial. There is something we as believers can count on however - and 
that is what the LORD does to prepare or to sustain believers facing severe trials - and on that topic, scripture 
speaks. One place it speaks is in Revelation 7:1-8 - because when we read of angels going forth and sealing 
servants of God - we are reading an account of what the Lord does HIMSELF, to prepare, or perhaps we should say, 
protect, His servants during times of severe trial - and more particularly, for the judgements that come during the 
period of tribulation. Knowing what the Lord does to prepare US, provides a foundation on which to stand in the face 
of the great tribulation. And this is what chapter seven is all about. 

In chapter seven, we are introduced into another fantastic scene - which John saw in his vision and which he then 
wrote in the book. For those who have read chapter seven, we have seen the parts to this vision. We see in this 
chapter there are:

1) Four angels; and they are standing at the four corners of the earth;
2) These angels are holding something back - the four winds; and they are holding the winds back to protect the 

earth, sea and trees;
3) We also see a fifth angel - and the angel is ascending from the east - and he has the seal of the living God in his 

hand; 
4) he gives a command to the other angels, who are holding back the wind, which has power to harm the earth, sea 

and trees - Do not harm the earth or the sea or the trees - UNTIL, the servants of God are sealed on their 
foreheads; 

5) And finally, we read of the number of those who are sealed - 144, 000 - and they are from every tribe of the sons 
of Israel - and that is the contents of chapter 7:1-8. 

 
What this part of John’s vision is about - put simply - is this - that before all the cataclysmic events of the Lamb’s 
judgement can take place - before the riders on the four horses, with at least three of them wreaking havoc can go 
forth - before God brings vengeance upon the evil world powers and upon those who persecute his church and kill his 
servants can take place - God’s people must be protected - and protected in such a way so as to protect and deliver 
them from the trial what will come upon all the earth.  
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The vision of chapter seven breaks down in to clear three pictures, communicated in symbols. 

Picture number one (v.1-3) can be titled The Prelude to Judgement

Picture number two (vv.4-8) can be titled The Protection in the midst of Judgement 

Picture number three (vv.9-12) can be titled A Picture of Victory over Judgement; and then we have the Postlude (vv.
13-17) which gives detailed explanation about the picture of Victory. Let’s unpack the first two pictures. Our first 
picture shows:

I. The Prelude to Judgement (v.1): After the vision of chapter six John sees four angels standing at the four corners 
of the earth holding back the four winds, that no wind could blow on the earth, sea or trees. And this raises four  
questions:

1st, When do the events of chapter seven take place? 
2nd, Who are the four angels standing at the four corners of the earth?
3rd, What does the ‘four corners of the earth’ signify?
4th, What is signified by the four winds? 

1st, the Meta touto (Gk. for ‘after this’ in this verse) in verse one doesn’t denote chronological order of events 
but rather it is a reference to the order in which the visions came to John. And so the meaning is simple - after John 
saw the vision in chapter six, he we saw the vision in chapter seven. When do the events of chapter seven take 
place? We gain insight into this question when we read v.1-3 - and so the timing of the events of chapter seven are 
either just prior to the fulfilling of the sixth seal or they took place before the riders rode forth, with the first option 
being most likely.

2nd question: Who are the four angels? The four angels standing at the four corners of the earth are four angels of 
God - and they stand in the vision, with a specific task in view - they are holding something back. What are they 
holding back? Verse 1 says they stand at the four corners of the earth, holding back the four winds. And this word 
picture carries a specific meaning.

3rd, what do the four corners of the earth signify? The four corners of the earth is an idiom, used in scripture to 
denote the entire earth - another way to say the same would be to say that these angels stood at each of the four 
points of the compass - N, S, E and W - and the idiom means, specifically, that these angels exercised total control 
over something - identified as the four winds - in relation to the whole earth. 

4th question: What do the four winds signify? Wind, in scripture, is sometimes used to bring judgement or to bring 
disaster. For example, when Satan was allowed to test Job, we read in Job 1:18-19 how Job’s children were eating 
and drinking in the oldest brothers house, and ‘a strong wind came across from the wilderness and struck the four 
corners of the house (meaning, the whole house), and it fell on the young people” and the collapse of the house killed 
all Job’s sons and daughters.

Wind is also used to usher in other forms of destruction/calamity. In Exodus 10:12-13 Moses stretched out his 
staff and the Lord caused a strong EAST wind to blow all day and night, and the wind brought locusts that consumed 
Egypts crops. 

Wind is also used to take away calamity - and so in the same chapter of Exodus the Lord caused a strong WEST 
wind to blow and in the same way wind brought locusts, so wind took the locusts out to sea. 

And wind is used at times to protect people -  in Exodus 14:21 the Lord used a strong EAST wind to drive the 
Red Sea back so that the Israelites could cross the sea in dry ground - and the wind then ceased when Pharaoh’s 
armies entered the area and the waters returned and drowned the whole army. 

We see from these examples how wind was an instrument of aid or of destruction attached to calamity - and context 
determines which; and we also see from the Job story how the term, the four corners, denoting the whole house - is 
used to denote something in its entirety.  
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So, in v.1-3a we have a picture which is the Prelude to Judgement - and I call it the Prelude to Judgement because 
the scene described is in conjunction with an action that MUST take place before calamity - before judgement - can 
take place. In Rev. 7:1-3 we have the picture of four angels holding back the four winds so that the earth and sea and 
the trees will not be harmed. And the context tells us that in this case, the winds that are being held back are winds 
that will bring calamity - destruction - harm to the earth, the sea, the trees. 

Are the winds, actual winds, or are they symbolic of something else? Many - perhaps most - believe they are 
symbolic - of either four other mighty angels or of the four horsemen - meaning the four winds is symbolic of judging 
angels who will carry out the will of God against unbelieving humanity. And whichever way one takes the symbol - it is 
clear that calamity is being held back until something needing accomplishment can be accomplished. What is that 
something?

Notice verse 3. The four angels were to hold back the four winds - that is, harm to the earth, the sea, the trees - 
UNTIL the servants of God could be sealed on their foreheads. And the sealing was the Prelude to Judgement. The 
sealing of the servants of God had to take place FIRST - and then, bad things were in store. Why was it necessary to 
seal the servants of God? This brings us to our second picture. Picture number two is titles:

II. The Protection in the midst of Judgement (vv.3b-8) - and this picture is titled as it is because the seal was for a 
specific purpose - the protection of the servants of God, in the midst of the calamities and judgements that were 
coming upon the earth. In scripture, the term ‘seal’ is used in one of three ways. 

     a) A seal protects against tampering (see Mt. 27:66), so it provides security;

     b) a seal also marks ownership (see Song of Solomon 8:6; Eph. 1:13);

     c) A seal also denotes genuine character (see Esther 3:12). 

The servants of God were to be sealed on their foreheads - and in this context, all three meanings apply - for the seal 
of God on the foreheads of God’s servants indicated ownership and was for protection, because the servants of God 
were owned by God. But, at this point another question arises - who are the 144,000 spoken of in this passage? 
There are different views. 

Some see these as the elect - 144, 000 ultra-saints who will be in heaven, while the lesser saints or non-elect will 
inherit the earth (JWs);

Some see the 144,000 as 144,000 Jewish evangelists who will complete the task of world evangelism during the final 
period of earth history - this would be some of the dispensationalists.

Others wee the 144, 000 as symbolic of the whole of redeemed humanity - the church of all ages. 

Which is it? All the evidence, as far as I’m concerned, points to the fact that the number is symbolic and doesn’t refer 
to national Israel - although I know many see these as referring to national Israel. I don’t see it as such for several 
reasons:

1st, historically, ten of the 12 tribes of Israel disappeared during the Assyrian captivity - and those tribes went out of 
existence - and there is no record of their ever returning from captivity - but a remnant was left to Israel from the 
tribes of Judah and Benjamin; but then, per Jesus’s prediction, Israel that rejected Messiah was scattered abroad and 
a new covenant program was set into affect - made up of those Jews and Gentiles who embraced Jesus Christ as 
God’s Messiah by faith. And so on this backdrop, it is unlikely that the 144,000 refer to National Israel

Further, the list of tribes, compared to the lists of the tribes in the OT, is different. For example:

Ex. 1:1-5 ,lists the tribes in order Reuben, Simeon, Levi, Judah, Issachar, Zebulun (the sons of Leah, Jacobs wife); 
followed by Benjamin, Dan, Naphtali, Gad, Asher and Joseph;
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In Genesis the birth order was Reuben, Simeon, Levi, Judah, Zebulun, Issachar, Dan, Gad, Asher, Naphatali, Joseph 
and Benjamin. 

But, here in Rev. 7”4-8 we have JUDAH first, followed by Reuben, Gad, Asher, Naphtali, Mannasseh (who was not a 
son but a grandson of Jacob thru Joseph); followed by Simeon, Levi, Issachar, Zebulun, Joseph and Benjamin. 

Why is Judah first in the list in Revelation seven? Because Jesus was descended from the tribe of Judah according to 
the flesh. Why was Manasseh listed? Well, the best guess is because the list was not intended to represent Israel - 
rather, it represents Israelites who followed Jesus as their Messiah, as well as those who were not full Israelites - thus 
Manasseh is listed. He was half Israelite and half Egyptian - but this is pure speculation on my part; 

Third, the number of those sealed from each tribe is the same - so we have harmony in the midst of diversity - and 
this suggests that this number is symbolic and not literal; and 

Fourth, in Revelation 14 and verse 3 we have the 144,000 again - but there the number is said to have been 
‘redeemed from the earth’. 

So, who do the 144,000 refer to? The number - 144.000 - refer to what some call spiritual Israel - or to use a Pauline 
term, to the Israel of God - the total of those from Israel and from the Gentile world, who believe on Christ and are 
His. The 144,000 are symbolic for Jesus’s sheep from Israel and the Gentiles:

1) the one flock mentioned in John 10;

2) the one new man referenced in Eph. 2:11-17

3) The ‘redeemed from the earth’ of Rev. 14:3

This is a reference to all the ransomed church of God who will, ultimately be saved to sin no more. 

And so we have these two pictures - one of the Prelude to Judgement and the other to The Protection in the midst of 
Judgement - and the prelude was necessary and the Protection needed, so that, as the judgements of Rev. 6 came 
upon the earth - ending finally with the final judgement alluded to in seal number six - the servants of God - christians 
- those belonging to Christ - would be protected, so that in the midst of severe trial and judgement of the evil world, 
their faith would not fail, but would rather, persevere. 

This, is the provision of the Lords for His suffering people - and because of this, Iraqi christians, including their 
children, were able in the face of persecution to death, to keep the faith and die faithful - and so will those who pass 
through the final times of trial that will come upon the whole earth during the final years of earth history. And here is 
the key that we need to take home with us tonight:

Christ bought HIs people. . . the Father protects HIs people. . . and the Holy Spirit seals them. . .and so LET the 
WINDS blow - for sealed with the seal of God, the true church of God will stand, secure, until the end.  

Amen and Amen!   

  


