Revelation 14—Competing Marks
Pastor Emeritus Joe Fuiten, May 20, 2020

It helps if you don’t think of Revelation as a linear unfolding of history as if one chapter was chronologically connected to the previous chapter.  That would be ignoring the chiastic structure of Revelation.  Maybe a good way to read this chapter would be to read Chapter 7 and then read 14. One reinforces and augments the other. It also helps if you think about this being written to end of the first century Christians who were suffering persecution.  Theirs was the first interpretation even though we think it also describes the end times which are yet future. 

1 Then I looked, and there before me was the Lamb, standing on Mount Zion, and with him 144,000 who had his name and his Father's name written on their foreheads. 2 And I heard a sound from heaven like the roar of rushing waters and like a loud peal of thunder. The sound I heard was like that of harpists playing their harps. 3 And they sang a new song before the throne and before the four living creatures and the elders. No one could learn the song except the 144,000 who had been redeemed from the earth. 4 These are those who did not defile themselves with women, for they kept themselves pure. They follow the Lamb wherever he goes. They were purchased from among men and offered as firstfruits to God and the Lamb. 5 No lie was found in their mouths; they are blameless. 

The 144,000

More seriously, I note we have met the 144,000 before in the seventh chapter. There it says, “Do not harm the land or the sea or the trees until we put a seal on the foreheads of the servants of our God." Then I heard the number of those who were sealed: 144,000 from all the tribes of Israel.” Here we see the 144,000 marked and in their role as worshipers. 

This chapter can help us with several things.  We can learn something about worship and the character necessary to sustain it.  We can give substance and detail to the idea that God wants us to look different from the world.

The competition

Chapter 13 ended with the Mark of the Beast, 666.  Chapter 14 opens with the Mark of God.  The competition is joined.  We can chooses the Mark of the Beast which is man’s way or we can choose God’s mark which is God the Father and Jesus Christ his one and only son.  We can have the “grapes of wrath” or a new song but in each case we cannot have both.

The Lamb is on Zion

In this chapter the Lamb is on Mt. Zion.  He has come into the city where the Lord is enthroned. (Ps 9:11 Sing praises to the Lord, enthroned in Zion)  It is the City of the Great King (Ps 48:2).  If the Lamb is on Mt. Zion then he is coming into his own.  John wants us to see Jesus coming into his rightful place on earth. (Ps 99:2-3 Great is the Lord in Zion; he is exalted over all the nations. 3 Let them praise your great and awesome name — he is holy.”   In this chapter Babylon will fall.  Psalm 137:3 recalls the Babylonian captivity when “…our captors asked us for songs, our tormentors demanded songs of joy; they said, "Sing us one of the songs of Zion!" Here they are going to get a song of Zion.  It will be a new song because the Lamb is on Zion.

The Lamb on Zion is to remind us of Isaiah’s great prophecy of this time. (Isaiah 2:3-4) “The law will go out from Zion, the word of the Lord from Jerusalem. 4 He will judge between the nations and will settle disputes for many peoples. They will beat their swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks. Nation will not take up sword against nation, nor will they train for war anymore.”  In one phrase, the “Lamb is on Mount Zion,” we have the ultimate triumph of Christ expressed.  If the Lamb is on Zion, then the Emperor does not rule from Rome.

The other Mark on the forehead

The moment we hear that God’s people have a mark on their forehead we know what this means and where it comes from.  In Ezekiel’s prophesies we have this:  (Ezekiel 9:3-6) “Then the Lord called to the man clothed in linen who had the writing kit at his side 4 and said to him, "Go throughout the city of Jerusalem and put a mark on the foreheads of those who grieve and lament over all the detestable things that are done in it." 5 As I listened, he said to the others, "Follow him through the city and kill, without showing pity or compassion. 6 Slaughter old men, young men and maidens, women and children, but do not touch anyone who has the mark. Begin at my sanctuary." So they began with the elders who were in front of the temple.” The mark was a means of being saved.  It meant that you would not experience the grapes of wrath.  

Only a few years before John wrote this, Jerusalem had been destroyed and tens of thousands of Jews had died.  But the Christians had been warned in a prophecy and had escaped to Pella, across the Jordan.  No Christians died in the destruction of Jerusalem.  God had marked them for salvation.

These 144,000, expressing a large and complete number, were saved by the Mark of the Lamb and of his Father.

It is worth noting that the people of God looked completely different from the people of the Beast.  That difference was decisive.  I guarantee you, looking different from the world will be eternally rewarded.  On that day, you won’t want to look like everybody else.  They will have man’s number on them but you will have the Lamb and his Father’s number on you.  Islam wants to scratch off the name of the Lamb and say that God never had a son but the title of salvation is the Lamb and his Father.  Some people want to look like the world as much as possible but God wants us to etch his name in the most visible place in our lives—right on the forehead.  Don’t look like the world, don’t think like the world, and don’t act like the world!  Imprint Jesus and the Father as deeply upon your appearance as possible.

A new song from an undefiled and blameless life

3 And they sang a new song before the throne and before the four living creatures and the elders. No one could learn the song except the 144,000 who had been redeemed from the earth. 4 These are those who did not defile themselves with women, for they kept themselves pure. They follow the Lamb wherever he goes. They were purchased from among men and offered as firstfruits to God and the Lamb. 5 No lie was found in their mouths; they are blameless.

Why is a song the representative action?  That is what the redeemed do. Ps 9:11 Sing praises to the Lord, enthroned in Zion.  John is here highlighting the actions of those who are redeemed, those who have God’s mark upon them.

The world engages in all sorts of immoral actions and even takes pride in them.  But those who sing God’s new song are undefiled by sexual sin and are pure.  The world does its own thing and thereby follows the beast.  But God’s people follow the Lamb.  They stick with him.  They listen to him and what he teaches.  Those with the Mark of the Beast will lie and say anything to save themselves or get some benefit for themselves.  Cheating and lying are becoming national norms but that is also man’s way and earns a 666.

The day is coming when to believe in God’s truth will be an act of rebellion, a defiant truth.

I think the “new song” speaks of our relationship with Jesus overall but I think we can also draw some conclusions about worship as well.  In the end, worship can only come from those who put God first.

Ps 96:1-3 Sing to the Lord a new song; sing to the Lord, all the earth. 2 Sing to the Lord, praise his name; proclaim his salvation day after day. 3 Declare his glory among the nations, his marvelous deeds among all peoples.

Ps 149:1-2 Praise the Lord. Sing to the Lord a new song, his praise in the assembly of the saints. 2 Let Israel rejoice in their Maker; let the people of Zion be glad in their King. 

The new song is not really new.  What we proclaim is not new, it is ancient.  In the 21st century, we are not rootless chasing the newest, coolest ideas.  Per Jude 3, we “earnestly contend for the faith which was once delivered unto the saints.”  Indeed, what John was doing here in Revelation is what we are trying to do today.  We want to strengthen the people of God in difficult times.  Our ancient faith will triumph because the Lord will make it so.  In the meantime, keep the faith and keep on singing the new song.

The Gospel is proclaimed to all the world

6 Then I saw another angel flying in midair, and he had the eternal gospel to proclaim to those who live on the earth-- to every nation, tribe, language and people. 7 He said in a loud voice, "Fear God and give him glory, because the hour of his judgment has come. Worship him who made the heavens, the earth, the sea and the springs of water." 

Here Jesus is the maker of everything including the springs of water. In Rev 7:17 he leads them to “springs of living water.”  In John 4:14 “…whoever drinks the water I give him will never thirst. Indeed, the water I give him will become in him a spring of water welling up to eternal life." 

Jesus, in answer to questions from his disciples, spoke of the preaching of the Gospel as related to the end of the age. He said in Matthew 24:14, “And this gospel of the kingdom will be preached in the whole world as a testimony to all nations, and then the end will come.” Here we see that promise being fulfilled.  Here we have the final presentation of the Gospel, the final act of preaching done by an angel.

This preaching, at this late date in history, is only partially aimed at the salvation of their souls. It is also a declaration of God’s victory over the earth. It is like painting your name on the mailbox or putting or signature on the title. It says the earth belongs to the Lord. It is triumphalist preaching.  He made us, he is our king.  (Ps 149:2)  “Let Israel rejoice in their Maker; let the people of Zion be glad in their King.”


8 A second angel followed and said, "Fallen! Fallen is Babylon the Great, which made all the nations drink the maddening wine of her adulteries." 9 A third angel followed them and said in a loud voice: "If anyone worships the beast and his image and receives his mark on the forehead or on the hand, 10 he, too, will drink of the wine of God's fury, which has been poured full strength into the cup of his wrath. He will be tormented with burning sulfur in the presence of the holy angels and of the Lamb. 11 And the smoke of their torment rises for ever and ever. There is no rest day or night for those who worship the beast and his image, or for anyone who receives the mark of his name." 

The second and third angel give the negative side of the first angel’s announcement. God is triumphant and the Babylon system has fallen. It also announces the fate of those who have followed the beast. Each of the rebels will experience the terrors of hell forever and ever. They will not be destroyed in an instant. They will suffer without relief either night or day. The “ever and ever” passage makes clear that the soul of the wicked lives on, just as the righteous live on it eternity.

12 This calls for patient endurance on the part of the saints who obey God's commandments and remain faithful to Jesus. 13 Then I heard a voice from heaven say, "Write: Blessed are the dead who die in the Lord from now on." "Yes," says the Spirit, "they will rest from their labor, for their deeds will follow them." 

The faithful ones must endure to the end. Only death will allow them rest. God’s fury will be upon the earth with rebels in full bloom.

The final “harvest” of the earth 

14 I looked, and there before me was a white cloud, and seated on the cloud was one "like a son of man" with a crown of gold on his head and a sharp sickle in his hand. 15 Then another angel came out of the temple and called in a loud voice to him who was sitting on the cloud, "Take your sickle and reap, because the time to reap has come, for the harvest of the earth is ripe." 16 So he who was seated on the cloud swung his sickle over the earth, and the earth was harvested. 17 Another angel came out of the temple in heaven, and he too had a sharp sickle. 18 Still another angel, who had charge of the fire, came from the altar and called in a loud voice to him who had the sharp sickle, "Take your sharp sickle and gather the clusters of grapes from the earth's vine, because its grapes are ripe." 19 The angel swung his sickle on the earth, gathered its grapes and threw them into the great winepress of God's wrath. 20 They were trampled in the winepress outside the city, and blood flowed out of the press, rising as high as the horses' bridles for a distance of 1,600 stadia.  (NIV)

A winepress in those days was a stone floor where the grapes were piled. People literally stomped on the grapes with their bare feet. The juice flowed across the floor in small channels. It was then gathered into pots after being poured through a cloth screen. 

Those who are being “harvested” are the unrighteous rebels. Their day of rebellion has come to an end. These ‘grapes of wrath’ are gathered up and tossed into the press. They are squeezed, in the language of harvest, until the blood flows like a river. All this signals the end of the rebellion. From this point on, God himself will rule on the earth. His kingdom will have come. His will is accomplished on the earth as it is in heaven.

We have a choice.  It is the Mark of the Beast or the Mark of the Lamb.  We can choose the grapes of wrath or a new song, a song of salvation.
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