
Fourth Sunday of Easter C 2nd Reading

Rev 7:9, 14b-17
Reading 2
I, John, had a vision of a great multitude,
which no one could count,
from every nation, race, people, and tongue.
They stood before the throne and before the Lamb,
wearing white robes and holding palm branches in their hands.
 
Then one of the elders said to me,
“These are the ones who have survived the time of great distress;
they have washed their robes
and made them white in the blood of the Lamb.
 
“For this reason they stand before God’s throne
and worship him day and night in his temple.
The one who sits on the throne will shelter them.
They will not hunger or thirst anymore,
nor will the sun or any heat strike them.
For the Lamb who is in the center of the throne
will shepherd them
and lead them to springs of life-giving water,
and God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.”

Jerome Biblical Commentary

DOUBLE INTERLUDE DESCRIBING THE CHURCH (7:1-17). Normally the breaking of the seventh seal 
(8:1) and the “great day of wrath” (6:17) should take place here. But John interpolates two 
separate visions between the sixth and the seventh seals, just as he will divide the sixth 
trumpet (9:13-21) from the seventh (11:15-19). The purpose of these two visions is to contrast 
the Church, glorious and protected by God, with the “inhabitants of the earth” who are seized 
with panic at the approach of judgment (6:15-17). In the first vision, John sees the People of 
God on earth placed under divine protection against coming adversity. The second vision is to 
encourage the servants of God to persevere unto death.

(i) The Church on earth preserved by God (7:1-8). 1. the four corners of the earth: The 
earth is seen as a rectangular surface (20:8; Is 40:22). the four winds: Favorable winds were 
considered to come from the sides of the earth, while the unfavorable arose from the corners. 
The four winds blowing from the ends of the earth (Jer 49:36; Zech 2:6; Dn 8:8; 11:4; Mk 
13:27) symbolizes the destructive forces of this world and herald the last day (Dn 7:2; Zech 
6:5). four angels: Just as one angel received power over fire (14:18) and another dominion 
over water (16:5), so four angels are in charge of the fury of the winds. tree: The trees, 
especially vulnerable to gusts of wind, represent all the living.2. from the rising sun: The 
protecting angel appears in the East, the source of light, and the place of Paradise (Gn 2:8). It 
was also from the East that the Messiah was expected. the seal of the living God: According 
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to the widespread custom of the ancients, Oriental lords impressed the seal of their ring on 
their belongings; whatever was thus marked by the seal belonged to the lord and was under 
his protection (cf. Ez 9:4; Ex 12:7-14). Whoever bears “the seal of the living God” will thus be 
his property (2 Cor 1:22; Gal 6:17; Eph 1:13; 4:30; Jn 6:27). This does not preclude the 
Christians’ escape from persecution or death (6:11; 13:15; 17:6; 20:4); but the oppressed will 
be given strength by God to help them persevere.4-8. a hundred and forty-four thousand: 
That is, 12 x 12 x 1000. The number 12 is the symbol of perfection, especially in the physical 
and human world. The second 12 corresponds to the tribes of Israel, the People of God. 
Finally, 1000 indicates a very large number, and 144,000 then symbolizes the multitude of the 
elect whose real number is known to God alone (6:11). from every tribe…: The number 
scarcely refers only to Jewish Christians; rather it stands for all the members of the Church, 
the true Israel. Judaism cherished the hope that Israel would be completely restored with all 
its tribes in messianic times (Is 49:6; Pss Sol 17:44; 2 Baruch 78:1ff.; 2 Esdras 13:39-50). The 
first Christians asserted the fulfillment of this hope in the Church of Christ (Mt 19:28; Gal 6:16; 
Jas 1:1), and John shares completely in this idea (21:12-14; cf. 2:9; 3:9ff.). Judah: This tribe is 
named first because Christ was born of it (5:5). Levi: Replaces Dan, a tribe considered 
unfaithful and, according to a later tradition, held to be the tribe from which would spring the 
Antichrist.
42      (ii) The Church in heaven glorifies God (7:9-17). After the final test the multitude of 
Christians, victorious over persecution, appear in full glory. Verses 9-12 describe the triumph 
of the elect, while vv. 13-17 explain the main details that symbolize their happiness. 9. which 
no one could number: A possible allusion to the promise, made to Abraham (Gn 15:5; 32:12; 
Heb 11:12) with palms: A sign of the victory and of the thanksgiving of the elect (1 Mc 13:51; 2 
Mc 10:7).10. salvation…: The elect give thanks to God and the Lamb who saved them (“the 
saving God,” 1 Tm 1:1; 2:3; Ti 1:3; 3:4, “the saving Christ,” Ti 1:4; 2:13; 3:6). This hymn of joy 
will recur at the fall of the dragon (12:10) and of Babylon (19:1).11. The whole court of heaven 
joins the acclamation of the saints (5:11).12. Amen: Thus placed at the beginning and the end 
of the doxology, made up of seven terms, the “Amen” frames the hymn and expresses the full 
association of all the angels with the praise of the elect (5:14; 19:4).14. from great tribulation: 
In union with Jesus, Christians regularly share trials (1:9; 2:9); but the great tribulation (Dn 
12:1; Mk 13:19), described in 13:7-10, will mark the end. these are they who have come: 
Many would consider them to be only the martyrs. It may, however, be better to identify this 
crowd with all the members of the Church who have remained faithful throughout the final 
crisis: Thus the present vision continues the preceding one that concerned the whole Church 
on earth; the “white robe” should belong to every Christian. they have washed their robes: 
The “white garment” most often signifies the heavenly glory of the elect (3:5; 6:11; 7:9, 13; 
19:8) and of the Angels (4:4; 19:14). Still, the “white robe” is not a consequence of entry into 
eschatological glory, but rather a condition (22:14). In fact, this image describes the very state 
of being a Christian—a gift of Christ at the moment when man becomes a member of the 
Church. But there is the danger of losing this gift; thus the “white robe” holds for the Christian 
on earth a moral aspect (3:4). in the blood of the Lamb: The “blood” is a symbol of the death 
of Christ and its salvific worth (Eph 1:7; Col 1:20; Heb 9:14; 1 Pt 1:2, 19; 1 Jn 1:7). The 
formula “in the blood” is stylized in the NT (Rom 3:25; 5:9; 1 Cor 11:25; Eph 2:13) and might 
come from the Eucharistic liturgy (1 Cor 11:25).15. As the angels (4:8ff.), so the elect living in 
the intimacy of God are represented as ceaselessly celebrating a celestial liturgy (21:5; 22:5). 
The whole of God’s holy people shares in this worship, and not just priests alone.16-17. 
Heavenly happiness is described in a series of OT expressions. The verbs are all in the fut. 
tense; they point out how this vision ends with a promise. Christians will no longer know 



suffering (Is 49:10; Ps 121:6; Jn 4:14; 6:35; 7:37). the Lamb will shepherd them: Pss 23; 80:2; 
Is 40:11; Ez 34:23; Jn 10:11-16. will guide them: Ex 15:13; Dt 1:33; Pss 5:9; 86:11; Wis 9:11. 
to the springs of the water of life: Jer 2:13; Ps 35:10. will wipe away every tear…: See 21:4; Is 
25:8.
Pss Sol Psalms of Solomon (→ 68:45-47)
NT New Testament
OT Old Testament
Brown, R. E., Fitzmyer, J. A., & Murphy, R. E. 1968]; Published in electronic form by Logos 
Research Systems, 1996. The Jerome Biblical commentary (electronic ed.). Prentice Hall: 
Englewood Cliffs, NJ

Haydock's Catholic Commentary

Notes & Commentary:
Ver. 1. I saw four Angels, &c. Though some understand here evil spirits, whom God may 
make use of as instruments to punish the wicked, yet we may rather, with other interpreters, 
understand good angels sent from God to guard and protect his faithful servants both from 
evil spirits and wicked men. (Witham) 
Ver. 2. Having the seal. This sign is generally supposed to be the sign of the cross. In the 
East, it was the custom to impress some indelible mark upon the soldiers. This sign[the sign 
of the cross] amongst the ancient Christians was used on every occasion. (Calmet) 
Ver. 3. Hurt not the earth, &c. Some understand Christ himself, who gives his commands in 
this manner to the Angels; others, an Angel of a higher rank or order. --- Till we seal the 
servants of our God in their foreheads, which may be expounded, let not persecutions and 
trials come upon them till they are strengthened by the spirit and grace of God, with which St. 
Paul sometimes says the servants of God are signed and sealed. See 2 Corinthians i. 22.; 
Ephesians i. 13. He alludes to the passages of Ezechiel, (Ezechiel ix. 4.) where God bids an 
Angel mark with the letter Tau the foreheads of those who should not be hurt by the 
judgments that were to fall upon Jerusalem; so God would protect the faithful Christians, who 
believed and put their trust in Christ crucified, and who from the first ages[centuries], in 
testimony of this faith, used to sign themselves by making the sign of the cross on their 
foreheads, of which the letter Tau was a figure or resemblance. See Tertullian, lib. de Corona 
militis. I beg the reader's patience, if I here set down what I find in the great Synopsis 
Papismi, in folio, put out by Mr. Andrew Willet, and dedicated first to queen Elizabeth, and 
afterwards to king James the first. Among his demonstrations, as he calls them, that the pope 
is the antichrist, (Controv. iv. q. 10. p. 232 and 233) he tells us in plain terms, "that the sign of 
the cross is one of the visible signs of antichrist. And who," saith he, "hath taught the papists 
that the sign of the cross is to be borne or made on men's foreheads? And that with crossing 
the forehead we are preserved from dangers? The superstitious marks of the cross had their  
beginning from the beast's name, since the number of the beast's name in the Revelation of 
St. John is by these Greek letters, chxs. The first letter, ch, is a cross; the middle letter, x, (in 
Latin, X) is also a side long cross; and the last letter, s, contains both s and t of which the 
latter is called a headless cross;" and then Mr. Willet concludes in these words, "And thus it 
plainly appears, that the marks whereby the papists say they honour Christ, are rather a 



dishonour to him, and are in very deed the cognizance of antichrist." Such an ingenious, and 
at the same time learned fancy, may perhaps outvie even those we have cited out of Mr. 
Brightman [in the annotations on Chap. iii. 14-22.], and may be equally serviceable to any 
country parson on the fifth of November, or on any day when he shall think fit to hold forth 
against the pope or popery. I suppose that Mr. Willet did not know that the Christians in the 
first ages[centuries] (as all Catholics to this day) made so frequent use of the sign of the 
cross, as it is witnessed by Tertullian above two hundred years before even any Protestant 
pretended that the popes began to be antichrists, or the great antichrist. And this, says he, 
they do by a tradition from father to son. At every setting forward or going about any thing, at  
coming home or going out, at putting on our clothes, at going to bathe, to table, to light a  
candle, to bed, to sit down, to any thing, we make the sign of the cross on our foreheads. And  
this is a tradition. The like is witnessed by St. Chrysostom, St. Cyril of Jerusalem, and many 
of the Fathers. At the same time that with our hand we make the sign of the cross, we say 
these words, "in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost;" the words 
used when any one is made a Christian [at his baptism], according to the command of Christ. 
[Matthew xxviii. 19.] So that the action itself puts us in mind that Jesus Christ died for us on 
the cross; and by the words, we make a profession of our Christian faith, that we believe in 
one God and three Persons. Can we do this too often? Dare we be ashamed of doing it? Was 
ever any thing more ridiculous than to call this in very deed the cognizance of antichrist? 
What must Mr. Willet have thought of the Protestants, or what can they think of him, and such 
like folio scribblers, to prove the popes the beast of St. John's Revelation? What must, I say, 
Mr. Willet think of the public liturgy, or the book of common prayer, approved and used by the 
Church of England in his time, and which ordains that the sign of the cross shall be made by 
the priest on the forehead of every one that is baptized? This, according to Mr. Willet, is 
(when any one is made a Christian) to give him the badge, and visible sign of antichrist, to the 
dishonour of Christ, and what in very deed is the cognizance of antichrist. (Witham)
Ver. 4. I heard the number of them that were sealed. By these determinate numbers need 
only be understood a great number of Jews converted and saved, though much greater was 
the number of the saved taken from among the Gentiles of all nations, of which it is said, I  
saw a great multitude, which no man could number, &c. (Witham) --- The number of one 
hundred and forty-four thousand is not to be taken in a literal and strict sense, but to express 
in general terms the great number of the elect; for it appears that the tribe of Dan, which 
certainly must have produced some elect, is not mentioned, and the tribe of Joseph is put in 
lieu of that of Ephraim: so that if it be supposed that these numbers must be taken literally, the 
tribe of Joseph would have produced a double number to that of any other tribe, since 
Manasses was his son, and the tribe of Dan would have produced none. (Ven. Bede) 
Ver. 10. Salvation to our God; i.e. our salvation is from God, to whom be praise for ever, 
Amen, benediction, or blessings, thanksgiving. &c. (Witham) 
Ver. 14. White in the blood of the Lamb. That is, they have been cleansed and purified from 
sin, by the death, merits, and grace of Christ crucified. (Witham) --- The whole of this verse 
must be understood in a mystical sense, for we are said to make our garments white in the 
blood of the Lamb, when we enter into his Church by baptism, or wash away our sins by 
penance or martyrdom. (Calmet)
Ver. 15. Therefore they are before the throne of God....in his temple; i.e. therefore are they 
now happy in heaven, where the temple was represented to be, as observed before. --- He 
that sitteth on the throne shall dwell, or dwelleth over them. (Witham) 
Ver. 17. The Lamb, which is in the midst of the throne, God and man, shall rule[1] them as a 



shepherd does his flock. By the Greek, And shall lead them unto fountains of living waters;[2] 
literally, to the fountains of life of waters; shall bless them with everlasting happiness. 
(Witham) --- He represents the happiness of the saints, under the idea of being exempt from 
all the wants and evils of this life. For we are not able, according to truth itself, to conceive the 
happiness that is prepared for us; wherefore we must content ourselves with considering what 
it is not, rather than what it is. He, nevertheless, seems to compare heaven to a temple or 
palace, in which we observe ministers and servants all in their proper order, his counsellors (if 
we may be allowed the expression) and friends seated in presence of their prince, and the 
souls of the just singing the praises of the Most High. (Car.) 
_____________________
[1] Ver. 17. Reget eos, poimanei, &c.
[2] Ver. 17. Ad vitæ fontes aquarum, epi zoes pegas udaton; not zosas, as in some 
manuscripts. 

The Outline Bible (non-Catholic)

     THE SEALING OF GOD’S SERVANTS ON EARTH (7:1–8)
A.     The sealers (7:1–3)

1.     What John sees (7:1–2a)
a.     He sees four angels holding back the four winds of the earth (7:1) .
b.     He sees another angel carrying the seal of God (7:2a).

2.     What John hears (7:2b–3): The fifth angel instructs the four not to harm the earth 
or sea until God’s servants have been sealed.

B.     The sealed (7:4–8)
1.     The total (7:4) : One hundred forty-four thousand are sealed.
2.     The tribes (7:5–8): Twelve thousand from each of Israel’s twelve tribes are sealed.

II.     THE SINGING OF GOD’S SERVANTS IN HEAVEN (7:9–17)
A.     Who they are (7:11, 13–17)

1.     A great unnumbered multitude (7:13–17)
a.     Their salvation (7:13–14): They are saved during the Great Tribulation.
b.     Their service (7:15a): They continually serve God in his Temple.
c.     Their Savior (7:15b–17): The Lamb himself will feed, lead, protect, and comfort 

them.
2.     Angels, elders, and the four living creatures (7:11) : These join with the great 

multitude in the singing.



B.     What they sing (7:9–10, 12)
1.     They praise God for his great salvation (7:9–10).
2.     They praise God for his glory, wisdom, and power (7:12) 

Willmington, H. L. 1999. The Outline Bible . Tyndale House Publishers: Wheaton, Ill.

Word Biblical Commentary (non-Catholic)

Comment

1a Μετ  το το ε δον τέσσαρας γγέλους στ τας π  τ ς τέσσαρας γωνίας τ ς γ ςὰ ῦ ἶ ἀ ἑ ῶ ἐ ὶ ὰ ῆ ῆ , “After 
this I saw four angels standing at the four quarters of the earth.” The formulaic phrase μετὰ 
το το ε δονῦ ἶ , “after this I saw,” is used here to signal a change in subject and to introduce a 
new unit of text (the same formula is used in 4:1; 7:9; 15:5; 18:1). Since the author normally 
uses τα ταῦ , “these things,” however, this slight change in style may indicate an intrusive 
element in the composition. The phrase α  τέσσαρες γωνίαιἱ  as “the four quarters” of the 
compass is a widespread cosmological conception in the ancient world and is also found in 

Rev 20:8 (see Job 37:3; Isa 11:12 [literally “the four wings, MT פותgנgכ kanpôl;t; LXX πτερύγων] 
of the earth”; Jer 49:36 uses the phrase “from the four ends [MT צותmק qĕ ôt;ṣ  LXX Jer 25:16, 

κρωνἄ ] of the earth”; Ptolemy Tetrabiblos 29; T. Asher 7:2; Pliny Hist. nat. 2.46.119). PGM 
VIII.8 speaks of α  δἱ   ̓ , “the four quarters of heaven,” while PGM 15a.8–11 refers 
to “the light from the four corners of the cosmos [κόσμου]” (see Kropp, Koptische Zaubertexte 
2:103). The perspective of the author is determined by his presence in a prophetic trance in 
the heavenly court from 4:1 to 6:17. That heavenly perspective continues to be presupposed 
since the author claims to see the four angels standing at the four corners of the earth 

(conceived of as a flat, square shape.(
1b κρατο ντας το ς τέσσαρας νέμους τ ς γ ςῦ ὺ ἀ ῆ ῆ , “restraining the four winds of the earth.” In 

ancient Israel, as in the rest of the ancient world, the four winds represented the four cardinal 
points of the compass and included all winds (see Ezek 37:9; Jer 49:36; Dan 7:2; 8:8; 11:4; 
Zech 2:6; 6:5; 4 Ezra 13:5; 1 Enoch 18:2; Mark 13:27 = Matt 24:31; Jos. J. W. 6.300; Adam 
and Eve 38.3 [Denis, Concordance, 817]; PGM IV.3066; Kropp, Koptische Zaubertexte 
2:103). Greco-Roman texts also refer to the four winds (Pliny Hist. nat. 2.46.119 [who insists 
that there are really two winds from each direction]; Vettius Valens 140.6; P. Flor. 20.19; 
50.104; PGM III.273, 496; IV.1606). The storehouses of the winds are mentioned in 1 Enoch 
18:1; 2 Enoch (J) 40:10. God controls the winds, bringing them from their storehouses (Ps 
135:7; Jer 10:13; 51:16), a view also expressed in the Jewish magical papyrus entitled the 
“Recipe of Pibeches” (PGM IV.3007–86; see J. van Haelst, Catalogue, no. 1074), referring to 
God as “the one who stirs up the four winds” (line 3066). 1 Enoch 76:1–14 describes the 
twelve gates through which come the winds from the four directions; through four of those 
gates come good winds, and through eight come winds of punishment. 4 Ezra 8:22 indicates 
that angels are changed to wind and fire at the command of God (probably based on Ps 
104:4, quoted in Heb 1:7), and 1QH 1:10–11 speaks of the winds as “angels of holiness.” In 
Jub. 2:2, the “angels of the spirit of the winds” are mentioned, and in 3 Enoch 14:4, the angel 
Ruhiel is said to be in charge of the wind. The four winds are also described as supports for 
the earth and the firmament of heaven (1 Enoch 18:2). The four winds can also be agents of 
divine judgment in scattering a people (Jer 49:36). In Gos. Bartholomew 31–36, which 



originated in the third century (Hennecke-Schneemelcher, NTA 1:498), the four angels who 
are in charge of the winds are named and described: (1) Chairum rules over Boreas and 
prevents the earth from drying up. (2) Oertha rules over Aparktias and prevents the earth from 
freezing. (3) Kerkutha rules over the south wind and prevents the earth from shaking. (4) 
Naoutha rules over the southwest wind and prevents the earth from burning up. Jerome 
(Comm. in Dan. 7:2–3) suggests that the four winds mentioned in Daniel are angelic powers. 
In line with this there is also a tradition in early Judaism that angels were identical with the 
winds, a notion based on Ps 104:4 (1QH 1:10–11; Jub. 2:2; 4 Ezra 8:22; Pirqe R. El. 4; Str-B, 
3:678–79). Ptolemy Tetrabiblos 29 reflects the view that the winds originate at the four 
quarters of the horizon. In the Greek and Roman worlds, the four winds were often 
personified. In several Mithraic monuments, two or four great winds (Favonius, Auster, Eurus, 
Aquilo) are depicted with wings on their heads and blowing from the four points of the 
compass (Vermaseren, CIMRM, 1083, 1283, 1292, 1300, 1331, 1388, 1685); on the 
representation of the windson Mithraic monuments, see L. A. Campbell, Mithraic Iconography 
and Ideology (Leiden: Brill, 1968) 162–80. According to the Coptic-Gnostic tractate Paraph. 
Shem 27.26–27 (tr. J. M. Robinson, Nag Hammadi, 353), “For without wind and star nothing 
happens upon the earth.”

Many folktales deal with the problem of controlling the winds (see S. Thompson, Motif-
Index, D2142). Many of these stories have been collected by J. G. Frazer, The Golden 
Bough, 2nd ed. (New York: Macmillan, 1911) 1:319–20; see Page, Folktales, 74–78. The 
earliest Greek story of an attempt to control the winds (and thus the weather) is found in 
Odyssey 10.1–76, where Odysseus narrates the story of Aeolus, whom Zeus had made 
steward of the winds. To provide safe passage home to ithaca for Odysseus and his crew, 
Aeolus presented him with an ox-hide bag of storm winds tied with a silver cord so that he 
could reach home without experiencing contrary winds. While Odysseus slept, and when they 
were in sight of ithaca, the crew opened the bag thinking it was treasure. The released storm 
winds drove them back to the island of Aeolus, where they received a chilly reception.

1c να μ  πνέ  νεμος π  τ ς γ ς μήτε π  τ ς θαλάσσης μήτε π  π ν δένδρονἵ ὴ ῃ ἄ ἐ ὶ ῆ ῆ ἐ ὶ ῆ ἐ ὶ ᾶ , “so that 
no wind might blow on the earth, nor on the sea, nor on any tree.” Each of the four angels is 
presumably restraining one of the four winds, but it is not immediately evident why the winds 
should be restrained from blowing, though the assumption is that they will cause some type of 
terrible damage. In a fragment of Empedocles (Diels-Kranz, FVS 1:353, frag. B111), he 
appears to refer to the powers of a divine man: “You stop the power of tireless winds which 
move upon the earth, and by their blowing destroy the farmland; and again, if you have the 
will, you can summon the winds to return.” In v 2 these angels are further characterized as 
those with the power to harm the earth and the sea. Presumably, this harm will come from the 
winds they are restraining. The trees are not mentioned here as they are in v 1. However, the 
potentially dangerous winds are not referred to again elsewhere in Revelation. Some have 
regarded this scene as a doublet of the opening of the first four seals, each of which 
unleashes a different plague on the world. A close parallel occurs in 2 Apoc. Bar. 6:4–5 (tr. A. 
F. J. Klijn in Charlesworth, OTP 1:622–23), “And I saw, and behold, there were standing four 
angels at the four corners of the city [i.e., ‘Jerusalem’], each of them with a burning torch in 
his hands. And another angel came down from heaven and said to them, ‘Hold your torches 
and do not light them before I say it to you.’” J. Weiss understands the restraining of the four 
plague-bringing winds as a flashback introducing the protection of the 144,000 by sealing 
before the first six seals are opened (Offenbarung, 72); there is no indication in the text, 
however, that the author or the final redactor understood Rev 7 in this way.



2a κα  ε δον λλον γγελον ναβαίνοντα π  νατολ ς λίου χοντα σφραγ δα θεοὶ ἶ ἄ ἄ ἀ ἀ ὸ ἀ ῆ ἡ ἔ ῖ ῦ 
ζ ντοςῶ , “Then I saw another angel ascending from the east with the signet of the living God.” 
On κα  ε δονὶ ἶ , see Comment on 5:1. The signet or seal is not further described (though it is 
assumed that it is an object, like a signet ring or a cylinder seal, that can make an impression 
on something), nor is that which is sealed on the foreheads of the servants of God explained 
(v 3). Not until 14:1 is it made clear that the name of the Lamb and the name of his Father are 
written (the term σφραγίζειν, “to seal,” is not used) on the foreheads of the faithful. The seal is 
understood, at least in the final revision of Revelation, as the name of the Lamb and of his 
Father, mentioned explicitly in 14:1 (see 3:12; 22:4); see Dölger, Sphragis, 57. The terms 
σφραγίς, “seal, signet” (7:2; 9:4), and σφραγίζειν, “to seal” (7:3, 4[2x], 5, 8), are used in this 
chapter (and in 9:4) in an eschatological sense, as in Ezek 9:4–6 [cited in CD 19:12]; Pss. 
Sol. 15:6 (σημε ον το  θεοῖ ῦ ῦ, “mark of God”), 9 (σημε ον τ ς πωλείαςῖ ῆ ἀ , “mark of destruction”); 
4 Ezra 6:5; 8:53. Further, sealing is used here as a symbol of divine protection, as Rev 9:4 
makes clear: the demonic locusts are told to harm “only those people who do not have the 
seal of God on their foreheads” (this is the only other use of σφραγ- terms in Revelation). 
Further, both Ezek 9:4–6 and Pss. Sol. 15:6 use the metaphor of sealing in the context of the 
concept of the remnant. The currency of the sealing notion in apocalyptic circles is supported 
by 4 Ezra 6:5, which refers to eschatological sealing as if it were a well-known concept: “the 
schemes of its sinners had not yet been outlawed, nor had God’s seal yet been set on those 
who have stored up a treasure of fidelity.” The notion of sealing is combined with the motif of 
the numerus iustorum in 5 Ezra 2:38, 40:

Rise, stand up, and see the whole company of those who bear the Lord’s mark and 
sit at his table. … Receive, O Zion, your full number, and close the roll of those arrayed 
in white who have faithfully kept the law of the Lord.

Gen 4:15 offers a further parallel for a protective mark (the nature of which cannot be 
known) within the context of a curse: “And the Lord put a mark on Cain, lest any who came 
upon him should kill him” (see Westermann, “Excursus: The Mark of Cain,” in Genesis 1:312–
14). The protective function of sealing is made explicit in the Coptic-Gnostic tractate Ap. John 
31.22–25 (tr. J. M. Robinson, Nag Hammadi, 122), “And I raised him up and sealed him in the 
light of the water with five seals, in order that death might not have power over him from this 
time on.” The protective or apotropaic function of magical sealing is a motif frequently 
encountered in ancient texts and in inscriptions on amulets and other materia magica. An 
inscription on an Aramaic incantation bowl reads “that seal with which the First Adam sealed 
his son Seth to protect him from demons” (Isbell, Incantation, text 16.3, p. 54). Similarly, in 
Acts Andrew 27 (ed. MacDonald, Acts), seven demons will not attack Andrew because of the 
seal on his forehead. On an apotropaic copper amulet from Smyrna, which contains Jewish 
motifs and a magical formula with a few Christian additions, is the inscription on the obverse, 
“Seal of the living God, guard him who wears this,” and on the reverse, “Get out hated one. 
Araaph the angel and Solomon drive you away from him who wears this” (Goodenough, 
Jewish Symbols 2:231; vol. 3, fig. 1054). For other amulets containing depictions of Solomon 
and the inscription σφραγ ς θεοὶ ῦ, “seal of God,” see G. Schlumberger, “Amulettes Byzantines 
anciens destinés à combattre les maléfices & maladies,” REG 5 (1892) 84; P. Perdrizet, 
“Σφραγ ς Σολομ ντοςὶ ῶ ,” REG 16 (1903) 42–61.
In the OT and early Judaism, there was the anthropomorphic notion that Yahweh, like all 
kings, had a seal (Job 9:7; Sir 17:22; T. Mos. 12:9; Apoc. Moses 42:1; see Ysebaert, Greek 

Baptismal Terminology, 246). The signet ring) חותם ôtāmḥ ) of God (conceived of either as a 
cylinder seal worn on a cord around the neck or a seal mounted on a ring) can be a metaphor 



for the king of Israel (Jer 22:24; Hag 2:23). According to Pr. Man. 3, God has “confined the 
deep [τ ν βυσσονὴ ἄ ] and sealed [σφραγισάμενος] it with thy terrible and glorious name.” On 
the basis of the evidence presented below, the idea of sealing people with the seal or signet 
ring of God is a metaphor drawn from the world of ancient magic, where sealing functions 
either to protect the person sealed or to control the evil spirit that is sealed.

The language of sealing and signet rings frequently occurs in ancient magic, where it is 
often difficult to distinguish between Jewish magic and Greco-Roman magic because of the 
enormous influence that the former had on the latter. PGM VII.583 speaks of an amulet that 
“is the powerful name and seal of the great god [ νομα το  μεγάλου θεο  κα  σφραγίςὄ ῦ ῦ ὶ ].” Here 
καί is probably epexegetical so that the phrase could be translated “the powerful name or seal 
of the great god.” Similarly, in PGM I.306 and III.226 the phrase ρκίζωὁ  [σε] σφραγ δα θεοῖ ῦ, “I 
adjure [you] by the seal of God,” very likely refers to the name of the god (perhaps as 
inscribed or otherwise depicted on materia magica, e.g., amulets, papyri, etc.). This is 
suggested by the hexameter lines parallel to I.306 and III.226 in I.309, “I adjure you by Aion 
the eternal god of all,” and III.229, “I adjure you by the great god Apollo.” Thus σφραγίς = 

νομαὄ  = θεός. T. Kraabel published the Wilshere jasper ringstone (ca. third century A.D.), with 
the divine names ΙΑΩ ΣΑΩ ΑΔΩΝΙ (i.e., Iao, Sabaoth, Adonai) written in reverse in three lines 
ΩΑΙ ΩΑΣ ΙΝΩΔΑ (“Jews in Imperial Rome: More Archaeological Evidence from an Oxford 
Collection,” JJS 30 [1979] 50–55). Though magical formulas are frequently written backwards 
for magical effect (see J. Naveh, “Lamp Inscriptions and Inverted Writing,” IEJ 38 [1988] 36–
43), this particular ringstone is probably incised backwards so that it will imprint the divine 
names correctly when used as a stamp. Though these three divine names occur together 
frequently in the magical papyri (PGM III.266–67; IV.1485–86, 1534–35, 1561, 1621, 2315, 
2326, 3053; VII.220, 311, 595–96), they are ultimately derived from three Hebrew names for 
God, which magical practitioners regarded as three separate deities. The name “Iao” is 
particularly important, for it represents a Greek transliteration of a shortened form of the 

covenant name for God ,יהוה YHWH, usually vocalized as “Yahweh” (see Aune, “Iao,” RAC 
17:1–12.(

In the Testament of Solomon, in magical gems that show a strong Jewish influence, and in 
the Jewish Aramaic incantation bowls, the use of seals and sealing in Jewish magical practice 
is very prominent. According to T. Sol. 1:6–7, Solomon received a magic ring from God 
through Michael, which he used to control evil spirits (Aramaic incantation bowl texts refer to 

“the sealing of Solomon the king] ובחותמא דישלומו מלכא wb wtmḥ ˒ dyšlwmw mlk˒]” [Isbell, 
Incantation, 31–33], and “the signet-ring] עיזקתא ˓yzqt˒] of King Solomon” [Isbell, Incantation, 

108]); the ring is referred to as the σφραγ ς το  θεοὶ ῦ ῦ, “the seal of God” (1:7; 10:6; 15:7), and ὁ 
δακτύλιος το  θεοῦ ῦ, “the ring of God” (7:3; 8:12; 10:7). The ring of Solomon referred to in 
Josephus Ant. 8.47 is mentioned in b. Gi .ṭ  68a as “a ring on which was graven the Name.” 
One type of magical gem or amulet depicts Solomon as a mounted warrior about to pierce a 
supine female figure with his lance. The rider is often labeled “Solomon,” frequently with the 
inscription Σφραγ ς Θεοὶ ῦ, “seal of God,” on the reverse (Bonner, Magical Amulets, 208–11; 
Delatte-Derchain, Les intailles magiques, nos. 369–73, 376–77 [pp. 261–64]). The Jewish 
Aramaic incantation bowls contain a number of relevant parallels. In text 3.4 (Isbell, 
Incantation, 21–22) we find this formula: “in the name of the great God and with the great seal 

of Shadda El] רבא דשדא אל בישמיה דאלהא רבא ובחתמא byšmyh d lh˒ ˒ rb˒ ub tmḥ ˒ rb˒ dšd˒ l˒ ]”; here 
the term “seal” is parallel to the term “name,” indicating their identity (a parallel text occurs in 
Isbell, Incantation, 4.1–2 [p. 24]). Similarly, text 48.4 speaks of being “sealed with the signet 

ring of El Shaddai] חתיהין בעיזקתא דאל שדי tyhyn b yzqtḥ ˓ ˒ d l šdy˒ ]” (see 12.11; Isbell, 
Incantation, 48–49); a variation is to be “sealed with the great seal of the Holy One” (19.9; 



Isbell, Incantation, 62). Thus “seal) ”חתמא atmāḥ ˒) and “signet-ring) ”עזקא ˓izqā˒) are used as 
equivalents. Another inscription reads “By the seal on which has been carved and engraved 

the Ineffable Name] שם מפורש šēm mĕpôrāš]” (Isbell, Incantation, 17.9 [pp. 56–57]). The 
effectiveness of such sealing is emphasized in text 51.6–7 (Isbell, Incantation, 116), which 
speaks of “the great seal of the Lord of the Universe [whose] knot cannot be untied and 

whose seal cannot be broken.” The protective function of the seal from plagues) פגעין 
pĕgā ın˒ ̂ ) with supernatural origins is expressed in text 31.2–4 (Isbell, Incantation, 83:(

 …so that you may not come near the house and threshold of ˒Adaq the son of 
Mah ̣lapta who is sealed with the three [signet]-rings and doubly-sealed with the seven 

seals from all evil plagues] פגעין בישין pĕgā ın bıšın˒ ̂ ̂ ̂ ], from all bad spirits, from monsters, 
from liliths, and from all blast-demons and harmers.

God is often called “the living God” (Heb. אלהים חיים ˒ĕlohım ayyım;̂ ḥ ̂  Gk. θε ς ζ νὸ ῶ ) in 
Jewish and early Christian tradition (the term κύριος, “Lord,” is never used in this way), 
though in Revelation the phrase occurs only here in 7:2 (Deut 5:26; Josh 3:10; 1 Sam 7:26; 2 
Kgs 19:4; Pss 42:2[LXX 41:2]; 84:2[LXX 83:2]; Isa 37:4, 17; Jer 10:10; 23:36; Dan 6:20, 26; 
Hos 1:10; LXX Deut 4:33; LXX Esth 6:13; 8:13; Gk. 1 Enoch 5:1; T. Abra. [Rec. A] 17:11; Jos. 
As. 8:5, 6; 11:10; T. Job 37.2; Matt 16:16; 26:63; John 6:69 [var. lect.]; Acts 14:15; Rom 9:26; 
2 Cor 3:3; 6:16; 1 Thess 1:9; 1 Tim 3:15; 4:10; Heb 3:12; 9:14; 10:31; 12:22; 2 Clem. 20:2; 

Hermas Vis. 2.3.2; 3.7.2; Sim. 6.2.2.(
2b κα  κραξεν φων  μεγάλ  το ς τέσσαρσιν γγέλοις ο ς δόθη α το ς δικ σαι τ ν γ νὶ ἔ ῇ ῃ ῖ ἀ ἷ ἐ ὐ ῖ ἀ ῆ ὴ ῆ  

κα  τ ν θάλασσανὶ ὴ , “He cried out with a booming voice to the four angels who were 
empowered to harm the earth and the sea.” There are just two certain instances in Revelation 
in which particular angelic beings issue commands to others (7:2; 14:18; cf. 16:1), perhaps 
reflecting an implicit assumption of an angelic hierarchy. The aorist passive verb δόθηἐ  is 
another example of the passivum divinum, indicating that God has given these angels the 
task in question (see Comment on 9:3).

3 λέγων· μ  δικήσητε τ ν γ ν μήτε τ ν θάλασσαν μήτε τ  δένδρα χρι σφραγίσωμεν το ςὴ ἀ ὴ ῆ ὴ ὰ ἄ ὺ  
δούλους το  θεο  μ ν π  τ ν μετώπων α τ νῦ ῦ ἡ ῶ ἐ ὶ ῶ ὐ ῶ , “Do not harm the earth or the sea or the 
trees until we seal the servants of our God upon their foreheads.” The first-person plural form 
of the verb σφραγίσωμεν, “we seal,” is enigmatic since it is not clear who in addition to the 
angel bearing the signet of God could be part of the subject of this verb. This sealing is a sign 
of divine protection, which is explicitly said to protect those sealed from the fifth trumpet 
plague in 9:4: “But they were instructed not to harm the grass of the earth nor any plant nor 
any tree, with the exception of people who do not have the seal of God upon their foreheads.” 
See also T. Job 5.1, where after promising Job that he will not die, an angel seals Job before 
Satan begins to torment him (parallels in B. Schaller, Das Testament Hiobs, JSHRZ 3.3 
[Gütersloh: Mohn, 1979] 330). The combination of the notions of sealing or tattooing with the 
term δο λοιῦ , “slaves, servants,” indicates that this metaphor is derived from the Eastern 
practice of tattooing secular and religious slaves (Dölger, Sphragis, 58). One important issue 
in this verse is the problem of determining whether the verb σφραγίζειν, “seal,” has any 
connection with Christian baptism or the complex of rituals associated with baptism (see 
Excursus 7A: Marking, Branding, and Tattooing in the Ancient World). While the notion of 
“sealing” in 7:2–8 certainly is a metaphor for ownership, it is unlikely that it is a metaphor for 
either Christian baptism or the reception of the Holy Spirit (against Prigent, 120; Roloff [ET] 
97; Giesen, 194). While Prigent, Roloff, and Giesen understand “sealing” as baptism, and the 
144,000 as Christians, the fact that some but not all the “twelve tribes of the sons of Israel” 
were sealed means that the group from which the sealed were selected was obviously not 



sealed and hence cannot be Christians. To understand “sealing” as baptism, these scholars 
must ignore the basic character of the metaphor that presents the 144,000 as sealed from a 
presumably larger “unsealed” group.

This verse alludes to LXX Ezek 9:4, where those who mourned the pollution of the temple 
are marked on the forehead to protect them from the angels about to destroy Jerusalem: δ ςὸ  
τ  σημε ον π  τ  μέτωπα τ ν νδρ νὸ ῖ ἐ ὶ ὰ ῶ ἀ ῶ , “Place a sign on the foreheads of the men.” The 
significance of this marking is that it indicates both divine protection and divine ownership 
(Lampe, Seal, 16). In CD (MS B) 19:10–12, Ezek 9:4 is referred to in connection with the 
protection of the faithful members of the covenant community, called the “little ones” and “the 
poor of the flock” (tr. P. R. Davies, Covenant, 257):

These shall escape at the time of the visitation, and those who are left shall be 
delivered to the sword when the Messiah of Israel and Aaron comes. (It will be) as it 
was in the time of the first visitation, as He said by the hand of Ezekiel: “to make a 
mark upon the foreheads of those who sigh and groan.”

Isa 44:5 is an appropriate parallel (RSV  ): “This one will say, ‘I am the Lord’s,’ another will 
call himself by the name of Jacob, and another will write on his hand, ‘The Lord’s’ [LXX καὶ 
τερος πιγράψει Το  θεο  ε μιἕ ἐ ῦ ῦ ἰ ], and surname himself by the name of Israel.” J. Finegan 

(Archaeology, 224–25) argues that the use of the definite article with תו tāw, as in CD (MS B) 
19:12 quoted above, which reads התיו hattāyw, or in Origen Selecta in Ezech. 9, where τοῦ 

Θαῦ is said to stand in the Greek versions of Aquila and Theodotion, refers to an alphabetic 
character, taw, a letter represented in archaic Hebrew script with X (see the “Table of Scripts” 
in Gibson, Inscriptions 1:117–18). Brownlee (Ezekiel, 140) translates the relevant phrase in 
Ezek 9:4 “mark with an X the foreheads of people.” Ezek 9:4 has also influenced Pss. Sol. 
15:8, 10, where we read “The mark of God is upon the righteous that they may be saved, 
whereas it is said of sinners that ‘the mark of destruction is upon their forehead.’” In b. Šabb. 
55a (tr. Epstein, Talmud), “a taw of ink upon the foreheads of the righteous” and “a taw of 
blood upon the foreheads of the wicked” are mentioned. In b. Šabb. 120b, bathing is 

forbidden to one who has the divine name written) כתב kĕtāb) on his skin (see b. Yoma 8a); 
see Ysebaert, Greek Baptismal Terminology, 244. An allusion to Rev 22:4 may be reflected in 

what appears to be a Christian interpolation into T. Sol. 17:4 (tr. Charlesworth, OTP 1:977:(

So I said to him, “Fear the God of heaven and earth and tell me by what angel you 
are thwarted.” He replied, “He who is about to return (as) Savior thwarts me. If his mark 
[στοιχε ονῖ ] is written on (one’s) forehead, it thwarts me, and because I am afraid of it, I 
quickly turn and flee from him. This is the sign of the cross.”

Divine protection was provided for Israelites who marked the doorposts of their homes 
with the blood of a sacrificial lamb (Exod 12:7), and many have seen Exodus imagery in this 
chapter. That this sealing is for the purpose of protecting the 144,000 is clear from 9:4, which 
explicitly states that only people who do not have the seal of God on their foreheads are to be 
harmed by the plague unleashed by the fifth trumpet.

Excursus 7A Marking, Branding, and Tattooing in the Ancient World
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The terms σφραγίς and σφραγίζειν refer to the impression of a seal in clay or wax; since 
seals could be attached to people, they can be confused with tattoos or brands. The term 
σφραγίς refers both to the seal and to the impression made by it; the term also represents the 
power and authority of its owner. The instruments used in sealing (e.g., cylinders, rings), often 
made of precious stones, were important as symbols of power. Individuals, temples, and cities 
frequently had seals. This is even more true of the gods, for Orphica Hymni 34.26 says of 
Apollo, “you have the master seal [σφραγ δαῖ ] of the cosmos.” Seals in wax or clay were 
attached to many types of objects to guarantee their authenticity (e.g., weights and 
measures). The mode of sealing is of interest particularly when it is used in connection with 
people. Seals could be worn suspended from a chain or cord worn around the neck 
(Xenophon Vect. 4.21). A play on the word signaculum is found in the Acts of Maximilian 2 (tr. 
Musurillo, Acts): 

Dion said to Maximilian: “Agree to serve and receive the military seal.” “I will not 
accept the seal,” he replied. “I already have the seal of Christ who is my God.”

Here the signaculum (= σφραγίς) of soldiers is a military seal impressed on a lead tessera 
or bulla, though some argue that it was a tattoo or brand on the hand, forehead, or neck that 
functioned as a sign of service, a mark of recognition, and a precaution against desertion 
(Lampe, Seal of the Spirit, 11).
Branding or tattooing was used in several different ways in the ancient world: (1) as a 
barbarian custom, (2) as a punishment or mark of disgrace among the Greeks and later the 
Romans, (3) as a mark of ownership in the Roman empire, (4) as a sacral rite in some cults, 
and (5) as a term for Christian baptism or for the rite following baptism that conveyed the gift 

of the Holy Spirit. In the OT tattooing (the technical term for which was קעקע qa ăqa˓ ˓) was 
forbidden in Lev 19:28, translated in the LXX as γράμματα στικτά, “tattooed writing.” Yet an 

emancipated slave could receive a tattooed inscription) כתובת קעקע kĕtôbet qa ăqa˓ ˓) 



according to b. Gi .ṭ  20b. Permissible and impermissible marks on the skin are discussed in m. 
Mak. 3:6 (tr. Danby, Mishnah:(

If a man wrote [on his skin] pricked-in writing [he is culpable]. If he wrote but did not 
prick it in, or pricked it in but did not write it, he is not culpable, but only if he writes it 
and pricks it in with ink or eye-paint or aught that leaves a lasting mark. R. Simeon b. 
Judah says in the name of R. Simeon: He is not culpable unless he writes there the 
name [of a god], for it is written, “Nor print any marks upon you: I am the Lord.”

(1) Barbarian tribes in antiquity practiced tattooing often for reasons of tribal identity or as 
marks of ownership with religious significance (Strabo 7.5.4; Xenophon Anab. 5.4.32; Sextus 
Empiricus Pyrhh. 1.148; 3.202). The Greeks, who looked down on the custom, particularly 
associated the practice with the Thracians (Herodotus 5.6; Cicero De offic. 2.7.25).

(2) The Greeks used tattoos primarily as a punishment for slaves and criminals, a custom 
they apparently learned from the Persians, and hence it was a mark of disgrace (Ysebaert, 
Greek Baptismal Terminology, 190–91). Disobedient or runaway slaves were sometimes 
branded or tattooed on their foreheads (Gustafson, CA 16 [1977] 81–85). In Petronius 
Satyricon 103, Eumolpus thinks that the head and eyebrows of Encolpius should be shaved: 
“Then I will come and mark your foreheads [frontes] with some neat inscription so that you 
look like slaves punished by branding” (LCL tr.). Then in Satyricon 105, “Tryphaena, thinking 
that the marks on our foreheads were real prisoners’ brands [vera enim stigmata credebat  
captivorum frontibus (n.b. that frons can mean either face or forehead) impressa], cried 
bitterly over our supposed punishment.” Herodas 5.65–67, 77–79 also refers to having a 
slave tattooed on the forehead: “when he has this inscription on his forehead [ ν τ  μετώπἐ ῷ ῳ 
τ  πίγραμμ  χων το τοὸ ἐ ̔ ἔ ῦ ].” C. P. Jones argues that stigma almost always refers to tattooing 
and not branding (JRS 77 [1987] 140). Lucian Nigrinus 27, at his satirical best, refers to 
philosophers who train students to endure cold baths and whipping, “while the more humane 
mark their skins with iron” (tr. Jones, JRS 77 [1987] 142). Among the ancients, tattooing was 
nearly always a sign of punishment and degradation (i.e., a lowering of status since it was 
normally reserved for slaves), so ancient medical literature frequently deals with the problem 
of removing tattoos (Jones, JRS 77 [1987] 143). Delinquent slaves were often tattooed 
(Aristophanes Birds 760–61; Frogs 1508–14; Menander Samia 321–24; Petronius Sat. 103.2; 
Suetonius Caligula 27.3; Diogenes Laertius 4.46). Slaves were tattooed on their foreheads, 
on the entire face, and sometimes on parts of the body such as the arm, hand, or leg. The 
tattoos could consist of texts, perhaps mentioning the crime committed; see Plato Leges 
9.854D (LCL tr.), “Whosoever is caught robbing a temple, if he be a foreigner or a slave, his 
curse shall be branded on his forehead and on his hands.”

(3) Tattooing could also be a mark of ownership (Ysebaert, Greek Baptismal Terminology, 
191–94). The practice of branding cattle or sheep with the name of the owner was as 
common in antiquity as it is in modern times. Documentary evidence from the Egyptian 
Jewish colony at Elephantine indicates that slaves were marked on the arm with Aramaic 
letters (A. Cowley, Aramaic Papyri, 28,2). Pss. Sol. 2:6 speaks of the Jewish experience 
during the exile: “The sons and daughters (were) in harsh captivity, their neck in a seal, a 
spectacle among the Gentiles.”

)4 (Further, in a number of Levantine religions, tattooing had a religious significance 
involving dedication to a deity, a custom that also implies ownership (Ysebaert, Greek 
Baptismal Terminology, 194–96). Isa 44:5 predicts that at the end of days some Jews will 

write on their hands ליהוה אני lYHWH ānı,˒ ̂  “I am the Lord’s” (LXX Το  θεο  ε μιῦ ῦ ἰ ). Herodotus 



2.113.1 refers to the fact that a slave could flee for refuge to a particular temple and be 
marked with στίγματα, “stigmata,” thus ωυτ ν διδο ς τ  θεἑ ὸ ὺ ῷ ῷ, “giving himself to the god.” In 
Lucian De dea Syria 59 (tr. Attridge-Oden, Goddess), the author observes, in connection with 
the cult of Atargatis at Hierapolis, that “All people are marked, some on their wrists and some 
on their necks. For this reason all Assyrians carry a mark.” Prudentius, the Christian poet, 
provides evidence that branding was practiced in the mysteries of Cybele–Attis in the fourth 
century A.D. (Dölger, AC 1 [1929] 88–91). Tertullian (De praescr. haer. 40) claimed that Mithras 
“sets his marks on the foreheads of his soldiers [signat illic in frontibus milites suos],” and 
Cumont (Mithra, 157) concluded that initiates into Mithraism received a brand on their 
forehead (see Vermaseren, Mithras, 145); n.b. that in Mithraism the miles, “soldier,” grade is 
one of seven levels of initiation. There is no archaeological evidence, however, to confirm 
Tertullian’s claim. Lilliebjörn (Signierung, 62–78) lists twenty-six sculptures, all of which have a 
cross or an X on their foreheads, and concludes that they are Isiac or Mithraic religious 
stigmata directly relevant for understanding Rev 13:16–18. However, Beskow (“Branding,” 
487–501) has argued that this view is incorrect, though the crosses or X marks on the 
foreheads of the marble busts have yet to receive a satisfactory explanation.

(5) The rite of baptism and the reception of the Holy Spirit are not necessarily identical in 
earliest Christianity. The ritual that accomplished the postbaptismal bestowal of the Spirit on 
those who had received baptism was designated in several ways: (a) “laying on of hands” 
(Acts 8:17ff.; 19:6; see Heb 6:2), (b) “anointing” (2 Cor 1:21–22; 1 John 2:20, 27), and (c) 
“sealing” (2 Cor 1:21–22; Eph 1:13; 4:30; Testim. Truth 69.10–11); see Ysebaert, Greek 
Baptismal Terminology, 259–65. In this metaphorical use of sealing in 2 Cor 1:21–22, it is 
God who does the sealing (θεός,  κα  σφραγισάμενος μ ςὁ ὶ ἡ ᾶ , “God, who also seals us”). 
There are at least two ways of understanding the metaphor of sealing in this passage: (a) as 
a mark of ownership or (b) as confirmation of something with a seal (Ysebaert, Greek 
Baptismal Terminology, 265–66). Paul also referred to circumcision as a sealing (Rom 4:11), a 
metaphor that was probably already in use in Judaism (see Aramaic Levi 2; J. C. Greenfield 
and M. E. Stone, “Remarks on the Aramaic Testament of Levi,” RB 86 [1979] 218). Dunn 
(Romans 1:209) thinks it may have been current in Judaism, but he can point to no text earlier 
than Paul. Believers are therefore sealed by God and are his property (Ysebaert, Greek 
Baptismal Terminology, 265). Beginning in the second century, the “sealing” (σφραγίς and 
σφραγίζειν) that Christians receive at baptism becomes a term for baptism. According to 
Heitmüller, the earliest clear designations of baptism with the term σφραγίς are Hermas Sim. 
8.6.3; 9.16.2ff.; 9.17.4; 2 Clem. 7:6; 8:6 (“Σφραγίς,” 40). The texts are probably more 
ambiguous, however, for while σφραγίς in 2 Clem. 7:6; 8:6 can be understood as referring to 
the seal of baptism (Dinkler, Signum Crucis, 109; Donfried, Clement, 125), it can also be used 
primarily to refer to a mark of ownership (as in Rev 7:2–8), closely linked to baptism as the 
means whereby the seal is conferred (Ysebaert, Greek Baptismal Terminology, 390). The 
possibility of breaking the seal and receiving the seal anew is broached in Hermas Sim. 8.6.3. 
The seal is clearly identified with baptism in Hermas Sim. 9.16.4:  σφραγ ς τ  δωρ στίνἡ ὶ ὸ ὕ ἐ , 
“the seal is the water.” This sealing is also explained as “bearing the name of the Son of God” 
(Hermas Sim. 9.16.3). While Hermas readers apparently understood “water” as “baptism,” the 
fact that he must explain that “the seal is the water” means that this use of the term “seal” is 
novel (Ysebaert, Greek Baptismal Terminology, 391). He proposes that “sealing” in the sense 
of ownership (from Rev 7:2–8) and “sealing” in the Pauline sense of a sealing with the Holy 
Spirit combined to become the “sealing” at baptism. Heitmüller, to be sure, was convinced 
that σφραγίς in Rev 7 was used of baptism and finds confirmation for this view particularly in 
the fact that the 144,000 when mentioned in Rev 14:1 bear the name of the Lamb and the 



Father on their foreheads (“Σφραγίς,” 59). At any rate, this new meaning of seal = baptism 
first appears in Asia Minor and Syria (Acts Thom. 26–27 , 49–50, 87, 120, 131; Clement of 
Alexandria Exc. ex Theod. 80.3, 83; Odes Sol. 39.6–7; Acts Pet. 5; Acts Paul 25 [Pap. Heid., 
p. 28]; Mart. Paul 5; Irenaeus Dem. 3; see Ysebaert, Greek Baptismal Terminology, 391–95). 
Baptism can be construed as a “sealing” since it involves an appeal to the name of Christ (2 
Cor 1:22; Eph 1:13; 4:30; Hermas Sim. 8.6; 2 Clem. 7:6; 8:6). In Marcion, baptismal ritual 
included a bath, anointing, and sealing (Tertullian Adv. Marc. 1.14.3; 1.28.3).

Apart from the use of σφραγίς in a baptismal context, the term is also used as a metaphor 
for the name of the Son of God (Hermas Sim. 9.16.3–5; Odes Sol. 8:16ff.; 39.6–7; see 
Ysebaert, Greek Baptismal Terminology, 408–9). It is possible that during the course of the 
second century, the postbaptismal ritual of anointing was performed using the sign of the 
cross (Ysebaert, Greek Baptismal Terminology, 412), and in this way the term σφραγίς 
became a term used for the sign of the cross.

4a κα  κουσα τ ν ριθμ ν τ ν σφραγισμένωνὶ ἤ ὸ ἀ ὸ ῶ ἐ , “I then heard the number of those who 
were sealed.” This statement is a literary device used to explain how John knew that which 
was not part of this audition (cf. 9:16), namely, the actual number of those who were sealed. 
John does not see the 144,000 until 14:1–5. It is also clear that vv 4–8 constitute an audition 
rather than a vision (the visionary section is limited to vv 1–3), for this section does not 
narrate the sealing of the 144,000; rather it consists of a list that John claims to have heard.
4b κατ ν τεσσεράκοντα τέσσαρες χιλιάδες σφραγισμένοι κ πάσης φυλ ς υ ν σραήλἑ ὸ ἐ ἐ ῆ ἱῶ Ἱ , 
“144,000 were marked from every tribe of the sons of Israel.” In Revelation, the term “Israel” 
occurs only here and in 21:12 in the phrase φυλὴ/φυλα  υ ν σραήλὶ ἱῶ Ἱ  and is unusual since 
“Israel” was normally the self-designation of Jews in postbiblical Jewish literature (oddly, the 
term “Israel” occurs fourteen times in Barnabas, but “Jews” never; see Hvalvik, Struggle, 
140). The term ουδα οιἹ ῖ , “Jews,” normally used in the non-Jewish world occurs only two times, 
in 2:9; 3:9, in a polemical context. The redundant phrase “the tribes of the sons of” is a 
characteristic redactional expansion found in Targum Neofiti (Tg. Neof. Num 1:5–15, 21, 29, 
31, 35, and passim; cf. McNamara, Tg. Neof. Num., 7), and it also occurs in the LXX (e.g., 
Gen 10:32; Num 10:15, 16, 19, 20, 23, 24, 26, 27; 34:23, 24, 26, 27; 36:3; Josh 19:8, 9, 16, 

23) as a translation of the Hebrew phrase נ®יmה ב ט® gמ ma ēh bĕnê,ṭṭ  “tribe of the sons of.” It is 
important to note that those who are sealed are only part of a larger group, a factor that has 
an important bearing on identifying the 144,000. If the twelve tribes of Israel are interpreted 
literally, then some Jews are specially designated over others through sealing. If the twelve 
tribes of Israel are interpreted figuratively, then some Christians are specially designated over 
others through sealing. The literal interpretation reflects the notion of the remnant, which can 
be construed as either a Jewish remnant or Jews who become Christians and thereby 

become separated from their fellow Jews (Rom 11:7.(
The 144,000 are also mentioned in 14:1–5, and since the number does not occur 

elsewhere in early Jewish or early Christian literature, it is widely assumed that in both places 
the number refers to the same group. However, there is wide disagreement over whom the 
144,000 represent: (1) the faithful remnant of Israel, (2) Jewish Christians, (3) Christian 
martyrs, (4) Christians generally, the Israel of God, consisting of both Jews and Gentiles (Eph 
2:11–19), or (5) primarily gentile Christians, since the Jews have rejected their place. Several 
texts in the NT refer to Christians as the “true Israel” (Gal 6:16; 1 Pet 2:9; Justin Dial. 11.5; 
82.1), and Jas 1:1 refers to Christians as the “twelve tribes in dispersion.” Ignatius goes so far 
as to suggest that the Jewish patriarchs were really Christians (Phil. 9:1). The number 
144,000, explicitly based on 12 x 12,000 (enumerated in vv 5–8), likely arrived at by 



calculating 12 x 12 x 1,000, is probably to be understood as predicated on a Christian 
eschatology that understood the people of God to be built upon both the twelve tribes of Israel 
and the twelve apostles (cf. 21:12–14). The enumeration of twelve tribes (despite the 
peculiarities of this particular list; see Excursus 7B), reflects the great importance placed on 
the restoration of Israel found in the OT and early Judaism (Isa 49:6; 63:17 [all the tribes are 
God’s possession]; Ezek 47:13, 21–23 [a new allotment of land]; 48:30–35 [gates of the New 
Jerusalem named after the twelve tribes]; Zech 9:1 [Yahweh sees all the tribes]; 4 Ezra 
13:12–13, 39–49 [ten tribes]; Sir 36:10 [Sirach prays for their restoration]; Pss. Sol. 17:26–28, 
43–44; 1QM 2:2–3; 3:12–13 [banners for the twelve tribes borne in the eschatological war]; 
3.14–15; 1QSa 1:15, 29; a prayer for the regathering of Israel is found in the tenth benediction 
of the Shemoneh Esreh [Eighteen Benedictions]; Ant. 11.133 [knows of many survivors of the 
ten tribes in Mesopotamia]). See also Maurer, “φυλή,” TDNT 9:248–50; Rengstorf, “δώδεκα,” 
TDNT 2:321–28; Volz, Eschatologie, 344–48, 398; Russell, Apocalyptic, 297–98. That a 
particular number are selected from each of the twelve tribes presupposes that the 
eschatological restoration of the people of Israel as constituted by the twelve tribes has 
already taken place. Understood literally, then, 7:4–8 is a proleptic audition of a future 
eschatological event.

The twelve tribes referred to here as “every tribe of the sons of Israel,” followed by the 
mention of a very irregular list of twelve tribes in vv 5–8 (see Excursus 7B), are often 
understood metaphorically of the Christian Church as the true Israel. Some commentators 
support this view by claiming that twelve Israelite tribes did not exist in the first century A.D. 
(Caird, 95; Boring, 129). The question, however, is not whether the twelve tribes actually 
existed in the first century A.D. but rather whether they were thought to exist. A number of early 
writers clearly assume the existence of the twelve tribes. Ezek 48:1–29 (written 150 years 
after the exile of the ten northern tribes) describes the allotments of each of the twelve tribes, 
and Ezek 48:30–35 describes the twelve gates of the eschatological Jerusalem, each named 
for one of the twelve tribes. The precedent of Ezekiel in naming the twelve gates of the 
eschatological Jerusalem after the twelve tribes was picked up in 11QTemple 39:12–13; 
40:11–14 and 4Q554 2:12–3:9 (one of the “Description of the New Jerusalem” texts), as well 
as in Rev 21:12–13, suggesting the central character of the ideology of a regathered and 
reunified Israel in the eschaton. In the legend of the origins of the LXX found in the Letter of  
Aristeas, it is claimed that the seventy-two translators were composed of six men from each 
of the twelve tribes (Ep. Arist. 32, 39, 46; see Ant. 12.39, 49, 56; Augustine City of God 
18.42). The tradition of the continued existence east of the Euphrates of ten or nine and one-
half tribes (Manasseh was frequently considered a half-tribe), based in part on 2 Kgs 17:23 
and 1 2 Chr 5:26, is preserved in a variety of contexts in early Jewish literature. Josephus 
mentions the existence of two tribes in Asia and claims that “until now there have been ten 
tribes beyond the Euphrates—countless myriads whose number cannot be ascertained 
[μυριάδες πειροι κα  ριθμ  γνωσθ ναι μ  δυνάμεναιἄ ὶ ἀ ῷ ῆ ὴ ]” (Ant. 11.133). The eschatological 
expectation of the return of the ten tribes from the east is preserved in several Jewish texts 
(Sib. Or. 2.171; 4 Ezra 13:39–50; T. Mos. 4:9 [on the ways of construing this garbled Latin 
text, see Tromp, Assumption, 183–84]; 2 Apoc. Bar. 77:17–26). 

According to a widespread Jewish tradition, the Gentiles will be judged in the eschaton by 
the twelve tribes of Israel (T. Abr. 13.6; Dan 7:12; Jub. 32:19; Wis 3:8; 1QpHab 5:4). The 
Synoptic tradition that the twelve disciples will judge the twelve tribes of Israel, found in the Q 
saying in Matt 19:28 (= Luke 22:30), is related to this tradition: “Truly, I say to you, in the new 
world, when the Son of man shall sit on his glorious throne, you who have followed me will 
also sit on twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel” (RSV). The existence of the 



twelve tribes of Israel is referred to in other early Christian texts as well. In Acts 26:6–7, Paul 
speaks of “the promise made by God to our ancestors, a promise that our twelve tribes [τὸ 
δωδεκάφυλον μ νἡ ῶ ] hope to attain.” Justin, referring to a prophetic proof text in Zech 12:10–
12, predicted that twelve tribes would mourn at the return of Christ (Dial. 126.2). Irenaeus 
claimed that Jesus sent forth disciples to the twelve tribes (Adv. Haer. 1.20.2), and Hippolytus 
thought that Jesus chose twelve disciples from the twelve tribes of Israel (Ref. 5.3). An earlier 
form of the tradition found in Irenaeus and Hippolytus occurs in Barn. 8:3, “and there are 
twelve as a testimony to the tribes, because there are twelve tribes of Israel.” Several 
references to the twelve tribes occur in the Protevangelium Jacobi, written ca. A.D. 150 (1.1, 3; 
6.2).

5 κ φυλ ς ούδα δώδεκα χιλιάδες σφραγισμένοιἐ ῆ Ἱ ἐ , “From the tribe of Judah, 12,000 were 
marked.” This formula appears to be based on the phrase κ τ ς φυλ ςἐ ῆ ῆ , “of the tribe,” found 
repeated twelve times in Num 1 (vv 21, 23, 25, etc.) in the context of a census of the tribes of 
Israel (cf. the second census in Num 26:1–56). The difference is that here 12,000 are marked 
from what is presumably a greater number of the members of each tribe ( κἐ  + genitive is a 
partitive genitive), whereas in Num 1 the various census figures ostensibly reflect the actual 
number of adult males twenty years old and older, the appropriate age for military service. 
Though the list that follows conforms to no list of tribes found in the OT or early Jewish 
literature (on this basis Ladd, 114–15, argues improbably that these tribes do not literally 
represent Israel), the tribe of Judah is listed first in lists of tribes that are geographically 
arranged, starting from the south and moving north (Num 34:19–28; Josh 21:4–7; 1 2 Chr 
12:23–37). There is general agreement that Judah is placed first here because it is the tribe 
from which the Messiah came (Swete, 98; Charles, 1:194, 208; Mounce, 169; Beasley-
Murray, 43). However, this does not guarantee the Christian character of the list, for the tribe 
of Judah is also listed first in the military order of the tribes in the camp (Num 2:3; 7:12; 
10:14), perhaps because of the later importance of Judah as the tribe of the Davidic dynasty. 
Judah also appears first in tribal lists in early Judaism, perhaps because Judah was the tribe 
of the Davidic Messiah (Ps.-Philo Bib. Ant. 25:4, 9–13). The Qumran community used the 
designation “Judah” as a positive way of referring to themselves (see Schwartz, RevQ 10 
[1981] 435–46). Smith has argued that the tribal list has been Christianized and that the 
author replaced the tribe of Levi, which probably headed the list, with Judah, since the author 
has already referred to the Lamb as the messianic lion of the tribe of Judah in 5:5 (C. R. 
Smith, JSNT 39 [1990] 115–16; id., JETS 38 [1995] 215–16). However, Smith’s insistence that 
Levi headed the traditional list, which John modified, has little to commend it.

6 The tribe of Dan is conspicuous by its absence in this list and has apparently been 
replaced here by Manasseh (n.b. that the tribe of Levi, often absent from tribal lists in the OT, 
is included in the tribal roster in v 7b). Dan and Naphtali are absent from the tribal list in Ps.-
Philo Bib. Ant. 25:4 (certainly on the basis of corrupt transmission), though they are present in 
25:9. Several possible reasons have been suggested for this substitution: (1) The tribe of Dan 
had a negative reputation in the OT (Gen 49:17; Judg 18:30; Jer 8:16) and early Judaism (in 
Vitae Proph. 3.17–20, the prophet Ezekiel pronounces judgment on the tribes of Dan and Gad 
for persecuting those who kept the law). However, Dan was not blacklisted in early Judaism, 
for none of the many lists of the twelve tribes in early Jewish literature omits Dan (with the 
exception of Ps.-Philo Bib. Ant. 25:4, an accidental omission). Not only that, but there is a 
tradition that the mother of the Messiah would be a Danite (Gen. Rab. 97.9; ed. Theodor-
Albeck): “This is the Messiah ben David who will arise from two tribes: his father from Judah 
and his mother from Dan.” (2) Dan was thought to be an apostate tribe (Str-B, 3:804–5), a 
postbiblical development of the tradition mentioned in the biblical passages listed under (1). T. 



Dan 5:4–8 predicts the apostasy of the tribe of Dan, though the restoration of Dan is predicted 
in 5:9–13. (3) Antichrist was expected to come from the tribe of Dan (Bousset, Antichrist, 26, 
171–74; K. Berger, Daniel-Diegese, 101 [with additional references to the connection of 
Antichrist with Dan in Christian apocalypses]; C. R. Smith, JETS 38 [1995] 217). However, the 
earliest references to this tradition are found in Irenaeus 5.30.2, commenting on Jer 8:16, 
understood as a prophecy of the coming of Antichrist from the tribe of Dan in the east (“This 
too is the reason that this tribe is not reckoned in the Apocalypse along with those which are 
saved”), and in Hippolytus de Ant. 14.5–6 (“Just as Christ is born of the tribe of Judah, so 
Antichrist shall be born from the tribe of Dan”). Hill suggests that the tradition may be quite old 
even though it first appears in Irenaeus (JTS 46 [1995] 99–117). The tradition is not found in 
any Jewish sources and cannot therefore be confidently thought to be pre-Christian, despite 
Bousset’s arguments (Antichrist, 171–74). The views of Irenaeus and Hippolytus influenced 
the Christian understanding of Rev 7:8; Andreas Comm. in Apoc. ad 7:8, and 16:12: “It is 
likely that the Antichrist will come from the eastern section of the land of Persia, where the 
tribe of Dan of Hebrew extraction is.” (4) This list of twelve tribes has been partially 
assimilated to the list of twelve apostles in which, just as Matthias replaced the apostate 
Judas, so Dan has been replaced by Manasseh (C. R. Smith, JSNT 39 [1990] 115–16). (5) 
Sanderson (Scripture 3/4 [1948] 114–15) speculated that “Δάν” was omitted through a scribal 
error in which the abbreviation “Μαν[ασσῆ]” replaced “Δάν.” (6) The simplest and most likely 
solution, however, is that Dan was dropped to keep the total number of tribes to twelve 
(Bauckham, JSNT 42 [1991] 113).

The mention of the tribe of Manasseh along with the tribe of Joseph in v 8 (see below) is 
unique and requires explanation, for Manasseh is always paired with Ephraim in lists of tribes 
in the OT, since both are sons of Joseph (and the omission of Levi required an adjustment to 
maintain the significant number twelve). A peculiar interpretation is found in Barn. 13:4–6, in 
which Ephraim and Manasseh, the elder and the younger, represent Christianity and Judaism, 
respectively, and thus Manasseh is given a pejorative interpretation in this connection. 
Bauckham points to Ezek 37:16, 19 (in the context of a prophecy of the reunion of the 
Northern and Southern Kingdoms in vv 15–28), in which the name “Joseph” is linked to 
“Ephraim,” perhaps suggesting that “Joseph” is an appropriate designation for “Ephraim” in a 
list of the reunited tribes of eschatological Israel (Neot 11 [1988] 221–22). There is a negative 
symbolic use of the name Ephraim, who is identified with the “seekers after smooth things,” 
i.e., the Pharisees in 4QpNah 3–4 ii 2,8 (Horgan, Pesharim, 181). On the slim basis of this 
single text, Goranson argues unconvincingly that the omission of the name Ephraim means 
that the author polemically excluded the Pharisees from among the sealed, predestined elect 
(DSD 2 [1995] 80–85). There is, on the other hand, a very positive evaluation of Ephraim in 
some rabbinic traditions (which may be pre-Hadrianic) in which the victorious Messiah of 
Ephraim (or Joseph) is expected to precede the Messiah of Judah; eventually Bar Kokhba 
was regarded by some as the Messiah of Ephraim (see Heinemann, HTR 68 [1975] 1–15; 
Pietrantonio, RevistB 44 [1982] 1–64).

7 The tribe of Levi is often omitted in OT lists of Israelite tribes for the simple reason that 
Levi had no traditional allotment of land. His place in the twelve tribes was taken by dropping 
Joseph and substituting the sons of Joseph, Ephraim, and Manasseh. It seems peculiar here 
that the name “Levi” occurs in the context of what may be a military roster when Levi is 
explicitly omitted from military censuses in the OT (Num 1:49; 2:33; 26:1–51; cf. 1 Chr 21:6) 
but included in nonmilitary censuses (Num 3:14–39; 26:57–62); see Bauckham, Neot 22 
[1988] 222. However, Levi, like the other tribes, is organized for participation in the 
eschatological war depicted in 1QM 1:2; 2:2.



8 The tribe of Joseph is mentioned, while that of Manasseh has already been mentioned 
in v 6. Usually the tribe of Joseph is omitted and Ephraim and Manasseh put in its place, 
along with other modifications to ensure that the total number of tribes is always twelve. This 
may have some similarity to Num 13:4–16, where the tribe of Ephraim is mentioned in v 8, 
and in a gloss in v 11 it says, “from the tribe of Joseph (that is from the tribe of Manasseh).” In 
Rev 7:8 it is possible that by the tribe of Joseph, the author may have actually meant 
Ephraim.

Excursus 7B The Order of the Tribes in Rev 7:4–8
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What determines the order of the tribes of Israel listed in 7:4–8? There is no list of the 
sons of Israel or of the tribes of Israel in the OT that corresponds exactly to the list in Rev 
7:4–8, with regard to either order or content. It must also be observed, however, that few lists 
of the tribes of Israel within the OT itself are exactly identical with regard to order or number. 
This means that even though agreement in order or content cannot be expected, it might be 
possible to account for the particular order of the list in Revelation. There are several lists of 
the sons or tribes of Israel in the OT (Gen 35:22b–26; 46:8–27; Exod 1:2–4 [Joseph omitted 
for narrative purposes]; Num 1:4–15; 13:4–16). The first list is found in Gen 35:22b–26 
(reproduced in Jub. 33:22 and Ps.-Philo Bib. Ant. 8:6):

     A.     Sons of Leah
1.     Reuben
2.     Simeon
3.     Levi
4.     Judah
5.     Issachar
6.     Zebulun

     B.     Sons of Rachel
7.     Joseph
8.     Benjamin

     C.     Sons of Bilhah (Rachel’s maid)
9.     Dan
10.     Naphtali



     D.     Sons of Zilpah (Leah’s maid)
11.     Gad
12.     Asher

In such lists the six Leah tribes remain relatively constant except for the eventual omission 
of Levi and the inclusion of Ephraim and Manasseh in place of Joseph, as in Num 1:5–15 and 
13:2–14:

Num 1:5–
15 Num 13:4–14

1. Reuben 1. Reuben

2. Simeon 2. Simeon

3. Judah 3. Judah

4. Issachar 4. Issachar

5. Zebulon 5. Ephraim

6. Ephraim 6. Benjamin

7. 
Manasseh 7. Zebulun

8. 
Benjamin

8. Joseph (i.e., 
Manasseh)

9. Dan 9. Dan

10. Asher 10. Asher

11. Gad 11. Naphtali

12. 
Naphtali 12. Gad

This order is not determined by the traditional order of birth, which is narrated in Gen 29–
30 (reproduced in Jub. 28:17–24; 32:3):

     A.     Sons of Leah
1.     Reuben
2.     Simeon
3.     Levi



4.     Judah
     B.     Sons of Bilhah (Rachel’s maid)

5.     Dan
6.     Naphtali

     C.     Sons of Zilpah (Leah’s maid)
7.     Gad
8.     Asher

     D.     Sons of Leah
9.     Issachar
10.     Zebulun

     E.     Sons of Rachel
11.     Joseph
12.     Benjamin

A different order is preserved in the blessing of Jacob (Gen 49): (1) Reuben, (2) Simeon, 
(3) Levi, (4) Judah, (5) Zebulun, (6) Issachar, (7) Dan, (8) Gad, (9) Asher, (10) Naphtali, (11) 
Joseph, and (12) Benjamin. Yet another list is preserved in the blessing of Moses (Deut 33): 
(1) Reuben, (2) Judah, (3) Levi, (4) Benjamin, (5) Joseph, (6) Zebulun, (7) Issachar, (8) Gad, 
(9) Dan, (10) Naphtali, and (11) Asher (Simeon is omitted, possibly because it was absorbed 
into the tribe of Judah and ceased to have independent existence; see Gen 49:5–7; Ps.-Philo 
Bib. Ant. 25:9–13). Two other lists of the twelve tribes are found in Ezek 48 in the context of a 
list of thirteen tribal land allotments (48:1–29) and a list of twelve gates named after the 
twelve tribes (48:30–35). Joseph is listed rather than Ephraim and Manasseh.

Lists of the names and order of the twelve tribes are found in early Jewish literature in 
Jubilees, in 11QTemple (24; 39–41, 44–45), in Ps.-Philo Biblical Antiquities (six lists: 8:6; 
8:11–14; 10:3; 25:4; 25:9–13; 26:10–11), and in Demetrius the Chronographer (two identical 
lists in frag. 2; Eusebius Praep. evang. 9.21.3–10, 17).

According to Gray, Rev 7:5c–6 has been displaced, and if restored to a position after v 8, 
the whole list makes sense: (1) Judah, (2) Reuben, (3) Simeon, (4) Levi, (5) Issachar, (6) 
Zebulun, (7) Joseph, (8) Benjamin, (9) Gad, (10) Asher, (11) Naphtali, and (12) Manasseh.

9a Μετ  τα τα ε δον, κα  δο  χλος πολ ς ν ριθμ σαι α τ ν ο δε ς δύνατοὰ ῦ ἶ ὶ ἰ ὺ ὄ ὺ ὃ ἀ ῆ ὐ ὸ ὐ ὶ ἐ , “After this 
I looked, and behold, a huge crowd which no one could even begin to number.” This 
represents an intentional contrast with 7:4, where the author hears that the number of those 
sealed from the tribes of the sons of Israel is 144,000. In seeking to equate the 144,000 of 
7:4–8 with the innumerable host of 7:9–17, some have argued unpersuasively that 144,000 
would have appeared innumerable had the seer not been told their number (Giesen, 193). 
However, 7:4–8 is not a vision but an audition; that is, the seer does not claim to see those 
who were sealed but simply reports that he heard their number. This crowd is identified in 
7:14 as those who have come through the great tribulation. That they have washed their 
robes in the blood of the Lamb suggests that they are certainly Christians and possibly 
martyrs (Bousset [1906] 280; Lohmeyer, 70–72), though some commentators have denied the 
latter (Wellhausen, Analyse, 12; Holtz, Christologie, 73–74). Comblin (AsSeign 66 [1973] 42–
49) and Buchanan (193–95) are among the very few commentators who regard this group as 



diaspora Jews. In Tacitus’ account of the Neronian persecution, he claimed that “vast 
numbers” (multitudo ingens) were convicted and executed under Nero (Annals 15.44). This 
phrase in Tacitus has an obviously indeterminate meaning. For the phrase ingens multitudo, 
“huge crowd,” in Livy, see 4.33.2; 5.7.2; 9.23.16; 34.29.5; for multitudo ingens, see 2.39.9. 1 
Clem. 6:1 refers to unnamed martyrs as πολ  πλ θος κλεκτ νὺ ῆ ἐ ῶ , “a great multitude of the 
elect,” while Justin speaks of Christians generally as τ  ναρίθμητον πλ θοςὸ ἀ ῆ , “the 
innumerable multitude” (1 Apol. 15.7). The emphasis on the innumerable multitude 
intentionally sets up a contrast with the specific number 144,000 mentioned above in v 4, 
suggesting that the two groups are not identical, though the larger group in v 10 probably 
contains the smaller group enumerated in vv 4–8.

This innumerable multitude suggests the fulfillment of the promise to Abraham, which had 
two distinct traditional aspects: (1) The promise of innumerable descendants, “as the dust of 
the earth,” “as the stars of the sky,” or “as the sand of the sea” (Gen 13:16; 15:5; 16:10 [“I will 
so greatly multiply your descendants that they cannot be numbered for multitude”]; 22:17–18), 
a promise repeated to Isaac (Gen 26:4) and to Jacob (Gen 28:14; 32:12). This promise or its 
fulfillment is frequently repeated in later contexts (Exod 32:13; Deut 1:10; 10:22; 28:62; 2 Sam 
17:11; 1 Kgs 3:8; 4:20; Neh 9:23; Isa 10:22; 48:19; 51:2; Hos 1:10[MT 2:1]; Sir 44:21; Jub. 
13:20; 18:15; 25:16; 27:23; Ladder of Jacob 1:10; Pr Azar 1:13; T. Abr. [Rec. A] 1:5; Gk Ap. 
Ezra 3:10; 1Q20 = 1QGenesis Apocryphon 21:13; Rom 9:27 [quoting Isa 10:22]; Heb 11:12). 
(2) The promise that Abraham would be the father of many nations (Gen 17:4–6, 16), a 
promise repeated to Isaac and to Jacob (Gen 28:14; 32:12; 35:11; 48:19) and found 
occasionally in later contexts (Sir 44:19), and one that is particularly emphasized in Christian 
authors (Rom 4:16–18; Justin Dial. 11.5; 119.4; Tertullian De monogamia 6; Adv. Marcionem 
4.34; 5.3[2x]). See Norelli, Aug 22 (1982) 285–312; Westermann, Verheißung, 138–43. 
Occasionally, the notion of a census was seen to conflict with the promise of innumerable 
progeny made by God to Abraham (1 Chr 27:23; Ps.-Philo Bib. Ant. 14:2; cf. 1 Chr 21:1–6). 
This passage implies that the promise to Abraham has been fulfilled, though not through 
physical descent from Abraham. The spiritualization of the promise to Abraham is found in 
Rom 9:6–13. In Gal 3:16, Paul interprets the “offspring” of Abraham to mean Christ.

The enormous size of this group, which must be in the millions, is striking since the 
number of Christians, both Jews and Gentiles, living toward the end of the first century A.D. 
cannot have been very large. Attempts to estimate the Christian population of the Roman 
empire during the first three centuries, however, vary greatly because of the paucity of 
evidence. Zahn estimated (in part on the basis of Acts 21:20) that there were between 70,000 
and 75,000 Jewish Christians in Palestine about A.D. 58 (372). B. Reicke estimated that there 
were about 40,000 Christians in A.D. 67, with a total of ca. 320,000 about the turn of the 
century, 80,000 of whom lived in Asia Minor (Reicke, New Testament Era, 302–4; cf. Elliott, I  
Peter, 63–64). In contrast to these bloated figures, R. L. Wilken estimated that by the end of 
the first century there were fewer than 50,000 Christians living in forty to fifty different cities of 
the Roman empire (The Christians as the Romans Saw Them [New Haven: Yale UP, 1984] 
31; this view is shared by W. H. C. Frend, The Rise of Christianity [Philadelphia: Westminster, 
1984] 968). L. von Hartling estimated that there were about two million Christians in the 
Roman empire by the end of the third century (“Die Zahl der Christen zu Beginn des 4. 
Jahrhunderts,” ZKT 68 [1934] 234–52), and R. L. Fox estimated that by A.D. 250 the Christian 
population of the empire was perhaps 2 percent of the population of the Roman empire 
(Pagans and Christians [New York: Knopf, 1989] 317). R. MacMullen, on the other hand, 
estimates the Christian population by A.D. 300 to have been approximately five million 
(Christianizing the Roman Empire [New Haven: Yale UP, 1984] 32–33, 135–36 n. 26). Ancient 



evidence for the size of the Christian population in the first centuries of the Christian era is 
assembled and discussed by A. von Harnack, but without any specific numerical estimates 
(Die Mission und Ausbreitung des Christentums in den ersten drei Jahrhunderten, 4th ed. 
[Leipzig: Hinrichs, 1924] 2:529–52, 948), and more recently by R. M. Grant in a very careful 
way (Early Christianity and Society [New York: Harper and Row, 1977] 1–12, with bibliography 
on 193–94).

9b κ παντ ς θνους κα  φυλ ν κα  λα ν κα  γλωσσ νἐ ὸ ἔ ὶ ῶ ὶ ῶ ὶ ῶ , “from every nation and tribe and 
people and language group.” This statement is intended to contrast with the 144,000 
mentioned in vv 4–8, who are taken only from the constituent tribes of a single nation, Israel. 
The promise to Abraham took two forms, the promise of innumerable descendants and the 
promise that Abraham would be the father of many nations (see Comment on 7:9a); v 9a 
alludes to the former, while v 9b refers to the latter (Gen 17:4–6; 35:11; 48:19; Rom 4:16–18; 
Justin Dial. 119–20; cf. Ant. 4.115–16). A similar comprehensive enumeration of social and 
national groups emphasizing the international character of the Christian church occurs 
several other times in Revelation, though in varying order (5:9; 10:11; 11:9; 13:7; 14:6; 17:15; 
see Comment on 5:9), an emphasis that is atypical for Jewish apocalyptic literature, which 
usually defines the righteous as a restricted group within Israel. This expression has several 
parallels in Daniel, which is its origin (3:4, 7, 29[LXX 96]; 5:19; 6:25[LXX 26]; 7:14). Zeno, the 
founder of Stoicism, reportedly held that people should not live separated in different cities 
and groups but should share a common life (Plutarch De fort. Alex. 6).

9c στ τες νώπιον το  θρόνου κα  νώπιον το  ρνίουἑ ῶ ἐ ῦ ὶ ἐ ῦ ἀ , “standing before the throne and 
before the Lamb.” Here  θρόνοςὁ , “the throne,” functions as a circumlocution for the name of 
God (see also 4:10; 8:3). It is likely that the phrase “and before the Lamb” was added by the 
author during one of the final stages of the composition of Revelation (for other interpolations 
that add “and the Lamb” after a mention of God, see 7:10; 22:1, 3).

9d περιβεβλημένους στολ ς λευκ ς κα  φοίνικες ν τα ς χερσ ν α τ νὰ ὰ ὶ ἐ ῖ ὶ ὐ ῶ , “dressed in white 
robes and with palm fronds in their hands.” White robes are mentioned in 6:11; 7:13; in 3:4 
the phrase ν λευκο ςἐ ῖ , “in white [garments],” is a reward for those in Sardis who have not 
soiled their garments, a reward reiterated in 3:5. In Revelation, white robes appear to 
symbolize heavenly existence or worthiness of heaven (Ulfgard, Feast, 85). White was worn 
during festive occasions (Eccl 9:8) and was also the typical color of garments thought to be 
worn by supernatural revealers or other heavenly figures, including God himself (Dan 7:9; 2 
Macc 11:8; 1 Enoch 14:20; T. Levi 8:2; Matt 17:2 = Mark 9:3 = Luke 9:29; Matt 28:3; Mark 
16:5; John 20:12; Acts 1:10). While palm fronds were symbols of victory throughout the 
ancient Mediterranean world, in Egypt they symbolized length of life and life after death, and 
in Judaism they could suggest the Feast of Tabernacles (Meshorer, Jewish Coins, no. 161). 
They also appear to have symbolized blessing (see Zazoff, Gemmen, 301). The palm frond 
was used by metonymy to mean “victory.” A mosaic in the Museum of Sousse (Tunisia) 
depicts Dionysus/Bacchus in a triumphal procession in a chariot drawn by four tigers; beside 
him stands winged Victory, carrying a palm frond, not (as one would expect) a thyrsus (M. 
Simon, La Civilisation de l’Antiquité et le Christianisme [Paris: Arthaud, 1972] plate 33). The 
association of the palm with victory is so close that statues of the goddess Nike or Victory can 
be described by metonymy as palmaris deae facies, “with the appearance of the goddess of 
the palm.” In Apuleius Metamorphoses 9.4, Isis is described as wearing sandals woven with 
“leaves of victorious palm” (palmae victricis). Venus Victrix, “Victorious Aphrodite,” is depicted 
holding a palm frond (Zazoff, Gemmen, 334; plate 104, 5). Olympic victors were given a frond 
of palm to symbolize victory (Pausanias 8.48.1–2), and in Hermas Sim. 8.2.1 the righteous 



are rewarded with wreaths and palm fronds. The true palm, phoenix dactylifera, was not 
native to the northern shores of the Mediterranean, and when grown there it did not produce 
fruit. Dioscorides, a first-century A.D. physician and pharmacologist, discusses the medicinal 
value of the date palm (phoenix dactylifera), which grows in Egypt (Materia medica 1.109.1–2; 
ed. Wellmann, Pedanii 1:102), as well as the φο νιξ θηβαικαίῖ  (hyphaene coriacea) or doum 
palm found in Greece and Turkey (1.109.2–3; ed. Wellmann, Pedanii 1:102). In Quaest. conv. 
8.4 (723A–724F), Plutarch and his friends puzzle over the fact that the palm frond (  φο νιξὁ ῖ ) is 
awarded to victors at all athletic festivals. This practice was borrowed by the Romans, ca. 292 
B.C., to reward victors in the Roman games (Livy 10.47.3); Vergil refers to palmae, pretium 
victoribus, “palms, the prize of the victor” (Aeneid 6.111). After 293 B.C., victorious Roman 
generals wore the toga palmata when celebrating a triumph (Livy 10.7.9). Tertullian identified 
the palms as signs of victory (Scorpiace 20). According to 1 Macc 13:51, palms were carried 
in Simon the Hasmonean’s victorious entry into Jerusalem:

The Jews entered it [the citadel in Jerusalem] with praise and palm fronds [βαΐων], 
and with harps and cymbals and stringed instruments, and with hymns and songs, 
because a great enemy had been crushed and removed from Israel.

In 2 Macc 14:4, an ex-priest named Alcimus presented the Syrian king Demetrius I Soter 
(187–150 B.C.) with a gold crown and a palm, probably symbols of a victorious ruler, and 
similar gifts were given to Demetrius II Nicator (161–125 B.C.) by Simon the Hasmonean (1 
Macc 13:36–37). The frequency with which palm fronds occur on Jewish coins together with 
the name of the current ruler suggests that they symbolize, like the wreath, an ascendant 
ruler (Meshorer, Jewish Coins, nos. 6, 21, 24, 40, 46, 48, 49, 66–74, 160). In John 12:13, the 
crowds welcomed Jesus to Jerusalem by waving palm fronds (not by cutting branches of 
trees and strewing them in his path, as in Mark 11:8 = Matt 21:8) and shouting, “Hosanna! 
Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord, even the King of Israel.” Here also, palms 
apparently symbolize victory (see Schnackenburg, John 2:374–75). According to Lev. Rab. 30 
(Str-B, 2:789), “We do not know who the victor is, but whoever carries the palm frond in his 
hand, by this we know that he is the victor.” These references demonstrate that palm fronds 
could be used in various contexts in early Judaism to symbolize victory, and they suggest that 
those who understand the palms in Rev 7:9 as symbolic of victory are essentially correct 
(Charles, 1:211; Prigent, 124). Deissmann (Bible Studies, 370; cf. K. Berger et al., Hellenistic 
Commentary, no. 942) cites as an instructive parallel to Rev 7:9–10 an inscription from 
Stratonicea in Caria (CIG 2:2715, lines 8–10), which refers to thirty noble youths who are 
obligated to sing a hymn in the bouleuterion “clothed in white and crowned with olive 
branches, and bearing olive branches in their hands. These boys shall be accompanied by a 
zither player and a herald and shall sing a hymn composed by Sosandros the secretary, the 
son of Diomedes.” Since the festal use of both white garments and palm fronds connotes 
victory in the Near East as well as in the Greco-Roman world, Bousset suggests that it is not 
necessary for Deissmann to emphasize parallels found in the practices of Greek religious 
cults ([1906] 284–85). The major objection to understanding the palms as symbols of victory 
is that this significance was primarily pagan (Kraft, 128; Ulfgard, Feast, 90). Yet the texts 
discussed above make it problematic to regard palms as symbolic of victory only in Greco-
Roman culture.

In Egypt the palm frond symbolized length of life and in a funerary context was a symbol 
for life after death (Wallert, Die Palmen). Thoth, the “Lord of time,” is depicted as holding a 
palm frond symbolizing length of life (Wallert, Die Palmen, 101ff.). Palm fronds were also 
placed on the breast of a mummy when it was carried in a funeral procession. In a procession 



honoring Isis, described in Apuleius Metamorphoses 11.9, set in Cenchreae near Corinth, five 
priests are described as dressed in white linen, and one of them carried a palm frond with 
leaves of gold and a caduceus; the god Anubis (the Egyptian mortuary god and the god of 
embalming and of cemeteries) is often represented holding these two objects (see Griffiths, 
Isis-Book, 198–200; Witt, Isis, 199). The palm as a symbol of victory appears to have 
originated in the Greek world, possibly on Delos in the seventh century B.C., and only in 
Roman times is it to be found with this significance in Egypt (Wallert, Die Palmen, 103–4).
Since Jews carried palm fronds around and into the temple in Jerusalem in connection 
with the celebrations of the Feast of Tabernacles, it is possible to understand the palms in 
Rev 7:9 in that connection (Ulfgard, Feast, 89–92). The sheaf carried in the celebration during 

the Feast of Tabernacles was called the לולב ,lûlāb (literally “palm frond,” but it actually 
consisted of palm, myrtle, and willow branches tied together into a bundle in accordance with 
Lev 23:40; see m. Sukk. 3:1–8; Draper, JSNT 19 [1985] 137). According to Neh 8:15, 
branches of olive, wild olive, myrtle, and palm are used to construct booths to celebrate the 
Feast of Tabernacles. Josephus (Ant. 3.245; LCL tr.) speaks of those who celebrate 
Tabernacles as “bearing in their hands a bouquet composed of myrtle and willow with a frond 
of palm [κράδ  φοίνικοςῃ ], along with fruit of the persea” (see 13.372). In Plutarch’s discussion 
of the Feast of Tabernacles (Quaest. conv. 4.6.2, 671E), he describes the festival as a 
“procession of branches” (κραδηφορία), in which each Jew entered the temple carrying a 
thyrsus (θύρσος is a Greek term for the combined palm, myrtle, and willow branches Jews 
carried during the festival). Jub. 16:31 retrojects a later ritual of Tabernacles to the practice of 

Abraham (Charlesworth, OTP 2:89:(

And Abraham took branches of palm trees and fruit of good trees and each of the 
days he used to go around the altar with branches. Seven times per day, in the 
morning, he was praising and giving thanks to his God for all things.

10 κα  κράζουσιν φων  μεγάλ  λέγοντες  σωτηρία τ  θε  μ ν τ  καθημέν  π  τὶ ῇ ῃ ἡ ῷ ῷ ἡ ῶ ῷ ῳ ἐ ὶ ῷ 
θρόν  κα  τ  ρνίῳ ὶ ῷ ἀ ῳ, “They cried with a loud voice, ‘Victory belongs to our God who sits upon 
the throne and to the Lamb.’” This short cry of victory or Siegesruf (Deichgräber, 
Gotteshymnus, 53–54; see Westermann, Praise, 90–93) in the er-Stil, or “he style,” is a 
proleptic celebration of the eschatological triumph of God. A close parallel to  σωτηρία τἡ ῷ 

θεῷ occurs in the phrase ליהוה הישועה lYHWH hayĕšû â,˓  “victory belongs to Yahweh” (Ps 3:9; 
Jonah 2:9; cf. TDOT 6:458). The term σωτηρία, usually translated “salvation,” is not 
exclusively a religious term but is closely associated with eschatological victory in Revelation 
and refers here to salvation in the sense of “deliverance” or “victory” over persecution. 
Bousset has argued that  σωτηρία τ  θεἡ ῷ ῷ is a Hebraism parallel to Ps 3:9 and Jonah 2:9 

lYHWH hayĕšû ליהוה הישועה( â;˓  cf. LXX Ps 3:9, το  κυρίου  σωτηρίαῦ ἡ ; cf. Rev 12:10 and 
19:1), though both passages have το  θεο  μ νῦ ῦ ἡ ῶ  rather than τ  θε  μ νῷ ῷ ἡ ῶ  (Bousset [1906] 
285). Further parallels occur in the phrase το  κυρίου  σωτηρίαῦ ἡ , “the Lord’s salvation” or “the 
salvation of the Lord,” found in Pss. Sol. 10:8; 12:6. This construction need not be taken as a 
Hebraism, however, for it can be construed simply as a dative of possession, which can best 
be translated “deliverance belongs to God” or “victory belongs to God” (the genitive of 
possession is used in the same way in 12:10; 19:1). The same construction occurs in 
doxologies when various attributes are ascribed to God or Christ in the dative (e.g., Rev 1:5b–
6; 4:9; 5:13; 7:12; cf. 19:1). On the other hand, σωτηρία can be construed as a semantic 

Hebraism based on the frequent meaning of שו́עהgי yĕšû â˓  as “victory” (Exod 14:13, 30; 15:2; 
BDB, 447; TDNT 7:976; TDOT 6:450–51), a view held by many commentators (Eichhorn 
2:96; Bousset [1906] 342; Charles, 1:326; Beasley-Murray, 202; TDNT 7:998; BAGD, 801; 



Bauer-Aland, 1598; Caird, 100–101; Turner, Style, 153). This phrase may be an allusion to 
the hosanna of Ps 118:25, used at the Feast of Tabernacles according to m. Sukk. 4:5 
(McKelvey, New Temple, 163). Here “salvation” refers to deliverance from tribulation, which 
belongs to God, who has sealed his servants on their foreheads and thus protected them.

11a κα  πάντες ο  γγελοι ε στήκεισαν κύκλ  το  θρόνου κα  τ ν πρεσβυτέρων κα  τ νὶ ἱ ἄ ἱ ῳ ῦ ὶ ῶ ὶ ῶ 
τεσσάρων ζ ωνῴ , “All the angels, who had been standing around the throne, and the elders 
and the four cherubim.” Three categories of heavenly beings are listed, beginning with the 
angels, the outermost group encircling the throne, then the elders, and finally the four 
cherubim. The verb ε στήκεισανἱ , “they stood,” applies only to the angels who surround God’s 
throne (no angel in Revelation is ever described as seated) but not to the elders, who are 
elsewhere described as seated (4:4), nor to the four cherubim, whose posture is never 
described. The description of angels standing before God suggests an awareness of the 
Jewish tradition that angels had no knees and therefore were unable to sit (y. Ber. 2c; Gen. 
Rab. 65.21 [ed. Theodor-Albeck, Midrash, 738]; see Gruenwald, Apocalyptic, 66–67). This 

tradition was apparently based on the phrase ורגליהם רגל ישרה wĕraglêhem regel yĕšārâ, “and 
their legs were straight,” in Ezek 1:7. In Jewish tradition there was a widespread view that no 
one is permitted to sit in the presence of God (4Q405 20 ii 2 [see Newsom, Songs, 303–9]; b. 

ag.Ḥ  15a; 3 Enoch 16), though in Revelation the twenty-four elders constitute an exception 
(see Comment on 4:4). While the innumerable multitude is described as standing before the 
throne (v 9), it appears to be presupposed that they encircle the angels. The closest parallel is 
found in Rev 5:11, where myriads of angels along with the cherubim and the elders are 
described as encircling the throne of God.

11b κα  πεσαν νώπιον το  θρόνου π  τ  πρόσωπα α τ ν κα  προσεκύνησαν τ  θεὶ ἔ ἐ ῦ ἐ ὶ ὰ ὐ ῶ ὶ ῷ ῷ, 
“fell prostrate before the throne and worshiped God.” The motif of the adoration of heavenly 
beings who fall prostrate before the throne of God is normally limited to the twenty-four elders 
(4:10; 5:14; 11:16; 19:4). Here they are joined by the angels encircling the throne and the four 
living creatures, while in 5:8 the twenty-four elders are joined by the four living creatures 
(though in 5:8 the object of worship is the Lamb rather than God).

12 λέγοντες· μήν,  ε λογία κα   δόξα κα   σοφία κα   ε χαριστία κα   τιμ  κα  ἀ ἡ ὐ ὶ ἡ ὶ ἡ ὶ ἡ ὐ ὶ ἡ ὴ ὶ ἡ 
δύναμις κα   σχ ς τ  θε  μ ν ε ς το ς α νας τ ν α ώνων· μήνὶ ἡ ἰ ὺ ῷ ῷ ἡ ῶ ἰ ὺ ἰῶ ῶ ἰ ἀ , “saying, ‘Amen, praise 
and glory and wisdom and thanksgiving and honor and power and might to our God for ever 
and ever; amen.’” This verse constitutes a doxology with seven doxological predicates. The 
introductory “amen” actually functions as a response to the song of victory in v 10 (Bousset 
[1906] 285; Lohmeyer, 71; Deichgräber, Gotteshymnus, 45; Boring, Sayings, 132–33). Seven 
attributes are ascribed to God here, while a similar list of seven attributes ascribed to the 
Lamb appears in 5:12 (see Comment). Four of the attributes used in this doxology (ε λογίαὐ , 
σοφία, ε χαριστίαὐ , σχύςἰ ) occur in doxologies only in Rev 4:9; 5:12 (Deichgräber, 
Gotteshymnus, 59). The attribution of wisdom to God, found only here in Revelation, occurs 
elsewhere in the NT (Luke 11:49; 1 Cor 1:24; 2:7), while it is ascribed to the Lamb in Rev 
5:12. The phrase  θε ς μ νὁ ὸ ἡ ῶ , “our God,” occurs nine times in Revelation (4:11; 5:10; 7:10, 
12; 12:10[2x]; 19:1, 5, 6).
13a κα  πεκρίθη ε ς κ τ ν πρεσβυτέρων λέγων μοιὶ ἀ ἷ ἐ ῶ , “One of the elders said to me.” The 
phrase κα  πεκρίθηὶ ἀ  is not a response to an unspoken question (Bousset [1906] 285; 

Beckwith, 544; Charles, 1:212) but reflects the Hebrew use of the verb ענה ˓ānâ, meaning 
“begin to speak,” referring to something that has already occurred to which the remarks refer 
(LXX Isa 14:10; LXX Zech 1:10; 3:4; Matt 11:25; 12:38; 15:15; 17:4; 22:1; 28:5; Mark 9:5; 
10:24; 11:14; 12:35; 15:12; Luke 14:3; John 2:18; 5:7; Acts 3:12; see BDB, 773; Thayer, 



Lexicon, 63; BAGD 93). Here the phrase κα  πεκρίθηὶ ἀ  … λέγων, “and he answered … saying” 
(an idiom found only here in Revelation, but common in various forms in the Gospels and 

Acts), is a Semitism reflecting the Hebrew phrase ן ל®אמ¶רgעgיgו wayya an lē mor,˓ ˒  “and he 
answered, saying,” translated in the Greek phrase κα  ποκριθε ς ε πενὶ ἀ ὶ ἶ  with a participle 
followed by a finite verb (e.g., Luke 1:19, 35; 4:12; 5:5) or with a finite verb followed by a 
redundant participle, as in πεκρίθη λέγωνἀ  (LXX Ezek 9:11; Theod Dan 3:16; Gk. 1 Enoch 
22:7, 9; 25:3; 106:9, 13; T. Job 23:5; John 1:26) and πεκρίνατο λέγωνἀ  (Luke 3:16). 

Asyndeton is characteristic of the introductory biblical Aramaic phrase ר gאמǵענ®ה ו ˓ānēh 
wĕ āmar,˒  “he answered and said” (Turner, Style, 150; Black, Aramaic, 56–57), rendered in the 
LXX as ποκριθε ς ε πενἀ ὶ ἶ , “answering he said,” a locution frequently found in the Gospels. 
One of the distinctive features of Revelation is that the author never asks the meaning of any 
of the symbols in his visions. Nevertheless, the elder volunteers to interpret the scene for the 
seer, and this constitutes a variation on the motif of the angelus interpres, or “interpreting 
angel” (see Comment on 1:1), typical of many Jewish apocalypses (see H. Reichelt, Angelus, 
175–76). Reichelt draws attention to an analogous setting in Dan 7:9–18, where there is a 
vision of a great judgment scene in which an enormous number of angelic beings attended 
God and one like a son of man appeared to the Ancient of Days and received dominion. 
Unlike the seer in Rev 7:13, who is approached by one of the elders, the narrator in Dan 7:16 
approached “one of those who stood there” to ask the meaning of the vision.

13b ο τοι ο  περιβεβλημένοι τ ς στολ ς τ ς λευκ ς τίνες ε σ ν κα  πόθεν λθον.ὗ ἱ ὰ ὰ ὰ ὰ ἰ ὶ ὶ ἦ  “‘Who are 
these dressed in white robes and where did they come from?’” The use of the interrogative 
pronoun and interrogative adverb τίς, “who,” and πόθεν, “from where,” together is a standard 
formula used for the interrogation of visitors in epic dialogue (Odyssey 1.170; 14.188; 16.57–
58) and as a literary device to identify the deceased in funerary epigrams (see L. Robert, 
Hellenica 4:47ff., and Roueché, Aphrodisias, 63–64). When Aeneas is touring the underworld, 
he asks his deceased father Anchises about some of the sights he sees (Vergil Aeneid 6.711–
12; tr. LCL): “What is [quae sint] that river yonder, and who are the men [quive viri] thronging 
the banks in such a host?” These questions serve to focus the interest in the preceding scene 
on the identity, the clothing, and the origin of the innumerable host. The elder answers these 
questions in reverse order in v 14, while in vv 15–17 he deals with the present and future of 
this throng.
14a κα  ε ρηκα α τ · κύριέ μου, σ  ο δαςὶ ἴ ὐ ῷ ὺ ἶ , “I replied to him, ‘Sir, you know.’” The 
juxtaposition of the perfect ε ρηκαἴ , “replied,” with the aorist ε πενἶ , “said” (v 14b), suggests that 
the perfect functions as an aorist; see Comment on 5:7 (Fanning, Verbal Aspect, 302–3). A 
similar response is made by Ezekiel (Ezek 37:3) when God asks him (NRSV  ), “Mortal, can 
these bones live?” and Ezekiel replies “O Lord God, you know.” While angelic beings are 
never considered omniscient, knowledge is one of most prominent qualities associated with 

them in 4QShirShabb (Newsom, Songs, 30), where they are called אלי דעת ˒ēlê da at,˓  “angels 
of knowledge” (4Q400 2:1; 4Q403 1 i 31; 4Q405 23 i 8), or ידעים yod ım,˓ ̂  “those who know” 

(4Q400 3 ii 5; 4Q401 35:1.(
14b κα  ε πέν μοι· ο τοί ε σιν ο  ρχόμενοι κ τ ς θλίψεως τ ς μεγάληςὶ ἶ ὗ ἰ ἱ ἐ ἐ ῆ ῆ , “Then he said to 
me, ‘These are those who have emerged from the great tribulation.’” The phrase ο τοί ε σινὗ ἰ , 
“these are,” introduces a “demonstrative explanation” (i.e., a demonstrative pronoun with the 
verb “to be” expressed or understood) and is a stylistic feature of Jewish apocalypses that 
has been investigated in some detail by Himmelfarb (Tours, 41–67). Demonstrative 
explanations (often in response to a demonstrative question, e.g., “who (or ‘what’) is this?”) 
are usually introduced by a demonstrative pronoun or adjective, primarily the Greek 



demonstrative pronoun ο τοςὗ , “this,” the Latin pronouns hic or iste, or the Hebrew terms אלה ˒
ēlleh or זה zeh. Himmelfarb (Tours, 48–50) argues that the supposed Greco–Roman 

antecedents to Jewish and Christian apocalyptic tours of hell lack such demonstrative 
questions and explanations, while such demonstrative pronouns as “this” and “these” are 
characteristic of Jewish and Christian apocalypses. The only exceptions she cites are found 
in Aeneas’ tour of Hades narrated in Vergil’s Aeneid (6.621, 623; Himmelfarb, Tours, 49–50). 
Himmelfarb has overlooked the satirical work of Lucian Dial. mort. 6(20), in which Aeacus, the 
gatekeeper of Hades, conducts Menippus on a tour of the underworld. “This is Cerberus” 
(ο τος μ ν τι Κέρβερός στινὗ ὲ ὅ ἐ ), he begins, but Menippus wants to be shown the really famous 
men of antiquity. Aeacus then proceeds: “This is Agamemnon, this is Achilles, this is 
Idomeneus next, and this is Odysseus.” Shortly, Menippus asks, “But who is this, Aeacus?” 
(ο τος δέ,  Α ακέ, τίς στιν.ὗ ὦ ἰ ἐ ), to which Aeacus replies, “Cyrus, and this is Croesus” (Κ ρόςῦ 
στιν· ο τος δ  Κρο σοςἐ ὗ ὲ ῖ ). The presence of this dialogical form in a second-century A.D. satirist 

(the style itself is probably an adaptation from that used by ancient tour guides) suggests that 
Himmelfarb has exaggerated its exclusively Jewish character .

Demonstrative questions and answers are also found in other literary genres, such as the 
lengthy ekphrasis (detailed description of a work of art) in Cebes Tabula (4.3; 5.3; 6.2; 7.2; 
8.2–3; 12.3; 15.3). While the earliest revelatory tour is Ezekiel’s guided tour of the 
eschatological temple in Ezek 40–48 (Himmelfarb, Tours, 56–60), Zech 1–8 provides the 
closest biblical model for the early second-century B.C. “Book of the Watchers” in 1 Enoch 1–
36 (Himmelfarb, Tours, 50–56), the earliest extrabiblical tour apocalypse to make elaborate 
use of demonstrative questions and answers (Himmelfarb, Tours, 58). Examples of 
demonstrative explanations are found in the Greek fragments of 1 Enoch 18:14, 15; 21:6, 10; 
22:3, 7, 9; 23:4; 25:3, 4; 32:6, and 4 Ezra 10:44–48. One of the distinctive characteristics of 
Revelation is that the question-and-answer form typical of many Jewish and Christian 
apocalypses is almost completely missing. Demonstrative explanations introduced by 
demonstrative pronouns, however, occur five times (7:14; 11:4; 14:4; 20:5, 14). Only here in 
7:14 is the explanation a response to a question (v 13), but the question is asked not by John 
but by one of the heavenly elders.
In the phrase ο  ρχόμενοι κ τ ς θλίψεως τ ς μεγάληςἱ ἐ ἐ ῆ ῆ , “those who have emerged from 
the great tribulation,” ο  ρχόμενοιἱ ἐ  is translated in a past tense because it represents action 
simultaneous with the two main verbs πλυνανἔ , “washed,” and λεύκανανἐ , “made white,” both 
of which are aorists (see Note 7:14.d-d.* ; Beckwith, 545). It is therefore grammatically 
improbable to translate the present substantival participle ο  ρχόμενοιἱ ἐ  as “those who are 
coming,” as if the scene in 7:9–17 were occurring precisely when it was narrated by the 
author, and to regard the martyrdom of Christians as a process that will not be completed as 
long as the eschatological consummation remains in the future (against Charles, 1:212–13; 
Rissi, Babylon, 18; cf. Ulfgard, Feast, 100–104). The articular phrase τ ς θλίψεως τ ςῆ ῆ 
μεγάλης, “the great tribulation,” is anaphoric and assumes that the readers know the final 

tribulation or period of woes that will introduce the eschaton, first mentioned in Dan 12:1 )עת 
ēt ārâ,ṣ˓ צרה  “time of distress”; see Jer 30:7) and thereafter part of a series of events 

associated with the arrival of the eschaton in early Judaism and early Christianity (T. Mos. 8:1; 
Jub. 23:11–21; 4 Ezra 13:16–19; 2 Apoc. Bar. 27.1–15; Mark 13:7–19; Matt 24:6–28 [esp. v 
21]; 1 Cor 7:26; Rev 3:21; Did. 16:4–5; Hermas Vis. 2.2.7; see Volz, Eschatologie, 147–63; 
Str-B, 4:977–86). The phrase θλ ψις μεγάληῖ  also occurs in Matt 24:21, while in Hermas Vis. 
2.2.7 the concept has already become a formal part of traditional eschatological expectation 
with the expression τ ν θλ ψιν τ ν ρχομένην τ ν μεγάληνὴ ῖ ὴ ἐ ὴ , “the impending great tribulation” 
(see Vis. 4.1.1; 4.2.4; 4.2.5; 4.3.6; O’Hagen, StudPat 6 [1961] 305–11). Since the Danielic 



phrase “time of distress” was interpreted as the time of the battle against the Kittim in 1QM 
1:11–12; 15:1, Bauckham suggests that the phrase “those who emerged from the great 
tribulation” here means “those who emerge victorious from the eschatological war” (“War 
Scroll,” 226). To argue, as Ulfgard does (Feast, 101–2), that the deaths of those making up 
the innumerable multitude are not implied, even though not explicitly mentioned, is to deny 
the obvious. Since the innumerable multitude has come out of the great tribulation, it is a 
reasonable inference that they, or at least some of them, are martyrs. It appears that while 
“the great tribulation” belonged to a discrete series of events in Jewish eschatological 
expectation, early Christians regarded their frequent experience of persecution and opposition 
(see Rev 1:9; 2:9–10; Matt 10:16–23; Acts 8:1) as part of this eschatological period of 
tribulation presaging the end (Mark 13:9–20 = Matt 24:9–22 = Luke 21:12–24; Did. 16:5). If 
the 144,000 of 7:4–8 are protected from this tribulation, then they cannot be identical with the 
innumerable multitude of 7:9–17, whose members have come out of the great tribulation.

14c κα  πλυναν τ ς στολ ς α τ ν κα  λεύκαναν α τ ςὶ ἔ ὰ ὰ ὐ ῶ ὶ ἐ ὐ ὰ  [i.e., στολάς] ν τ  α ματι τοἐ ῷ ἵ ῦ 
ρνίουἀ , “They washed their robes and made them [i.e., ‘robes’] white by the blood of the 

Lamb.” The first phrase has an extremely close parallel in 22:14, where in the context of a 
beatitude a blessing is pronounced on “those who wash their robes” (perhaps an allusion to 
Exod 19:10, 14; argued by Fekkes, Isaiah, 167), though no explicit mention of atonement is 
present there. More probably this is an allusion to Dan 11:35, understood by the author as a 
testing and purifying process (Bauckham, “War Scroll,” 227; J. J. Collins, Comm. Daniel, 386): 
“and some of those who are wise shall fall, to refine and to cleanse them and to make them 
white, until the time of the end, for it is yet for the time appointed” (RSV). It is possible that the 
washing of clothes referred to here is part of the ritual purification required after the shedding 
of blood (Num 31:19–20, 24; cf. 19:19), applied to the aftermath of the eschatological war in 
1QM 14:2–3 (cf. Bauckham, “War Scroll,” 226): “In the morning they shall clean their 
garments and wash themselves of the blood of the guilty corpses” (tr. J. Duhaime, in J. H. 
Charlesworth, ed., Damascus Document, War Scroll, and Related Documents, vol. 2 of The 
Dead Sea Scrolls: Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek Texts with English Translation [Tübingen: 
Mohr-Siebeck; Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1995] 125). In the sphere of Greek 
religious practices, there is a paradoxical Greek ritual of purification by blood, often in cases 
in which the defiled person has killed another person (Burkert, Greek Religion, 80–82). In the 
context of the “time of distress” mentioned in Dan 12:1, the “wise” who fall victims to sword 
and fire, captivity and pillage (Dan 11:35), are said to have been “tested, refined, and made 
shining white” (Dan 11:35; cf. 12:10); John interprets the purification mentioned in Dan 11:35; 
12:10 to be that of the martyrs who purify themselves through martyrdom (Bauckham, “War 
Scroll,” 228). The phrase “made them white by the blood of the Lamb” is a paradoxical 
metaphor (see other such paradoxical metaphors in 5:5–6; 7:17; see Comment on these 
passages). The phrase “the blood of the Lamb” occurs elsewhere in Revelation only in 12:11, 
where the notion of atonement is absent, though the idea of martyrdom is very much present 
as it is here. The phrase “the blood of the Lamb” or “the blood of Christ” (1 Cor 10:16; Eph 
1:7; 2:13; 1 Pet 1:19; Heb 9:14) or “the blood of Jesus” (1 Pet 1:2; Heb 10:19; 1 John 1:7) is 
metonymy for the death of Christ or more particularly the atoning death of Christ. This 
language is drawn from the practice of expiatory sacrifice in Israelite-Jewish cultic tradition. 
Unlike Greek, Roman, and Near Eastern sacrificial protocol generally, the Israelite sacrificial 
ritual placed great emphasis on the significance of blood and its use in various purifying and 
atoning rituals (McCarthy, JBL 88 [1969] 166–76). One Israelite theory of the meaning of 
blood ritual is expressed in Lev 17:11, “For the life of the flesh is in the blood; and I have 
given it for you upon the altar to make atonement for your souls; for it is the blood that makes 



atonement, by reason of the life” (see also Heb 9:22). Lev 14:52 speaks of “cleansing [LXX 
φαγνιεἀ ῖ] the house with blood.” In the OT, blood derived from sacrificial animals both 

removes sin and consecrates only the persons or objects to which it is physically applied for 
purposes of purification (Exod 29:12, 16, 20–21). This is a striking metaphor for atonement. In 
Heb 9:14 the blood of Christ is said to καθαριεῖ, “purify,” the conscience, and 9:22 says that 
“under the law almost everything is purified [καθαρίζεται] with blood, and without the shedding 
of blood there is no forgiveness of sins.” In 1 John 1:7, the blood of Jesus is said to καθαρίζει, 
“cleanse,” from all sin (the metaphor of “cleansing” from sin, which is analogous to dirt, occurs 
with some frequency: Sir 23:13; 38:10; Acts 15:9; 2 Cor 7:1; Heb 9:13; 2 Pet 1:9; 1 John 1:9). 
This suggests that the innumerable multitude is made up largely of martyrs who are in heaven 
(see 12:11; 15:2). 

According to Gen 49:11, garments are washed in wine and vesture in the blood of grapes, 
i.e., red wine. The Jerusalem Targum on Gen 49:11, however, reads “his garments will be 
dipped in blood” (Trudinger, BTB 16 [1986] 79). This phrase has been interpreted to refer to 
(1) martyrdom, (2) baptism (Prigent, 123, 126), or (3) more generally victory, purity, holiness, 
or festal participation. The metaphorical character of the white robes is evident in this 
passage, where they are washed white by the blood of the Lamb; i.e., the sin of those who 
wear them has been atoned for by the sacrificial death of Christ. The term λεύκανανἐ , “made 
white,” suggests a possible allusion to Isa 1:18 (quoted in 1 Clem. 8:4), where scarlet sins are 
to be made “white as snow [ ς χιόνα λευκανὡ ῶ].”

15a δι  το τό ε σιν νώπιον το  θρόνου το  θεο  κα  λατρεύουσιν α τ  μέρας κα  νυκτ ςὰ ῦ ἰ ἐ ῦ ῦ ῦ ὶ ὐ ῷ ἡ ὶ ὸ  
ν τ  να  α τοἐ ῷ ῷ ὐ ῦ, “For this reason they are before the throne of God, and they serve him day 

and night in his temple.” The martyrs are able to stand before God only because of their 
purity, based on the atoning death of Christ. The worship of God in the heavenly temple by 
heavenly beings continues unendingly (4:8), and the righteous will eventually become full 
participants in this unceasing worship (3:12). Normal worship at the temple in Jerusalem 
involved the closing of the gates following the evening sacrifice and the opening of the gates 
at the morning sacrifice (Ezek 46:1–3; m. Tamid; Schürer, History 2:286–87). Using a 
metaphor for continual worship, Acts 26:7 states that “the twelve tribes worship day and 
night.” On the hendiadys “day and night” (or “night and day”), which means “unceasingly,” see 
Comment on 4:8. Occasionally this metaphor is used, usually hyperbolically, in connection 
with prayer and other forms of religious observance (Jer 16:13 [used negatively]; Pss 1:2; 
88:1; Neh 1:6; Jdt 11:17; Luke 18:7; 1 Thess 3:10; 1 Tim 5:5; 2 Tim 1:3). The presence of a 
temple in heaven is frequently mentioned in Revelation (11:19; 14:15, 17; 15:5, 6, 8; 16:1, 17; 
cf. 22:3, “and his servants will serve [λατρεύσουσιν] him”). The heavenly temple is mentioned 
in early Jewish literature as the location of the throne of God (T. Levi 5:1; 18:6). God dwells in 
the heavenly holy of holies (T. Levi 3:4), where bloodless sacrifices are made (T. Levi 3:5–6). 
According to b. Pesa .ḥ  54a, the temple was one of the seven things created before the 
creation of the world, and according to 2 Apoc. Bar. 4:3, it was made when God created 
Paradise. The heavenly tabernacle, the pattern for the earthly tabernacle (Exod 25:9, 40; 
26:30; 27:8; 2 Apoc. Bar. 4:5), is referred to in Wis 9:8; Heb 8:2; 9:11–12.
15b κα   καθήμενος π  το  θρόνου σκηνώσει π  α τούςὶ ὁ ἐ ὶ ῦ ἐ ̔ ὐ , “The one who sits on the 
throne will shelter them.” This passage alludes to Ezek 37:27 (RSV), “My dwelling place [MT 

̂;miškanı משכני  LXX κατασκήνωσίς μου] shall be with them; and I will be their God, and they 
shall be my people.” See also Lev 26:11 (RSV), “And I will make my abode [MT משכני 

miškanı ̂] among you.” The verb σκηνο νῦ  means “to live, dwell” and suggests nothing about 
the mode of dwelling (i.e., whether in tents or houses, though τ  σκ νοςὸ ῆ  means “tent,” 



implying that the extent of time involved in such a dwelling is temporary). Lohmeyer contrasts 
the phrase σκηνώσει π  α τούςἐ ̔ ὐ , “he will dwell with them,” with the similar phrase 
σκηνώσει μετ  α τ ν̔ ὐ ῶ , “will shelter them,” in 21:3, and Rissi (Babylon, 18) argues that the 
former refers to the dwelling of the dead saints in heaven until the time of eschatological 
fulfillment. However, the notion that σκηνο νῦ  refers to God’s “tabernacling presence” (Koester, 
Dwelling, 118) is linguistically untenable. If Exodus imagery is involved in this verse, it is 
possible to find a contrast between God’s presence with Israel, represented by a cloud by day 
and a pillar of fire by night, and his unmediated presence with his people here. The term 
“Shekinah” means the presence of God in cloud and fire. The biblical instructions for the 

Feast of Tabernacles) חג הסכות ag hassukkôtḥ ) prescribed that the people of Israel live in 
booths) סכות sukkôt) during the seven-day feast because “I [Yahweh] made the people of 

Israel dwell in booths when I brought them out of the land of Egypt” (Lev 23:42–43). This use 
of booths (not tents) was probably taken over from Canaanite religious practice and projected 

back into the wilderness experience of Israel. Later rabbinic interpretation understood סכות 
sukkôt to mean the “clouds of glory” (here “glory” is a circumlocution for “God”) with which 
God covered and protected his people during their wandering in the wilderness (see Ulfgard, 

Feast, 121–27, for references). According to Tg. Onq. Lev 23:42–43 (tr. Grossfeld:(

You should dwell in booths [Hebrew סכות sukkôt, from סכך sākak, meaning “to 
cover,” rendered here in Aramaic as מיטלליה my llyh,ṭ  from טלל ĕlal,ṭ  meaning both “to 

cover” and “to protect”] for seven days; every native born among Israel should dwell in 
booths, in order that your future generations should recognize that I made the Israelites 
dwell under the protection of My cloud [Hebrew “in booths”] when I brought them out of 
the land of Egypt; I am the Lord your God.

The interpretation of the phrase “in booths” to mean “under the protection of My cloud” is 
attributed to R. Akiba in Sipra Lev. 103a and Mek. de-Rabbi Ishmael 35.10 (references in 
Grossfeld, Targum Onqelos, 53–55 n. 12; Ulfgard, Feast, 124 n. 522). Ulfgard (Feast, 125–
26) thinks that since the various targumic versions of Lev 23:43 agree with the interpretation 
attributed to R. Akiba and R. Eliezer, this tradition goes back to the end of the NT period. 
According to this tradition, “God’s protective presence during the wilderness wandering is 
conceptualized in the theological term ‘cloud(s) of glory,’ in which the desert generation is said 
to have dwelt” (Ulfgard, Feast, 126). Ulfgard, however, sees the reference to booths in Lev 
23:43 as an example of the early theologization of the festival in which they are associated 
with God’s presence in the desert (Feast, 146). There is absolutely no evidence supporting 
this interpretation, which is not demonstrably earlier than the late second century A.D.

16 ο  πεινάσουσιν τι ο δ  διψήσουσιν τι, ο δ  μ  πέσ  π  α το ς  λιος ο δ  π νὐ ἔ ὐ ὲ ἔ ὐ ὲ ὴ ῃ ἐ ̔ ὐ ὺ ὁ ἥ ὐ ὲ ᾶ  
κα μαῦ , “They will neither hunger any longer nor thirst any longer, neither will the sun fall on 
them nor any scorching heat.” This is the longest allusion to an OT passage found in 
Revelation, and it is clearly drawn from Isa 9:10, “They shall not hunger [ο  πεινάσουσινὐ ] or 
thirst [ο δ  διψήσουσινὐ ὲ ]; neither scorching wind nor sun shall smite them, for he who has pity 
on them will lead them, and by springs of water [πηγ ν δάτωνῶ ὑ ] will lead [ ξειἄ ] them” (cf. Rev 
7:17b). The very opposite is said to happen to those afflicted by the fourth bowl in 16:7, for 
there it is said that the sun was allowed to burn people with fire.

17a τι τ  ρνίον τ  ν  μέσον το  θρόνου ποιμανε  α τούςὅ ὸ ἀ ὸ ἀ ὰ ῦ ῖ ὐ , “because the Lamb in the 
midst of the throne will shepherd them.” The author has interrupted his allusion to Isa 49:10 to 
insert this statement regarding the role of the Lamb, which may be an allusion to Ezek 34:23. 
There is a close relationship between this passage and Rev 14:1–5, where the Lamb is 
described as standing on Mount Zion (v 1), but the throne is also mentioned (v 3), and the 



144,000 are said to “follow the Lamb wherever he leads” (v 4), which appears to conflate both 
discipleship and shepherd/sheep imagery (see John 10:4). Rev 7:17 reflects the use of a 
common ancient pastoral metaphor in which the relationship between leader and those under 
him (usually a king and his people) is compared to a shepherd and his flock, and the term 
“shepherd” was a stock term for “king” (Zimmerli, Ezekiel 2:213–14). This imagery occurs 
frequently in the OT (2 Sam 7:7; Isa 44:28; Jer 3:15; 10:21; 25:34–36; Nah 3:18) and is very 
common in Greek literature (Iliad 2.243 and passim [where Agamemnon is called “shepherd 
of the people”]; Plato Republic 4.440d; Politicus 271e; Xenophon Cyropaedia 1.1.2; Dio 
Chrysostom Or. 1.13; 4.41; 4.44–45; Plutarch De Alex. virt. 329A–B; in pseudo-Pythagorean 
literature [Stobaeus 4.5.61 = 36.4–5; 7.64 = 82.5–6]; see J. B. Skemp, Plato’s Statesman 
[London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1952] 52–66]). The verb ποιμαίνειν is used four times in 
Revelation (2:27; 7:17; 12:5; 19:15); in 7:17 it means “to shepherd” (Louw-Nida, § 44.3) or “to 
guide or help” (Louw-Nida, § 36.2), while in 2:27; 12:5; 19:15 it means “to rule” (Louw-Nida, § 
37.57). The metaphor of shepherd is applied to Paul in Acts of Paul 21, “But Thecla sought for 
Paul, as a lamb [ ς μνόςὡ ἀ ] in the wilderness looks about for the shepherd.” It appears at first 
peculiar that it is a lamb who plays the role of a shepherd, yet it must be noted that the Lamb 
in Revelation is the Davidic Messiah (a figure described as a shepherd), as is Jesus, who is 
called a shepherd several times in the NT and early Christian literature (Matt 15:24; 25:32; 
Mark 14:27–28 = Matt 26:31–32 [an allusion to Zech 13:7, which is also found in Barn. 5:12]; 
Luke 19:10; John 10:2, 11, 12, 14; Heb 13:20; 1 Pet 2:25; 5:4; 1 Clem. 16:1; Clement Paed. 
3.101.3). 

In early Christian art, Jesus is frequently depicted as the Good Shepherd, typically 
carrying a sheep on his shoulders; see Tertullian On Modesty 7.1–4; J. Quasten, “Der 
gute Hirte in hellenistische und frühchristliche Theologie,” Heilige Überlieferung 
(Münster: Aschendorff, 1938) 51–58; W. Schumacher, Hirt und Guter Hirt, RQSup 34 
(Freiburg: Herder, 1977); B. Ramsay, “A Note on the Disappearance of the Good 
Shepherd from Early Christian Art,” HTR 76 (1983) 375–78; A. Pollastri and A. M. 
Giuntella, “Shepherd, the Good,” and “Iconography,” Encyclopedia of the Early Church, 
ed. A. Di Berardino (New York: Oxford UP, 1992) 2:776–78.

In the Abercius epitaph (ca. A.D. 200), lines 3–6, Jesus is called the “pure shepherd who 
feeds his flocks of sheep on mountains and plains” (text in J. B. Lightfoot, Apostolic Fathers, 
2/1:496; see W. M. Calder, “The Epitaph of Avircius Marcellus,” JRS 29 [1939] 1–4). This 
metaphor occupies a significant place in John 10:1–16 (esp. in vv 2, 11, 12, 14, 16), a fact 
that has been used to argue for a close relationship between John and Revelation (Böcher, 
NTS 27 [1981] 312). Yet since the Fourth Gospel uses only the noun ποιμήν of Jesus, and 
Revelation uses only the verb ποιμαίνειν, the Johannine metaphor is in fact closer to the use 
of the metaphor in other NT passages such as Heb 13:20, where the exalted Jesus is called 
“the great shepherd of the sheep,” and 1 Pet 2:25, where he is called “the shepherd and 
overseer of your souls.” In the OT, God as the shepherd of Israel is an ancient metaphor (Gen 
49:24 [Jahwist writer]; 48:15 [Elohist writer]), which continued to be used with some frequency 
(Pss 23:1, 3; 68:7–10; 80:1; Isa 40:11; 49:10; Jer 50:19). In the NT, God is referred to as a 
shepherd only in a single parable of Jesus found in Q (Luke 15:4–7 = Matt 18:12–14), and in 
the Apostolic Fathers only in Ignatius Rom. 9:1 (this metaphor, however, is based on the fact 
that Ignatius regards the bishop as the shepherd of the local flock of Christians; see Phld. 2:1; 
Ps.-Clement Hom. 3.72.1). The conception of Christians as the flock of God who are 
shepherded by church leaders occurs with some frequency in early Christian literature (Mark 
14:27 = Matt 26:31; Acts 20:28; 1 Pet 5:2; 1 Clem. 16:1; 44:3; 54:2; 57:2; see Joachim 



Jeremias, TDNT 6:500–502). This metaphor is based on the common application of the 
shepherd/flock imagery applied to the king and his people. Mic 5:4 (interpreted messianically 
in Matt 2:6) prophesies the coming of a ruler who will shepherd the people of Israel (see Mic 
5:4). The role of David redivivus is described in Ezek 34:23, NRSV (see 37:24), “I will set up 
over them one shepherd, my servant David, and he shall feed them: he shall feed them and 
be their shepherd.” This same metaphor is explicitly used of the Davidic Messiah in Pss. Sol. 
17:40, where the flock is carefully described as the Lord’s (tr. Charlesworth, OTP 2:668): 
“Faithfully and righteously shepherding the Lord’s flock [ποιμαίνων τ  ποίμνιον κυρίουὸ ] … . He 
will lead [ ξειἄ ] them in all holiness.” It seems clear, then, that the imagery of Rev 7:17 is 
based on traditional conceptions associated with the Davidic Messiah.
17b κα  δηγήσει α το ς π  ζω ς πηγ ς δάτωνὶ ὁ ὐ ὺ ἐ ὶ ῆ ὰ ὑ , “and guide them to the springs of life.” 
The author, who in v 16 began to allude to Isa 49:10, now continues the allusion (cf. LXX Isa 
49:10d, κα  δι  πηγ ν δάτων ξει α τούςὶ ὰ ῶ ὑ ἄ ὐ , “he will lead them through springs of water”). The 
phrase ζω ς πηγ ς δάτωνῆ ὰ ὑ , literally “springs of the waters of life,” is very close to the Hebrew 

phrase מבוע מים חיים mabbûa˓ mayim ayyim,ḥ  found in 1QH 8:16 (where it is a metaphor for 
the elect who will, like the Teacher of Righteousness, be a “fountain of living water”). The 

phrase מקור מים חיים māqôr mayim ayyim,ḥ  “fountain of living water,” also occurs in 4Q416, 
418, frag. 2, line 5 (Eisenman-Wise, Scrolls, 245, 250), though the context is not clear. The 
image of “living water” also occurs in Rev 21:6; 22:1, 17 and is perhaps the most striking 
common metaphor that Revelation shares with John (4:14; 6:35; 7:17–18; see Taeger, 
Johannesapokalypse, 29–66). The phrase δωρ ζ νὕ ῶ , literally “living water,” means “flowing 
water,” i.e., a spring or river rather than water standing in a cistern LXX Gen 26:19; Lev 14:5; 
Jer 2:13; Zech 14:8; Did. 7:1–2; Klauser, “Taufet,” 157–64, esp. 157–59; see Ps.-Clement 

Diamart. 1, cited in Rordorf-Tulier, Doctrine, 170–71 n. 5). The Hebrew phrase מים חיים mayim 
ayyim,ḥ  “waters of life,” occurs in 1QH 8:7, and in 1QH 8:16 the author says that “Thou, O my 

God, have put in my mouth … a spring of living waters] מבוע מים חיים mabbûa˓ mayim ayyimḥ ] 
which shall not run dry.” The phrase in Rev 21:6 is δώσω κ τ ς πηγ ς το  δατος τ ς ζω ςἐ ῆ ῆ ῦ ὕ ῆ ῆ 
δωρεάν, “I will freely give from the well of living water,” while 22:1 has ποταμ ν δατος ζω ςὸ ὕ ῆ , 
“river of living water,” and 22:17 has λαβέτω δωρ ζω ς δωρεάνὕ ῆ , “let him receive as a gift the 
water of life.” A relatively close parallel is found in LXX Jer 2:13, πηγ  δατος ζω ςὴ ὕ ῆ , “spring of 
living water,” a metaphor for Yahweh (in the Tg. Neb. Jer 2:13, this is changed to a metaphor 
for goodness). In the early church, δωρ ζ νὕ ῶ , “living water,” or δωρ τ  ζω ςὕ ῆ̈͂ ῆ , “water of life,” 
is used as a metaphor for prophetic inspiration (Ignatius Rom. 7:2), baptism (Justin Dial. 
14.1), Christ (Justin Dial. 69.6), the teaching of Christ (Clement of Alex. Strom. 7.16), and the 
Holy Spirit (Didymus Trin. 2.22; PGL, 1425). The phrase “spring [of the] water of life” also 
occurs in the Coptic-Gnostic treatise Ap. John 4.21–24.

17c κα  ξαλείψει  θε ς π ν δάκρυον κ τ ν φθαλμ ν α τ νὶ ἐ ὁ ὸ ᾶ ἐ ῶ ὀ ῶ ὐ ῶ , “And God will wipe away 
every tear from their eyes.” This is a clear allusion to Isa 25:8, “Then the Lord God will wipe 
away the tears from all faces,” probably based on the Hebrew text (cf. Jer 31:16[LXX 38:16]). 
The same allusion is also used in Rev 21:4, κα  ξαλείψει π ν δάκρυον κ τ ν φθαλμ νὶ ἐ ᾶ ἐ ῶ ὀ ῶ  
α τ νὐ ῶ , “he will wipe away every tear from their eyes,” differing only in the omission of  θεόςὁ , 
“God.” See for a discussion of the eschatological elimination of sorrow and pain.

Explanation

The question that concludes Rev 6 provides an introduction to 7:1–17, for it deals with the 



problem of how the “servants of God” (7:3) will fare during the catastrophes unleashed by the 
sixth seal. To answer this question, John inserts 7:1–17, which accomplishes two things. First, 
in vv 1–8 the effect of the plagues on Christians is temporarily held in abeyance while 
144,000 “servants of God,” 12,000 from each of the twelve tribes of Israel, are sealed on their 
foreheads by the signet ring of the living God, an act symbolizing both ownership and 
protection. While the number of those sealed is mentioned, the sealing itself is not narrated. 
Although the reference to the twelve tribes of Israel may have been understood literally in the 
source or tradition underlying this text, it now refers to a particular group of Christians who 
have been specially protected by God from both divine plagues and human persecution just 
prior to the beginning of the eschatological tribulation and who will consequently survive that 
tribulation and the great eschatological conflict with which it culminates. The particular list of 
tribes used in vv 4–8 has no exact parallel in other early Jewish or early Christian sources 
(see Excursus 7B: The Order of the Tribes in Rev 7:4–8), and its form probably reflects the 
author’s inclinations. The unusual placement of the tribe of Judah at the head of the list 
occurs because the Messiah belongs to that tribe. The omission of Dan has no particular 
theological significance, and both Joseph and Manasseh are probably included because of an 
early error. (“Joseph” may have been occasionally substituted for “Ephraim.”) The sealing, 
which cannot refer to Christian baptism, protects them against the plagues unleashed upon 
the unbelieving world as well as against those Romans and Anatolians who would kill them. 
This conception of immunity from the plagues is ultimately derived from the tradition that the 
plagues harmed Egyptians only, not Israelites (Exod 8:22; 9:4–7, 26; 10:23; Philo Mos. 
1.143–46). Although the Last Judgment appears to be inaugurated by the opening of the sixth 
seal, the eschatological scenario of Revelation yet requires the plagues unleashed by the 
seven trumpets and the seven bowls. This suggests either that the seven seals were derived 
from a source that John prefixed to his narratives of the seven trumpets and seven bowls or 
(more likely) that the seven trumpets and seven bowls are derived from two Jewish sources 
that consolidated the ten plagues of Exod 7–12 into seven eschatological plagues.

Vv 9–17 consist of two related units of text, both of which focus on the eschatological 
heavenly worship of God. The first section (vv 9–12) consists of a great hymn of salvation 
sung to God by the innumerable multitude (vv 9–10) and is matched by an antiphonal 
response sung by the angels surrounding the throne, the twenty-four elders, and the four 
cherubim (vv 11–12). The second section (vv 13–17) consists of an explanation volunteered 
by one of the elders in which he interprets the foregoing scenes. It is clear that the 
“innumerable multitude” (v 9), which suggests the fulfillment of the promise to Abraham, 
consists of the large number Christians who have died or suffered martyrdom during the 
period of eschatological tribulation, during the same period that the 144,000 have been 
divinely protected from defeat and death. The deliberate contrast of the innumerable multitude 
with the 144,000 (the former is drawn from every nation) indicates that the groups are not 
identical.
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