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THE LAST BOOK OF THE BIBLE


The Apocalypse or Book of Revelation is the last book of Sacred
Scripture and is the only prophetical book in the New Testament. The Church
makes frequent use of it, particularly in the Liturgy, to sing the praises of
the risen Christ and the splendour of the heavenly Jerusalem which symbolizes the Church in the
glory of heaven.


A certain parallel can be seen between the Book of Revelation and
Genesis, the first of the sacred books. Genesis describes the beginning of the
world through the creative action of God. Using similar symbolism, the
Apocalypse speaks at length of the new creation (cf. Rev 21:1, 5) initiated
by the Redemption brought about by Christ which will reach its climax when he
comes again at the end of the world. The last chapters of Revelation
specifically mention the river which watered paradise (cf. Gen 2:6; Rev 22:1)
and the tree of life (cf. Gen 2:8; Rev
 22:14).


The Apocalypse is a book at once difficult and profound, and yet it
focuses intense light on the figure of Christ in glory and builds up our hope
of attaining eternal life.











AUTHORSHIP AND CANONICITY


The Apocalypse is one of the “deuterocanonical” books, that is, one of
those which at one time were not accepted as sacred by all Christian
communities. Its authenticity was suspect in parts of the Church, particularly
in the East, probably because it was widely used by some early heretical sects
in support of their teachings.


However, the earliest testimonies we have, which go back to the second
century, are unanimous in recognizing the Apostle John as the author of the
book St Justin refers to “a man named John, one of the apostles of Christ”, as
having received the revelations contained in the Apocalypse. 1 This is a particularly valuable testimony
in view of the fact that Justin was converted to Christianity in Ephesus in the year 135, only a
few decades after John wrote the book to the seven churches of Asia, the
foremost of which was Ephesus.
Contemporary with Justin’s text is the commentary on the Apocalypse written by
St Melito, bishop of Sardis,
another of the churches mentioned at the start of the book. The bishop’s
commentary is not extant but it is referred to by Eusebius of Caesarea in his Ecclesiastical
History. 2 Other second-century writers who support Johannine
authorship of the Book of Revelation are Papias, bishop of Hierapolis, 3 and St Irenaeus, who
frequently quotes from it. 4 The Muratorian Fragment,
which dates from the end of the century, includes the Apocalypse in its list of
sacred books.


An outstanding third-century testimony is that of Origen of Alexandria:
he says that the author of it was the man who wrote the Fourth Gospel and had
the good fortune to rest his head on Jesus’ breast. 5 In the West, Tertullian also attributes the
Book of Revelation to St John.
6 However, other views were being expressed
around the same time as Tertullian: a Roman priest named Caius thought the
Apocalypse was written by Cerinthus, a prominent Gnostic con temporary of John.
7 Other writers of the same period, called alogoi
because they rejected the Logos of St John, refused to accept the authenticity
of the Apocalypse. 8 Dionysius of
Alexandria denied its canonicity because millenarianists were using it to
support their arguments. To show that St
  John was not the author despite clear Church
Tradition, Dionysius put forward arguments (not compelling ones) based on
differences between the Apocalypse and the Fourth Gospel. 9


In the fourth century, St Athanasius, bishop of Alexandria, recognized the Apocalypse as
canonical and used it in his controvery with the Arians. 10 St Basil and St Gregory of Nyssa, for their
part, accepted the tradition in favour of authenticity. However, the school of Antioch generally denied both the
authenticity and the canonicity of the book; St Cyril of Jerusalem, St John Chrysostom, Theoderet and
others do not use it. 11 This lack of
conviction among some writers of the Eastern Church must be set against the
unanimity of the Latin Church, which always accepted the Apocalypse as part of
the canon of inspired books and as written by St John.


From the sixth to the sixteenth century the authenticity of the book was
undisputed. Doubts which arose in Spain in the early seventh century
were dispelled by the first Council of Toledo. 12 Once the danger from
millenarianism was over, the Eastern Church came round again to accepting the
Apocalypse as inspired.


In the sixteenth century Erasmus 13 expressed some doubts
about its authenticity and canonicity, but his views were rejected and censored
by the University
 of Paris. Luther 14 initially argued against authenticity but
later changed his view. In the eighteenth century rationalists (who rejected
prophecy out of hand) naturally had no place for the Book of Revelation:
rationalist arguments were based on internal evidence (the same kind of
arguments as put forward earlier by Dionysius of Alexandria). On the basis of a
passage in Eusebius’ History, rationalists attribute the Apocalypse to a
personage called John the Presbyter, but these arguments are weak: what
Eusebius says is far from clear, and his thinking was coloured by the danger
posed by millenarianism.


At the present time there is a certain amount of disagreement among
scholars. Some, Protestants for the most part, are of the opinion that the
Apocalypse could not have been written by the author of the Fourth Gospel,
given the differences in style and language. Others, mainly Catholics, accept
that it is a Johannine text, given the antiquity of Tradition to this effect
and the fact that the difference in subject matter between the two books can
account for the differences in style.


The Magisterium has on different occasions pronounced on the
authenticity and canonicity of the Apocalypse—for example, at the Council of
Hippo (in 393), Carthage
(397), and Toledo
(633). 15 This teaching was confirmed later by the
ecumenical Councils of Florence and Trent. 16 However, whereas the
Church has dogmatically defined the book as canonical, it has not pronounced as
strongly on who wrote it or how it was redacted.











PLACE AND DATE OF COMPOSITION


At the beginning of the book, we are told of how the hagiographer
received this divine revelation: “I John, your brother, who share with you in
Jesus the tribulation and the kingdom and the patient endurance, was on the
island called Patmos on account of the word of
God and the testimony of Jesus. I was in the Spirit on the Lord’s
day, and I heard behind me a voice like a trumpet… (1:9-10). Patmos is a
small island in the Aegean Sea, one of a group of islands known as the Dodecanese. It was a Sunday, the Lord’s day, the day that
ever since the beginning of the Church Christians had dedicated to divine
worship in place of the Jewish sabbath; the Didache and St Ignatius of
Antioch testify to this Christian practice. An ancient tradition, witnessed to
by Tertullian, mentions that St John,
the beloved disciple, was exiled on Patmos
because of his preaching and apostolic ministry. The author of the Apocalypse
seems to confirm this by saying at the outset that he shares the affliction,
pain and patience experienced by those he is addressing.


St Irenaeus thinks that the book was written towards the end of the
reign of Domitian, around the year 96. 17 Writing in the third
century or towards the end of the second, Victorinus says that Domitian sent St John into exile,
interning him on the island
 of Patmos. 18 St
  Jerome 19 and Eusebius 20 say the same.


Information contained in the book itself confirm
this date. We know in fact from the Acts of the Apostle (20:7) that the
Christians met together on the “first day of the week”, which Revelation 1:10 describes as “Dies Domini”,
“the Lord’s Day” (our Sunday). Also, the life of the Christian communities of Asia Minor as reflected in the Book of Revelation clearly
indicates they were at a more mature stage than the churches referred to in
other New Testament texts. All this means that the year 95, given by tradition, is realistic and
acceptable.











ADDRESSEES AND PURPOSE


The book is addressed to “the seven churches that are in Asia” (1 :4)—Ephesus, Smyrna, Pergamum, Thyatira,
Sardis, Philadelphia
and Laodicea
(cf. 1:11). Commentators
are agreed that this number is symbolic and that the book is in fact addressed
to the entire Church. The second-century Muratorian Canon puts it this way:
“John in the Apocalpyse, although writing to seven churches, is however
addressing all churches.” 21 An early commentator
called Primasius states that what the Lord says to his servant is addressed to
the whole Church, “uni Ecclesiae septiforme”, a single Church of which these
seven are a symbol. 22


Various things in the text confirm this world-wide reference—for
example, when it says (without being specific), “Blessed is he who reads aloud
the words of the prophecy, and blessed are those who hear, and who keep what is
written therein (1:3)”; or its repeated warning, “he who has an ear, let him
hear what the Spirit says to the churches” (2:7, 11, 17, 29; 3:6; etc.).


The book seeks to alert Christians to the grave dangers which threaten
faith, while consoling and encouraging those who are suffering tribulation,
particularly due to the fierce and long-drawn-out persecution mounted by
Domitian. The very earliest heresies were already wreaking havoc among the
Christian communities: the Nicolaitans were arguing in favour of some degree of
compromise with idolatry and pagan lifestyles (cf. 2:7, 14) and there was
evidence of a loss of early fervour (2:4) and a slackening of charity (3:2).


Persecution was coming from both Jews and pagans. Jewish persecutors are
described as false Jews, “a synagogue of Satan” (2:9-10); pagan persecution had
begun with the first great persecution (instigated by Nero), the memory of
which was still fresh thirty years on (cf. 6:9-11; 17:6). The Empire would
repeatedly persecute Christians up to the fourth century, when the advent of Constantine brought
peace. Some emperors, Domitian for example, required idolatrous worship of
their person, giving themselves the title of “our Lord and God”. Christians
refused, thereby incurring their wrath. However, as Tertullian put it, the
blood of martyrs would prove to be the seed of Christians. St John seeks to console Christians
experiencing such cruel injustice and harassment, and strives to keep alive
their hope in the ultimate victory of Christ and of all who stay true to him
even to death if necessary (cf. 2:10).











LITERARY FORM


Inline with the teaching of Pius XII, 23
the Second Vatican Council reminds us that to understand what sacred writers
had in mind one needs to take into account, among other things, the literary
forms they use, that is, the genre in which they are writing—historical
narrative, prophecy, poetry, etc.—and the patterns of language prevailing in
their time and culture. 24


This principle needs to be particularly borne in mind in the case of the
Book of Revelation, given its special characteristics and language, so remote
from our own experience. In fact, during the two centuries before and after
Christ there was quite a crop of Jewish and Christian writings entitled
Apocalypse (Revelation), with a content and style of a type now called
“apocalyptic writing”—for example, the Book of Enoch, the Apocalypse of Moses
(which heretics attributed to St Paul) and others, including the Apocrypha of
the Old and the New Testaments.


These books all had two basic features: (a) they dealt with the subject
of the last age of the world, when good would triumph and evil be annihilated;
(b) they made much use of symbolism taken from the animal kingdom, astrology,
numbers and so forth, to depict past and present history and to prophesy the
future. From the point of view of content and style these writings are a kind
of late extension of prophetical literature, for the Prophets already spoke of
the “day of Yahweh” 25 and used symbolism to
convey their message. 26 Some Old Testament
passages in fact have a markedly apocalyptic ring about them—for example,
Isaiah 24-27, Zechariah 9-14 and, particularly, the Book of Daniel, which is
clearly a precursor of apocalyptic literature. That literature, in turn, is
influenced by wisdom literature: its visions are interwoven with moral
exhortations, invitations to reflection and promises of future beatitude or
retribution.


Compared with the Prophets, authors of apocalypses have distinct
features of their own: a) they write under pseudonyms, using the names of
celebrated figures who might have received divine revelations—men like Enoch
who Genesis 5:24 tells us was taken to heaven at the end of his life; b) in
general, they conceive this world as being in the power of Satan and incapable
of regeneration, and therefore they place their hopes in a new world to be
created by God: the most that man can contribute is prayer; c) they exhibit a
marked tendency towards determinism: everything that has to be said is
contained in these books, and very little room is left for freedom and personal
conversion.


Although St John’s
work is entitled Apocalypse (Revelation), its key features are more akin to the
books of the Prophets than to those of “apocalyptic writers”. He in fact
describes his book as prophecy (1:3; cf. 22:7, 10, 18, 19; 22:9), and although
for the most part he uses language and symbolism akin to Jewish apocalyptic
writing, his historical perspective is quite different, namely, that which
human history acquires under the lordship of Christ, which is acknowledged and
extolled in the Church, the new people of God, who like their Lord suffer in
this present world at the hands of the forces of evil. However, the final
outcome has already been revealed by the resurrection and ascension of Christ,
and the ground is being laid for it all through the course of history by the
holiness, good works and suffering of the just. Christ’s definitive victory
will come at the end and the Church will be raised on high in a new world where
there will be no more mourning or pain (cf. 21:4) and where there will be room
for all those who choose to repent (cf. 16:11).


The Revelation of John constitutes a strong call to conversion; it urges
people to commit themselves to good and put their trust in God; in this it is
like the oracles spoken by the prophets. Like other “apocalypses” it is a book
of consolation written at a time of exceptional stress; but it also provides
encouragement to holiness and fidelity in all ages. Those parts of the book
which have epistolary features (at the beginning and end: 1:1 - 3:22; 22:2 1)
and indeed to a lesser degree the whole text are in the tradition of didactical
wisdom writing.











STYLE AND LANGUAGE


Symbolism is of the essence of apocalyptic literature: Its lofty,
supernatural message calls for the use of analogies and similes which will
bring the reader not so much to understand its exact meaning as to grasp it
intuitively.


The symbols used are in some cases physical objects, such as the
seven-branched golden lamp stand (cf. 1:12; Zech 4:2, 10), the book with the
seven seals (cf. 5:1; Ezek 2:9), the two olive trees (cf. 11:4; Zech
4:2, 14). At other times the symbols are actions—the sealing of the foreheads
of the elect (cf. 7:3; Ezek 9:4), the eating of the prophetical scroll (cf.
10:8-11; Ezek 2:8), the measurement of the temple (cf. 11:1; Ezek 40-41).
Certain cities are also used as symbols—Zion,
Jerusalem, Babylon and Armageddon. 27 Numbers also have a symbolic purpose: the
number three refers to things supernatural and divine, four to created things;
seven and twelve imply completion, fulness. Colours are used in a similar way:
white stands for victory and purity, red for violence, black for death.


Another feature of apocalyptic writing is what we might call the “law of
anticipation”, that is, its tendency to refer briefly to some event which will
be dealt with fully later on. And sometimes the narrative is interrupted to include
a passage designed to provide consolation to the just.













INTERPRETING THE BOOK OF REVELATION


Due to the wealth of symbolism in the book it has been interpreted in
many different ways over the centuries. The four main interpretations are as
follows:


a) The book is a history of the Church, proclaiming the main events and
epochs of the Church, past and future. Seven periods are identified, the last
being the reign of a thousand years which Christ and his followers will
establish before the end of the world, if Revelation 20:1-7 is taken literally.
This interpretation was widespread in the early centuries of the Church and in
the Middle Ages; it is also popular in our own days among certain sects which
have made a number of (mistaken) predictions of the date of the end of the
world.


b) The Apocalypse has to do solely with events in St John’s own time—persecutions and trials of
the Church, for the most part the result of the actions of outsiders. This
interpretation, first proposed in the sixteenth century, is still held by many
scholars in the rationalist tradition. It sees the book as merely a symbolic
description of first-century events.


c) The content of the Apocalypse is exclusively a proclamation and
premonition of the last days: it refers to the eschatological era. This
interpretation was very much in vogue in the eighteenth century and still has
its followers today.


d) The Apocalypse is a theological vision of the entire panorama of
history, a vision which underlines its transcendental and religious dimension.
According to this interpretation (favoured by most Fathers of the Church) St
John is describing the situation of the Church in his own time and he is also
surveying the panorama of the last times; but for him these last times have
already begun: they began with the entry into the world of Jesus Christ, the
Son of God made man. This idea is very much in line with the Fourth Gospel,
which also conceives the last era of the world, and eternal life, as having
already in some way begun and as developing towards ultimate and total fulness.
It provides a special perspective on events in history and is involved with
expectation of final victory. The book does depict the cosmic struggle between
good and evil, but it takes for granted Christ’s ultimate triumph. This is, in
our view, the most valid interpretation of the book and therefore it is the one
we follow in the commentary provided.











THE HISTORICAL BACKGROUND


It is helpful to bear in mind the background against which the
Apocalypse was written. The evangelization of Asia Minor
began very early on and may well have been initiated by those Jews from Asia Minor who witnessed the events of Pentecost in Jerusalem (cf. Acts 2:9).
When St Paul
arrived in Ephesus
he found followers of Christ there already (cf. Acts 19:1). However, until the
period 53-56 and St Paul’s missionary
work, there were no Christian communities in these regions which could properly
be called local churches. These now began to develop, and very soon there were
signs of cockle growing up among the young wheat; persecution, too, was
becoming part of the picture.


This period also saw the final break with the synagogue, and some Jews
began to sow confusion (cf. 2:9; 3:9). There was, moreover, the threat of
syncretism, as a result of the influence of oriental religions in the Roman Empire. Phrygia,
the centre of the cults of Cybele and Attis, was quite close to the churches
mentioned in the Apocalypse; the sins denounced in the book reflect to some
extent the mystery-rites of those pagan religions (cf. 13:11-13; 2:14; 2:20ff).


Another feature of the historical background is the persecution of
Christianity by Rome.
The more emperor-worship increased, the more difficult it was for Christians to
stay loyal to their faith. With Domitian (8 1-96) the situation worsened,
because those who refused him divine honours became liable to the death
penalty.


From five of the seven cities to whose churches St John writes we have positive evidence of
emperor-worship: Thyatira and Laodicea
are the exceptions. Additionally, Ephesus
had its famous temple dedicated to the goddess Artemis (cf. Acts 19:28). In Smyrna St Polycarp would
later suffer martyrdom (c. 156) for refusing to acknowledge Caesar as Kyrios,
Lord. Pergamum
saw the martyrdom of Antipas, “my witness, my faithful one” (cf. 2:13). As time went on Christianity
continued to spread, but opposition and violence towards Christians also
increased. This grieves St John
and, enlightened by the Holy Spirit, he tries to make the faithful see that
Jesus Christ, the Lamb of God, will ultimately triumph over his enemies. In the
meantime, however, the great struggle must go on, a struggle which involves
Christians in every epoch of history. The enemy often gains the upper hand, but
his victory is merely temporary and apparent. In fact things are quite the
reverse of what they seem: martyrdom and suffering may appear to overwhelm
Christians but really that experience guarantees their victory.











DIVISION AND CONTENTS


It is difficult to divide the book into parts which clarify its meaning;
this is particularly so from chapter 4 onwards, when the author begins to
describe his vision of the last times. For example, certain themes seem to be
dealt with more than once—the scourges prior to the End (cf. 6:1-15; 8:6
- 9:21; 16: 1-21), the victory of the elect (cf. 7:9-17; 14:1-5; 19:1-10), the
fall of Babylon
(cf. 14:6-11; 18:1-3), etc. Sometimes the rhythm of the narrative seems to
break abruptly (cf. 8:2; 10:1; 12:1); it is broken, for example, by the episode
of the two witnesses (cf. 11:1-13) and by that of the woman in heaven (cf.
12:1-17). This has led some scholars to suggest that the text of the Apocalypse
in the form that has come down to us may be a fusion of two earlier works of St John on the same
subject.


This is only a theory, however; besides, there is enough thematic
development in the book to give it a
strong basic unity. From Chapter 4 onwards, everything is tending towards the
final outcome of a dramatic battle between Christ and the powers of evil, a battle
which reaches its climax in the last chapters (cf. 19:11 - 22:5). But it is true that we are already given the result of the last
battle long before the detailed narrative of that event. As he describes each
vision, the author seems to repeat his entire message: he feels under no
restraint to deal with events or subjects in a tidy, systematic or
chronological way: apocalyptic writing is different from other genres in this
respect.


By using a series of literary devices he manages to keep the reader’s interest
alive right to the end. For example, he uses the number seven as a device of
this kind: after the seven letters to the seven churches (cf. 1:4 - 3:22) the
writer sees a scroll sealed with seven seals (cf. 5:1 - 8:1), hears the seven trumpets (cf. 8:2 -
11:15) and sees the seven plagues being poured out of the seven bowls (15:1 -
16:17). The seven letters seem to form
a section of their own but all the other symbolic sevens appear to be connected
with one another: the seventh seal introduces the vision of the seven angels
with the seven trumpets (cf. 8:1-2), and once the seventh trumpet has been
blown the author sees God’s temple from which the seven angels with the seven
plagues emerge (cf. 11:19; 15:5). After the seventh bowl has been
poured, the author is shown, in detail, the various adversaries, the last
battles, and the glorification of the Church (cf. chaps 17-22). To maintain the
reader’s interest and attention, the gap between the sixth and seventh events
is sometimes extended by the introduction of a new vision (cf. 7:1-17; 10:1 -
11:14) or the appearance of the next set of seven (cf. 12:1 - 15:5) is delayed, so that when he thinks he is
nearing the end the reader finds that preliminary episodes are still being
introduced.


The number seven is so frequently used that some scholars have opted for
dividing the book into seven acts, with seven scenes in each. But the text
refuses to submit to this rigid scheme: the author writes with total freedom of
style, though he clearly uses the “seven” device to help shape the book.
However, after the seventh trumpet is sounded (11:15), this device becomes less prominent and the symbols
of the woman, the beasts, the Lamb and the city occupy centre stage.


Given the way the various themes are developed and the literary aspects
of the work, the following division is probably generally acceptable:


 


Prologue: The book and its author are introduced
(1:1-3).


PART I:
LETTERS TO THE SEVEN CHURCHES OF
ASIA (1:4 - 3:22)


Formal address and greeting (1:4-8)


Introduction: Christ in glory commissions John to
write the book (1:9-20)


Letters: to the churches of Ephesus (2:1-7), Smyrna (2:8-11), Pergamum (2:12-17), Thyatira (2:18-29),
Sardis (3:1-6),
Philadelphia
(3:7-13) and Laodicea
(3:14-22).


PART II: ESCHATOLOGICAL VISIONS (4:1 - 22:15)


1. Introductory vision. The
author is taken up into heaven, where he sees God in majesty directing the
destinies of the world and the Church. Only Christ can reveal what those
destinies are, for only he can open the seven seals (chaps. 4-5).


2. First section. Events prior to the final
outcome. A series of visions before the last trumpet is sounded (6:1 -
11:14):


Christ opens the
first six seals. The great
day of God’s wrath has arrived (6:1-17).


The
great multitude of the saved (7:1-17).


The
opening of the seventh seal and
the vision of the seven angels bearing seven trumpets (8:1-6).


The
sounding of the first trumpets. They herald the
coming of God and cause catastrophes which stir people to repent (8:7 - 9:2 1).


The author is
given the little scroll to eat. What must still remain hidden and what is going to be prophetically
revealed (10:1-11).


The
death and resurrection of the two witnesses (11:1-14).


3. Second section. Christ’s victory over the powers of evil, and
the glorification of the Church (11:15
 - 22:15).


The sounding of
the seventh trumpet: the
advent of the Kingdom
 of Christ (11:15-19).


The woman
fleeing from the dragon: the
Church (12:1-17).


The
beasts given authority by the dragon (13:1-18).


The
Lamb and his companions (14:1-5).


Proclamation
and symbols of the Judgment; the
harvest and the vintage (14:6-20).


The hymn of the
saved: the song of Moses
and the song of the Lamb (15:1-4).


The seven bowls
of plagues: the last chance
for conversion (15:5 - 16:21).


Description of
the powers of evil: the
harlot, Babylon
and the beast (17:1-18).


The fall of Babylon proclaimed: joy and lamentation (18:1-24).


Songs
of victory in heaven (19:1-10).


The first
battle: the beast is
destroyed (19:11-21).


The
thousand-year reign of Christ and his people (20:1-6).


The second
battle: Satan is overthrown
(20:7-10).


The
Last Judgment of the living
and the dead (20:11-15).


A new world
comes into being: the
messianic Jerusalem
is described (21:1 - 22:15).


CONCLUSION: A dialogue between Jesus and the Church. Warnings to the reader and words of farewell (22:16-2).













TEACHINGS CONTAINED IN THE BOOK OF
REVELATION


The core of the teaching contained in the book concerns the second
coming of our Lord—the Parousia—and the definitive establishment of his Kingdom
at the end of time. Various elements go to make up this teaching.


1. God the almighty God is described as “the Alpha and the Omega,
the beginning and the end” (1:8; 22:13),
words which teach the sublimity and absolute authority of God. Alpha is the
first letter of the Greek alphabet and Omega the last: the sacred author
chooses this graphic method to explain that God is the source from which all
created things derive their being: he wills that what did not exist should come
to be (cf. 4:11); he is also the end or goal to which everything is directed
and where it finds its fulfilment.


In another passage God is defined as he “who is and who was and who is
to come” (1:4), a form of words also found in Jewish literature as an
explanation of the name Yahweh, “I AM WHO I AM”, revealed to Moses (Ex 3:14). This teaches that God is he
who existed in the past (he is eternal); he who is (he is active in the world
since its creation); and he who is to come (that is, his dynamic and saving
presence will never cease).


Echoing the Book of Daniel, the Apocalypse teaches that God “lives for
ever and ever” (4:9-10; cf. Dan 4:34).
He is also called the “living God”, an expression often met in the Old
Testament, which underlines the essential difference between Yahweh (the living
God) and idols, “the work of men’s hands. They have mouths, but do not speak;
eyes but do not see” (Ps 115:4-5). God is, then, eternal and immortal; he has
no beginning or end. He is also the Pantocrator, the Almighty; his power
is unique and all-embracing (cf. 1:8; 4:3). God is the Lord of history; nothing
falls outside his providence; he is the just Father whose word is true, who
will bestow himself on the victor as he promised: “I will be his God and he
shall be my son” (21:7). Finally, God’s creative power and unbounded love will
lead him to restore all things and create anew world (cf. 21:5).


God is also presented as the universal Judge, against whose verdict
there is no appeal; none can evade his judgment (cf. 20:12). However, at the end of time his infinite
love will prevail and will cause all things to be made new (cf. 21:5), and
night shall be no more, for the Lord will shine on them forever (cf. 22:5), nor
shall there be any pain or tears, for the old world shall have passed away.


2. Jesus Christ At the start of the book the figure of the
suffering Christ is evoked by reference to “every one who pierced him” (1:7),
and later on it speaks of the great city “where their Lord was crucified”
(11:8). Elsewhere there is further reference to the saving blood of Christ (cf.
7:14; 12:11), particularly in connexion with the impressive yet humble figure
of the Lamb, often depicted as “slain” (cf. 5:12; 22:14), the victim of
the greatest of all sacrifices. However, our Lord is usually depicted in the
glory of heaven under the tender symbol of the Lamb enthroned on Mount Zion,
with the river of the water of life flowing from his throne (cf. 14:1; 5:6; 22:3;
22:1). He will shepherd and guide his people (7:17). His enemies will make war on him, but he will
emerge victorious (cf. 17:14).
He is worthy to receive power and glory and to be worshipped by all creation
(cf. 5:12; 7:1;
13:8).


Jesus Christ is also given the title of “Son of man”, destined to
receive power and dominion over all nations and languages (cf. Dan 7:13-14; Rev 1:13-16). He is “Lord of lords and King of
kings” (cf. 17:14; 19:12-16); he is above the angels,
who are his emissaries, and unlike them he is rendered the worship due to God
alone (cf. 1:1; 22:6; 19:10;
22:8-9). In other passages Christ is given divine titles and attributes (cf. 1:18; 3:7; 5:13; 22:1-3). He is also depicted
as the Word of God: this is in line with the Fourth Gospel and clearly teaches
that he is divine (cf. 19:13;
Jn 1:1-14; 1 Jn 1:1).


3. The Holy Spirit. There are a number of passages which
indirectly refer to the Holy Spirit—for example, when the book speaks of the
seven spirits who are before the throne, or the seven torches of fire (1:4; 4:5).
It also explicitly teaches that it is the Holy Spirit who is speaking to
the churches (2:7, 11, 17; etc.). And, at the end, the voice of the Spirit
joins with that of the Bride to make entreaty for the coming of Christ. This
passage is reminiscent of St Paul’s teaching about how the Holy Spirit prays by
interceding for us with sighs too deep for words (cf. Rom 8:26). In the Book of
Revelation, the Holy Spirit is presented in relation to the Church: he
nourishes the Church with his word and moves it interiorly to pray earnestly
for the coming of the Lord.


4. The Church In a more or less explicit way the Church is
present throughout the Book of Revelation. It teaches that the Church, which is
one and universal, is the Bride of Christ, insistently making supplication for
the Lord’s coming (cf. 22:17,
20). But the Church is also depicted as Christian communities located in
various cities of proconsular Asia (cf. chaps.
2-3). These communities do not constitute a Church distinct from the Church as
such; rather, we can begin to perceive here the idea that all communities,
taken together, make up the universal Church: the Church becomes present in
these believing communities which are “parts” of the one Church of Christ.
28


The apocalyptic vision of the woman in heaven (cf. chap. 12) has been interpreted
in many different ways, particularly as referring to the Church. This
interpretation sees her as the Church undergoing severe affliction. Her crown
of twelve stars is taken as symbolizing both the twelve tribes of Israel and the
twelve Apostles, the pillars of the new Church. The passage is reminiscent of
what the prophet Isaiah says when he compares the suffering of the people to
those of a woman in labour.


The Apocalypse also uses a variety of symbols designed to convey the
beauty and grandeur of the Church. Thus, it speaks of the holy city, the new Jerusalem, where God dwells; it is also the “beloved
city” (cf. 3:12; 21:2, 10;
20:9). Its glory and splendour are described with a wealth of detail, ranging
from the richness of its walls to the fruitfulness of its waters (cf. 21:16-27;
22:1-2). It is called the “temple
 of God”, whose pillars
are those who have won the victory; in it stands the Ark of the Covenant and
there the countless multitudes of the elect render worship to God (cf. 3:12; 7:15; 11:19).


The text implies that in both its earthly stage and its heavenly stage,
the Church is the chosen people of God. Thus, the voice from heaven warns the
elect who live in Babylon, “Come out of her, my people, lest you take part in
her sins, lest you share in her plagues” (18:4); and towards the end of the
book we are reminded that God will dwell in the midst of his people (cf. 21:3):
the Church is depicted as the new Israel, increasing in number, and at a future
time preserved from all evil by the seal of God (cf. 7:4-8).


The image of the Kingdom also reveals the nature of the Church. John
depicts it, now as sharing in tribulation and the Kingdom (cf. 1:9), now as
singing the praises of Jesus Christ: he has “made us a kingdom”, a royal line,
“priests to his God and Father” (1:6).


One of the most important and revealing things the Bible tells us about
the Church is God’s love for his people as symbolized by the beloved Bride. The
Apocalypse frequently speaks in these terms, focusing attention on the marriage
of the Lamb, whose wife is decked out as a new bride (cf. 19:7; 2 1:9), eagerly
calling for her beloved (cf. 22:17).
One of the most significant moments described is the wedding of the Lamb, an
occasion for great joy and exultation (cf. 19:7). The book also alludes to the
Bride when it says, “Blessed are those who are invited to the marriage supper
of the Lamb” (19:9).


5. The angels. Throughout
the book angels are very much in evidence. Etymologically, the word “angel”
means “messenger”; this role of theirs in bringing God’s messages to men is
stressed continually. At the start of the book it is through an angel that John
is given to know the things that are to come, and at the end it will also be an
angel who shows him the final visions of the heavenly Jerusalem (cf. 1:1; 22:6,
16). At certain points an angel passes his message on to other angels (cf. 7:2;
8:2 - 11:15), or proclaims the
Gospel to all mankind and makes known God’s dire warnings and punishments (cf.
14:6-19; 16:17; 19:17).


The angels are also depicted as man’s protectors. We see them standing
at the four corners of the earth, holding back the winds to prevent their
harming men (cf. 7:1), and standing as sentinels at the gates of the holy city
(cf. 21:12). The angels of
the churches (cf. 1:20;
2:1, 8, 12, 18; 3:1, 7, 14) are interpreted by some commentators as symbolizing
the bishops of these churches, for the main mission of bishops is to watch over
their flocks. However, these angels can also be seen as divine messengers who
are given things by the Lord to communicate to the churches, whom
they also have a mission to protect and govern.


On occasions the angels are deputed to carry out God’s punishment (cf. 9:15; 14:18; etc.). With the archangel St
Michael as their leader, they fight the great cosmic battle of Good and Evil
(cf. 12:7ff) against the dragon, “that ancient serpent, who is called the Devil
and Satan, the deceiver of the whole world” (12:9). But this is a war which
goes on throughout history: thus, the demons, also called angels of Satan, are
often shown as coming from the abyss, temporarily released to roam the earth,
causing war and confusion (cf. 20:7-8); in the end, however, they will be cast
down into hell where they will suffer everlasting torment (cf. 12:9; 20:10).


In addition to their important and varied mission on earth, the angels
are also in heaven, in the presence of God, interceding on mankind’s behalf,
offering “upon the golden altar before the throne” the prayers of the saints,
which reach God via the angels (cf. 8:4). Special emphasis is also put on the
unceasing worship offered by the angels to God and to the Lamb (cf. 5:11; 7:11; etc.).


6. The Virgin Mary. The woman clothed with the sun, crowned with
stars, and with the moon under her feet is undoubtedly a symbol of the Church.
However, from very early on many Fathers also saw her as representing the
Blessed Virgin. It is true that Mary suffered no birth-pangs when her Son was
born, and had no children other than him to be “the rest of her offspring” (12:17). However, this vision does
evoke the Genesis account, which speaks of enmity between the serpent and the
woman. The Son who is caught up to God and to his throne is Jesus Christ (cf.
12:5). As in the case of the parables, not everything in the imagery necessarily
happens in real life; and the same image can refer to one or more
things—particularly when they are closely connected, as the Blessed Virgin and
the Church are. So, the fact that this passage is interpreted as referring to
the Church does not exclude its referring also to Mary. More than once, the
Church’s Magisterium has given it a Marian interpretation. For example, St Pius
X says: “Everyone knows that this woman was the image of the Virgin Mary, who,
in giving birth to our head, remained inviolate. ‘And being with child,’ the
Apostle continues, ‘she cried out in her travail and was there in the anguish
of delivery’ [...]. It was the birth of all of us who, while being exiles here
below, are not yet brought forth into the perfect love of God and eternal happiness.
The fact that the heavenly Virgin labours in childbirth shows
her loving desire to watch over us and through unceasing prayer complete
the number of the elect.” 29


John Paul II adopted this interpretation in a sermon at the shrine of
Allotting: “Mary [. . .] carries the features of that woman whom the
Apocalypse describes [...]. The woman, who stands at the end of the
history of creation and salvation, corresponds evidently to the one about whom
it is said in the first pages of the Bible that she ‘is going to crush
the head of the serpent’. Between this promising beginning and the apocalyptic
end Mary has brought to light a son ‘who is to rule all nations with an
iron sceptre’ (Rev 12:5) [. . .]. She it is with whom the apocalyptic dragon
makes war, for being the mother of the redeemed, she is the image of the Church
whom we likewise call mother.” 30













The Book of Revelation













CHAPTER 1













PROLOGUE


1
The revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave him to show to his servants what must soon take place; and he made it known by sending
his angel to his servant John, 2
who bore witness to the word of God and to the testimony of Jesus Christ, even
to all that he saw. 3 Blessed is he who
reads aloud the words of the prophecy, and blessed are those who hear, and who
keep what is written therein; for the time is near.













PART ONE


LETTERS TO THE SEVEN CHURCHES


Address and greeting


4
John to the seven churches that are in Asia: Grace to you and peace from him
who is and who was and who is to come, and from the seven spirits who are
before his throne, 5 and from Jesus Christ the faithful witness,
the first-born of the dead, and the ruler of kings on earth.


To him who loves us
and has freed us from our sins by his blood 6 and made us a kingdom, priests to his God
and Father, to him be glory and dominion for ever and ever. Amen. 7 Behold, he is coming with the clouds, and
every eye will see him, every one who pierced him; and all tribes of the earth
will wail on account of him. Even so. Amen.


8 “I am the Alpha and
the Omega,” says the Lord God, who is and who was and who is to come, the
Almighty.











Reason for writing


9 I John,
your brother, who share with you in Jesus the tribulation and the kingdom and
the patient endurance, was on the island called Patmos
on account of the word of God and the testimony of Jesus. 10
I was in the Spirit on the Lord’s day, and I heard
behind me a loud voice like a trumpet 11 saying, “Write what you see in a book and
send it to the seven churches, to Ephesus and to
Smyrna and Pergamum
and to Thyatira and to Sardis and to Philadelphia and to Laodicea.”


12
Then I turned to see the voice that was speaking to me, and on turning I saw
seven golden lamp stands, 13
and in the midst of the lamp stands one like a son of man, clothed with a long
robe and with a golden girdle round his breast; 14 his head and his hair were white as white
wool, white as snow; his eyes were like a flame of fire, 15 his feet were like burnished bronze,
refined as in a furnace, and his voice was like the sound of many waters; 16 in his right hand he held seven stars, from his
mouth issued a sharp two-edged sword, and his face was like the sun shining in
full strength.


17
When I saw him, I fell at his feet as though dead. But he laid his right hand upon
me, saying, ‘Pear not, I am the first and the last, 18 and the living one; I died, and behold I am
alive for evermore, and I have the keys of Death and Hades. 19 Now write what you see, what is and what is
to take place hereafter. 20 As for the mystery of
the seven stars which you saw in my right hand, and me
seven golden lamp stands, the seven stars are the angels of the seven churches
and the seven lamp stands are the seven churches.













CHAPTER 2


Letter to the church of Ephesus


1 To the angel of the
church in Ephesus
write: ‘The words of him who holds the seven stars in his right hand, who walks
among the seven golden lamp stands.


2
“I know your works, your toil and your patient endurance, and how you cannot
bear evil men but have tested those who call themselves apostles but are not,
and found them to be false; 3 I
know you are enduring patiently and bearing up for my name’s sake, and you nave
not grown weary. 4 But I have this
against you, that you have abandoned the love you had
at first. 5 Remember then from what you have fallen,
repent and do the works you did at first. If not, I will come to you and remove
your lamp stand from its place, unless you repent. 6 Yet this you have, you hate the works of
the Nicolaitans, which I also hate. 7 He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. To
him who conquers I will grant to eat of the tree of life, which is in the paradise
of God.’











Letter to the church of Smyrna


8 “And to the angel of
the church in Smyrna
write: ‘The words of the first and the last, who died and came to life.


9 “I know your
tribulation and your poverty (but you are rich) and the slander of those who
say that they are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan. 10 Do not fear what you are about to suffer.
Behold, the devil is about to throw some of you into prison, that you may be
tested, and for ten days you will have tribulation. Be faithful unto death, and
I will give you the crown of life. 11 He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches. He
who conquers shall not be hurt by the second death.’











Letter to the church of Pergamum


12
“And to the angel of the church in Pergamum
write: ‘The words of him who has the sharp two-edged sword.


13 “I know where you dwell, where Satan’s
throne is; you hold fast my name and you did not deny my faith even in the days
of Antipas my witness, my faithful one, who was killed among you, where Satan
dwells. 14
But I have a few things against you: you have some there who hold the teaching
of Balaam, who taught Balak to put a stumbling block before the sons of Israel, that they might eat food sacrificed to idols and practise
immorality. 15 So you also have some who hold the teaching
of the Nicolaitans. 16 Repent then. If not, I will come to you soon and war against
them with the sword of my mourn. 17
He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says
to the churches. To him who conquers I will give some of the hidden manna, and
I will give him a white stone, with a new name written on the stone which no
one knows except him who receives it.’











Letter to the church of Thyatira


18 “And to the angel of the church in Thyatira write: ‘The words
the Son of God, who has eyes like a flame
of fire, and whose feet are like burnished bronze.


19 “I know your works, your love and faith and service and patient
endurance, and that your latter works exceed the first. 20 But I have this against you, that you
tolerate the woman Jezebel, who calls herself a prophetess and is teaching and
beguiling my servants to practise immorality and to eat food sacrificed to
idols. 21
I gave her time to repent, but she refuses to repent of her immorality. 22
Behold, I will throw her on a sickbed, and those who commit adultery with her I
will throw into great tribulation, unless they repent of her doings; 23
and I will strike her children dead. And all the churches shall know that I am
he who searches mind and heart, and I will give to each of you as your works
deserve. 24 But to the rest of you in Thyatira, who
do not hold this teaching, who have not learned what some call the deep things
of Satan, to you I say, I do not lay upon you any other burden; 25
only hold fast what you have, until I come. 26 He who conquers
and who keeps my works until the end, I will give him power over the nations, 27
and he shall rule them with a rod of iron, as when earthen pots are broken in
pieces, even as I myself have received power from my Father; 28 and I will give
him the morning star. 29
He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says
to the churches.’


2:1 - 3:22 These chapters,
which form the first part of the book, contain seven letters to the churches
already mentioned (cf. 1:11), each represented by an angel to whom the letter
is addressed. In these letters Christ (who is referred to in various ways) and
the Holy Spirit speak: hence the warning at the end of each, “he who has an
ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.” The first part of that
formula is reminiscent of things our Lord said in the Gospels (cf., e.g., Mt
11:15; 13:9, 43; Mk 9:23), while the second part underlines the influence of
the Holy Spirit on the churches: one needs to belong to the Church, to “feel
with” the Church, if one is to understand what the Spirit says and what is
being committed to writing in this book. The book, therefore, must be taken as
the true word of God. All Sacred Scripture needs to be approached in this way:
“Since all that the inspired authors, or sacred writers, affirm should be
regarded as affirmed by the Holy Spirit, we must acknowledge that the books of
Scripture, firmly, faithfully and without error, teach that truth which God,
for the sake of our salvation, wished to see confided to the sacred Scriptures.
Thus ‘all scripture is inspired by God, and profitable for teaching, for
reproof, for correction and for training in righteousness, so that the man of
God may be complete, equipped for every good work’ (2 Tim 3:16-17)” (Vatican
II, Dei Verbum, 11).


Although the letters are different from one another, they all have the
same basic structure: there is reference to the past, which is contrasted with
the present; various warnings are given and promises made; then there is an
exhortation to repentance and conversion, a reminder that the end, and Christ’s
definitive victory, will soon come.













CHAPTER 3


Letter to the church of Sardis


1 “And to the angel of the church in Sardis write: ‘The words of him who has the
seven spirits of God and the seven stars.


“I know your works; you have the
name of being alive, and you are dead. 2 Awake, and strengthen what remains and
is on the point of death, for I have not found your works perfect in the sight
of my God. 3
Remember then what you received and heard; keep that, and repent. If you will
not awake, I will come like a thief, and you will not know at what hour I will
come upon you. 4 Yet you have still a few names in Sardis, people who have
not soiled their garments; and they shall walk with me in white, for they are
worthy. 5
He who conquers shall be clad thus in white garments, and I will not blot his
name out of the book of life; I will confess his name before my Father and
before his angels. 6
He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says
to the churches.’











Letter to the church of Philadelphia


7 “And to the angel of the church in Philadelphia write: ‘The
words of the holy one, the true one, who has the key of David, who opens and no
one shall shut, who shuts and no one opens.


8
“I know your works. Behold, I have set before you an open door, which no
one is able to shut; I know that you have but little power, and yet you have
kept my word and have not denied my name. 9 Behold, I will
make those of the synagogue of Satan who say that they are Jews and are not,
but lie—behold, I will make them come and bow down before your feet, and learn
that I have loved you. 10
Because you have kept my word of patient endurance, I will keep you from the
hour of trial which is coming on the whole world, to try those who dwell upon
the earth. 11
I am coming soon; hold fast what you have, so that no one may seize your crown.
12
He who conquers, I will make him a pillar in the temple of my God: never shall
he go out of it, and I will write on him the name of my God, and the name of
the city of my God, the new Jerusalem which comes down from my God out of
heaven, and my own new name. 13 He who has an ear,
let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.’











Letter to the church of Laodicea


14 “And to the angel of the church in Laodicea write: ‘The words of the Amen, the
faithful and true witness, the beginning of God’s creation.


15
“I know your works: you are neither cold nor hot. Would that you were
cold or hot! 16 So, because you are lukewarm, and
neither cold nor hot, I will spew you out of my mouth.
17 For you say, I am rich, I have
prospered, and I need nothing; not knowing that you are wretched, pitiable,
poor, blind, and naked. 18
Therefore I counsel you to buy from me gold refined by fire, that you may be
rich, and white garments to clothe you and to keep the shame of your nakedness
from being seen, and salve to anoint your eyes, that you may see. 19
Those whom I love, I reprove and chasten; so be
zealous and repent. 20 Behold, I stand at the door and knock;
if any one hears my voice and opens the door, I will come in to him and eat
with him, and he with me. 21 He who conquers, I will grant him to sit
with me on my throne, as I myself conquered and sat down with my Father on his
throne. 22
He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says
to the churches.’ ”













PART TWO: ESCHATOLOGICAL VISIONS













CHAPTER 4


INTRODUCTORY VISION


God in majesty


1 After this I looked, and lo, in heaven an open door! And the
first voice, which I had heard speaking to me like a trumpet, said, “Come up
hither, and I will show you what must take place after this.” 2 At once I was in the Spirit, and lo, a
throne stood in heaven, with one seated on the throne! 3 And he who sat
there appeared like jasper and carnelian, and round the throne was a rainbow
that looked like an emerald. 4 Round the throne were twenty-four thrones, and seated on the
thrones were twenty-four elders, clad in white garments, with golden crowns
upon their heads. 5
From the throne issue flashes of lightning, and voices and peals of thunder,
and before the throne bum seven torches of fire, which are the seven spirits of
God; 6 and before the throne there is as it
were a sea of glass, like crystal.


And round the throne, on each side
of the throne, are four living creatures, full of eyes in front and behind: 7
the first living creature like a lion, the second living creature like an ox,
the third living creature with the face of a man, and the fourth living
creature like a flying eagle. 8
And the four living creatures, each of them with six wings, are full of eyes
all round and within, and day and night they never cease to sing,


“Holy, holy, holy, is the Lord God
Almighty, who was and is and is to come!”


9 And whenever the
living creatures give glory and honour and thanks to him who is seated on the
throne, who lives for ever and ever, 10 the twenty-four elders fall down before him
who is seated on the throne and worship him who lives for ever and ever; they
cast their crowns before the throne, singing,


11 “Worthy art
thou, our Lord and God, to receive glory and honour and power, for thou didst
create all things, and by thy will they existed and were created.”













CHAPTER 5


The sealed scroll and the Lamb


1 And I saw in the right hand of him who
was seated on the throne a scroll written within and on the back, sealed with
seven seals; 2
and I saw a strong angel proclaiming with a: loud voice, “Who is worthy to open
the scroll and break its seals?” 3 And no one in heaven or on earth or under
the earth was able to open the scroll or to look into it, 4 and I wept much
that no one was found worthy to open the scroll or to look into it. 5
Then one of the elders said to me, “Weep not; lo, the Lion of the tribe of
Judah, the Root of David, has conquered, so that he can open the scroll and its
seven seals.”


6 And between the throne and the tour
living creatures and among the elders, I saw a Lamb standing, as though it had
been slain, with seven horns and with seven eyes, which are the seven spirits
of God sent out into all the earth; 7 and he went and took the scroll from the
right hand of him who was seated on the throne. 8 And when he had taken the scroll, the
four living creatures and the twenty-four elders fell down before the Lamb,
each holding a harp, and with golden bowls full of incense, which are the
prayers of the saints; 9
and they sang a new song, saying,


“Worthy are thou to take the scroll
and to open its seals, for thou wast slain and by thy blood didst ransom men
for God from every tribe and tongue and people and nation, 10 and hast made
them a kingdom and priests to our God, and they shall reign on earth.” 11 Then I looked, and I heard around the
throne and the living creatures and the elders the voice of many angels,
numbering myriads of myriads and thousands of thousands, 12 saying with a
loud voice, “Worthy is the Lamb who was slain, to receive power and wealth and
wisdom and might and honour and glory and blessing!” 13 And I heard
every creature in heaven and on earth and under the earth and in the sea, and
all therein, saying, “To him who sits upon the throne and to the Lamb be
blessing and honour and glory and might for ever and ever!” 14 And the four
living creatures said, “Amen!” and the elders fell down and worshipped.













CHAPTER 6


EVENTS PRIOR TO THE FINAL OUTCOME


Christ opens the first six seals.
Vision of the four horsemen


1 Now I saw when the Lamb opened one of
the seven seals, and I heard one of the four living creatures say, as with a
voice of thunder, “Come!” 2 And I saw, and behold, a white horse, and
its rider had a bow; and a crown was given to him, and he went out conquering
and to conquer.


3 When he opened
the second seal, I heard the second living creature say, “Come!” 4 And out came another horse, bright red its rider was
permitted to take peace from the earth, so
that men should slay one another; and he was given a great sword.


5 When he opened the third seal, I heard
the third living creature say, “Come! “And I saw, and behold, a black horse,
and its rider had a balance in his hand; 6 and I heard what
seemed to be a voice in the midst of the four living creatures saying, “A quart
of wheat for a denarius, a and three quarts of barley for a denarius; A but do not harm
oil and wine!”


7 When he opened
the fourth seal, I heard the voice of the fourth living creature say, “Come!” 8 And
I saw, and behold, a pale horse, and its rider’s name was Death, and Hades
followed him and they were given power over a fourth of the earth, to kill with
sword and with famine and with pestilence and by wild beasts of the earth.


9 When he opened the fifth seal, I saw
under the altar the souls of those who had been slain for the word of God and
for the witness they had borne; 10 they cried out with a loud voice, “O
Sovereign Lord, holy and true, how long before thou wilt judge and avenge our
blood on those who dwell upon the earth?” 11 Then they were
each given a white robe and told to rest a little longer, until the number of
their fellow servants and their brethren should be complete, who were to be
killed as they themselves had been.


12 When he opened the sixth seal, I
looked, and behold, there was a great earthquake; and the sun became black as
sackcloth, the full moon became like blood, 13 and the stars
of the sky fell to the earth as the fig tree sheds its winter fruit when shaken
by a gale; 14
the sky vanished like a scroll that is rolled up, and every mountain and island
was removed from its place. 15 Then the kings of the earth and the great
men and the generals and the rich and the strong, and every one, slave and
free, hid in the caves and among the rocks of the mountains, 16 calling to the
mountains and rocks, “Fall on us and hide us from the face of him who is seated
on the throne, and from the wrath of the Lamb; 17 for the great
day of their wrath has come, and who can stand before it?”













CHAPTER 7


The great multitude of the saved


1 After this I saw four angels standing
at the four corners of the earth, holding back the four winds of the earth,
that no wind might blow on earth or sea or against any tree. 2 Then I saw another angel ascend from
the rising of the sun, with the seal of the living God, and he called with a
loud voice to the four angels who had been given power to harm earth and sea, 3
saying, “Do not harm the earth or the sea or the trees, till we have sealed the
servants of our God upon their foreheads.” 4 And I heard the
number of the sealed, a hundred and forty-four thousand sealed, out of every
tribe of the sons of Israel, 5 twelve thousand sealed out of the tribe of
Judah, twelve thousand of the tribe of Reuben, twelve thousand of the tribe of
Gad, 6
twelve thousand of the tribe of Asher, twelve thousand of the tribe of
Naphtali, twelve thousand of the tribe of Manasseh, 7 twelve thousand
of the tribe of Simeon, twelve thousand of the tribe of Levi, twelve thousand
of the tribe of Issachar, 8 twelve thousand of the tribe of Zebulun,
twelve thousand of the tribe of Joseph, twelve thousand sealed out of the tribe
of Benjamin.


9 After this I looked, and behold, a
great multitude which no man could number, from every nation, from all tribes
and peoples and tongues, standing before the throne and before the Lamb,
clothed in white robes, with palm branches in their hands, 10 and crying out
with a loud voice, “Salvation belongs to our God who sits upon the throne, and
to the Lamb!” 11
And all the angels stood round the throne and round the elders and the four
living creatures, and they fell on their faces before the throne and worshipped
God, 12
saying, “Amen! Blessing and glory and wisdom and thanksgiving and honour and
power and might be to our God for ever and ever! Amen.”


13 Then one of the
elders addressed me, saying, “Who are these, clothed in white robes, and whence
have they come?” 14 I said to him, “Sir, you know.” And
he said to me, “These are they who have come out of the great tribulation; they
have washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb.


15 Therefore are
they before the throne of God, and serve him day and night within his temple;
and he who sits upon the throne will shelter them with his presence. 16
They shall hunger no more, neither thirst any more; the sun shall not strike
them, nor any scorching heat. 17 For the Lamb in
the midst of the throne will be their shepherd, and he will guide them to
springs of living water; and God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.”













CHAPTER 8


The opening of the seventh seal


1
When the Lamb opened the seventh seal, there was silence in heaven for about
half an hour. 2 Then I saw the seven angels who stand
before God, and seven trumpets were given to them. 3
And another angel came and stood at the altar with a golden censer; and he was
given much incense to mingle with the prayers of all the saints upon the golden
altar before the throne; 4 and
the smoke of the incense rose with the prayers of the saints from the hand of
the angel before God. 5
Then the angel took the censer and filled it with fire from the altar and threw
it on the earth; and there were peals of thunder, loud noises, flashes of
lightning, and an earthquake.


6
Now the seven angels who had the seven trumpets made ready to blow them.


The first six trumpet calls. The
three woes


7 The first angel blew his trumpet, and there
followed hail and fire, mixed with blood, which fell on the earth; and a third
of the earth was burnt up, and a third of the trees were burnt up, and all
green grass was burnt up.


8 The second angel blew his trumpet, and
something like a great mountain, burning with fire, was thrown into the sea; 9 and a third of the sea became blood, a
third of the living creatures in the sea died, and a third of the ships were
destroyed.


10 The third angel blew his trumpet, and a
great star fell from heaven, blazing like a torch, and it fell on a third of
the rivers and on the fountains of water. 11 The name of the star is Wormwood. A third
of the waters became worm wood, and many men died of the water, because it was
made bitter.


12 The fourth angel blew his trumpet, and a
third of the sun was struck, and a third of the moon, and a third of the stars,
so that a third of their light was darkened; a third of the day was kept from
shining, and likewise a third of the night.


13 Then I looked, and I
heard an eagle crying with a loud voice, as it flew in midheaven, “Woe, woe,
woe to those who dwell on the earth, at the blasts of the other trumpets which
the three angels are about to blow!”













CHAPTER 9


1
And the fifth angel blew his trumpet, and I saw a star fallen from heaven to
earth, and he was given the key of the shaft of the bottomless pit; 2 he opened the shaft of the bottomless pit,
and from the shaft rose smoke like the smoke of a great furnace, and the sun
and the air were darkened with the smoke from the shaft. 3
Then from the smoke came locusts on the earth, and they were given power like
the power of scorpions of the earth; 4 they were told not to harm the grass of the
earth or any green growth or any tree, but only those of mankind who have not
the seal of God upon their foreheads; 5 they were allowed to torture them for five
months, but not to kill them, and their torture was like the torture of a
scorpion, when it stings a man. 6 And
in those days men will seek death and will not find it; they will long to die,
and death will fly from them.


7
In appearance the locusts were like horses arrayed for battle; on their heads
were what looked like crowns of gold; their faces were like human faces, 8 their hair like women’s hair, and their
teeth like lions’ teeth; 9
they had scales like iron breastplates, and the noise of their wings was like
the noise of many chariots with horses rushing into battle. 10 They have tails like scorpions, and stings,
and their power of hurting men for five months lies in their tails. 11 They have as king over them the angel of
the bottomless pit; his name in Hebrew is Abaddon, and in Greek he is called
Apollyon. b


12 The first woe has passed; behold, two woes are
still to come.


13
Then the sixth angel blew his trumpet, and I heard a voice from the four horns
of the golden altar before God, 14
saying to the sixth angel who had the trumpet, “Release the four angels who are
bound at the great river Euphrates.” 15 So the four angels were released, who had
been held ready for the hour, the day, the month, and the year, to kill a third
of mankind. 16 The number of the troops of cavalry was
twice ten thousand times ten thousand; I heard their number. 17 And this was how I saw the horses in my
vision: the riders wore breastplates the colour of fire and of sapphire c and of sulphur, and the heads of the horses
were like lions’ heads, and fire and smoke and sulphur issued from their
mouths. 18 By these three plagues a third of mankind
was killed, by the fire and smoke and sulphur issuing from their mouths. 19 For the power of the horses is in their mouths and in their tails; their tails are like
serpents, with heads, and by means of them they wound.


20
The rest of mankind, who were not killed by these plagues, did not repent of
the works of their hands nor give up worshipping demons and idols of gold and
silver and bronze and stone and wood, which cannot either see or hear or walk; 21 nor did they repent of their murders or
their sorceries or their immorality or their thefts.













CHAPTER 10


The author is given the little
scroll to eat


1 Then I saw another
mighty angel coming down from heaven, wrapped in a cloud, with a rainbow over
his head, and his face was like the sun, and his legs like pillars of fire. 2 He had a little scroll open in his hand.
And he set his right foot on the sea, and his left
foot on the land, 3 and called out with a loud voice, like a
lion roaring; when he called out, the seven thunders sounded. 4 And when the seven thunders had sounded, I
was about to write, but I heard a voice from heaven saying, “Seal up what the
seven thunders have said, and do not write it down.” 5 And the angel whom I saw standing on sea
and land lifted up his right hand to heaven 6 and swore by him who lives for ever and
ever, who created heaven and what is in it, the earth and what is in it, and
the sea and what is in it, that there should be no more delay, 7 but that in the days of the trumpet call to
be sounded by the seventh angel, the mystery of God, as he announced to his
servants the prophets, should be fulfilled.


8
Then the voice which I had heard from heaven spoke to me again, saying, “Go,
take the scroll which is open in the hand of the angel who is standing on the
sea and on the land.” 9 So
I went to the angel and told him to give me the little scroll; and he said to
me, “Take it and eat; it will be bitter to your stomach, but sweet as honey in
your mouth.” 10 And I took the little scroll from the hand
of the angel and ate it; it was sweet as honey in my mouth, but when I had
eaten it my stomach was made bitter. 11 And I was told, “You must again prophesy about
many peoples and nations and tongues and kings.”













CHAPTER 11


The death and resurrection of the
two witnesses


1
Then I was given a measuring rod like a staff, and I was told: “Rise and measure
the temple of God and the altar and those who worship there, 2
but do not measure the court outside the temple; leave that out, for it is given
over to the nations, and they will trample over the holy city for forty-two
months. 3
And I will grant my two witnesses power to prophesy for one thousand two
hundred and sixty days, clothed in sackcloth.”


4 These are the two olive trees and the two lamp stands which stand before the
Lord of the earth. 5 And
if any one would harm them, fire
pours from their mouth and consumes their foes; if any one would harm them, thus he is doomed to be killed. 6 They have power to shut the sky, that no
rain may fall during the days of their prophesying, and they have power over
the waters to turn them into blood, and to smite the earth with every plague,
as often as they desire. 7
And when they have finished their testimony, the beast that ascends from the
bottomless pit will make war upon them and conquer them and kill them, 8 and their dead bodies will lie in
the Street of the great city which is allegorically d called Sodom
and Egypt,
where their Lord was crucified. 9 For
three days and a half men from the peoples and tribes and tongues and nations
gaze at their dead bodies and refuse to let them be placed in a tomb, 10 and those who dwell on the earth will
rejoice over them and make merry and exchange presents, because these two
prophets had been a torment to those who dwell on the earth. 11
But after the three and a half days a breath of life from God entered them, and
they stood up on their feet, and great fear fell on those who saw them. 12 Then they heard a loud voice from heaven
saying to them, “Come up hither!” And in the sight of their foes they went up
to heaven in a cloud. 13
And at that hour there was a great earthquake, and a tenth of the city fell;
seven thousand people were killed in the earthquake, and the rest were
terrified and gave glory to the God of heaven.


14 The second woe has
passed; behold, the third woe is soon to come.











The sounding of the seventh trumpet


15 Then the seventh angel
blew his trumpet, and there were loud voices in heaven, saying, “The kingdom of
the world has become the kingdom of our Lord and of his Christ, and he shall
reign for ever and ever.” 16
And the twenty-four elders who sit on their thrones before God fell on their
faces and worshipped God, 17
saying,


“We give thanks to thee, Lord God Almighty, who art and who wast, that
thou hast taken thy great power and begun to reign. 18 The nations raged, but thy wrath came, and
the time for the dead to be judged, for rewarding thy servants, the prophets
and saints, and those who fear thy name, both small and great, and for
destroying the destroyers of the earth.” 19 Then God’s temple in
heaven was opened, and the ark of his covenant was seen within his temple; and
there were flashes of lightning, loud noises, peals of thunder, an earthquake,
and heavy hail.













CHAPTER 12


The woman fleeing from the dragon


1
And a great portent appeared in heaven, a woman clothed with the sun, with the
moon under her feet, and on her head a crown of twelve stars; 2 she was with child and she cried out in her pangs of birth, in anguish for
delivery. 3
And another portent appeared in heaven; behold, a great red dragon, with seven
heads and ten horns, and seven diadems upon his heads. 4 His tail swept down a third of the stars of
heaven, and cast them to the earth. And the dragon stood before the woman who
was about to bear a child, that he might devour her child when she brought it
forth; 5 she brought forth a male child, one who is
to rule all the nations with a rod of iron, but her child was caught up to God
and to his throne, 6 and the woman fled
into the wilderness, where she has a place prepared by God, in which to be
nourished for one thousand two hundred and sixty days.


7
Now war arose in heaven, Michael and his angels fighting against the dragon;
and the dragon and his angels fought, 8 but they were defeated and there was no
longer any place for them in heaven. 9 And the great dragon was thrown down, that
ancient serpent, who is called the Devil and Satan,
the deceiver of the whole world—he was thrown down to the earth, and his angels
were thrown down with him. 10
And I heard a loud voice in heaven, saying, “Now the salvation and the power
and the kingdom of our God and the authority of his Christ have come, for the
accuser of our brethren has been thrown down, who accuses them day and night
before our God. 11 And they have conquered him by the blood of
the Lamb and by the word of their testimony, for they loved not their lives
even unto death. 12 Rejoice then, O heaven and you that dwell
therein! But woe to you, O earth and sea, for the devil has come down to you in
great wrath, because he knows that his time is short!”


13
And when the dragon saw that he had been thrown down to the earth, he pursued
the woman who had borne the male child. 14 But the woman was given the two wings of
the great eagle that she might fly from the serpent into the wilderness, to the
place where she is to be nourished for a time, and times, and half a time. 15 The serpent poured water like a river out
of his mouth after the woman, to sweep her away with the flood. 16 But the earth came to the help of the
woman, and the earth opened its mouth and swallowed the river which the dragon
had poured from his mouth. 17
Then the dragon was angry with the woman, and went off to make war on the rest
of her offspring, on those who keep the commandments of God and bear testimony
to Jesus.  18 And he stood e on the sand of the sea.













CHAPTER 13


The beasts given authority by the
dragon


1
And I saw a beast rising out of the sea, with ten horns and seven heads, with ten
diadems upon its horns and a blasphemous name upon its heads. 2
And the beast that I saw was like a leopard, its feet were like a bear’s, and
its mouth was like a lion’s mouth. And to it the dragon gave his power and his
throne and great authority. 3 One
of its heads seemed to have a mortal wound, but its
mortal wound was healed, and the whole earth followed the beast with wonder. 4 Men worshipped the dragon, for he had given
his authority to the beast, and they worshipped the beast, saying, “Who is like
the beast, and who can fight against it?”


5
And the beast was given a mouth uttering haughty and blasphemous words, and it
was allowed to exercise authority for forty-two months; 6 it opened its mouth to utter blasphemies
against God, blaspheming his name and his dwelling, that is, those who dwell in
heaven. 7 Also it was allowed to make war on the
saints and to conquer them. f And authority was given
it over every tribe and people and tongue and nation, 8 and all who dwell on earth will worship it,
every one whose name has not been written before the foundation of the world in
the book of life of the Lamb that was slain. 9
If any one has an ear, let him hear:


10 If any one is to be taken captive, to
captivity he goes; if any one slays with the sword, with the sword must he be slain. Here is a call for the endurance and faith of the
saints.











The beast rising from out of the
earth


11
Then I saw another beast which rose out of the earth; it had two horns like a
lamb and it spoke like a dragon. 12 It
exercises all the authority of the first beast in its presence, and makes the
earth and its inhabitants worship the first beast, whose mortal wound was
healed. 13 It works great signs, even making fire come
down from heaven to earth in the sight of men; 14 and by the signs which it is allowed to
work in the presence of the beast, it deceives those who dwell on earth,
bidding them make an image for the beast which was wounded by the sword and yet
lived; 15 and it was allowed to give breath to
the image of the beast so that the image of the beast should even speak, and to
cause those who would not worship the image of the beast to be slain. 16
Also it causes all, both small and great, both rich and poor, both free and
slave, to be marked on the right hand or the forehead, 17 so that no one
can buy or sell unless he has the mark, that is, the name of the beast or the
number of its name. 18
This calls for wisdom: let him who has under standing reckon the number of the
beast, for it is a human number, its number is six hundred and sixty-six. g













CHAPTER 14


The Lamb and his companions


1 Then I looked, and lo, on Mount Zion
stood the Lamb, and with him a hundred and forty-four thousand who had his name
and his Father’s name written on their foreheads. 2 And I heard a
voice from heaven like the sound of many waters and like the sound of loud
thunder; the voice I heard was like the sound of harpers playing on their
harps, 3
and they sing a new song before the throne and before the four living creatures
and before the elders. No one could learn that song except the hundred and forty-four
thousand who had been redeemed from the earth. 4 It is these who have not defiled
themselves with women, for they are chaste; h it is these who follow the Lamb wherever he goes; these have
been redeemed from mankind as first fruits for God and the Lamb, 5
and in their mouth no lie was found, for they are spotless.











Proclamation and symbols of the
Judgment


6 Then I saw another angel flying in
midheaven, with an eternal gospel to proclaim to those who dwell on earth, to
every nation and tribe and tongue and people; 7 and he said with a loud voice, “Fear
God and give him glory, for the hour of his judgment has come; and worship him
who made heaven and earth, the sea and the fountains of water.”


8 Another angel, a second, followed, saying, “Fallen, fallen is Babylon the great, she
who made all nations drink the wine of her impure passion.”


9 And another angel, a third, followed
them, saying with a loud voice, “If any one worships the beast and its image,
and receives a mark on his forehead or on his hand, 10 he also shall
drink the wine of God’s wrath, poured unmixed into the cup of his anger, and he
shall be tormented with fire and brimstone in the presence of the holy angels
and in the presence of the Lamb. 11 And the smoke of their torment goes up for
ever and ever; and they have no rest, day or night, these worshippers of the
beast and its image, and whoever receives the mark of its name.”


12 Here is a call for the endurance of the saints, those who keep
the commandments of God and the faith of Jesus.


13 And I heard a voice from heaven saying, “Write this: Blessed are
the dead who die in the Lord henceforth.” “Blessed indeed,” says the Spirit,
“that they may rest from their labours, for their deeds follow them!”











The harvest and the vintage


14 Then I looked, and lo, a white cloud,
and seated on the cloud one like a son of man, with a golden crown on his head,
and a sharp sickle in his hand. 15 And another angel came out of the temple,
calling with a loud voice to him who sat upon the cloud, “Put in your sickle,
and reap, for the hour to reap has come, for the harvest of the earth is fully
ripe.” 16 So he who sat upon the cloud swung
his sickle on the earth, and the earth was reaped.


17 And another
angel came out of the temple in heaven, and he too had a sharp sickle. 18
Then another angel came out from the altar, the angel who has power over fire,
and he called with a loud voice to him who had the sharp sickle, “Put in your
sickle, and gather the clusters of the vine of the earth, for its grapes are
ripe.” 19 So the angel swung his sickle on the
earth and gathered the vintage of the earth, and threw it into the great wine
press of the wrath of God; 20 and the wine press was trodden outside the
city, and blood flowed from the wine press, as high as a horse’s bridle, for
one thousand six hundred stadia. i













CHAPTER 15


The hymn of the saved


1 Then I saw another portent in heaven, great and wonderful, seven
angels with seven plagues, which are the last, for with them the wrath of God
is ended.


2 And I saw what appeared to be a sea of
glass mingled with fire, and those who had conquered the beast and its image
and the number of its name, standing beside the sea of glass with harps of God
in their hands. 3
And they sing the song of Moses, the servant of God, and the song of the Lamb,
saying,


“Great and wonderful are thy
deeds, O Lord God the Almighty! Just and true are thy ways, O King of the ages!
j 4 Who shall not fear and glorify thy name, O Lord?
For thou alone art holy. All nations shall come and worship thee, for thy
judgments have been revealed.”











The seven bowls of plagues


5 After this I looked, and the temple of
the tent of witness in heaven was opened, 6 and out of the
temple came the seven angels with the seven plagues, robed in pure bright
linen, and their breasts girded with golden girdles. 7 And one of the
four living creatures gave the seven angels seven golden bowls full of the
wrath of God who lives for ever and ever; 8 and the temple
was filled with smoke from the glory of God and from his power, and no one
could enter the temple until the seven plagues of the seven angels were ended.













CHAPTER 16


1 Then I heard a loud voice from the temple telling the seven
angels, “Go and pour out on the earth the seven bowls of the wrath of God.”


2 So the first angel went and poured his
bowl on the earth, and foul and evil sores came upon the men who bore the mark
of the beast and worshipped its image.


3 The second angel
poured his bowl into the sea, and it became like the blood of a dead man, and
every living thing died that was in the sea.


4 The third angel
poured his bowl into the rivers and the fountains of water, and they became
blood. 5
And I heard the angel of water say,


“Just art thou in these thy
judgments, thou who art and wast, O Holy One. 6 For men have
shed the blood of saints and prophets, and thou hast given them blood to drink.
It is their due!” 7
And I heard the altar cry, “Yea, Lord God the Almighty, true and just are
thy judgments!”


8 The fourth angel
poured his bowl on the sun, and it was allowed to scorch men with fire; 9
men were scorched by the fierce heat, and they cursed the name of God who had
power over these plagues, and they did not repent and give him glory.


10 The fifth angel poured his bowl on the
throne of the beast, and its kingdom was in darkness; men gnawed their tongues
in anguish 11
and cursed the God of heaven for their pain and sores, and did not repent of
their deeds.


12 The sixth angel poured his bowl on the
great river Euphrates, and its water was dried
up, to prepare the way for the kings from the east. 13 And I saw,
issuing from the mouth of the dragon and from the mouth of the beast and from
the mouth of the false prophet, three foul spirits like frogs; 14 for they are
demonic spirits, performing signs, who go abroad to the kings of the whole world,
to assemble them for battle on the great day of God the Almighty. 15
(“Lo, I am coming like a thief! Blessed is he who is awake, keeping his
garments that he may not go naked and be seen exposed!”)
16And
they assembled them at the place which is called in Hebrew Armageddon.


17 The seventh angel poured his bowl into the air, and a great
voice came out of the temple, from the throne, saying, “It is done!” 18 And there were flashes of lightning,
loud noises, peals of thunder, and a great earthquake such as had never been
since men were on the earth, so great was that earthquake. 19 The great city
was split into three parts, and the cities of the nations fell, and God
remembered great Babylon, to make her drain the cup of the fury of his wrath. 20
And every island fled away, and no mountains were to be found; 21 and great
hailstones, heavy as a hundredweight, dropped on men from heaven, till men cursed
God for the plague of the hail, so fearful was that plague.













CHAPTER 17


The great harlot and the beast


1 Then one of the seven angels who had
the seven bowls came and said to me, “Come, I will show you the judgment of the
great harlot who is seated upon many waters, 2 with whom the
kings of the earth have committed fornication, and with the wine of whose
fornication the dwellers on earth have become drunk.” 3 And he carried
me away in the Spirit into a wilderness, and I saw a woman sitting on a scarlet
beast which was full of blasphemous names, and it had seven heads and ten
horns. 4
The woman was arrayed in purple and scarlet, and bedecked with gold and jewels
and pearls, holding in her hand a golden cup full of abominations and the
impurities of her fornication; 5 and on her forehead was written a name of
mystery: “Babylon the great, mother of harlots and of earth’s abominations.” 6
And I saw the woman, drunk with the blood of the saints and the blood of the
martyrs of Jesus.


When I saw her I marvelled greatly.
7 But the angel said to me, “Why marvel?
I will tell you the mystery of the woman, and of the beast with seven heads and
ten horns that carries her. 8 The beast that you saw was, and is not, and
is to ascend from the bottomless pit and go to perdition; and the dwellers on
earth whose names have not been written in the book of life from the foundation
of the world, will marvel to behold the beast, because it was and is not and is
to come. 9 This calls for a mind with wisdom: the
seven heads are seven hills on which the woman is seated; 10 they are also
seven kings, five of whom have fallen, one is, the other has not yet come, and
when he comes he must remain only a little while. 11 As for the
beast that was and is not, it is an eighth but it belongs to the seven, and it goes to perdition. 12 And the ten
horns that you saw are ten kings who have not yet received royal power, but
they are to receive authority as kings for one hour, together with the beast. 13
These are of one mind and give over their power and authority to the beast; 14
they will make war on the Lamb, and the Lamb will conquer them, for he is Lord
of lords and King of kings, and those with him are called and chosen and
faithful.”


15 And he said to
me, “The waters that you saw, where the harlot is seated, are peoples and
multitudes and nations and tongues. 16 And the ten horns that you saw, they
and the beast will hate the harlot; they will make her desolate and naked, and
devour her flesh and burn her up with fire, 17 for God has put
it into their hearts to carry out his purpose by being of one mind and giving
over their royal power to the beast, until the words of God shall be fulfilled.
18
And the woman that you saw is the great city which has dominion over the kings
of the earth.”













CHAPTER 18


The fall of Babylon proclaimed


1 After this I saw another angel coming
down from heaven, having great authority; and the earth was made bright with
his splendour. 2
And he called out with a mighty voice,


“Fallen, fallen is Babylon the
great! It has become a dwelling place of demons, a haunt for every foul spirit,
a haunt of every foul and hateful bird; 3 for all
nations have drunk k the
wine of her impure passion, and the kings of the earth have committed
fornication with her, and the merchants of the earth have grown rich with the
wealth of her wantonness.”


4 Then I heard another voice from heaven
saying, 


“Come out of her, my people,
lest you take part in her sins, lest you share in her plagues; 5 for
her sins are heaped high as heaven, and God has remembered her iniquities. 6 Render
to her as she herself has rendered, and repay her double for her deeds; mix a
double draught for her in the cup she mixed. 7 As she
glorified herself and played the wanton, so give her a like measure of torment
and mourning. Since in her heart she says, ‘A queen I sit, I am no widow,
mourning I shall never see,’ 8 so shall her plagues come in a single
day, pestilence and mourning and famine, and she shall be burned with fire; for
mighty is the Lord God who judges her.”


9 And the kings of the earth, who
committed fornication and were wanton with her, will weep and wail over her
when they see the smoke of her burning; 10 they will stand far off, in fear of her
torment, and say,


“Alas! alas!
thou great city, thou mighty city, Babylon! In one hour has thy judgment come.”


11 And the
merchants of the earth weep and mourn for her, since no one buys their cargo
any more, 12
cargo of gold, silver, jewels and pearls, fine linen, purple, silk and scarlet,
all kinds of scented wood, all articles of ivory, all articles of costly wood, bronze,
iron and marble, 13
cinnamon, spice, incense, myrrh, frankincense, wine, oil, fine flour and wheat,
cattle and sheep, horses and chariots, and slaves, that is, human souls.


14 “The fruit for
which thy soul longed has gone from thee, and all thy dainties and thy
splendour are lost to thee, never to be found again!” 15 The merchants
of these wares, who gained wealth from her, will stand far off, in fear of her
torment, weeping and mourning aloud,


16 “Alas, alas,
for the great city that was clothed in fine linen, in purple and scarlet,
bedecked with gold, with jewels, and with pearls! 17 In one hour
all this wealth has been laid waste.” 


And all shipmasters and seafaring
men, sailors and all whose trade is on the sea, stood far off 18 and cried out
as they saw the smoke of her burning,


“What city was like the great
city?”


19 And they threw
dust on their heads, as they wept and mourned, crying out,


“Alas, alas, for the great city
where all who had ships at sea grew rich by her
wealth! In one hour she has been laid waste. 20 Rejoice over her, O heaven, O saints
and apostles and prophets, for God has given
judgment for you against her!” 


21 Then a mighty
angel took up a stone like a great millstone and threw it into the sea, saying,


“So shall Babylon the great city
be thrown down with violence, and shall be found no more; 22 and the
sound of harpers and minstrels, of flute players and trumpeters, shall be heard
in thee no more; and a craftsman of any craft shall be found in thee no more;
and the sound of the millstone shall be heard in thee no more; 23
and the light of a lamp shall shine in thee no more; and the voice of
bridegroom and bride shall be heard in thee no more; for thy merchants were the
great men of the earth, and all nations were deceived by thy sorcery. 24
And in her was found the blood of prophets and of saints, and of all who
have been slain on earth.”













CHAPTER 19


Songs of victory in heaven


1 After this I heard what seemed to be
the mighty voice of a great multitude in heaven, crying,


“Hallelujah! Salvation and glory
and power belong to our God, 2 for his judgments are true and just; he
has judged the great harlot who corrupted the earth with her fornication, and
he has avenged on her the blood of his servants.”


3 Once more they
cried,


“Hallelujah! The smoke from her
goes up for ever and ever.”


4 And the
twenty-four elders and the four living creatures fell down and worshipped God
who is seated on the throne, saying, “Amen. Hallelujah!” 5 And from the
throne came a voice crying,


“Praise our God, all you his
servants, you who fear him, small and great.”


6 Then I heard
what seemed to be the voice of a great multitude, like the sound of many waters
and like the Sound of mighty thunderpeals, crying,


“Hallelujah! For the Lord our God
the Almighty reigns. 7
Let us rejoice and exult and give him the glory, for the marriage of the Lamb
has come, and his Bride has made herself ready; 8 it was granted her to be clothed with
fine linen, bright and pure”— for the fine linen is the righteous deeds of the
saints.


9 And the angel said l to me, “Write this: Blessed are those who are invited to the
marriage supper of the Lamb.” And he said to me, “These are true words of God.”
10
Then I fell down at his feet to worship him, but he said to me, “You must not
do that! I am a fellow servant with you and your brethren who hold the
testimony of Jesus. Worship God.” For the testimony of
Jesus is the spirit of prophecy.











The first battle: the beast is
destroyed


11 Then I saw heaven opened, and behold, a
white horse! He who sat upon it is called Faithful and True,
and in righteousness he judges and makes war. 12 His eyes are
like a flame of fire, and on his head are many diadems; and he has a name
inscribed which no one knows but himself. 13 He is clad in a
robe dipped in m
blood, and the name by which he is called is The Word of God. 14 And the armies
of heaven, arrayed in fine linen, white and pure, followed him on white horses.
15
From his mouth issues a sharp sword with which to smite the nations, and he will
rule them with a rod of iron; he will tread the wine press of the fury of the
wrath of God the Almighty. 16 On his robe and on his thigh he has a name inscribed, King of kings and Lords of lords.


17 Then I saw an angel standing in the
sun, and with a loud voice he called to all the birds that fly in midheaven,
“Come, gather for the great supper of God, 18 to eat the
flesh of kings, the flesh of captains, the flesh of mighty men, the flesh of
horses and their riders, and the flesh of all men, both free and slave, both
small and great.” 19
And I saw the beast and the kings of
the earth with their armies gathered to make war against him who sits upon the
horse and against his army. 20
And the beast was captured, and with it the false prophet who in its presence
had worked the signs by which he deceived those who had received the mark of
the beast and those who worshipped its image. These two were thrown alive into
the lake of fire that bums with brimstone. 21 And the rest were slain by the sword of him
who sits upon the horse, the sword that issues from
his mouth; and all the birds were gorged with their flesh.













CHAPTER 20


The thousand-year reign of Christ
and his people


1
Then I saw an angel coming down from heaven, holding in his hand the key of the
bottomless pit and a great chain. 2 And he seized the dragon, that ancient
serpent, who is the Devil and Satan, and bound him for
a thousand years, 3 and
threw him into the pit, and shut it and sealed it over him, that he should
deceive the nations no more, till the thousand years were ended. After that he
must be loosed for a little while.


4
Then I saw thrones, and seated on them were those to whom judgment was
committed. Also I saw the souls of those who had been beheaded for their
testimony to Jesus and for the word of God, and who had not worshipped the
beast or its image and had not received its mark on their foreheads or their
hands. They came to life, and reigned with Christ a thousand years. 5 The rest of the dead did not come to life
until the thousand years were ended. This is the first resurrection. 6 Blessed and holy is he who shares in the
first resurrection! Over such the second death has no power, but they shall be
priests of God and of Christ, and they shall reign with him a thousand years.











The second battle: Satan is
overthrown


7
And when the thousand years are ended, Satan will be loosed from his prison 8 and will come out to deceive the nations
which are at the four corners of the earth, that is, Gog and Magog, to gather
them for battle; their number is like the sand of the sea. 9 And they marched up over the broad earth
and surrounded the camp of the saints and the beloved city; but fire came down
from heaven n and consumed them, 10 and the devil who had deceived them was
thrown into the lake of fire and brimstone where the beast and the false
prophet were, and they will be tormented day and night for ever and ever.











The Last Judgment of the living and
dead


11
Then I saw a great white throne and him who sat upon it; from his presence
earth and sky fled away, and no place was found for them. 12 And I saw the dead, great and small
standing before the throne, and books were opened. Also another book was
opened, which is the book of life. And the dead were judged by what was written
in the books, by what they had done. 13 And the sea gave up the dead in it; Death
and Hades gave up the dead in them, and all were judged by what they had done. 14 Then Death and Hades were thrown into the
lake of tire. This is the second death, the lake of fire; 15 and if any one’s name was not found written
in the book of life, he was thrown into the lake of fire.













CHAPTER 21


A new world comes into being. The
New Jerusalem


1
Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first
earth had passed away, and the sea was no more. 2 And I saw the holy city, new
Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for
her husband; 3 and I heard a great voice from the throne
saying, “Behold, the dwelling of God is with men. He will dwell with them, and
they shall be his people, o and God himself will be
with them; p 4 he will wipe away every tear from their
eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning nor crying
nor pain any more, for the former things have passed away.”


5
And he who sat upon the throne said, “Behold, I make all things new.” Also he
said, “Write this, for these words are trustworthy and true.” 6 And he said to me, “It is done! I am the Alpha and the Omega, the
beginning and the end. To the thirsty I will give water without price from the
fountain of the water of life. 7 He
who conquers shall have this heritage, and I will be his God and he shall be my
son, 8 But as for the
cowardly, the faithless, the polluted, as for murderers, fornicators,
sorcerers, idolaters, and all liars, their lot shall be in the lake that bums
with fire and brim stone, which is the second death.”


9
Then came one of the seven angels who had the seven bowls full of the seven
last plagues, and spoke to me, saying, “Come, I will show you the Bride, the
wife of the Lamb.” 10 And in the Spirit he carried me away to a
great, high mountain, and showed me the holy city Jerusalem coming down out of
heaven from God, 11 having the glory of God, its radiance like
a most rare jewel, like a jasper, clear as crystal. 12 It had a great, high wall, with twelve
gates, and at the gates twelve angels, and on the gates the names of the twelve
tribes of the sons of Israel were inscribed; 13 on the east three gates, on the north three
gates, on the south three gates, and on the west three gates. 14 And the wall of the city had twelve
foundations, and on them the twelve names of the twelve apostles of the Lamb.


15
And he who talked to me had a measuring rod of gold to measure the city and its
gates and walls. 16 The city lies foursquare, its length the
same as its breadth; and he measured the city with his rod, twelve thousand
stadia; q its length and breadth and height are
equal. 17 He also measured its wall, a hundred and
forty-four cubits by a man’s measure, that is, an angel’s. 18
The wall was built of jasper, while the city was pure gold, clear as glass. 19 The foundations of the wall of the city
were adorned with every jewel; the first was jasper, the second sapphire, the
third agate, the fourth emerald, 20
the fifth onyx, the sixth carnelian, the seventh chrysolite, the eighth beryl,
the ninth topaz, the tenth chrysoprase, the eleventh jacinth, the twelfth
amethyst. 21
And the twelve gates were twelve pearls, each of the gates made of a single
pearl, and the street of the city was pure gold, transparent as glass.


22 And I saw no temple in the city, for its
temple is the Lord God the Almighty and the Lamb. 23 And the city has no need of sun or moon to
shine upon it, for the glory of God is its light, and its lamp is the Lamb. 24 By its light shall the nations walk; and
the kings of the earth shall bring their glory into it, 25 and its gates shall never be shut by
day—and there shall be no night there; 26 they shall bring into it the glory and the
honour of the nations. 27
But nothing unclean shall enter it, nor any one who practises abomination or
falsehood, but only those who are written in the Lamb’s book of life.













CHAPTER 22


1
Then he showed me the river of the water of life, bright as crystal, flowing
from the throne of God and of the Lamb 2 through the middle of the street of the
city; also, on either side of the river, the tree of life r with its twelve kinds of fruit, yielding
its fruit each month; and the leaves of the tree were for the healing of the
nations. 3 There shall no more be anything accursed,
but the throne of God and of the Lamb shall be in it, and his servants shall
worship him; 4 they shall see his face, and his name shall
be on their foreheads. 5 And
night shall be no more; they need no light of lamp or sun, for the Lord God
will be their light, and they shall reign for ever and ever.











The visions come to an end


6
And he said to me, “These words are trustworthy and true. And the Lord, the God
of the spirits of the prophets, has sent his angel to show his servants what
must soon take place. 7 And
behold, I am coming soon.”


Blessed is he who keeps the words of the prophecy of this book.


8 I John am he who heard and saw these
things. And when I heard and saw them, I fell down to worship at the feet of
the angel who showed them to me; 9 but
he said to me, “You must not do that! I am a fellow servant with you and your
brethren the prophets, and with those who keep the words of this book. Worship God.”


10
And he said to me, “Do not seal up the words of the prophecy of this book, for
the time is near. 11
Let the evildoer still do evil, and the filthy still be filthy, and the
righteous still do right, and the holy still be holy.”


12 “Behold, I am coming soon, bringing my
recompense, to repay every one for what he has done. 13 I am the Alpha and the Omega, the first and
the last, the beginning and the end.


14 Blessed are those who wash their robes, s that they may have the right to the tree of
life and that they may enter the city by the gates. 15 Outside are the dogs and sorcerers and
fornicators and murderers and idolaters, and everyone who loves and practises
falsehood.













EPILOGUE


16 “I Jesus have sent my
angel to you with this testimony for the churches. I am the root and the
offspring of David, the bright morning star.”











Prayer of the
Spirit and the Bride. Words of warning and farewell


17 The Spirit and the Bride
say, “Come.” And let him who hears
say, “Come.” And let him who is thirsty come, let him who desires take the
water of life without price.


18
I warn every one who hears the words of the prophecy of this book: if any one
adds to them, God will add to him the
plagues described in this book, 19
and if any one takes away from
the words of the book of this prophecy, God will take away his share in the
tree of life and in the holy city, which are described in this book.


20 He who testifies to
these things says, “Surely I am coming soon.” Amen. Come, Lord Jesus!


21 The grace of the Lord Jesus be with all the saints. t Amen.
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The Book of Revelation


CHAPTER 1


PROLOGUE


1-20 After a brief prologue (vv. 1-3) and a letter-style greeting (vv. 4-8),
St John describes a vision which acts as an introduction to the entire book; in
it the risen Christ is depicted with features identifying his divinity and his
position as Lord and Saviour of the churches.


In the course of the book Jesus Christ will also appear as God’s envoy,
sent to teach Christians of the time, and subsequent generations (chaps. 2-3),
and to console them in the midst of persecution by proclaiming God’s design for
the future of the world and of the Church (chaps. 4-22).


1-3 Despite its brevity this prologue conveys the scope of the book, its
authority and the effect it hopes to have on its readers.


The content of the letter is a revelation made by Jesus Christ
about contemporary and future events (cf. 1:19; 4:1). Its author, John, gives it its authority: Christ’s
revelation has been communicated to him in a supernatural manner, and he bears
faithful witness to everything revealed to him. The book’s purpose is to
have the reader prepare for his or her definitive encounter with Christ by
obeying what is written in the book: blessed are those who read it and take it
to heart and do what it says.


God made known his salvific purpose through everything Jesus did and
said. However, after his resurrection Christ continues to speak to his Church
by means of revelations such as that contained in this book and those made to
St Paul (cf. Gal 1:15-16; etc.). These bring the Christian revelation to
completion and apply the saving action of Jesus to concrete situations in the
life of the Church When revelations reach us through an inspired writer they
have universal validity, that is, they are “public” revelation and are part and
parcel of the message of salvation entrusted by Christ to his Apostles to
proclaim to ill nations (cf. Mt 28:18-20 and par.; Jn 17:18; 20:21). Public
divine Revelation ceased with the death of the last Apostle (cf. Vatican II, Dei
Verbum, 4).


1 “The revelation of Jesus Christ”: The word in Greek is apocalypsis, hence
he name often given to this book of Sacred Scripture. Revelation always implies
the unveiling of something previously hidden—in this case, future events. The
future is known to God the Father (the Greek text uses the definite article,
“the God”, which is how the New Testament usually refers to God the Father);
and Jesus Christ, being the Son, shares in this knowledge which is being
communicated to the author of the book. It speaks of “the revelation of Jesus
Christ” not only because it has come to John from Christ but also because our
Lord is the main subject, the beginning and end, of this revelation: he
occupies the central position in all these great visions in which the veils
concealing the future are torn to allow Light (Jesus Christ himself: cf. Rev 2
1:23; 22:5) to dispel the darkness.


“Soon”: as regards how imminent or not all those events are, one needs
to remember that the notion of time in Sacred Scripture, particularly in the
Apocalypse, is not quite the same as ours: it is more qualitative than
quantitative. Here indeed “with the Lord one day is as a thousand years, and a thousand
years as one day” (2 Pet 3:8). So, when Scripture says that something is about
to happen it is not necessarily referring to a date in the near future: it is
simply saying that it will happen and even in some sense is happening already.
Finally, one needs to bear in mind that if events are proclaimed as being
imminent, this would have a desired effect of fortifying those who are
experiencing persecution and would give them hope and consolation.


3 The Book of Revelation is a pressing call to commitment in fidelity to
everything our Lord has chosen to reveal to us in the New Testament, in this
instance from the pen of St John.


The book seems to be designed for liturgical assemblies, where someone
reads it aloud and the others listen. This is the preferential place for Sacred
Scripture, as Vatican II indicates: “The Church has always venerated the divine
Scriptures as she venerated the Body of the Lord, in so far as she never
ceases, particularly in the sacred liturgy, to partake of the bread of life and
to offer it to the faithful from the one table of the Word of God and the Body
of Christ” (Dei Verbum, 21).


“Sacred Scripture is of the greatest importance in the celebration of
the liturgy. For it is from it that lessons are read and
explained in the homily, and psalms are sung. It is from the scriptures
that the prayers, collects, and hymns draw their inspiration and their force,
and that actions and signs derive their meaning”
(Vatican II, Sacrosanctum Concilium, 24).


The situation when St John
was writing called for just the sort of exhortations and warnings this text
contains. Its words call for a prompt, committed response which leaves no room
for any kind of doubt or hesitation. They are also a dire warning to those who
try to hinder me progress of me Kingdom
 of God, a Kingdom which
must inexorably come about and which in some way is already with us.


PART ONE


LETTERS TO THE SEVEN CHURCHES


Address and greeting


4-8 Following the prologue (vv. 1-3), a short reflection (vv. 4-8) introduces
the series of seven letters which form the first part of the book (1:4 - 3:22).
This introduction begins with a salutation to the seven churches of Asia Minor,
located in the west of the region known at the time as ‘proconsular Asia’, the
capital of which was Ephesus.


The salutation is in the usual New Testament style: it sends good wishes
of grace and peace on behalf of God and Jesus Christ (vv. 4-5, cf. 1 Thess 1:1; 2 Thess 1:2; etc.); it
depicts our Lord and his work of salvation (vv. 5-8) and projects that work
onto the panorama of world history.


4 Even though there were other churches in Asia
 Minor, John addresses only seven, a number which stands for
“totality”, as an early ecclesiastical writer, Primasius, explains. “He writes
to the seven churches, that is, to the one and only Church symbolized by these
seven” (Commentariorum super Apoc., 1, 1).


Grace and peace are the outstanding gifts of the messianic era (cf. Rom
1:7). This form of salutation embodies the normal forms of greeting used by
Greeks (faire, grace) and Jews (shalom, peace); but here the
words mean the grace, forgiveness and peace extended to men by the redemptive
action of Jesus Christ. Thus, St John
is wishing these gifts on behalf of God, the seven spirits and Jesus Christ.


The description of God as he “who is and who was and who is to come” is
an elaboration of the name of “Yahweh” ("I AM WHO I AM”) which was
revealed to Moses (cf. Ex 3:14), and underlines the fact that God is the Lord
of history, of the past, the present and the future, and that he is at all
times acting to effect salvation.


The “seven spirits” stand for God’s power and omniscience and
intervention in the events of history. In Zechariah 4:10 divine power is symbolized by the seven
“eyes of the Lord, which range the whole earth”. Further on in the Apocalypse
(5:6), St John tells us that the seven spirits of God sent
out into all the earth are the seven eyes of the Lamb, that is, Christ. This
symbolism (also found in the Old Testament: cf. Is 11:2ff) is used to show that
God the Father acts through his Spirit and that this Spirit has been
communicated to Christ and by him to mankind. So, when St John wishes grace and peace from the seven
spirits of God it is the same as saying “from the Holy Spirit”, who is sent to
the Church after the death and resurrection of Christ. Patristic tradition has
in fact interpreted the seven spirits as meaning the septiform Spirit with his
seven gifts as described in Isaiah 11:1-2 in St Jerome’s translation, the Vulgate.


5-6 Three messianic titles taken from Psalm 89:28-38
are given a new meaning in the light of fulfilment of Christian faith and
applied to Jesus Christ. He is “the faithful witness” of the fulfilment of
God’s Old Testament promises of a Saviour, a son of David (cf. 2 Sam 7:14; Rev 5:5), for it is Christ who
has in fact brought about salvation. That is why, later on in the book, St John
calls Jesus Christ “the Amen” (Rev 3:4)—which is like saying that through what
Christ did God has ratified and kept his word; St John also calls him “Faithful
and True” (Rev 19;11), because God’s fidelity and the truth of his promises
have been manifested in Jesus. This is to be seen in the Resurrection, which
made Jesus “the first-born from the dead”, in the sense that the Resurrection
constituted a victory in which all who abide in him share (cf. Col 1:18).
Christ is also “the ruler of kings on earth” because he is Lord of the world:
this will be clearly seen when he comes a second time, but his dominion is
already making itself felt because he has begun to conquer the power of sin and
death.


The second part of v. 5 and all v. 6 are a kind of paean in praise of Christ recalling his great love
for us as expressed in his words, “Greater love has no man than this, that a
man lay down his life for his friends” (Jn 15:13). Christ’s love for us knows no bounds: his
generosity led him to sacrifice his life by the shedding of his blood, which
redeemed us from our sins. There was nothing we could have done to redeem
ourselves. “All were held captive by the devil”, St Augustine comments, “and were in the
thrall of demons; but they have been rescued from that captivity. The Redeemer
came and paid the ransom: he shed his blood and with it purchased the entire
orb of the earth” (Enarrationes in Psalmos, 95, 5).


Not content with setting us free from our sins, our Lord gave us a share
in his kingship and priesthood. “Christ the Lord, high priest taken from among
men (cf. Heb 5:1-5), made the
new people ‘a kingdom of priests to his God and Father’ (Rev 1:6; cf. 5:9-10).
The baptized, by regeneration and the anointing of the Holy Spirit, are
consecrated to be a spiritual house and a holy priesthood, that through all the
works of Christian men and women they may offer spiritual sacrifices and
proclaim the perfection of him who has called them out of darkness into his
marvellous light (cf. 1 Pet 2:4-10)” (Vatican II, Lumen gentium, 10).


7 Christ’s work is not finished. He has assembled his holy people on
earth to bring them enduring salvation, and he will be revealed in all his
glory to the whole world at the end of time. Although the text speaks in the
present tense—”he is coming with the clouds”—this should be understood as
referring to the future: the prophet was seeing future events as if they were
actually happening (cf. Dan 7:13). This will be the day of final victory, when
those who crucified Jesus, “every one who pierced him” (cf. Zech 12:10; Jn 19:37), will be astonished by the grandeur and
glory of the crucified One. “The Sacred Scriptures inform us that there are two
comings of the Son of God—one when he assumed human flesh for our salvation in
the womb of a virgin; the other when he shall come at the end of the world to
judge all mankind […]; and if,
from the beginning of the world that day of the Lord, on which he was clothed
with our flesh, was sighed for by all as the foundation of their hope of
deliverance; so also, after the death and ascension of the Son of God, we
should make that other day of the Lord the object of our most earnest desires,
‘awaiting our blessed hope, the appearing of the glory of our great God’ (Tit
2:13)” (St Pius V Catechism, I, 8, 2).


Commenting on this passage of the Apocalypse, St Bede says: “He who at
his first coming came in a hidden way and in order to be judged (by men) will
then come in a manifest way. (John) recalls these truths in order to help the
Church bear its suffering: now it is being persecuted by its enemies, later it
will reign at Christ’s side” (Explanatio Apocalypsis, 1, 1).


The joy of those who put their hope in this glorious manifestation of
Christ will contrast with the pains of those who reject God’s love and mercy to
the Very end. “Then all the tribes of the earth will mourn, and they will see
the Son of man coming in the clouds of heaven with power and great glory” (Mt
24:30).


8 The coming of the Lord in glory, the climax of his dominion, is
guaranteed by the power of God, the absolute master of the world and its
destiny. Alpha and Omega are the first and last letters of the Greek alphabet;
here they are used to proclaim that God is the beginning and end of all things,
of the world and of history; he is present at all times—times past, present and
future.


Reason for writing


9-20 After greeting the churches (vv. 4-8) the author explains his reason
for writing: he has been commanded to do so by his glorious Lord, in a vision
of the risen Christ concerning his Church.


In Sacred Scripture God’s messages are frequently communicated to
prophets in the form of a vision (cf. Is 6; Ezek 1:4 - 3:15; etc.; Zech
1:7 - 2:9; etc.). Accounts of divine visions are particularly found in “books
of revelation” or apocalypses, such as Daniel 8-12, and also in other Jewish
and Christian writings of the time immediately before and after Christ’s life on
earth: although not included in the canon of the Bible, these writings were
designed to keep up Christians’ morale in times of persecution. In a genuinely
prophetic vision God elevates the prophet’s mind to enable him to understand
what God desires to tell him (cf. Summa theologiae, Il-Il, q. 173, a.
3). In the Apocalypse, when St John reports his vision he is making known the
message given him by the risen Christ: Christ is continuing to speak to his
Church in a number of ways, including the exhortations and teachings contained
in this book.


9-11 Like other prophets and apostles (cf. Ezek 3:12; Acts 10:10; 22:17;
2 Cor 12:2-3), John feels himself caught up by a divine force; in an ecstasy he
hears the voice of our Lord; its power and strength he describes as a trumpet.


Some scholars think that the seven churches listed here were chosen
because of their particular situation at the time. They stand for the entire Church
universal, and therefore what is said in the seven letters is addressed to all
Christians who, in one way or another, find themselves in situations similar to
that of these churches of proconsular Asia.


The Apostles’ vigilant care of the Church is discernible in many of the
letters they addressed to their communities. Like St Paul (cf. 2 Cor 11:28; 1 Thess 2:2), the other Apostles felt
anxiety for all the churches. St Peter, for example, wrote to elders telling
them to be good shepherds of the flock God gave into their care, tending it
“not by constraint but willingly, as God would have you, not for shameful gain
but eagerly, not as domineering over those in your charge but being examples to
the flock” (1 Pet 5:2-3).


This pastoral solicitude leads St
  John to show solidarity with the joy and affliction of
Christians of his day. His consoling words come from someone who well knows
(because he has learned it from Jesus and later from his own experience) that
fidelity to the Gospel calls for self-denial and even martyrdom. Communion and
solidarity are wonderful features of the mystical body of Christ: they stem
from the fact that all Christians are united to each other and to Jesus Christ,
the head of that body which is the Church (cf. Col 1:18;
Eph 4:16; etc.). The
visionary of Patmos clearly has tremendous
love for Christ and for the Church. We should remember that “charity more than
any other virtue, unites us closely with Christ, and it is the heavenly ardour
of this love which has caused so many sons and daughters of the Church to
rejoice in suffering contumely for his sake, joyfully to meet and overcome the
severest trials, and even to shed their blood and die for him” (Pius XII, Mystici
corporis, 33).


From the very start of his public ministry our Lord foretold how much
his followers would have to suffer for his sake. For example, in the Sermon on
the Mount, he said, “Blessed are you when men revile you and persecute you and
utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my account. Rejoice and be glad,
for your reward is great in heaven, for so men persecuted the prophets who were
before you” (Mt 5:11-12).


“The Lord’s day”: the dies Dominica, Sunday, the day which
the Church, ever since the apostolic age, keeps as its weekly holy day in place
of the Jewish sabbath, because it is the day on which
Jesus rose from the dead: “on this day Christ’s faithful are bound to come
together into one place. They should listen to the word of God and take part in
the Eucharist, thus calling to mind the passion, resurrection, and glory of the
Lord Jesus, and giving thanks to God by whom they have been begotten ‘anew
through the resurrection of Christ from the dead, unto a living hope’ (1 Pet
1:3)” (Vatican II, Sacrosanctum Concilium, 106). This day should be
sanctified by attending Mass and also by giving time to other devotions, rest, and activities which help build up
friendship with others especially in the family circle.


12-16 The lamp stands in this first vision symbolize the churches at prayer;
they remind us of the seven-branched candlestick (the menorah) which
used to burn in the temple
 of Jerusalem and which is
described in detail in Exodus 25:31-20. In the midst of the candlestick, as if
guarding and governing the churches, a mysterious figure appears, in the form
of a man. The expression “son of man” originates in Daniel 7:14 where, as here,
it refers to someone depicted as Judge at the end of time. The various symbols
used indicate his importance. His “long robe” shows his priesthood (cf. Ex
28:4; Zech 3:4); the golden girdle, his kingship (cf. 1 Mac 10:89); his white
hair, his eternity (cf. Dan 7:9); his eyes “like a flame of fire” symbolize his
divine wisdom (cf. Rev 2:23), and his bronze feet his strength and stability.


The seven stars stand for the angels of the seven churches (cf. v. 20),
and our Lord’s holding them in his hand is a sign of his power and providence.
Finally, the splendour of his face recalls the Old Testament theophanies or
apparitions, and the sword coming from his mouth shows the power of his word
(cf. Heb 4:12).


It is interesting to note that our Lord used the title “son of man” to
refer to himself (cf., e.g., Mt 9:6; Mk 10:45;
Lk 6:22); it is always
used in St John’s
Gospel to indicate Christ’s divinity and transcendence (cf., e.g., Jn 1:5 1;
3:14; 9:35; 12:23).


“Burnished bronze”: Latin versions transliterate the original as
“orichalc”, a shining alloy of bronze and gold.


17-19 When the glory of Christ, or the glory of God, is manifested, man
becomes so conscious of his insignificance and unworthiness that he is unable
to remain standing in his presence. This happened to the Israelites at Sinai
(cf. Ex 19:16-24)
and to the Apostles on Mount
 Tabor (cf. Mk 9:2-8 and
par.). A person who experiences the divine presence in a vision reacts in the
same way (cf. Ezek 1:29f; Dan 8:18;
etc.), and in the case of the Apocalypse it happens when Christ is seen in
glory surrounded by his Church. However, the risen Christ’s first word to his
followers was one of peace and assurance (cf., e.g., Mt 28:5, 10), and here he
places his right hand on the seer’s head in a gesture of protection.


The risen Christ is depicted as reassuring the Christian, who sees him
as having absolute dominion over all things (he is the first and the last)
though he shared man’s mortal nature. By his death and resurrection Christ has
overcome death; he has dominion over death and over the mysterious world beyond
the grave—Hades, the place of the dead (cf. Num 16:33). “Christ is alive. This is the great truth which
fills our faith with meaning. Jesus, who died on the cross, has risen. He has
triumphed over death; he has overcome sorrow, anguish and the power of
darkness” (J. Escrivá, Christ is passing by, 102).


The vision St John is given is meant for the benefit of the whole
Church, as can be seen from the fact that he is told to write down what he
sees; it is connected with contemporary events and with the future. The
immediate context of the vision is the salvation of the churches mentioned and
the glory of Christ who is caring for them (chaps. 2-3); the future has to do
with the afflictions the Church must undergo and the full establishment of
Christ’s kingdom: his second coming will mean definitive victory over the
powers of evil (cf. chaps. 4-22).


20 To understand the meaning of the revelation made to St John, which he is transmitting in this
book, one needs to know the mysterious, hidden meaning behind the images which
appear in the vision. When John says that Jesus Christ himself revealed this to
him, he is saying that this is the true interpretation and he is inviting us to
interpret the book’s symbolism by using this key to its meaning; no parallel
explanation is given of the other visions when he comes to describe them.


The angels of the seven churches may stand for the bishops in charge of
them, or else the guardian angels who watch over them, or even the churches
themselves insofar as they have a heavenly dimension and stand in God’s
presence as angels do. Whichever is the case, the best thing is to see the
angels of the churches, to whom the letters are addressed, as meaning those who
rule and protect each church in Christ’s name. He is the only Lord, which is
why he is shown holding the stars (angels) in his right hand. In the Old
Testament the “angel of Yahweh” is the one charged to guide the people of Israel (cf. Ex 14:19; 23:20; etc.); and in the Apocalypse
itself angels are given the mission of ruling the material world (cf. Rev 7:1; 14:18; 16:5). So, Christ exercises his loving care and
government of each Church through the mediation of “angels”, but it is
difficult to say whether this means angels as such, or bishops, or both.


Lamp stands may be used as a symbol because the Church is being seen in
liturgical terms: it is, from that point of new, like a lamp burning constantly
and giving light in praise of Christ. The symbol is reminiscent of the
seven-branched candlestick which used to burn continually in the presence of
Yahweh (cf. Ex 27:20; Lev 24:2f) and which Zechariah saw in his visions (cf.
Zech 4: 1f). The lamps are a very good symbol, given that the churches are the
light of the world (cf. Mt 5:14;
Phil 2:15; etc.).


CHAPTER 2


Letter to the church of Ephesus


1 Ephesus,
with its great harbour and commercial importance, was the leading city of Asia Minor at the time.
It was also the centre of the cult of the goddess Artemis or Diana (cf. Acts
19:23ff).


St Paul spent three years preaching in Ephesus and had
considerable success there: St Luke tells us that “the word of the Lord grew
(there) and prevailed mightily” (Acts 19:20).
In ancient times it was the most important Christian city in the whole region,
especially after the fall of Jerusalem
in the year 70. St John
spent the last years of his life in Ephesus,
where his burial place is still venerated.


In these letters in the Book of Revelation, Christ is depicted with
attributes connected in some way with the circumstances of each church at the
time. In the case of Ephesus
the symbols described in the vision in 1:12,
16 appear again. The seven stars in his right hand signify his dominion over
the whole Church, for he is the one who has power to instruct the angels who
rule the various communities. His walking among the lamp stands shows his
loving care and vigilance for the churches (the lamp stand symbolizing their
prayer and liturgical life). Because the Church in Ephesus was the foremost of the seven, Christ
is depicted to it as Lord of all the churches.


2-3 In these verses the church
 of Ephesus is praised for
its endurance and for the resistance it has shown to false apostles. These two
attributes— endurance or constancy, and holy intransigence—are basic virtues
every Christian should have. Endurance means doggedly pursuing good and holding
one’s ground against evil influences; this virtue makes Christians “perfect and
complete, lacking in nothing” (Jas 1:4). Indeed, St Paul asserts, “we rejoice
in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces endurance, and endurance
produces character, and character produces hope” (Rom 5:3-4). In the
Epistle to the Hebrews we read, “For you have need of endurance, so that you may do the will of God and receive what is
promised” (10:36).
Endurance, patience, is also the first mark of charity identified by St Paul (cf. 1 Cor 13:4)
and one of the features of the true apostle (cf. 2 Cor 6:4; 12:12). Our Lord has told us that by
endurance we will gain our lives, will save our souls (cf. Lk 21:19). As St Cyprian puts it,
patience “is what gives our faith its firmest basis; it enables our hope to
grow to the greatest heights; it guides our actions so as to enable us to stay
on Christ’s path and make progress with his help; it makes us persevere as
children of God” (De bono patientiae, 20).


Another virtue of the church
 of Ephesus (mentioned
again in v. 6) is firm rejection of false apostles. We know from other New
Testament writings, especially those of St Paul (cf. 2 Cor 3:1; Gal 1:7; Col
2:8; etc.) and St John (cf. 1 Jn 2:19; etc.) that some people were falsifying
the Christian message by distorting its meaning and yet seeming to be very
devout and concerned about the poor. Reference is made here to the Nicolaitans,
a heretical sect difficult to identify. However, the main thing to notice is
the resolute way the Christians of Ephesus rejected that error. If one fails to
act in this energetic way, one falls into a false kind of tolerance, “a sure
sign of not possessing the truth. When a man gives way in matters of ideals, of
honour or of faith, that man is a man without ideals, without honour and
without faith” (J. Escrivá, The Way, 394).


4 “He does not say that he was without charity, but only that it was not
such as in the beginning; that is, that it was not now prompt, fervent, growing
in love, or fruitful: as we are wont to say of him who from being bright,
cheerful and blithe, becomes sad, heavy and sullen, that he is not now the same
man he was” (St Francis de Sales, Treatise on the Love of God, 4, 2).
This is why our Lord complains that their early love has grown cold.


To avoid this danger, to which all of us are prone, we need to be
watchful and correct ourselves every day and return again and again to God our
Father. Love of God, charity, should never be allowed to die down; it should
always be kept ardent; it should always be growing.


5 This is a call to
repentance, to a change of heart which involves three stages. The first is recognizing
that one is at fault—having the humility to admit one is a poor sinner: “To
acknowledge one’s sin, indeed—penetrating still more deeply into the
consideration of one’s own personhood—to recognize oneself as being a sinner,
capable of sin and inclined to commit sin, is the essential first step in
returning to God” (John Paul II, Reconciliatio
et paenitentia, 13). Then comes “love-sorrow” or
contrition, which leads us to mend our ways. This is followed by acts of
penance which enable us to draw closer to God and live in intimacy with him.


Evangelization is always calling us to repent. “To evoke conversion and
penance in man’s heart and to offer him the gift of reconciliation is the
specific mission of the Church as she continues the redemptive work of her
divine Founder” (ibid., 23). The church of Ephesus
is given a warning that if it does not change its course it will lose its
leading position and possibly disappear altogether.


6 On the Nicolaitans, see the note on 2:14-16.


Letter to the church of Smyrna


7 The image of the tree of life (cf. also Rev 22:2) is a reference to
Genesis 2:9 and 3:22,
where we find that tree in the middle of Paradise
outside the reach of man; it is a symbol of immortality. The fruit of the tree
is now to be found in Christ, and he promises to grant it to those who are
victorious. This promise of a happiness that will last forever, rather than any
threat of punishment, is what spurs us on to strive day in, day out, not
knowing whether today’s battle, no matter how small it is, may not be our last:
“We cannot take it easy. Our Lord wants us to strive harder, on a broader
front, more intensely each day. We have an obligation to outdo ourselves, for
in this competition the only goal is to reach the glory of heaven. If we do not
get there, the whole thing will have been useless” (J. Escrivá, Christ is passing by, 77).


8 Smyrna
was a port some 60 kilometres (35 miles) north of Ephesus; one of the main cities of the
region, it was renowned for its loyalty to Rome and its ritual worship of the emperor. Christ is depicted to this
church as truly God, “the first and the last” (cf. 1:8), that is, he who has
had no beginning and will have no end. Despite the vigorous emperor worship
which was a feature of Smyrna,
its Christians were very assiduous in the practice of their faith in Christ as
the only true God and Lord, as verified especially by his glorious
resurrection. That is why we are reminded that Christ died and then rose again:
the words used emphasize that Christ’s death was something quite transitory, whereas his return to life is something permanent
and irreversible (cf. 1:18).


9 The Christians of
Smyrna had to endure persecution and deprivation, due no doubt to the fact that
they refused to take part in ceremonies connected with emperor worship. Their
poverty can become something of great value, for God has high regard for the
poor and despised (cf. 1 Cor 1:27-28;
Jas 2:5). As an ancient Christian writer puts it, “They say that most of us are
poor. That is nothing to be ashamed of; rather, we glory in it, because man’s
soul is demeaned by easy living and strengthened by frugality. Besides, can a
person be poor who is in need of nothing, who does not covet the goods of
others, who is rich in the eyes of God? That person is truly poor who has much
and yet desires to have more […]. Just as the wayfarer is happier the less he
has to carry, so in this journey of life the poor person who is unencumbered is
happier than the well-to-do person burdened with riches” (Minucius Felix, Octavius,
36, 3-6).


In addition to poverty, the Christians of Smyrna had to bear with the
lies spread by certain Jews, who were accusing them of being agitators against
the civil authorities and against pagans in general. Jews were quite
influential in the Empire: for example, the Martyrdom of St Polycarp tells
of how, fifty years after the Apocalypse was written, the saintly bishop
Polycarp of Smyrna was martyred because the Jews of that city incited the
people to clamour for his death.


Because they were collaborating in this way with idolatry instead of
defending worshippers of the true God, these people did not deserve the
honourable title of “Jews”: “ministers of Satan”, God’s adversary, was a better
label for them. In opposing Christians, they were adopting the same attitude as
those who opposed Jesus Christ, an attitude which earned them the title of
children of the devil (cf. Jn 8:44).
Although they bore the name of Jews, they were not really members of the people
of God, because, as St Paul teaches, “Not all who are descended from Israel belong
to Israel,
and not all are children of Abraham because they are his descendants [. . .].
This means that it is not the children of the flesh who are the children of God,
but the children of the promise are reckoned as descendants” (Rom 9:6-8). The
new Israel,
the true Israel,
is the Church of Jesus Christ who “acknowledges that in God’s plan of salvation
the beginning of her faith and election is to be found in the patriarchs, Moses
and the prophets. She professes that all Christ’s faithful, who as men of faith
are sons of Abraham (cf. Gal 3:7), are included in the same patriarch’s call”
(Vatican II, Nostra aetate, 4).


The harsh accusation made in this passage of the book refers to those
Jews who at that time were denouncing Christians in Smyrna: it should not be
applied to Jews in general; similarly, “even though the Jewish authorities and
those who followed their lead pressed for the death of Christ (cf. Jn 19:6), neither
all Jews indiscriminately at that time, nor Jews today, can be charged with the
crimes committed during his passion. It is true that the Church is the new
people of God, yet the Jews should not be spoken of as rejected or accursed as
if this followed from Holy Scripture” (ibid., 4).


10 The church
 of Smyrna receives no
words of reproach from our Lord, only encouragement: God has foreseen the
situation it finds itself in, and things will get even worse for a while—”ten
days” (cf. Dan 1:12). He
therefore exhorts them to stay true to the very end, even to death, so as to
win the crown of victory (cf. 1 Cor 9:25;
Phil 3:14; 1 Pet 5:4). The
simile of the crown comes from athletic contests of the time, in which victors
received a crown of laurels or a floral wreath—a symbol of enduring glory, but
in fact something very perishable.


This passage, in fact, provides us with an entire programme for living—
faithfulness to commitments, enduring loyalty to the love of Christ. If we want
to be saved we need to persevere to the very end; as St Teresa of Avila puts
it, “by making an earnest and most determined resolve not to halt until the
goal [eternal life] is reached, whatever may come, whatever may happen, however
much effort one needs to make, whoever may complain about one, whether one dies
on the road or has no heart to face the trials one meets, even if the ground
gives away under one’s feet” (Way of Perfection, 21, 2). “It is easy”,
John Paul II has reminded us, “to stay true to the faith for a day or for a few
days. The difficult thing, the important thing, is to do so right through life.
It is easy to keep the faith when things are going well, and difficult to do so
when obstacles are met. Consistent behaviour which lasts one’s whole life is
the only kind which deserves to be called ‘fidelity” (Homily, 27 January
1979).


11 “Second death”: a reference to irreversible, enduring, condemnation.
Further on, the book is more specific about what this involves, and who will
suffer it (cf. 20:6, 14; 21:8).


Letter to the church of Pergamum


12-13 Pergamum,
some 70 kilometres (40 miles) to the north of Smyrna, was renowned for its temples, among
other things. It was the first city in Asia Minor
to erect a temple to the “divine Augustus” and “divine Rome” (in the year 29 B.C.). The temple had a
huge altar, of the whitest marble, dedicated to Zeus. The city was also a place
of pilgrimage where sick people flooded to the temple of Aesculapius,
the god of health and miracles. For all these reasons it is described as the
place where Satan has his throne. Pergamum
was also noted for its great library and for its manufacture of parchment.


Christ is portrayed to this church as a judge, that is, one whose word
distinguishes good from evil, and who distributes rewards and punishments (cf.
Rev 1:16; 19:15, 21; Heb 4:12)—the reason being that the church at Pergamum is
a mix of truth and error, with some people holding on to sound teaching and
others supporting the Nicolaitans (cf. v. 15).


The letter begins by praising the fidelity of this church despite the
persecution which has led to the death of Antipas. We do not know for sure who
Antipas was; some traditions refer to his undergoing ordeal by fire in the
reign of Domitian. The emperors of the time insisted on being acknowledged as Kyrios
(Lord), which amounted to divine honours: this implied a form of idolatry,
to which no Christian could subscribe. Tertullian says that there was nothing
against acknowledging the emperor as Kyrios, if the title referred to
his temporal power, but he could not be given it if it had a different,
religious, meaning—”ut dominum dei vice dicam”, as if it meant treating him as
a god (cf. Apologeticum, 34).


The title given to this Christian who died for the faith—”my witness, my
faithful one”—was and is an outstanding title of honour for a believer, applied
as it is to one who has kept faith with Christ even at the cost of life itself.
In the early times of the Church (a time of unique persecution), many
Christians followed the example of the first martyr, St Stephen (cf. Acts 7:55-60) and bore heroic witness to
the faith by shedding their blood. Their deaths, marked as they were by
serenity and hope, played an important part in the spread of Christianity, so
much so that, as Tertullian put it, the blood of the martyrs was the seed from
which Christians grew (cf. Apologeticum, 197). St Justin also notes that
the more martyrs there were, the more Christians increased in number, the same
is true of the vine when it is pruned: the branches which are pruned put out
many more shoots (cf. Dialogue with Trypho, 110, 4).


14-16 After being praised for their fidelity, the Christians of Pergamum arc
told where they are going wrong; some of them are compromising their faith by
taking part in pagan ritual banquets and “sacred fornication” rites. A
comparison is drawn with Balaam, who encouraged the Moabite women to marry
Israelites and draw them to worship the god of Moab (cf. Num 31:16) As regards
the Nicolaitans, some early authors suggest that this was a heresy started by
Nicholas, one of the first seven deacons (cf. Acts 6:5); but their view is not
well founded. It is easy to understand how this aberration could have arisen in
a society where Christians were living cheek by jowl with pagans who went in
for sacred banquets in honour of idols, and rites of an erotic character. It
was a situation which arose more than once (cf., e.g., Rom 14:2, 15; 1 Cor
8:10; 2 Cor 2:16).


As in v. 5, there is a new call to conversion, and the
same pattern is found in the subsequent letters. John Paul II states that “in
all periods of history this Invitation constitutes the very basis of the
Church’s mission” (Address, 28 February 1982). Elsewhere, he points out where
conversion begins: “Authentic knowledge of the God of mercy, the God of tender
love, is a constant and inexhaustible source of conversion, not only as a
momentary interior act but also as a permanent attitude, as a state of mind.
Those who come to know God in this way, who ‘see’ him
in this way, can live only in a state of being continually converted to him.
They live, therefore, in statu conversionis; and it is this state of
conversion which marks out the most profound element of the pilgrimage of every
man and woman on earth in statu viatoris” (Dives in ‘misericordia, 13).


17 The promise of the hidden manna
to the victors can be seen as a counter to the sin of indulging in idolatrous
meals. St Paul
also contrasts sacrifices to idols with the Eucharistic sacrifice; and tells
the Corinthians that they cannot “drink the cup of the Lord and the cup of
demons [. . .], cannot partake of the table of the
Lord and the table of demons” (1 Cor 10:21).
Elsewhere, St John
tells us of our Lord’s referring to manna when speaking about the Eucharist
(cf. Jn 6:31-33). The
nourishment which Yahweh gave his people in the desert was described as “bread
from heaven” (cf. Ex 16:4) and “the bread of the angels” (Ps 78:25), kept in
the Ark of the Covenant to be revered by the people (cf. Heb 9:4). Here it is
described as “hidden” manna, a reference to the supernatural, divine, character
of the reward of heavenly beatitude; we share in this in Holy Communion, to a
degree; in eternal life it is partaken of fully.


The “white stone” is a reference to
the custom of showing a little stone, with some appropriate mark on it, to gain
entrance to a feast or banquet. The name inscribed on the stone referred to
here shows that the Christian has a right to partake of the good things which
the Lord reserves for those who win the victory.


The fact that only the recipient
knows what is written on the stone points to the personal, intimate
relationship between God (who issues the invitation) and the invited guest. “Go
over, calmly, that divine admonition which fills the soul with disquiet and
which at the same time tastes as sweet as honey from the comb: redemi te, et
vocavi te, nomine tuo: meus es tu (Is 43:1); I have redeemed you, I have
called you by your name, you are mine” (J. Escrivá, Friends of God, 312).


Letter to the church of Thyatira


18 Thyatira, located some 75 kilometres (48 miles) to the south-east
of Pergamum,
was the least important of the seven churches mentioned; the city was noted for
smelting, weaving and dyeing. Acts 16:13-15
gives an account of the conversion of a native of
Thyatira, a dealer in purple called Lydia. The city had many craft
guilds which organized festivities in honour of the gods. This involved danger
for Christians, because they felt obliged to take part.


Jesus Christ is depicted explicitly
as “the Son of God”. This is the only time he is given this title in the
Apocalypse, but it is implicit in the many references to God as his Father (cf.
1:6; 3:5, 21; 14:1). As Son of God, Christ appears clothed in the attributes
proper to the Godhead—divine knowledge, which enables him to search man’s soul
(cf. v. 23) and divine power (cf. note or 1:14-15). These attributes are revealed particularly by
the way he deals with the church
 of Thyatira.


19 The letter begins with praise of the good works of this Church,
the most outstanding of which is its service (diakonia) to the poor (cf.
Acts 11:28; Rom 15:25, 31; 1 Cor 16:15; 1 Pet 4:10; etc.). Unlike Ephesus, its “latter works” arc more perfect
than its earlier works; in other words, it is making progress in virtue.


20-23 Our Lord again inveighs against
those Christians who are com promising themselves by
taking part in pagan worship, involving, as it does, idolatry and moral
aberration. The letter seems to refer to the same (Nicolaitan) heresy, here
symbolized by Jezebel, the wife of King Ahab, who led many of the people of
Israel into the sin of idolatry (cf. 1 Kings 16:3 1; 2 Kings 9:22). This may be
a reference to a real person (described here symbolically by this biblical
name) who projected herself as a prophetess and led many people astray by
getting them to take part in idolatrous rites and banquets. When wrong is being
done and one fails to point it out, one’s silence is really a form of
complicity.


The passage reveals how patient God
is: he has waited for this people to mend their ways and only at a later stage
condemned them for not doing so. This is a warning which those who persist in
evil must bear in mind, for “the more we postpone getting out of sin and
turning to God”, the Cure of Ars warns us, “the greater the danger we run of
dying with our sins on us, for the simple reason that bad habits become more
and more difficult to shed. Every time we despise a grace, our Lord is going
further away from us, and we are growing weaker, and the devil gets more
control of us. So, my conclusion is that the longer we remain in sin, the greater
the risk we run of never being converted” (Selected Sermons, fourth Sunday in Lent).


The punishment meted out to Jezebel
is quite frightening: she will be afflicted with a grievous illness (cf. Ex 21:18;
Jud 8:3; 1 Mac 1:5). The same will happen to her followers they are warned, in
the hope that this will cause them to repent. In other words, our Lord still
has hopes of their conversion, and even uses the threat of punishment to move
sinners to think again and repent.


24-28 Knowledge of the “deep things of
Satan” was another aspect of the Nicolaitan heresy, which claimed to possess
secrets leading to salvation. Some scholars link this kind of arcane knowledge
with Gnosticism, which was making headway in the East at the time.


The promise made to the victors
(taken from Psalm 2:9) involves sharing in Christ’s sovereignty and power
because one is in full communion with him.


The “morning star” is an expression
also applied to Christ in Revelation 22:16. It may refer to the perfect
communion with the Lord enjoyed by those who persevere to the end: the
symbolism of the power given to the victors (vv. 26-27) is followed in v. 28 by
reference to sharing in the resurrection and glory of Christ, expressed by the
image of the “morning star”, which heralds the day, that is, rebirth,
resurrection.


CHAPTER 3


Letter to the church of Sardis


1 Sardis, about 50 kilometres (30 miles)
south-east of Thyatira, was an important hub in the highway system; it was also
famous for its acropolis, which was located in an unassailable position.
Herodotus describes its inhabitants as immoral, licentious people (cf. History,
1, 55). The Christians of the city were probably somewhat infected
by the general atmosphere.


Christ is now depicted as
possessing the fulness of the Spirit, with the power to effect radical change
by sanctifying the churches from within (cf. note on 1:4). He is also portrayed
as the sovereign Lord of the universal Church (cf. note on 2:1), ever ready to
imbue it with new life.


The church of Sardis is accused of
seeming to be alive but in fact being dead: in other words, although its
external practice of religion makes it look Christian, most of its members (not
all: cf. v. 4) are estranged from Christ, devoid of interior life, in a sinful
condition. Anyone who lives like that is dead. Our Lord himself described the
situation of the prodigal son as being a kind of death: “my son was dead, and
is alive again”, the father exclaims in the parable (Lk 15:24); and St Paul invites Christians to offer
themselves to God “as men who have been brought from death to life” (Rom 6:13). Now, in this passage of
Revelation, we are told that the cause of this spiritual, but real, death is
the fact that the works of this church are imperfect in the sight of God (v.
2); they were works which led to spiritual death, that is, what we would term
mortal sins. “With the whole tradition of the Church”, John Paul II says, “we
call mortal sin the act
by which man freely and consciously rejects God, his law, the covenant of love
that God offers, preferring to turn in on himself or to some created and finite
reality, something contrary to the divine will (conversio ad creaturam) [. . .]. Man perceives that this disobedience to God destroys the
bond that unites him with his life-principle: it is a mortal sin, that is, an act which
gravely offends God and ends in turning against man himself with a dark and
powerful force of destruction” (Reconciliatio
et Paenitentia, 17).


2-3 Vigilance is always necessary,
particularly in certain situations like that of Sardis where there was a number of people who
had not fallen victim to sin. In this kind of peril, Christians need to be
alerted and confirmed in the faith. They need to remember what they learned at
the beginning, when they were instructed in the faith, and try to bring their
lives into line with that teaching. And so they are not simply exhorted to
conversion but told how to go about it—by comparing their lives with the Word
of God and making the necessary changes: “no one is safe if he ceases to strive
against himself. Nobody can save himself by his own efforts. Everyone in the
Church needs specific means to strengthen himself—humility, which disposes us
to accept help and advice; mortifications, which temper the heart and allow
Christ to reign in it; the study of abiding, sound doctrine, which leads us to
conserve and spread our faith” (J. Escrivá, Christ is passing by, 81).


“I will come like a thief’: an
image also found elsewhere in the New Testament (cf. Mt 24:42-5 1, Mk 13:36; Lk 12:39ff; 1 Thess 5:2; 2
Pet 3:10). This does not
mean that our Lord is lying in wait, ready to pounce on man when he is
unawares, like a hunter waiting for his prey. It is simply a warning to us to
live in the grace of God and be ready to render our account to him. If we do
that we will not run the risk of being found empty-handed at the moment of
death. “That day will come for us. It will be our last day, but we are not
afraid of it. Trusting firmly in God’s grace, we are ready from this very
moment to be generous and courageous, and take loving care of little things: we
are ready to go and meet our Lord, with our lamps burning brightly. For the feast of feasts awaits us in heaven” (J. Escrivá, Friends
of God, 40).


4-5 Despite the corrupt environment
in which they were living, there were some Christians who had not been
contaminated by the immoral cults and lifestyles of the pagans: their loyalty
is symbolized by white garments. In the course of narrating his visions St John mentions white
garments a number of times (cf. 7:9, 13; 15:6; 19:14); this colour symbolizes purity and also the joy of
victory.


The symbol of the “book of life”,
which occurs often in the Apocalypse (cf. 13:8; 17:8; 20:12, 15; 21:27; etc.),
is taken from the Old Testament, where those who belong to the people of Israel
are described as enrolled in the “book of the living”, which is also referred
to as the book of the Lord (cf. Ps 69:28; Ex 32:32ff). Those whose names are in
the book will share in the promises of salvation (cf. Is
4:3), whereas those who are unfaithful to the Law will be excluded from the
people of God and their names blotted out of the “book of the living”. Other
New Testament texts use the same image (cf., e.g., Lk 10:20; Phil 4:3).


The names of the victors will stay
in the “book of life” which lists those who have proved loyal to Christ, as
well as those who belonged to the people of Israel.


Finally, on Judgment Day, those
Christians who have kept the faith, will be spoken for by Christ (cf. Mt 10:32; Lk 12:8).


Letter to the church of Philadelphia


7 Philadelphia, in the province of Lydia,
was about 45 kilometres (25 miles) south-east of Sardis. Its geographical location made it a
gateway to all of Phrygia—hence the sacred
writer’s reference to its having an open door (the same turn of phrase is used
by St Paul to
refer to scope for apostolate: cf. 1 Cor 16:9; 2 Cor 2:12; Col 4:3).


Philadelphia had suffered an earthquake
around the year A.D. 17: there is a possible allusion to this in the promise to
make it a supportive pillar in God’s temple (v. 12). When the city was rebuilt,
it was given the new name of Neocaesarea, but that name soon fell into disuse.
Here, however, it is promised another new name (v. 12), the name of God and the
name New Jerusalem, and this name will endure forever. There was quite a
sizeable and influential Jewish community in Philadelphia (cf. v. 9), many of whom will
later become converts and recognize the Church, the beloved Bride of Jesus
Christ.


The titles given to Jesus in this
letter clearly indicate his divinity: “the holy one” is proper to Yahweh, as
can be seen frequently in the Old Testament (cf. Lev 11:44; Josh 24:19; Is
6:3; 12:6; Job 6:10;
etc.). The title of “the true one” (also used by St John in his Gospel: cf., e.g., Jn 1:9; 4:23; 7:28; 15:1; 17:3) conveys the idea of the complete
reliability and faithfulness of the Lord with regard to keeping his promises
(cf. Ps 86:15; 116; 135). And the words “who has the key of David” and the
power to open and shut signify the absolute Sovereignty of Christ in the
messianic Kingdom. Our Lord used this metaphor when he confirmed St Peter in
the primacy (cf. Mt 16:19)
and when he passed on his own powers to the College of Apostles
(cf. Mt 18:18).


8-12 The fidelity of these Christians
is praised despite their limitations. As a reward they are given an open door
which no enemy can shut—an assurance of evangelical success, despite opposition
and perhaps also a promise of unimpeded access to the Kingdom.


On the “synagogue of Satan, see the
note on Revelation 7:9. The promise that their enemies will admit defeat and do
obeisance to the victor is reminiscent of Isaiah 49:23 and 60:14, which contain
a prediction that the nations will do homage to the chosen people. Before that
happens, however, the entire world will experience tribulation, as described
later on in the book (cf. Rev 8-9 and 16); but those who stay faithful will be
protected. As to the imminence of these predicted events, see what is said in
the note on Revelation 1:1 about the whole matter of timing (cf. also 22:12, 20). When all is over, the
strife and the victory, the conquering church will be a pillar of the temple,
that is, it will have a place of honour (cf. Gal 2:9).


When it says that despite their
weakness they have not denied Christ’s name (v. 8), this implies that the
strength which enables them to win victory is something given them by God, who
often acts and triumphs amidst man’s weakness and shortcomings. St Paul says as much to
the faithful of Corinth:


“Consider your call, brethren; not
many of you were wise according to worldly standards, not many were powerful,
not many were of noble birth; but God chose what is foolish in the world to
shame the wise, God chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong. God
chose what is low and despised in the world, even things that are not, to bring
to nothing things that are, so that no human being might boast in the presence
of God” (1 Cor 1:26-29).


Letter to the church of Laodicea


14 Laodicea was a city on the border of Phrygia, about 75 kilometres (45 miles) south-west
of Philadelphia.
It is also mentioned by St Paul
when he suggests to the Colossians that they exchange his letter to them for
the one he sent the Laodiceans (cf. Col
4:16).


Jesus Christ is given the title of
“the Amen”; a similar description is applied to Christ in 2 Corinthians 1:20.
Both texts are instances of a divine name being applied to Christ, thereby
asserting his divinity. “Amen”, so be it, is an assertion of truth and veracity
and connects with the title of “the true one” in the previous letter. It
highlights the fact that our Lord is strong, dependable and unchangeable; the
words that follow, “faithful and true witness”, spell out the full meaning of
the “Amen” title (cf. 1:5).


The most satisfactory
interpretation of the phrase “the beginning of God’s creation” is in terms of
Jesus Christ’s role in creation: for “all things were made through him” (Jn
1:3) and therefore he, along with the Father and the Holy Spirit, is the
Creator of heaven and earth.


15-16 The prosperity Laodicea enjoyed may have contributed to the
laxity and lukewarmness the church is accused of here (Israel tended to take
the same direction when living was easy: the people would become forgetful of
Yahweh and adopt an easy-going lifestyle: cf., e.g., Deut 31:20; 32:15; Hos
13:6; Jer 5:7).


The presence of hot springs close to the city explains the
language used in this passage, which amounts to a severe indictment of lukewarmness.
It shows God’s repugnance for mediocrity and bourgeois living. As observed by
Cassian, one of the founders of Western monasticism, lukewarmness is some thing
that needs to be nipped in the bud: “No one should attribute his going astray
to any sudden collapse, but rather [...]
to his having moved away from virtue little by little, through prolonged
mental laziness. That is the way bad habits gain ground without one’s even
noticing it, and eventually lead to a sudden collapse. ‘Pride goes before
destruction, and a haughty spirit before a fall’ (Prov 16:18). The same thing happens with a house: it
collapses one fine day due to some ancient defect in its foundation or long
neglect by the occupiers” (Collationes, VI, 17).


Spiritual lukewarmness and mediocrity
are very closely related: neither is the route Christian life should take. As
Monsignor Escrivá puts it, “In medio virtus’. . . . Virtue is to be found in the middle, so the saying goes,
warning us against extremism. But do not make the mistake of turning that
advice into a euphemism to disguise your own comfort, calculation,
lukewarmness, easy-goingness, lack of idealism and mediocrity.


“Meditate on these words of Sacred
Scripture: ‘Would that you were cold or hot. So, because you are lukewarm, and
neither cold nor hot, I will spew you out of my mouth”
(Furrow, 541).


17-19 The Christians of Laodicea did not realize how precarious their
spiritual situation was. The city’s flourishing trade and industry, and the
fact that the church was not being persecuted in any way, made them feel
prosperous and content: they were proud as well as lukewarm. They had fallen
victim to that self-conceit the wealthy are always inclined to feel and which
moved our Lord to say that rich people enter heaven only with difficulty (cf.
Mt 19:23); he often pointed to the dangers of becoming attached to material
things (cf. Lk 1:53; 6:24; 12:21; 16:19-31; 18:23-25). The Laodiceans had
become proud in their prosperity and did not see the need for divine grace
(which is worth more than all the wealth in the world). As St Paul says in one of
his letters: “Whatever gain I had, I counted as loss for the sake of Christ.
Indeed I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing
Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things, and
count them as refuse, in order that I may gain Christ” (Phil 3:7-8).


There was an important textile
industry in Laodicea
which specialized in the manufacture of black woollen cloth. Instead of wearing
that material, the Laodiceans must dress in garments which only our Lord can
provide and which are the mark of the elect (cf., e.g., Mt 17:2 and par; Rev
3:4-5; 7:9). The city was also famous for its oculists, like Zeuxis and
Philetos, who had developed a very effective ointment for the eyes. Jesus
offers an even better ointment—one which will show them the dangerous state
they are in. This dire warning comes from God’s love, not his anger: it is his
affection that leads him to reprove and correct his people: “the Lord reproves
whom he loves, as a father the son in whom he delights” (Prov 3:12). After quoting these same
words the Epistle to the Hebrews adds: “It is for discipline that you have to
endure. God is treating you as sons; for what son is there whom his father does
not discipline? If you are left without discipline, in which
all have participated, then you are illegitimate children and not sons”
(12:7-8).


“Be zealous”: stop being lukewarm
and enter the fervour of charity, have an ardent zeal for the glory of God.


20-21 Christ knocking on the door is
one of the most touching images in the Bible. It is reminiscent of the Song of
Songs, where the bridegroom says, “Open to me, my sister, my dove, my perfect
one; for my head is wet with dew, my locks with the drops of the might” (Song
5:2). It is a way of describing God’s love for us, inviting us to greater
intimacy with him, as happens in a thousand ways in the course of our life. We
should be listening for his knock, ready to open the door to Christ. A writer
from the Golden Age of Spanish literature evokes this scene in poetry: “How many times the angel spoke to me:/’Look out of your
window now, you’ll see how lovingly he calls and calls. ‘/ Yet, sovereign beauty, how often/I replied, ‘We’ll open for
you tomorrow’, /to reply the same when the morrow came” (Lope de Vega, Rimas
sacras, Sonnet 18).


Our Lord awaits our response to his
call, and when we make the effort to revive our interior life we experience the
indescribable joy of intimacy with him. “At first it will be a bit difficult.
You must make an effort to seek out the Lord, to thank him for his fatherly and
practical concern for us. Although it is not really a matter of feeling, little
by little the love of God makes itself felt like a rustle in the soul. It is
Christ who pursues us lovingly: ‘Behold, I stand at the door and knock’ (Rev 3:20). How is your life of
prayer going? At times during the day don’t you feel the impulse to have a
longer talk with him? Don’t you then whisper to him that you will tell him
about it later, in a heart-to-heart conversation [. . .].
Prayer then becomes continuous, like the beating of our heart, like our pulse.
Without this presence of God, there is no contemplative life; and without
contemplative life, our working for Christ is worth very little, for vain is
the builder’s toil if the house is not of the Lord’s building (cf. Ps 126:1)”
(J. Escrivá, Christ is passing by, 8).


Jesus promises that those who
conquer will sit beside him on his throne. He gave a similar promise to St
Peter about how the Apostles would sit on twelve thrones to judge the twelve
tribes of Israel
(cf. Mt 19:28; 20:20ff). The “throne” is a reference to the sovereign authority
Christ has received from the Father. Therefore, the promise of a seat beside
him is a way of saying that those who stay faithful will share in Christ’s
victory and kingship (cf. 1 Cor 6:2-3).


PART TWO: ESCHATOLOGICAL VISIONS


CHAPTER 4


INTRODUCTORY VISION


God in majesty


1 The second part of the
Apocalypse begins at this point and extends to the start of the Epilogue. The
author describes visions concerning the future of mankind, particularly the
ultimate outcome of history when our Lord Jesus Christ will obtain the final
victory at his second coming. It begins with a formal introduction (chaps. 4-5);
this is followed by a first section as it were (6:11 -11:14)
covering the visions of the seven seals and the first six trumpets, which
describes the event prior to the final battle. The war begins with the sound of
the seventh trumpet and it goes on (this is the second section 11:15 - 22:5) until the beast
is completely routed and the Kingdom
 of God is definitively
established in the heavenly Jerusalem.


This introductory vision (chaps.
4-5) begins with God in heaven in all his glory being worshipped and celebrated
by all creation (chap. 4). He alone controls the destiny of the world and the
Church.


Only Jesus knows God’s salvific
plans, and he, through his death and resurrection, reveals them to us. All this
is expressed in chapter 4 by the image of the Lamb who is able to open the
scroll and its seven seals.


1-3 The risen and glorified Christ,
who spoke to St John
previously (cf. 1:10-13),
now invites him, in a new vision, to go up into heaven to be told God’s plan
for the world. “I looked,” “I was in the Spirit,” “I went up to heaven” all
describe the same phenomenon—God revealing something to the writer. Because the
things he is being told are things man could not possibly discover for himself, the writer speaks about going up to heaven: this
enables him to contemplate heavenly things, that is, God. Going up to heaven is
the same as being in ecstasy, “being in the Spirit”, being taken over by the
Holy Spirit so as to be able to
understand what God wants to reveal to him (cf. note on 1:10).


He is going to be shown “what must
take place after this”; it is something which has already begun to happen in
the writer’s own time but it will not reach its climax until the end of the
world. The revelation he is given shows him the ultimate meaning of
contemporary events, the outcome of which is guaranteed by the authority of the
revealer, Jesus Christ.


The description given here of
heaven stresses the majesty and power of God. Heaven is depicted with a throne
at its centre, an image taken from Isaiah (cf. Is 6:1)
and Ezekiel (cf. Ezek 1:26-28;
10:1). God’s appearance is described in terms of the vivid colouring of
precious stones; this avoids the danger of defining God in human terms (an
inversion of values). The rainbow round the throne further emphasizes the
sublimity of God and is also a reminder (cf. Gen 9:12-17) of God’s merciful promise never to destroy
mankind.


4 God’s sovereignty over the
world—as symbolized by the throne—is shared in by others whom the vision also
portrays as seated on thrones. They are symbolically described as twenty-four
elders who act as a kind of heavenly council or senate. These elders appear
frequently in the course of the book, always positioned beside God, rendering
him tribute of glory and worship (cf. 4:10;
5:9; 19:4), offering him the prayers of the faithful (cf. 5:8) or explaining
events to the seer (cf. 5:5; 7:13).
It is not clear whether they stand for angels or saints; the Fathers and recent
commentators offer both interpretations.


The symbolic number (twenty-four)
and the way they are described suggest that they stand for saints in the glory
of heaven. They are twenty-four—twelve plus twelve, that is, the number of the
tribes of Israel
plus that of the Apostles. Our Lord in fact promised the latter that they would
sit on thrones (cf. Mt 19:28).
The twenty-four elders, then, would represent the heavenly Church, which
includes the old and the new Israel
and which, in heaven, renders God the tribute of perfect praise and intercedes
for the Church on earth. The number twenty-four has also been seen as
reflecting the twenty-four priestly classes of Judaism, thereby emphasizing the
liturgical dimension of heaven (cf. 1 Chron 24:7-18; 25:1, 9-13). Whichever is
the case, the white garments indicate that they have achieved everlasting
salvation (cf. 3:5); and the golden crowns stand for the reward they have
earned (cf. 2:10), or
their prominence among Christians, who have been promised that, if they come
out victorious, they will sit on Christ’s throne (cf. 3:21).


Through these visions laden with
symbolism the Apocalypse shows the solidarity that exists between the Church
triumphant and the Church militant—specifically, the connexion between the
praise that is rendered God in heaven and that which we offer him on earth, in
the liturgy. The Second Vatican Council refers to this: “In the earthly liturgy
we take part in the foretaste of that heavenly liturgy which is celebrated in
the Holy City of Jerusalem toward which we journey as pilgrims, where Christ is
sitting at the right hand of God [...].
With all the warriors of the heavenly army we sing a hymn of glory to
the Lord; venerating the memory of the saints, we hope for some part and
fellowship with them; we eagerly await the Saviour, our Lord Jesus Christ,
until he our life shall appear and we too will appear with him in glory” (Sancrosanctum
Concilium, 8).


5 This vision is similar to the
Old Testament theophanies, especially that of Sinai. There too the Lord’s
presence was revealed with thunder and lightning (cf. Ex 19:16). Storms are frequently used to symbolize
the salvific power and majesty of God at the moment of revelation (cf. Ps 18:14; 50:3; etc.). Further on, the
author will again describe, in more detail, the signs accompanying God’s
self-revealing; this gives the book a sense of on-going revelation with an
increasing tempo (cf. Rev 8:5; 11:19;
16:18; etc.). It is
generally accepted Church tradition to interpret fire as a manifestation of the
Spirit of God. On the seven spirits, see the note on 1:4.


6-7 To describe the majesty of God, St John uses symbols
which are sometimes quite difficult to interpret. This is the case with the sea
as transparent as glass, and the four living creatures round the throne and on
each side of it. The scene may be a kind of heavenly replica of the
arrangements in Solomon’s temple where there stood in front of the Holy of
Holies a huge water container called the “molten sea” supported by figures of
oxen, twelve in number (cf. 1 Kings 7:23-26; 2 Chron 4:2-5). This similarity
between heaven and the temple would be a way of expressing the connexion
between liturgy on earth and Worship of God in heaven.


The crystal sea may also be an
allusion to God’s absolute dominion over all forms of authority on earth. In
biblical tradition the sea is often used as a symbol for the powers of darkness
(cf. Rev 13:1; 21:1). To God, however, the sea is Crystal-clear, that is, he is
its master; cf. the way the spirit of God moved over the surface of the waters
in Genesis 1:2.


Elsewhere in the Apocalypse (15:2)
it speaks of the sea of glass supporting the blessed while they praise God:
just as the Israelites passed through the Red Sea,
so those who have conquered the beast will cross this solid sea to make their
way to God.


The author of the Book of
Revelation avails of images used by the prophets to describe the glory of
Yahweh. The four living creatures are very like those in the prophet Ezekiel’s
vision of the chariot of the Lord drawn by four angels representing
intelligence, nobility, strength and agility (cf. Ezek 1:10; 10:12; Is 6:2).


Christian tradition going back as
far as St Irenaeus has interpreted these four creatures as standing for the
four evangelists because they “carry” Jesus Christ to men. The one with the
face of a man is St Matthew, who starts his book with the human genealogy of
Christ; the lion stands for St Mark: his Gospel begins with the voice crying in
the wilderness (which is where the lion’s roar can be heard); the ox is a
reference to the sacrifices in the temple of Jerusalem, which is where St Luke
begins his account of Christ’s life, and the eagle represents St John, who
soars to the heights to contemplate the divinity of the Word.


8-11 The chant of the four living
creatures is virtually the same as that which the prophet Isaiah heard the
six-winged seraphim sing in his vision of God in the temple of Jerusalem (cf.
Is 6:1-3). St John
changes the ending by bringing in the new name of God which is an elaboration
of the name “Yahweh” (cf. note on Rev 1:4). The four creatures (who, because
there are four of them, stand for government of the entire universe) take the
lead in worshipping and praising God; but they are joined by all the people of
God, as represented by the twenty-four elders, that is, the Church victorious
in heaven. They throw down their crowns to show that they realize their victory
is due to God, and that all power belongs to him. Essentially what they are
praising here is God as creator. By reporting this vision the author of the
Apocalypse is inviting the pilgrim
 Church on earth to
associate with the worship and praise offered God the creator in heaven.


The Church uses these words of
praise in its eucharistic liturgy: at the end of the
Preface, it chants the angelic Sanctus in preparation for the Canon.
This angelic chant, performed as it is in heaven and on earth, reminds us of
the sublimity of the Mass, where the worship of God crosses the frontiers of
time and space and has a positive influence on the entire world, for, “through
the communion of the saints, all Christians receive grace from every Mass that
is celebrated, regardless of whether there is an attendance of thousands or
whether it is only a boy with his mind on other things who is there to serve.
In either case, heaven and earth join with the angels of the Lord to sing: Sanctus,
Sanctus, Sanctus…“(J. Escrivá, Christ is passing by, 88). The
saintly Curé of Ars refers to this intercommunion of praise and thanksgiving,
of grace and forgiveness:


“The Holy Mass is a source of joy
to all the heavenly court; it alleviates the poor souls in purgatory; it draws
down to earth all kinds of blessings; and it gives more glory to God than all
the sufferings of all the martyrs taken together, than all the penances of all
the hermits, than all the tears shed for them [the holy souls] since time began
and all that will be shed from now till the end of time” (Selected Sermons, second
Sunday after Pentecost).


CHAPTER 5


The sealed scroll and the Lamb


1-5 The sealed scroll contains God’s
mysterious plans for the salvation of mankind; no one on earth can disclose them
(v. 3). Only the risen Christ can take the scroll and make its contents known
(vv. 6-7). On this account he is praised by the four living creatures, by the
elders (vv. 8-10), by a whole host of angels (vv. 11-12) and by all creation
(vv. 13-14).


The image of a scroll (or book)
containing God’s hidden plans for mankind was used before, particularly by the
prophet Daniel (cf. Dan 12:4 - 9; also Is 29:11), who refers to a prophecy
remaining sealed until the end of time. St
  John uses this image to make the point that the End
Time, the Last Days, have already begun with Christ, so now he can reveal God’s
plans. The fact that there are seven seals stresses the hidden nature of
the scroll’s contents; and its being written on both sides shows its richness.


The author of the Book of Revelation, and everyone in fact, really does need to know
what is written on the scroll; for, if he knows God’s plans he will be able to
discover the meaning of life and cease to be anxious about events past, present
and future. Yet no one is able to open the scroll: that is why the author weeps
so bitterly.


The scroll is sealed: the
Revelation of the salvation of mankind and the consolation of the Church is
being delayed. Soon, however, the seer ceases to weep, for he learns that Christ
(here called “the Lion of the tribe of Judah” and “the Root” or descendant of
David: cf. Gen 49:9; Is 11:1, 10) has conquered and
therefore is able to break the seven seals.


The Church contemplates Christ’s
victory when it “believes that Christ, who died and was raised for the sake of
all, can show man the way and strengthen him through the Spirit in order to be
worthy of his destiny [. . .].
The Church likewise believes that the key, the centre and the purpose of the
whole of man’s history is to be found in its Lord and Master” (Vatican II, Gaudium
et spes, 10).


“In fact,” the Council adds, “it is
only in the mystery of the Word made flesh that the mystery of man truly
becomes clear. For Adam, the first man, was a type of him who was to come (cf.
Rom 5:14). Christ the
Lord, Christ the new Adam, in the very revelation of the mystery of the Father
and of his love, fully reveals man to himself and brings to light his most high
calling” (ibid., 22).


6-7 Christ is able to open the
scroll on account of his death and resurrection—an event symbolized by the Lamb
standing upright and victorious and at the same time looking as though it had
been immolated. In the Fourth Gospel, John the Baptist calls Christ “the Lamb of
God” (Jn 1:29,36); in the Apocalypse this expression is the one most often used
to refer to him: he is the Lamb raised to the very height of God’s throne and
has dominion over the entire cosmos (cf. 5:8, 12-13; 6:1, 16; 7:9-10; 13:8;
15:3; etc.). This Christological title, which is a feature of St John’s
writings, has great theological depth; the Church venerates it greatly, often
using it in the liturgy—particularly in the Mass, after the kiss of peace when
the Lamb of God is invoked three times; also, just before Holy Communion is
distributed the host is shown to the faithful as him who takes away the sin of
the world and those who are called to his marriage supper are described as
“happy” (cf. Rev 19:9).


The image of the Lamb reminds us of
the passover lamb, whose blood was smeared on the door frames of houses as a
sign to the avenging angel not to inflict on Israelites the divine punishment
being dealt out to the Egyptians (cf. Ex 12:7, 13). St Paul refers to the Lamb in one of his
letters: “Christ, our paschal lamb, has been sacrificed” (1 Cor 5:7). At
a high point in Old Testament Prophecy Isaiah portrays the Messiah as the
suffering Servant of Yahweh, “a lamb that is led to the slaughter” (Is 5 3:7).
St Peter, on the basis of that text, States that our Lord “bore our sins in his
body on the tree, that we might die to Sin
and live to righteousness” (1 Pet 2:24).


The Lamb is a sacrifice for sin,
but the Apocalypse also focuses attention on the victorious power of the risen
Lamb by showing him standing on the throne, in the centre of the vision; the
horns symbolize his power and the eyes his knowledge, both of which he has to
the fullest degree as indicated by the number seven. The seven spirits of
Christ also indicate the fulness of the Spirit with which Christ is endowed and
which he passes on to his Church (cf. notes on Rev 1:4 and 4:5). This completes
the description of the risen Christ, who through his victory reveals the
mystery of God.


8-10 The greatness of Christ the Lamb
is duly acknowledged and proclaimed through the worship rendered him, firstly,
from the four living creatures and the twenty-four elders, then from all the
angels and finally from the whole of creation (vv. 11-13). St John selects these three points to
highlight the praise rendered by the heavenly Church, with which the pilgrim Church on earth joins through its own
prayer (symbolized by the image of the golden. bowls). Later on (15:7ff), seven
bowls appear again, this time filled with God’s wrath, which is caused by the
complaint of the righteous who are being cruelly tormented by the agents of
evil.


All this shows the value of the
prayers of those who stay loyal to God: “the prayer of a righteous man has
great power in its effects” (Jas 5:16),
for “the prayer of the humble pierces the clouds, and he will not be consoled
until it reaches the Lord” (Sir 35:17).


The “new song” proclaims that
Christ alone decides the destinies of the world and of mankind; this is a
consequence of himself being offered in sacrifice as the atoning victim par excellence.
By shedding his blood Christ has won for himself an immense people, from
every nation under heaven; in them, a holy people, his chosen ones, that people
which was originally assembled in the Sinai desert (cf. Ex 19:6; 1 Pet 2:9f)
has come to full maturity. When it says that they have been ransomed from every
tribe and nation, it is pointing out that God’s salvific plans extend to the
whole human race: he “desires all men to be saved and to come to the knowledge
of the truth” (1 Tim 2:4). This does not exempt us from making an effort to
merit salvation, for, as St Augustine
teaches, “God who created you without your cooperation will not save you
without your cooperation” (Sermon 169, 11). Here is how another early
writer puts it: “we know that God will give to each individual the opportunity
to be saved—to some in one way, to others in another. But whether we respond
eagerly or listlessly depends on ourselves” (Cassian, Collationes, 3,
12).


“Didst ransom men for God”: in many
important Greek manuscripts this reads, “you ransomed us for God”, and some
even change the reading of the following verse: “you made us a kingdom . . .
and we will reign”. The earlier Latin translation, the Vulgate, chose that reading,
which emphasizes that those who are intoning the chant are men, that is,
members of the Church triumphant in heaven. The new official Latin version, the
New Vulgate, follows what it considers to be the most reliable Greek text. But
the meaning does not really change.


11-14 The host of angels around the throne act as a kind of guard of
honour proclaiming the sublime perfection of Christ the Lamb (v. 12); they list
seven attributes which all point to the fact that he has everything that
belongs to the Godhead.


After the song of the spiritual,
invisible, creation, there follows the hymn of the
material, visible, world. This hymn (v. 14) differs from the previous one in
that it is also addressed to him who sits upon the throne. It thereby puts on
the same level God and the Lamb, whose Godhead is being proclaimed. This marks
the climax of the universal, cosmic praise that is rendered the Lamb. The
emphatic “Amen!” of the four living creatures, and the worship offered by the
elders bring this introductory vision to a close.


As in other passages of the book,
mention is made of the role of the angels in heaven, particularly the worship
and praise they offer God before his throne (cf. Rev 7:11), their role in
putting God’s plans into operation (cf. 11:15; 16: 17; 22:6, etc.) and their
intercession with God on behalf of mankind (cf. 8:4).


The Church has always encouraged
special devotion to the angels (cf. Lumen gentium, 50). Sacred Scripture
and the teaching of the Church clearly tells us about the existence of angels
and about their mission to guide and protect us; cf. Exodus 23:20: “Behold, I
send an angel before you, to guard you on the way and to bring you to the place
which I have prepared. Give heed to him and harken to his voice.” Echoing these
words the Catechism of St Pius V states that “by God’s providence angels have
been entrusted with the office of guarding the human race and of accompanying
every human being […]. (God) not
only deputes angels on particular and private occasions, but also appoints them
to take care of us from our very births. He furthermore appoints them to watch
over the salvation of every member of the human race” (IV, 9). Devotion to
one’s guardian angel, a part of ordinary Christian practice, is something we
learn as children and should keep up during our adult lives: “Have confidence
in your guardian Angel. Treat him as a lifelong friend—that is what he is—and
he will render you a thousand services in the ordinary affairs of each day” (J.
Escrivá, The Way, 562).


CHAPTER 6


EVENTS PRIOR TO THE FINAL OUTCOME


Christ opens the first six seals.
Vision of the four horsemen


6.1 - 11:14 After describing his vision of
heaven, especially the risen Christ empowered to reveal God’s hidden plans
(chaps. 4-5), the author now begins to disclose that revelation little by
little as each of the seven seals is opened (chaps. 6-7). When he comes to the
seventh seal, the main one, a new series of visions or revelations begins.
These are symbolized by the blowing of the seven trumpets in turn; when the
seventh is sounded (cf. 11:15)
the description begins )f the last battles fought by
Christ and his followers against the powers of evil, ;he beast and its
followers. The sound of the seventh trumpet marks the ~u1filment of “the
mystery of God” (cf. 10:7).


In its description of the opening
of the first six seals, this section covers, firstly, the arrival of the day of
the wrath of God (cf. 6:17),
which is heralded by natural calamities and social upheaval (a foretaste of
God’s judgment on mankind). This gives the author the opportunity to jump ahead
and describe a vision of the saved in heaven (chap. 7)—putting human history
into its proper perspective: all its tragedies and untoward events are a kind
of forewarning of he punishment that lies in wait for the evildoer.


The vision then describes another
series of catastrophes akin to the plagues of Egypt; preceded by the blowing of
the trumpets, they herald the coming of God. Like the earlier disasters they
are designed to provoke men to a change of heart; because they fail to have any
effect, these people will incur God’s wrath and will each be judged by him in
due course (cf. 9:20-21; 11:18).


At the end of this section, as a
kind of transition to the next, the author stresses the prophetic character of
his words: evil seems to have come out winning (as symbolized by the death of
the two witnesses: cf. 11:1-13), but this is only apparently so, for Christ,
who has already won the victory by his death
and resurrection, will be seen to triumph at his second coming. The Lamb
will confront the beast and overwhelm it.
Until that moment, there is still time for conversion, for opting for or against God. There is no middle course.


1-8 The first four seals have various things in common: as they are opened:
horsemen appear, each of a different colour; and it is always one of the four
living creatures that calls up the horsemen.


The last three horsemen are easy to
identify: the second carries a sword, which stands for war; the third a
balance, here a symbol of famine, to do with the measuring out of rations; and
the fourth represents plague, as indicated by the colour of his horse. All
three are forms of divine punishment already predicted in the Old Testament: “I
will send famine and wild beasts against you, and they will rob you of your
children; pestilence and blood shall pass through you; and I will bring the
sword upon you. I, the Lord, have spoken” (Ezek 5:17). Jesus used similar language in his eschatological
discourse: “And when you hear of wars and tumults, do not be terrified [...]; there will be great
earthquakes, and in various places famines and pestilence” (Lk 21:9, 11).


The first rider is, however,
difficult to interpret: his features suggest that he is some type of power in
the service of God. The colour white is symbolic of belonging to the heavenly
sphere and of having won victory with God’s help (cf., e.g., Rev 3:4, 5, 18; 14:14; 20:11). The crown he is given and the words “he
went out conquering and to conquer” would refer to the victory of good over
evil (cf. 2:7, 11, 17,28; 3:5, 12; etc.); and the bow indicates the
connexion between this horse and the other three: these latter will be as it
were arrows loosed from a distance to implement God’s plans.


This first rider, who goes forth “conquering
and to conquer”, refers to Christ’s victory in his passion and resurrection, as
St John has
already mentioned (cf. 5:5), and also announces the final victory of
the Word of God which first will come about later (cf. 19:11). The horseman is a kind of key which
provides a specifically Christian meaning for all the terrifying scenes
described in the book. A propos of this figure, Pius XII wrote: “He is Jesus
Christ. The inspired evangelist not only saw the devastation brought about by
sin, war, hunger and death; he also saw, in the first place, the victory of
Christ. It is certainly true that the course the Church takes down through the
centuries is a via crucis, a way of the
cross, but it is also a victory march. It is the Church of Christ,
men and women of Christian faith and love, who are always bringing light,
redemption and peace to a mankind without hope. ‘Jesus Christ, the same
yesterday and today and for ever’ (Heb 13:8)” (Address, 15 November
1946).


4 The sword carried by the rider
on the red horse stands for war (cf. Mt 10:34), referring to the wars being
waged at the time in the Roman empire, but also to war in general, the scourge
of mankind, which at the time of the End will be a signal of the imminent
destruction of the world (cf. Mt 24:6 and par.).


The Church has had much to say
about war in recent times. Thus, the Second Vatican Council says that “insofar
as men are sinners, the threat of war hangs over them and will so continue
until the coming of Christ; but insofar as they can vanquish sin by coming
together in charity, violence itself will be vanquished and they will make
these words come true: ‘They shall beat their swords into ploughshares, and
their spears into pruning hooks; nation shall not lift up sword against nation,
neither shall they learn war any more’ (Is 2:4)” (Gaudium et spes, 78).


5-6 A sudden (perhaps tenfold) rise
in the price of wheat and barley, part of the staple diet at the time, signals
a period of famine. If we bear in mind that a “quart” (Greek: choinix) was
about one kilo or 30 ounces and a denarius a day’s wage for a labourer (cf. Mt 20:13), these are clearly very high
prices.


Famine and hunger are ultimately a
consequence of sin and therefore can be interpreted as a “punishment”. The
Church reminds us all that we have a strict duty to help alleviate the needs of
others, for this is a way of combatting evil. “The Council asks individuals and
governments to remember the saying of the Fathers: ‘Feed the man dying of
hunger, because if you do not feed him you are killing him’ (Gratian, Decretum,
21, 86) and it urges them according to their ability to share and dispose
of their goods to help others, above all by giving them aid which will enable
them to help and develop themselves” (Gaudium et spes, 69).


8 “Pale horse”: the fourth horse
has a strange colour, which some translate as greenish or ashen; it probably
means a death-like colour. Death is personified by the horse’s sinister rider;
this symbol is reinforced by his companion Hades or Sheol, the
dark abode of the dead (cf. Rev 1:18).


All this is meant to show that in
the midst of all the terrible chastisement God has pity on mankind: most (three
quarters, that is) will manage to survive the test.


9-11 Here St John sees all who gave their lives for God. The vision
takes in the Old Testament martyrs from Abel down to Zechariah (cf. Mt
23:35-37; Heb 11:35-40), and Christian martyrs of all eras; St John sees them
under the altar of holocausts where victims were sacrificed in honour of God
and their blood collected beneath. Here we see a heavenly copy of that altar,
meaning that the martyrs are very close to God and that their death has been a
most acceptable offering to him (cf. Phil 2:17; 2 Tim 4:6).


The presence of the martyrs in
heaven shows that when man dies his soul receives its reward or punishment
immediately. God’s judgment of each soul begins to take effect the moment he
dies, although it is not until the resurrection of all the dead that it will
have its full effect, on body as well as soul.


The martyrs’ song is a clamour for
justice: our Lord refers to it in the Gospel (cf. Lk 18:7) and it echoes the
aboriginal lament raised at Abel’s death (cf. Gen 4:10). What the martyrs say seems to
be at odds with Christ’s prayer on the cross (cf. Lk 23:24) and Stephen’s on the eve of his martyrdom
(cf. Acts 7:60), but there is really no contradiction. “This prayer of the
martyrs”, St Thomas says, “is nothing other than their desire to obtain
resurrection of the body and to share in the inheritance of those who will be
saved, and their recognition of God’s justice in punishing evildoers” (Summa
theologiae, III, q. 72, a. 3, ad. 1).


It is, thus, a prayer for the
establishment of the Kingdom
 of God and his justice,
which causes his divine holiness and fidelity to shine forth.


12-17 This passage predicts the events
which will occur just before the second coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. It
does not refer to the very End, but to the fact that it is imminent. The
terrifying symbols used to indicate these events derive from literary style and
language used in the Old Testament (cf., e.g., Amos 8:9; Is 13:98f; 34:4; 50:3;
Job 3:4). This was the prophets’ way of warning the people—and of consoling
them by telling them that Christ’s definitive victory would soon come. Jesus
speaks in the same way to the grieving women of Jerusalem whom he meets on his way to Calvary (cf. Lk 23:30).


In v. 15 there is a reference to
seven social groups embracing all mankind, ranging from the highest to the
lowest. Nothing escapes God’s judgment and there is no appeal against it. The Dies
Irae has come, the day of the Lamb’s Wrath. The Lamb symbolizes the
innocence and immolation of the Messiah; but it also stands for messianic
royalty, symbolized here by his fury.


a The denarius was a day’s Wage for a labourer


CHAPTER 7


The great multitude of the saved


1-17 This chapter consists of two
visions designed to illustrate God’s protection of Christians and the happy
circumstances of the martyrs. The victory of the Church is depicted—of the
entire Church, made up of people from the four points of the compass (vv.
9-12). What is not so clear, however, is who the one hundred and forty four
thousand are, drawn from the twelve tribes of Israel, whom an angel has marked
with the seal of the living God (vv. 1-8). Some commentators interpret them as
all being Christians of Jewish background (Judaeo-Christians). Others say that
they are those who make up the new Israel which St Paul speaks about in
Galatians 6:17; that is, all the baptized viewed first as still engaged in
their battle (vv. 1-8) and then after they have won victory (vv. 9-17). The
most plausible interpretation is that the one hundred and forty four thousand
stand for the Jews converted to Christianity (as distinct from those not
converted)—the ‘remnant of Israel’
(cf. Is 4:2-4; Ezek 9; etc.). St Paul says that they
prove the irrevocable nature of God’s election (cf. Rom 11:1-5) and are the
first-fruits of the restoration which will come about at the End (cf. Rom
11:25-32).


The hundred and forty-four thousand
are included in the second vision; they would be part of the great multitude
“from all tribes and people and tongues”. Thus, the vision in vv. 9-17 takes in
the entire Church without any distinctions, whereas the vision in vv. 1-8 can
refer only to a part of the Church—those Jews who, by becoming Christians, made
up the original nucleus of the Church. The Church admits these on the same
basis as all those who become Christians later without having had to pass
through any stage of Jewish observance.


1-8 In Jewish tradition angels were
divided into two groups—angels of the Presence and sanctification, and those
charged with controlling the forces of nature. Both kinds appear in this
passage.


According to the custom of the
time, when something bore the mark of a seal or brand that meant that it belonged
to the seal’s owner. This passage is saying that the one hundred and forty four
thousand belong to God and therefore will be protected by him as his property.
This fulfils what Ezekiel prophesied about the inhabitants of Jerusalem (cf.
Ezek 9:1-7): some would be sealed on the forehead with a tau (the last
letter of the Hebrew alphabet) and would therefore escape the punishment to be
inflicted on all the rest: this shows the special way God makes provision for
those who are his not only because he created them but also by a new title.


The Fathers of the Church saw this
mark as symbolizing the character Baptism impresses on the souls of the
faithful to show that they are destined for eternal life. Thus, the persons
preserved from harm are the Jews who were converts to Christianity: their
Baptism marked them out from those Jews who rejected Christ and were not
baptized.


The list of tribes is somewhat
different from the usual list which keeps the order of Genesis 29. The name of
Judah is put first because the Messiah came from that tribe, as St John
recently mentioned (cf. 5:5); and there is no mention of the tribe of Dan,
presumably because it fell into idolatry (cf. Judg 17-18) and eventually
disappeared. To make up the tally of twelve the tribe of Joseph is mentioned
twice—as that of Joseph and as that of Manasseh, his first-born.


The number of those sealed (12 x 12
x 1000) symbolizes completeness, totality—in this instance, a huge multitude,
depicted as the new Israel.
Included in this number are the descendants of Jacob who receive Baptism,
irrespective of when they do. Obviously this number is not meant to be taken
literally, as if only one hundred and forty-four thousand people will attain
salvation. In this scene all those of Gentile background who become Christians
over the course of history are explicitly not included. They will appear in the
vision which follows.


9-17 Pope John Paul II has commented on
this passage as follows: “The people dressed in white robes whom John sees with
his prophetic eye are the redeemed, and they form a ‘great multitude’, which no
one could count and which is made up of people of the most varied backgrounds.
The blood of the Lamb, who has been offered in sacrifice for all, has exercised
its universal and most effective redemptive power in every corner of the earth,
extending grace and salvation to that ‘great multitude’. After undergoing the
trials and being purified in the blood of Christ, they—the redeemed—are now
safe in the Kingdom of God, whom they praise and bless for ever and ever” (Homily,
1. November 1981). This great crowd includes all the saved and not just the
martyrs, for it says that they washed their robes in the blood of the Lamb, not
in their own blood.


Everyone has to become associated
with Christ’s passion through suffering, as St Augustine explains, not without a certain
humour: “Many are martyrs in their beds. The Christian is lying on his couch,
tormented by pain. He prays and his prayers are not heard, or perhaps they are
heard but he is being put to the test . .
. so that he may be received as a son. He becomes a martyr through
illness and is crowned by him who hung upon the Cross” (Sermon 286, 8).


It is consoling and encouraging to
know that those who attain heaven constitute a huge multitude. The passages of
Matthew 7:14 and Luke 13:24 which seem to imply that very few will be saved
should be interpreted in the light of this vision, which shows that the
infinite value of Christ’s blood makes God’s will be done: “(God) desires all
men to be saved and to come to the knowledge of the truth” (1 Tim 2:4).


In vv. 14-17 we see the blessed in
two different situations—first, before the resurrection of the body (v. 14)
and, then, after it, when body and soul have been reunited (vv. 15-17). In
this second situation the nature of risen bodies is highlighted: they cannot
suffer pain or inconvenience of any kind: they are out of harm’s reach; they
have the gift of “impassibility” (cf. St Pius V Catechism, I, 12, 13).


This consoling scene is included in
the vision to encourage believers to imitate those Christians who were like us
and now find themselves in heaven because they have come through victorious.
The Church invites us to pray along similar lines: “Father, you sanctified the
Church of Rome with the blood of its first martyrs. May we
find strength from their courage and rejoice in their triumph” (Roman
Missal, Feast of the First Martyrs of the Church of Rome, opening prayer).


CHAPTER 8


The opening of the seventh seal


1-2 The silence is a signal that the End has come: it expresses the Lord’s
patient waiting—as if he were putting off the day of judgment,
to the chagrin of the faithful. However, “the Lord is not slow about his
promise as some count slowness, but is forebearing toward you, not wishing that
any should perish, but that all should reach repentance” (2 Pet 3:9).


The opening of the seventh seal leads to another “seven”, the seven
trumpets; and the last of these leads to the seven bowls (cf. Rev 11:15). But first we are told
what happens when the first six trumpets are blown (chap. 8-9) and God’s
judgments are visited on the earth. There is a certain parallel here with the
plagues of Egypt
(cf. Ex 7:14
 - 12:34). Before the seventh trumpet is sounded, there is a sort of
interlude (cf. 10:1 - 11:14).


Trumpets were used by the Israelites not only in baffle (cf. Josh 6:5)
but also in the temple liturgy, where they proclaimed the presence of
Yahweh (cf. Ps 47:6). In accounts of our Lord’s second coming we find
references to trumpets being sounded to signal that divine intervention is
imminent (cf., e.g., Mt 24:31; 1 Cor 15:52; 1 Thess 4:15).


3-5 The prayers of the
saints, previously identified by bowls of incense (cf. 5:8), are now mingled
with the aromatic incense rising from the golden censer. All this is a
reference to the fact that the saints in heaven intercede with God on our
behalf. The Second Vatican Council reminds us that “the Church has always
believed that the apostles and Christ’s martyrs, who gave the supreme witness
of faith and charity by the shedding of their blood, are closely united with us
in Christ; she has always venerated them, together with the Blessed Virgin Mary
and the holy angels, with a special love, and has asked piously for the help of
their intercession” (Lumen gentium, 50). The Council of Trent recommends
that the faithful be taught how profitable it is to have recourse to the
intercession of the saints: “it is a good and useful thing to invoke the saints
humbly and to have recourse to their prayers” (De sacris imaginibus).


The usefulness of intercessory prayer is something we learn about first
in the Old Testament. For example, we are told how Moses, with his hands raised
Lo heaven, pleaded successfully for Israelite victory over the Amalekites (cf. Ex 17:80. Also, the references here to the altar of incense
recall elements of Jewish worship (cf. Ex 29:13; Lev 21:6; Ps 141:2; etc.),
which was a pre-figuration of the worship “in spirit and truth” (Jn 4:23)
announced by Jesus.


In response to the prayers of the saints, the Lord once again manifests
his presence in the way he did at Sinai (cf. note on 4:5). The angel’s action
is reminiscent of Ezekiel 10:2, where the angel fills his hands with burning
coals and scatters them over Jerusalem.
This rain of fire now signals the start of God’s fury on the world and on
mankind, which is described here in stages marked by trumpet blasts.


6-12 The blowing of the first four trumpets is separated from that of the
following ones by a vision (v. 13); the same pattern applied to the seven
seals. The punishments the trumpet calls herald are reminiscent of the plagues
of Egypt.
No necessary historical sequence of events is being described here; the order
is more logical than historical. Each successive divine intervention is simply
a further manifestation of God’s power and justice. The devastation which the
trumpets introduce is greater than that produced by the opening of the first
four seals: a third of the earth is affected, not just a quarter (cf. 6:8).
Divine mercy, however, still controls the range of the punishment and prevents
total annihilation.


Following the logical order which classifies the cosmos into land, sea
and sky, the blowing of the first trumpet affects the vegetation (v. 7); the
description is parallel to the account of the seventh plague in Exodus 9:13-35.


The blowing of the two next trumpets affects seas and rivers (vv.
10-11). Many perish as a result of the pollution of the waters. Both these
calamities are connected with the first plague of Egypt (cf. Ex
7:19-21).


After this contamination of land and sea, the heavens are affected by
the fourth trumpet. The sun and the heavenly bodies are darkened, so that their
power is reduced by a third: these effects are reminiscent to some degree of
Exodus 10:21-29


13 This passage is a short break before the last three trumpet calls. The
lament of the eagle, which may stand for an angel, can be heard all over the
world. Its “woe, woe, woe” expresses horror and compassion at the events which
follow. This cannot fail to impress the reader; it creates an atmosphere of
foreboding.


“Those who dwell on earth”: a reference to idolaters (cf. Rev 3:10, who are
persecuting Christians. It does not refer to the faithful but only to those who
have let themselves be led astray by Christ’s enemies (cf. Rev 6:10; 11:10;
13:8, 12, 14; 17:2-8).


CHAPTER 9


9:1 - 11:19 The next two trumpets will impact directly
on mankind, producing more horrific effects, in a kind of crescendo. These
trumpets follow one after the other (9:1-21), whereas there is a delay before
the blowing of the seventh (11:15-19), during which a number of visions occur (10:1 - 11:14) which anticipate
later events narrated in chapters 12-22.


1-2 The commonest interpretation of the star fallen from heaven to earth is
that it stands for one of the fallen angels, most likely Satan himself, of whom
Christ said, “I saw Satan fall like lightning from heaven” (Lk 10:18) and whom
the present text later describes as being thrown down to the earth (cf. note on
12:13). Behind this lies the notion that the demons are incarcerated in the
bowels of the earth. The writer is trying to convey the idea that, when the
fifth trumpet is blown, God is going to let demoniacal forces loose to wreak
havoc on those of mankind who refuse to recognize God (cf. v. 4). They will be
free to operate only for a limited period and to a limited degree and will have
to obey “the angel of the bottomless pit” (v. 11), who would be the same angel
as received the key of the shafts of the abyss (v. 9), the prince of the demons.
Very near the end of the Apocalypse the writer sees the other side of the coin, as it were—Satan
and his followers being shut up once more in the pit, after Christ’s victory
(cf. 20:1-3).


3-6 In order to describe the demons and the havoc they create, St. John evokes the eighth plague of
Egypt, the plague of locusts (cf. Ex 10: 14ff), making it clear, however, that
this plague is much more horrific and on another level altogether. It will do
such grievous harm to men that they will wish they were dead, but they will
have to endure it for a fixed amount of time: the “five months”, the life-time
of the locust, conveys the idea that these afflictions will last for a limited
time.


7-12 The description of the locusts is designed to show how terrifying
demons are; cf. the prophet Joel’s description of the invading army (Joel 1:2
-2:17). The crowns of gold identify them as conquerors; their faces, as
creatures with intelligence; their hairiness and lions’ teeth symbolize
ferocity; their iron breastplates show them to be fully armed warriors; and the
noise they create and their scorpion tails show their extreme cruelty. They
obey a leader, Satan, whose name (Abaddon, Apollyon) denotes destruction and
extermination. His name contrasts with that of Jesus, which means “Yahweh
saves”.


13-19 As before, God permits the angels of evil to have their way; he uses
them to inflict just punishment and offer the rest of mankind a chance to
repent of their sins (vv. 20-2 1). The golden altar standing before the throne
of God is shaped like the altar of the temple of Jerusalem
(cf. Ex 37:26; Amos 3:14),
with its four prominent corners and four horns; from the midst of the horns
comes the voice which sets these punishments in motion.


The inspired writer now describes a new and dreadful vision. The vast
size of the cavalry shows the scale of the evil in the world. The river
Euphrates (in a sense the frontier of the world of the Bible) was the direction
from which invasions of Israel
usually came (cf. Is 7:20; Jer 46:10; etc.). At the time of writing it was the
region from which the Parthians mounted their threat to the Roman
 Empire.


Some of the details of the vision are reminiscent of other descriptions
of ruin and desolation (cf. Gen 19:24-28)
and of monstrous animals (cf. Job 41:11). Fire, smoke and sulphur all indicate
that this army of monsters originates in hell.











20-21 In the last analysis, as shown here, all the punishments described in
the Book of Revelation are designed to move people to repentance. That was also
the thrust of the letters to the seven churches (cf. Rev 2:5, 16, 21;
3:3; etc). But the author shows that people persist in turning away from God to
worship idols, which are really only scarecrows compared with Yahweh, the
living God (cf. e.g., Ps 113; Jer 10:3-5).


In the last analysis idolatry is the root of all other sins: by turning
his back on God man comes under the control of the forces of evil (forces
within him as well as outside him) which push him to commit all kinds of sins
and perversions. St Paul deals with the same idea in his Letter to the Romans
where he says that by cutting themselves off from God men are given over to
their own passions and commit most abominable sins (cf. Rom 1:18-32).


God inflicts punishment in order to bring about the conversion of
sinners. Sometimes, however, the end result is that they become more obdurate.
That was the case with Pharaoh; when the plagues struck Egypt, far from
repenting, he persecuted the Israelites more bitterly than ever. Divine
punishment, then, has a medicinal and exemplary purpose and is good for
everyone without exception. In the Gospel Jesus tells us that the Galileans
whom Pilate put to death, and the people who perished when the tower collapsed
on them in Siloam, were not more blameworthy than other people, and therefore
we too will perish unless we repent (cf. Lk 13:1-5).


b Or Destroyer


c Greek hyacinth


CHAPTER 10


The author is given the little scroll
to eat


1 After the events following the sixth trumpet call (cf. 9:13-21) and before the seventh (cf. 11:15), we are shown a new vision (as an aside, as it were). The seer is once again
back on earth, as he was when the seven letters were being despatched (cf.
10:4; 1:4 - 3:22), whereas he sees the “trumpet” visions from the vantage point
of heaven (chaps. 4-9 and 12). This shows that we are dealing here with an
aside which is designed to prepare the reader for the seventh and final trumpet
blast.


In this “out of sequence” vision St John reminds us of his prophetic
role by bringing in the symbolic action of eating a little scroll (cf. 10:8-11)
and recalling the testimony of the ancient prophets, who are represented by the
two witnesses (cf. 11:1-13).


Although the angel is not named, he may be Gabriel: he is described as
“mighty” (geber, in Hebrew), and Gabriel (gabri’el,
in Hebrew) means “strength of God” or “man of God” (cf. Dan 8:15) or “God shows his strength”. Be
that as it may, Gabriel is the name given to the angel charged with explaining
the messianic prophecies to Daniel and with communicating divine messages to Zechariah
(cf. Lk 1:19) and to the
Blessed Virgin (cf. Lk 1:26).
He performed a function parallel to that of the angel who appears in 8:3-5
and who is usually identified as St
Michael. The way he is described emphasizes his heavenly character and his
strength.


2 The open scroll carried by the angel is different from the sealed
scroll in the vision recounted in Revelation 5:2. It is more like the scroll
described by the prophet Ezekiel (cf. Ezek 2:9 - 3:1) which was also meant to
be eaten by the seer. The fact that it is
open indicates that its content is not secret. The eating of the scroll
symbolizes that what the prophet has to say after he eats it is really the word
of God. It also indicates that God speaks through the medium of a written text.
So, this imagery helps to strengthen people’s faith in the divine inspiration
of sacred writings, that is, the Bible, and to recognize them for what they
are—holy books because they are the very word of God which reaches the Church
in written form via inspired authors: by reading these books publicly the
Church is in fact proclaiming their divine inspiration.


We are not told what this little scroll contains; so, the only reason
the writer brings in this symbol is to make it clear that he is a prophet. He
wants people to be in no doubt about the fact that his prophecies apply to all
creation—both heaven and earth (v. 6).


3-7 Like the voice of God in the Old Testament, the angel’s voice is here
compared to the roar of a lion (cf. Hos 11:10;
Amos 1:2; 3:8) and to thunder (cf. Is 29:6) which
strikes fear into men.


According to the text each peal of thunder carries a message of its own;
and the fact of there being seven means that they carry everything God wishes
to reveal. However, the content of this revelation is not to be communicated
further and will only be made known at the end of time. The sealing of the
scroll shows that this revelation is to be kept secret and that there is no
point in anyone trying to discover it. It is part of the mystery which God
chooses to keep hidden—in the same way as we do not know when our Lord’s second
coming and the end of the world will be (cf. Mt 24:36).


The angel’s gesture and solemn oath assured the seer that the definitive
establishment of the Kingdom
 of God will come about
when there will be “no more delay”, no more time, for the world in its present
form. However, as to the timing, all that is said is that it will happen when
the mystery of God (his plan of salvation) has reached its final climax, when
the harvest-time has come (cf. Mt 13:24-30) and good and evil—wheat and
weeds—will be clear for all to see (cf. 2 Thess 2:6ff).


In the Apocalypse, the end of time is signalled by the blowing of the
seventh trumpet (described later: cf. 11:15)
which signals that the “three woes” are over (cf. 8:13; 9:13).
The point being made here is that this outcome is certain—which is a motive of
hope for the Church and a call to conversion for all mankind: “But do not
ignore this one fact, beloved, that with the Lord one day is as a thousand
years, and a thousand years as one day. The Lord is not slow about his promise
as some count slowness, but is forbearing toward you, not wishing that any
should perish, but that all should reach repentance” (2 Pet 3:8-9).


8-11 Cf. note on 10:2. The book described by Ezekiel 2:8 - 3:3 was sweet as
honey when eaten; but when Ezekiel began to prophesy, his heart was filled With
bitterness (cf. Ezek 3:14). The same symbolism of the two kinds of taste 1s used here—no doubt to indicate that
the prophecy contains grace and blessing, and also judgment and condemnation.
The sweetness can also be interpreted as reflecting the triumph of the Church,
and the bitterness its afflictions.


Although nothing is said about what is written on the scroll John is
given to eat, it is reasonable to suppose that it has to do with the passage
about the two witnesses which now follows, before the blowing of the seventh
trumpet; this would make it a prophetic oracle, brought in here as a preview of
the final eschatological battles, to show that evil apparently triumphs on
earth.


CHAPTER 11


The death and resurrection of the two
witnesses


1-13 The prophecy connected with what is on the scroll (11:1-13) acts as a
preamble to the events that follow the blowing of the seventh and last trumpet
(11; 15ff). It has to do with the tribulation suffered by the Church (the
Church is symbolized by the temple
 of Jerusalem and its
altar). The ultimate cause of this suffering is the forces of evil, that is,
the beast (antichrist) which makes its appearance in the Holy City
(cf. 11:7). In the course of a limited period, that is, the history of mankind,
there are moments when the forces of evil prevail and many people transgress
God’s law. The witnesses of the true God come forward to preach penance 11:3-6)
and are martyred to the great delight of their adversaries (cf. 11:7-10). But
God intervenes on behalf of these martyrs, taking them up into heaven and
decimating their foes; the terrified survivors submit to God (cf. 11:11-13).


This prophetic teaching echoes what we are told in the Second Letter to
the Thessalonians: “Let no one deceive you in any way; for that day will not
come, unless the rebellion comes first, and the man of lawlessness is revealed,
the son of perdition, who opposes and exalts himself against every so-called
god or object of worship, so that he takes his seat in the temple of God,
proclaiming himself to be God” (2 Thess 2:3-4). Using Old Testament imagery and
language the author of Revelation is pointing out, as Jesus did (cf. Mk
13:14-32), that the destruction of Jerusalem and the catastrophes which
accompany it are a sign and symbol of the end of the world and a warning to
everyone (particularly the Jewish people) who are called as the Jews are, to
share in the salvation brought by Christ (cf. Rom 11:25-26).


1-2 The image of the measuring rod is taken from the prophet Ezekiel but it
is used in a different way: it shows God is going to preserve part of the Holy City
from the destructive power of the Gentiles. This part stands for the Church,
the community of those who worship God in spirit and in truth (cf. Jn 4:23).


Jerusalem was trampled under foot by the Gentiles in the time of
Antiochus Epiphanes, who profaned the temple and installed in it a statue of
Zeus Olympus (cf. 1 Mac 1:54;); worse destruction still was done by the Romans, who destroyed both temple and
city, leaving not a stone upon a stone (Mt 24:21; Mk 13:14-23; Lk 21:20-24).
Taking his cue from these events, St
  John prophesies that the Church will never suffer the
same fate, for God protects it from the power of its enemies (cf. Mt 16:16-18). Christians may suffer
persecution in one way or another, but physical or moral violence cannot
overpower the Church, because God protects it. “The Church, ‘like a stranger in
a foreign land, presses forward amid the persecutions of the world and the
consolations of God’ (St Augustine,
The City of God, 18, 51), announcing the cross and death of the Lord
until he comes (cf. 1 Cor 11:26).
But by the power of the risen Lord it is given strength to overcome, in
patience and in love, its sorrows and its difficulties, both those that are
from within and those that are from without, so that it may reveal in the
world, faithfully, however darkly, the mystery of its Lord until, in the
consummation, it shall be manifested in full light” (Vatican II, Lumen
gentium, 8).


The forty-two months established as the period during which the Gentiles
will trample on the Holy
 City stand for the length
of the persecution. This is a symbolic number equivalent to three and a half
years or “a time, times and half a time” (12:13), that is, “a half week of
years”—half seven—which stands for an incomplete, that is, limited,
period of time. Perfect, complete time is symbolized by the figure seven (cf.
Gen 1:2 - 2:3) or by seventy (cf. Dan 9:24).
The prophet Daniel uses the same symbolism to indicate the duration of
persecution (cf. Dan 7:25; 12:7); the author of the Apocalypse puts it
to the same purpose here and in the next verse, where the same period is
expressed in terms of days (one thousand two hundred and sixty): the period
stands for the duration of the Church’s sufferings in the course of history
(cf. Rev 12:6, 14; 13:5): this period is of limited duration, merely a
prelude to the definitive Victory of Christ and his Church.


3-6 The period of tribulation coincides with the length of time the two Witnesses
prophesy. They call people to penance (symbolized by their use of sackcloth).
God protects them in a very special way; and yet he does not spare them death
or suffering; in the end, however, they will be glorified in heaven. In the
Apocalypse the identity of the two witnesses is not given; they are referred to
as “olive trees”—the same language as used of Zerubbabel, a prince of the line
of David, and Joshua, the high priest (cf. Zech 3:3-14). But they are assigned
features of Elijah, who brought about a drought (cf. 1 Kings 17:1-3; 18:1), and
Moses, who turned the Nile to blood (cf. Ex 7:14-16).
The enemies of Elijah and Moses were also devoured by fire from heaven (cf. 2
Kings 1:10; Num 16:35). However, because the two
witnesses testify to Jesus Christ and die martyrs, tradition identifies them
with St Peter and St Paul,
who suffered martyrdom in Rome,
the city which the Book of Revelation later mentions symbolically. Some early
commentators (e.g. Ticonius and St Bede) saw the two witnesses as standing for
the Old and New Testaments; but this interpretation has had little following. St Jerome (Epist.
59) say that they are Elijah and Enoch, and St Gregory the Great and
others give that interpretation (Moralia, 9, 4).


What St John
is doing is using a theme which occurs fairly frequently in apocalyptic
writings where Elijah and Enoch or other combinations of prominent figures are
portrayed as opponents of antichrist. His two witnesses do have features of
Elijah and Moses, both of whom bore witness to Christ at the Transfiguration
(cf. Mt 17:1-8 and par.). However, the duration of the trial they undergo, and
the entire context of the passage, point rather to them standing for the
prophetic witness of the Church, symbolized by certain more out standing witnesses,
who were present at the death of Christ, which took place in Jerusalem, and who were also witnesses of his
glorious resurrection. How ever,
it is the entire Church, right through the course of its history, that has been
given the prophetic role of calling men to repentance in the midst of
harassment and hostility: “The holy People of God shares also in Christ’s
prophetic office: it spreads a broad and living witness to him, especially by a
life of faith and love and by offering to God a sacrifice of praise, the fruit
of lips praising his name (cf. Heb 13:15)” (Vatican II, Lumen
gentium, 12). “The Church announces the good tidings of salvation [. . .]. so that all men may believe
the one true God and Jesus Christ whom he has sent and may be converted from
their ways, doing penance (cf. Jn 17:3; Lk 24:27; Acts 2:38)” (Vatican II, Sacrosanctum
Concilium, 9).


7-10 The prophet Daniel used four beasts to symbolize the empires of the
world as enemies of the people of Israel. In the Apocalypse the beast
stands for the enemy of the Church and the enemy of God. Further on it will
develop this theme and link the beasts to the dragon or Satan (cf. 13:2), and
describe their defeat by Christ, the Lamb of God (cf. 14:1; 19:19-21).


The symbol of the beast is brought forward in this passage to show that
there will be a point, or various points, before the End when the forces of
evil will apparently win victory. Martyrdom silences the voices of the
witnesses of Jesus Christ who preach repentance; many will rejoice over this
and even deride those whose words or actions they find uncomfortable, despite
the fact that when a Christian bears witness to the salvation that comes from
Jesus he is motivated purely by love. “Since Jesus, the Son of God, showed his
love by laying down his life for us, no one has greater love than he who lays
down his life for him and for his brothers (cf. 1 Jn 3:16; Jn 15:13). Some
Christians have been called from the beginning, and will always be called, to
give this greatest testimony of love to all, especially to persecutors.
Martyrdom makes the disciple like his Master, who willingly accepted death for
the salvation of the world, and through it he is conformed to Him by the
shedding of blood. Therefore the Church considers it the highest gift and
supreme test of love. And while it is given to few, all however must be
prepared to confess Christ before men and to follow him along the way of the
cross amidst the persecutions which the Church never lacks” (Lumen gentium, 42).


“The great city”, whose name is not given, seems to be Jerusalem, which in Isaiah 1:10 is called Sodom because it has turned its back on God.
However, When the writer tells us that it is “allegorically called Sodom and Egypt, where
their Lord was crucified” (v. 8), we may take Jerusalem here to stand for any city or even
any nation where perversity holds sway (cf. Wis 19:
 14-17, which alludes to Sodom
and Egypt)
and where Christians are persecuted and hunted down (cf. Acts 9:5). Thus,
St Jerome (Epist.
17) interpreted the names of Sodom
and Egypt
as having a mystical or figurative meaning, referring to the entire world seen
as the city of the devil and of evildoers.


Further on, St John
will identify the Rome
of his time with this “great city” (cf. 17:9).


Evil will triumph for only a limited period. Its reign is fixed to last
“three days and a half’, to show its brevity and temporary character as
compared with the one thousand two hundred and sixty days (three years and a
half) for which the prophetic witness endures (cf. note on 11:1-2).


11-13 Those who have given their lives to bear witness to Jesus will also,
through the power of the Holy Spirit, share in his resurrection and ascension into
heaven. The writer describes this by various references to the Old Testament,
references rich in meaning. The breath of life which causes the witnesses to
stand up, that is, to be resurrected, reveals the power of the Spirit of God,
which is also described by the prophet Ezekiel in his vision of the dry bones
which become living warriors (cf. Ezek 37:1-14). The voice which calls them up
to heaven reminds us of what happened to Elijah at the end of his life (cf. 2
Kings 2:11), and to certain other Old Testament saints like Enoch (cf. Gen 5:24; Sir 44:16); according to certain Jewish traditions (cf. Flavius
Josephus, Jewish Antiquities, IV, 8, 48), all of these men were carried
up into heaven at the end of their days on earth.


The exaltation of the witnesses is in sharp contrast with the punishment
meted out to their enemies, a punishment designed to move men to conversion.
The earthquake indicates that the chastisement is sudden and unexpected; the
number of those who die symbolizes a great crowd (thousands) embracing all
types (seven).


The prophecy of the two witnesses is a call to the Christian to bear
witness to Christ in the midst of persecution, even to the point of martyrdom.
It makes it quite clear that God does not abandon those who boldly take his
side. If the prophets of the Old Testament suffered martyrdom, the same will
happen in the new, only more so: the messianic times have begun, persecution
will grow in strength, but the end of the world is approaching.


14 The tribulations connected with the blowing of the last three trumpets
are thrown into sharp and terrible relief by the three “woes” announced from
heaven (cf. 8:13), which
are a kind of loud lamentation. The second “woe” has been described as
something that has already taken place, and the third one is announced. Thus,
after the parenthesis of 10:1 - 11:13, the thread of the narrative (following
the successive trumpet blasts) is taken up again, and our attention is drawn to
the importance of what follows.


The sounding of the seventh trumpet


15 The seventh trumpet
opens a new section which will tell us, first, about the climax of the
confrontation between Satan and the powers of evil, and Christ and the Church
(cf. 12:1 - 16:16), and then go on to describe the last battles, with Christ
triumphing as Lord of all for ever (cf. 16:17 - 22:5). All this is
prefaced by an introduction which tells us that his kingdom will come and will
endure forever (cf. 11:15-19).


The description of the confrontation between Christ and Satan begins
with the war between the dragon and the beasts, on the one hand, and the
Messiah, the woman and her children, on the other (cf. 12:1 - 13:18). Then the
Lamb appears, Christ in glory, and the moment of judgment is announced (cf.
14:1-20). This is depicted by the seven bowls or plagues (cf. 15:1 - 16:16);
when the seventh plague is released, the contenders are introduced again, and
the account of the last battles follows (cf. 16:17).


As announced earlier (cf. 10:17),
the blowing of the seventh trumpet means that God’s mysterious design has been
fully implemented. The voices from heaven (11:15) proclaim the revelation of this mystery: that
divine design which makes Christ reign forever has taken effect. As elsewhere
in the New Testament (cf. Acts 4:25-28),
this passage of the Apocalypse also teaches that Christ’s complete dominion
fulfils the prophetic words of Psalm 2. The climax of human history is the full
installation of Christ’s Kingdom; the Apocalypse, given its perspective, views
this as a present event. It thereby offers Christians a great message of hope
and consolation, for the Church “is on earth the seed and the beginning of that
kingdom. While it slowly grows to maturity, the Church longs for the completed
kingdom and, with all its strength, hopes and desires to be united in glory
with its king” (Vatican II, Lumen gentium, 5).


Jesus himself
teaches us to pray constantly to the Father, “Thy Kingdom come.”


16-18 In response to this revelation from God, his people (represented by the
twenty-four elders: cf. 4:4) hasten to adore him and thank him. Although all
this is placed in a celestial context, it also represents the Church’s response
to its Redeemer’s victorious struggle, which will culminate in his second
coming. At that point almighty God will establish his absolute sovereignty;
that period will come to an end in which God in his infinite patience permitted
man to rebel against him; and all men who ever existed will be judged. This is
the faith the Church professes when it proclaims its belief in Jesus Christ,
“who will come again in glory to judge the living and the dead” (Nicene-
Constantino-politan Creed).


The author of the Apocalypse carries us forward to that final moment
when God’s action in human history reaches its climax. That is why it no longer
speaks of God with reference to the future (as it previously did)—he “who is
and who was and who is to come”: cf. Rev 1:4, 8; 4:8—but rather in relation to
the present and the past—”who art and who wast” (v. 17).


At this final point in history God’s justice is fully revealed. Insofar
as it involves the condemnation of those who oppose him it is referred to as
his “anger” or “wrath” (cf. Rom 1:18).
Only God has the power to establish enduring justice or righteousness, as
Psalms 96 and 98 tell us.


Mankind is divided into two groups—those who are rewarded and those who
are destroyed; cf. how our Lord describes the Last Judgment in Matthew
25:31-46. The first group consists of those who, down the centuries (in the
times of both the Old and the New Covenants) have borne witness to Christ (the
prophets), those who have been sanctified by Baptism and have striven for
holiness (the saints), and all people great and small who have sought God with
sincerity of heart. The second group consists of those who have not kept the
law of God (impressed on Creation itself) and who by their sins have helped to
corrupt the world by serving the powers of evil (cf. Rev 19:2). When it says
that God will destroy them that does not mean that he
will annihilate them but rather that he will make them incapable of doing any more
evil and will punish them as they deserve. On the Last Judgment, see the notes
on Matthew 25:31-46.


19 The seer introduces the heavenly temple (the location par excellence
of God’s presence), paralleling the earlier mention of the temple of Jerusalem (cf. 11:1-2). The opening of
the temple and the sight of the Ark of the Covenant show that the messianic era
has come to an end and God’s work of salvation has been completed. The ark was
the symbol of Israel’s
election and salvation and of God’s presence in the midst of his people. According to a Jewish tradition, reported in 2 Maccabees 2:4-8,
Jeremiah placed the ark in a secret hiding place prior to the destruction of Jerusalem, and it would
be seen again when the Messiah came. The author of the Apocalypse uses
this to assure us that God has not forgotten his covenant: he has sealed it
definitively in heaven, where the ark is located.


Many early commentators interpreted the ark as a reference to Christ’s
sacred humanity, and St Bede explains that just as the manna was kept in the
original ark, so Christ’s divinity lies hidden in his sacred body (cf. Explanatio
Apocalypsis, 11, 19).


The heavenly covenant is the new and eternal one made by Jesus Christ
(cf. Mt 26:26-29 and par.) which will be revealed to all at his second coming
when the Church will triumph, as the Apocalypse goes on to describe. The
presence: of the ark in the heavenly temple symbolizes the sublimity of the
messianic kingdom, which exceeds anything man could create. “The vigilant and
active expectation of the coming of the Kingdom is also the expectation of a
finally perfect justice for the living and the dead, for people of all times
and places, a justice which Jesus Christ, installed as supreme Judge, will
establish (cf. Mt 24:29-44,46; Acts 10:42; 2 Cor 5:10). This promise, which
surpasses all human possibilities, directly concerns our life in this world.
For true justice must include everyone; it must explain the immense load of
suffering borne by all generations. In fact, without the resurrection of the
dead and the Lord’s judgment, there is no justice in the full sense of the
term. The promise of the resurrection is freely made to meet the desire for
true justice dwelling in the human heart” (SCDF, Libertatis conscientia, 60).


The thunder and lightning which accompany the appearance of the ark are
reminiscent of the way God made his presence felt on Sinai; they reveal God’s
mighty intervention (cf. Rev 4:5; 8:5) which is now accompanied by the chastisement
of the wicked, symbolized by the earthquake and hailstones (cf. Ex 9:13-35).


d Greek spiritually


CHAPTER 12


The woman fleeing from the dragon


1-17 We are now introduced to the contenders in the eschatological battles
which mark the final confrontation between God and his adversary, the devil.
The author uses three portents to describe the leading figures involved, and
the war itself. The first is the woman and her offspring, including the Messiah
(12:1-2); the second is the dragon, who will later transfer his power to the
beasts (12:3); the third, the seven angels with the seven bowls (15:1).


Three successive confrontations with the dragon are descibed—1) that of
the Messiah to whom the woman gives birth (12:1-6); 2) that of St Michael and
his angels (12:7-12); and 3) that of the woman and the rest of her offspring (12:13-17). These confrontations
should not be seen as being in chronological order. They are more like three
distinct pictures placed side by side because they are closely connected: in
each the same enemy, the devil, does battle with God’s plans and with those
whom God uses to carry them out.


1-2 The mysterious figure of the woman has been interpreted ever since the
time of the Fathers of the Church as referring to the ancient people of Israel, or the Church of Jesus Christ, or the Blessed Virgin. The
text supports all of these interpretations but in none do all the details fit.
The woman can stand for the people of Israel, for it is from that people that
the Messiah comes, and Isaiah compares Israel to “a woman with child, who
writhes and cries out in her pangs, when she is near her time” (Is 26:17).


She can also stand for the Church, whose children strive to overcome
evil and to bear witness to Jesus Christ (cf. v. 17). Following this interpretation
St Gregory wrote: “The sun stands for the light of truth, and the moon for the
transitoriness of temporal things; the holy Church is clothed like the sun
because she is protected by the splendour of supernatural truth, and she has
the moon under her feet because she is above all earthly things” (Moralia, 34,
12).


The passage can also refer to the Virgin Mary because it was she who
truly and historically gave birth to the Messiah, Jesus Christ our Lord (cf. v.
5). St Bernard comments: “The sun contains permanent colour and
splendour; whereas the moon’s brightness is unpredictable and changeable, for
it never stays the same. It is quite right, then, for Mary to be depicted as
clothed with the sun, for she entered the profundity of divine wisdom much further
than one can possibly conceive” (De B. Virgine, 2).


In his account of the Annunciation, St Lukes sees Mary as representing
the faithful remnant of Israel; the angel greets her with the greeting given in
Zephaniah 3:15 to the daughter of Zion (cf. notes on Lk 1:26-3 1). St Paul in Galatians 4:4 sees a woman as the symbol of the Church, our mother; and
non-canonical Jewish literature contemporary with the Book of Revelation quite
often personifies the community as a woman. So, the inspired text of the Apocalypse
is open to interpreting this woman as a direct reference to the Blessed Virgin
who, as mother, shares in the pain of Calvary
(cf. Lk 2:35) and who was earlier prophesied in Isaiah 7:14 as a “sign” (cf. Mt 1:22-23). At the same time the woman
can be interpreted as standing for the people of God, the Church, whom the
figure of Mary represents.


The Second Vatican Council has solemnly taught that Mary is a “type” or
symbol of the Church, for “in the mystery of the Church, which is itself
rightly called mother and virgin, the Blessed Virgin stands out in eminent and
singular fashion as exemplar both of virgin and mother. Through her faith and
obedience she gave birth on earth to the very Son of the Father, not through
the knowledge of man but by the overshadowing of the Holy Spirit, in the manner
of a new Eve who placed her faith, not in the serpent of old but in God’s
messenger, without wavering in doubt. The Son whom she brought forth is he whom
God placed as the first-born among many brethren (cf. Rom 8:29), that is, the faithful, in whose generation
and formation she cooperates with a mother’s love” (Vatican II, Lumen
gentium, 63).


The description of the woman indicates her heavenly glory, and the
twelve stars of her victorious crown symbolize the people of God—the twelve
patriarchs (cf. Gen 37:9) and the twelve apostles. And so, independently of the
chronological aspects of the text, the Church sees in this heavenly woman the
Blessed Virgin, “taken up body and soul into heavenly glory, when her earthly
life was over, and exalted by the Lord as Queen over all things, that she might
be the more fully conformed to her Son, the Lord of lords (cf. Rev 19:16) and
conqueror of sin and death” (Lumen gentium, 59). The Blessed Virgin is
indeed the great sign, for, as St Bonaventure says, “God could have made none
greater. He could have made a greater world and a greater heaven; but not a
woman greater than his own mother” (Speculum, 8).


3-4 In his description of the devil (cf. v. 9), St John uses symbols taken from the Old
Testament. The dragon or serpent comes from Genesis 3:1-24, a passage which
underlies all the latter half of this book. Its red colour and seven heads with
seven diadems show that it is bringing its full force to bear to wage this war.
The ten horns in Daniel 7:7 stand for the kings who are Israel’s enemies; in
Daniel a horn is also mentioned to refer to Antiochus IV Epiphanes, of whom
Daniel also says (to emphasize the greatness of Antiochus’ victories) that it
cast stars down from heaven onto the earth (cf. Dan 8:10). Satan drags other
angels along with him, as the text later recounts (Rev 12:9). All these
symbols, then, are designed to convey the enormous power of Satan. “The devil
is described as a serpent”, St Cyprian writes, “because
he moves silently and seems peaceable and comes by easy ways and is so astute
and so deceptive [...] that he tries to have night taken for day, poison taken
for medicine. So, by deceptions of this kind, he tries to destroy truth by
cunning. That is why be passes himself off as an angel
of light” (De unitate Ecclesiae, I-Ill).


After the fall of our first parents war broke out between the serpent
and his seed and the woman and hers: “I will put enmity between you and the woman,
between your seed and her seed; he shall bruise your head, and you shall bruise
his heel” (Gen 3:15).
Jesus Christ is the woman’s descendant who will obtain victory over the devil
(cf. Mk 1:23-26; Lk 4:31-37; etc.). That is why the power of evil concentrates
all his energy on destroying Christ (cf. Mt 2:13-18) or deflecting him from his mission (cf. Mt 4:1-11
and par.). By relating this enmity to the beginnings of the human race St John paints a very
vivid picture.


5 The birth of Jesus
Christ brings into operation the divine plan announced by the prophets (cf. Is 66:7) and by the Psalms (cf. Ps 2:9), and marks the first
step in ultimate victory over the devil. Jesus’ life on earth, culminating in
his passion, resurrection and ascension into heaven, was the key factor in
achieving this victory. St John
emphasises the triumph of Christ as victor, who, as the Church confesses, “sits
at the right hand of the Father” (Nicene-Constantino politan Creed).


6 The figure of the woman reminds us of the Church, the people of God. Israel took
refuge in the wilderness to escape from Pharaoh, and the Church does the same
after the victory of Christ. The wilderness stands for solitude and intimate
union with God. In the wilderness God took personal care of his people, setting
them free from their enemies (cf. Ex 17:8-16) and nourishing them with quail
and manna (cf. Ex 16:1-36). The Church is given similar protection against the
powers of hell (cf. Mt 16:18) and Christ nourishes it with his body and his
word all the while it makes its pilgrimage through the ages; it has a hard time
(like Israel in the wilderness) but there will be an end to it: it will take
one thousand two hundred and sixty days (cf. notes on 11:3).


Although the woman, in this verse, seems to refer directly to the
Church, she also in some way stands for the particular woman who gave birth to
the Messiah, the Blessed Virgin. As no other creature has done, Mary has
enjoyed a very unique type of union with God and very special protection from
the Powers of evil, death included. Thus, as the Second Vatican Council
teaches, in the meantime [while the Church makes its pilgrim way on earth],the
Mother of Jesus in the glory which she possesses in body and soul in heaven is
the image and beginning of the Church as it is to be perfected in the world to
come. Likewise she shines forth on earth, until the day of the Lord shall come
(cf. 2 Pet 3:10), a sign
of certain hope and comfort to the pilgrim people of God” (Lumen gentium, 68).


7-9 The war between the dragon with his angels, and Michael and his, an4
the defeat of the former, are depicted as being closely connected with the
death and glorification of Christ (cf. vv. 5, 11). The reference to Michael and
the “ancient” serpent, and also the result of the battle (being cast down fron4
heaven), reminds us of the origin of the devil. Once a most exalted creature,
according to certain Jewish traditions (cf. Latin Life of Adam and Eve, 12-16).
he became a devil because when God created man in his own image and likeness
(cf. Gen 1:26; 2:7), he refused to acknowledge the dignity granted to man
Michael obeyed, but the devil and some other angels rebelled against God
because they regarded man as beneath them. As a result the devil and his
angelic followers were cast down to earth to be imprisoned in hell, which is
why they ceaselessly tempt man, trying to make him sin so as to deprive him of
the glory of God.


In the light of this tradition, the Book of Revelation emphasizes that
Christ the new Adam, true God and true man, through his glorification merits
and receives the worship that is his due—which spells the total rout of the
devil. God’s design embraces both creation and redemption. Christ, “the image
of the invisible God, the first-born of all creation; for in him all things
were created” (Col 1:15-16), defeats the devil in a war which extends
throughout human history; but the key stage in that war was the incarnation,
death and glorification of our Lord: “Now is the judgment of this world,” Jesus
says, referring to those events; “now shall the ruler of this world be cast
out; and I, when I am lifted up from earth, will draw all men to myself’ (Jn
12:31-33). And, when his disciples come to him to tell him that demons were
subject to his name, he exclaimed, “I saw Satan fall like lightning from
heaven” (Lk 10:18).


In Daniel 10:13 and
12:1 we are told that it is the archangel Michael who defends the chosen people
on God’s behalf. His name means “Who like God?” and his mission is to guard the
rights of God against those who would usurp them, be they human tyrants or
Satan himself, who tried to make off with the body of Moses according to the
Letter of St Jude (v. 9). This explains why St Michael appears in the
Apocalypse as the one who confronts Satan, the ancient serpent, although the
victory and punishment is decided by God or Christ. The Church, therefore,
invokes St Michael as its guardian in adversity and its protector against the
snares of the devil (cf. The Liturgy of the Hours, 29 September, office
of readings).


The Fathers of the Church interpret these verses of the Apocalypse as a
reference to the battle between Michael and the devil at the dawn of history, a
battle which stemmed from the test which angelic spirits had to undergo. And,
in the light of the Apocalypse, they interpret as referring to that climactic
moment the words which the prophet Isaiah uttered against the king of Babylon: “How you are
fallen from heaven, 0 Day Star, son of Dawn! How you are cut down to the
ground, you who laid the nations low!” (Is 14:12).
They also see this passage of the Apocalypse as referring to the war Satan
wages against the Church throughout history, a war which will take on its most
dreadful form at the end of time: “Heaven is the Church,” St Gregory writes,
“which in the night of this present life, the while it possesses in itself the
countless virtues of the saints, shines like the radiant heavenly stars; but
the dragon’s tail sweeps the stars down to the earth [. . .]. The stars which
fall from heaven are those who have lost hope in heavenly things and covet,
under the devil’s guidance, the sphere of earthly glory” (Moralia, 32,
13).


10-12 With the ascension of Christ into heaven the Kingdom of God
is established and so all those who dwell in heaven break out into a song of
joy. The devil has been deprived of his power over man in the sense that the
redemptive action of Christ and man’s faith enable man
to escape from the world of sin. The text expresses this joyful truth by saying
that there is now no place for the accuser, Satan, whose name means and whom
the Old Testament teaches to be the accuser of men before God: cf. Job 1:6-12;
2:1-10). Given what God meant creation to be, Satan could claim as his victory
anyone who, through sinning, disfigured the image and likeness of God that was
in him. However, once the Redemption has taken place, Satan no longer has power
to do this, for, as St John writes, “if any one does sin, we have an advocate
with the Father, Jesus Christ the righteous; and he is the expiation for our
sins, and not for ours only but also for the sins of the whole world” (Jn 2:1-2).
Also, on ascending into heaven, Christ sent us the Holy Spirit as “Intercessor
and Advocate, especially when men, that is, mankind, find themselves before the
Judgment of condemnation by that ‘accuser’ about whom the Book of Revelation
says that ‘he accuses them day and night before our God” (John Paul II, Dominum
et Vivificantem, 67).


Although Satan has lost this power to act in the world, he still has
time left, between the resurrection of our Lord and the end of history, to put
obstacles in man’s way and frustrate Christ’s action. And so
he works ever more frenetically, as he sees time run out, in his effort to
distance everyone and society itself from the plans and commandments of God.


The author of the Book of Revelation uses this celestial chant to warn
the Church of the onset of danger as the End approaches.


13-17 In these verses the dragon’s onslaught is seen in terms of the Church
which suffers it. The woman who gives birth to a male child is an image of the
Mother of the Messiah, the Blessed Virgin, and of the Church, who “faithfully
fulfilling the Father’s will, by receiving the word of God in faith becomes
herself a mother” (Lumen gentium, 64). By means of the Church men become
members of Christ and contribute to the growth of his body (cf. note on Eph 4:13). It is in this sense that we
can speak of the Church as the woman who gives birth to Christ.


The struggle the Church maintains against the powers of evil is
described here in terms of the Exodus (another time of great peril for the
people of Israel).
God brought the Israelites into the wilderness “on eagle’s wings” (Ex 19:4),
that is, by ways no man could devise. When the prophet Isaiah announces the
liberation from captivity in Babylon
he also says that “they shall mount up with wings like eagles” (Is 40:31).
Throughout the course of history, the Church enjoys this same divine protection
which enables her to have that intimacy with God symbolized by the wilderness.
The period of “a time, and times and half a time”, that is, three and a half
years, is regarded as the conventional duration of any persecution, at least
from Daniel 7:25 onwards.


The river of water symbolizes the destructive forces of evil unleashed
by the devil. Just as in the wilderness of Sinai the earth swallowed up those
who rebelled against God (cf. Num 16:30-34),
so will these forces be frustrated in their attack on the Church, for, as our
Lord promised, “the powers of death [hell] shall not prevail against it” (Mt 16:18). “This is nothing new,”
Monsignor Escrivá comments. “Since Jesus Christ our Lord founded the Church,
this Mother of ours has suffered constant persecution. In times past the attacks were delivered openly. Now, in many
cases, persecution is disguised. But today, as yesterday, the Church continues
to be buffeted from many sides” (In Love with the Church, 18).


The Church is holy, but those who make it up—Christians, “the rest of
her offspring”—suffer the onslaught of the Evil One, who is unrelenting in his
efforts to seduce them. That is why “the Christian is certainly bound both by
need and by duty to struggle with evil through many afflictions and to suffer
death; but, as one who has been made a partner in the paschal mystery, and as
one who has been configured to the death of Christ he will go forward,
strengthened by hope, to the resurrection” (Vatican II, Gaudium et spes, 22).


18 Most Greek manuscripts, but not the most important ones, give this
verse in the first person singular: “And I stood” (cf. RSV note below),
referring to the seer. The New Vulgate, however, prefers the third person, in
which case the phrase refers to the dragon, who is thus depicted as causing the
powers of evil (in the form of the beasts: 13:1) to emerge.


e Other ancient authorities read And I stood, connecting the sentence with 13:1


CHAPTER 13


The beasts given authority by the
dragon


1-18 Satan, the ancient serpent, launches his attack via the beasts, whom he endows with his power (cf. vv. 2, 12). The beasts
stand for those who in the course of history have embodied the powers of evil
in one way or another. The first beast (vv. 1-10) symbolizes political power
taken to such an extreme that it supplants God; the second (vv. 11-12), those
forces of evil who defend, justify and propagate that deification of power by
giving it an acceptable face. These beasts are, first, a reference to the Roman empire, but that empire is
seen in turn as being the tool of a diabolical power which forever hovers over
mankind and will become more virulent as the End approaches.


In his war against the woman’s children, the devil in addition to
himself attacking them one by one also avails of socio-political and cultural
factors which usurp the position of the one true God: “Unfortunately, the
resistance to the Holy Spirit which St Paul emphasizes in the interior and
subjective dimension as tension, struggle and rebellion taking place in the
human heart finds in every period and especially in the modem era its external
dimension, which takes concrete form as the content of culture and
civilization, as a philosophical system, an ideology, a programme for
action and for the shaping of human behaviour. It reaches its clearest
expression in materialism, both in its theoretical form—as a system of
thought—and in its practical form—as a method of interpreting and evaluating
facts, and likewise as a programme of corresponding conduct. The system which
has developed most and carried to its extreme practical consequences this form
of thought, ideology and praxis is dialectical and historical materialism,
which is still recognized as the essential core of Marxism” (John Paul II, Dominum
et Vivificantem, 56).


1-4 In his description of the first beast St John employs symbols used by
the prophet Daniel to describe the various empires which overran Israel,
particularly the successors of Alexander the Great (notably Antiochus
Epiphanes); they are symbolized in the fourth beast of the prophet’s vision
(cf. Dan 7:7-8). In Jewish and Christian circles at the time when the
Apocalypse was written, the fourth beast in the Book of Daniel was already
bring reinterpreted as the Roman empire; and the author of the Book of
Revelation himself does this more explicitly when he says later that the seven
heads and ten horns are so many other emperors and kings (cf. Rev 17:9-12).


The wound on one of the heads may be a reference to some particular
political crisis, like the assassination of Julius Caesar or the disturbances
which followed the death of Nero and in the event came to nothing. The majority
of the Fathers see the beast as representing antichrist; St Irenaeus, for
example, writes: “The beast that rises up is the epitome of evil and falsehood,
so that the full force of apostasy which it embodies can be cast into the fiery
furnace” (Against heresies, 5, 29).


In any event, the sacred text is denouncing the sin of idolizing
political authority, as if it had divine attributes. The exclamation “Who is
like the beast?” is a kind of rejoinder to the meaning of the archangel Michael’s name, “Who like God?” It makes sense,
then, that the description of the head of the beast is the same as that of the
serpent (cf. 12:3), showing they are undoubtedly connected with one another.
“Idolatry is an extreme form of disorder produced by sin. The replacement of
adoration of the living God by worship of created things falsifies the
relationships between individuals and brings with it various kinds of
oppression” (SCDF, Libertatis conscientia, 39).


5-8 The beast’s blasphemous language and acts of violence show that his
power derives from Satan. He is active throughout the course of history—
forty-two months or three and a half years—and is present the world over. Only
those who by the grace of God acknowledge and follow Christ can avoid
Worshipping the beast, that is, can resist political absolutism which has no
place for God or his law.


Christian faith is the great guarantor of true freedom: “The reality of
the depth of freedom has always been known to the Church, above all through the
lives of a multitude of the faithful, especially among the little ones and the
poor. In their faith, these latter know that they are the object of God’s
infinite love. Each of them can say: ‘I live by faith in the Son of God, who
loved me and gave himself for me’ (Gal 2:20b). Such is the dignity which none
of the powerful can take away from them: such is the
liberating joy present in them” (SCDF, Libertatis conscientia, 21). And
so it is that the Church, in the socio political context, is “the sign and the
safeguard of the transcendental dimension of the human person” (Vatican II, Gaudium
et spes, 76).


9-10 Here, in an aside, St John
addresses the reader directly, inviting him to recognize the contemporary truth
of what he is revealing at God’s command. The people to whom the book was
originally addressed could see for themselves what happened when Satan’s power
was unleashed against the Church (it was the time of Domitian’s persecution: A.D. 95-96). However, his invitation is addressed
to everyone who reads the book, irrespective of what period of history they live in. We well know that “our age
has seen the birth of totalitarian systems and forms of tyranny which would not
have been possible in the time before the technological leap forward. On the
one hand, technical expertise has been applied to acts of genocide. On the
other, various minorities try to hold in thrall whole nations by the practice
of terrorism. Today control can penetrate into the innermost
life of individuals, and even the forms of dependence created by early-warning
systems can represent potential threats of
oppression” (SCDF, Libertatis conscientia, 14).


The Book of Revelation, using the words which Jeremiah addressed to evildoers (cf. Jer 15:2; 43:11),
applies them to the last times. St
  John thereby exhorts Christians to stiffen their
resistance despite what persecution brings— to call on their resources of
faith. “Suffering”, says John Paul II commenting on Romans 5:3, “as it were
contains a special call to the virtue which man must exercise on his own
part. And this is the virtue of perseverance in bearing whatever disturbs and
causes harm. In doing this, the individual unleashes hope, which maintains in
him the conviction that suffering will not get the better of him, that it will
not deprive him of his dignity as a human being” (Salvific doloris, 23).


11-17 Further on (cf. 16:13;
19:20 and notes), this
second beast is identified with the false prophet because his role consists in
leading men astray, getting them to worship the first beast. Because he has
real (but evil) power he is able to work wonders similar to those performed by
the prophets (for example, Elijah, who brought fire down from heaven: cf. 1
Kings 18:38) and can even
seem to vie with the power of the life-giving Spirit by breathing life into the
images of the beast. He is despotic in the extreme, depriving people of
subsistence unless they submit to him and bear his mark. “The beast that rises
from the earth stands for pride in earthly glory; and the fact that it has two
horns like a lamb means that its hypocritical sanctity makes it appear to have
wisdom, whereas only the Lord has true wisdom” (St Gregory the Great, Moralia,
33,  20).


We do not know if the author is
referring to a specific individual (such as the Asiarch who was charged with
the fostering of emperor worship in Asia Minor)
or a group (such as the pagan priests who exercised and propagated that cult).
There is little doubt but that this beast is introduced in order to draw
attention to the political-religious implications of emperor worship and its
con sequences for Christians. Basically the beast is a symbol for regimes which
reject God and put man on a pedestal. Nowadays emperor worship is seldom a
problem but militant atheism has been a modem parallel whether in the form of
atheistic secularism or of dialectic materialism. St Hippolytus describes the
mark and seal of the beast in these words: “I reject the Creator of heaven and
earth; I reject Baptism; I refuse to worship God. To you
[Beast] I adhere; in you I believe” (De consummat.).


Materialism works in the same deceptive
way as the beast does, for although “it sometimes also speaks of the ‘spirit’
and of ‘questions of the spirit’, as for example in the fields of culture or
morality, it does so only insofar as it considers certain facts as derived from
matter (epiphenomena), since according to this system matter is the one
and only form of being. It follows, according to this interpretation, that
religion can only be understood as a kind of ‘idealistic illusion’, to be
fought with the most suitable means and methods according to circumstances of
time and place, in order to eliminate it from society and from man’s very
heart” (John Paul II, Dominum et Vivificantem, 56).


18 The author of the Apocalypse here
uses a method (called gematria in Greek) to reveal the name of the beast
in a numerical form. In both Hebrew and Latin letters of the alphabet were also
used as numbers. The figure 666 fits with the name Caesar Nero in Hebrew. Some
manuscripts gave the number as 616, which fits Caesar Nero in Greek. However,
Tradition does not provide an exact interpretation and various other names have
in fact been suggested.


f Other ancient authorities omit this sentence


g Other ancient authorities read six
hundred and sixteen


CHAPTER 14


The Lamb and his companions


14:1 - 16:21 The book now turns to the Lamb and to
divine judgment (anticipating the victory of the Lamb). It stays with this
theme up to chapter 17, at which point the powers of evil appear again (in
various symbolic forms) and are subjected to the judgment of God. First we are
shown the Lamb and his entourage (cf. 14:1-5); immediately after this the Last
Judgment is proclaimed and a preliminary description given (14:6-20); the glory
of the Lamb is again extolled (cf. 15:1-4) and the unleashing of the wrath of God
is further described in terms of the pouring out of the seven bowls (cf. 15:5
- 16:2 1).


In opposition to the powers of evil
and the active hostility to God and the Church caused by the machinations of
Satan stand the risen Christ and his followers, who sing in praise of his glory
and triumph. These followers are those who have attained redemption; the
salvation will reach its climax when the Kingdom of God
is fully established (the marriage of the Lamb, and the heavenly Jerusalem: chaps. 2
1-22). In the meantime, although the Church has to do battle with the forces of
evil, it can contemplate Christ “as an innocent lamb (who) merited life for us
by his blood which he freely shed. In him God reconciled us to himself and to
one another, freeing us from the bondage of the devil and of sin, so that each
one of us could say with the Apostle: the Son of God ‘loved me and gave himself
for me’ (Gal 2:20)”
(Vatican II, Gaudium et spes, 22).


1-3 It is highly significant that
the Lamb stands on Mount Zion, in Jerusalem, which was where God dwelt among
men according to the Old testament (cf. Ps 74:1; 132:14; etc.) and where,
according to certain Jewish traditions, the Messiah would appear, to join all
his followers. The assembly, then, is an idealization of the Church, protected
by Christ and gathered about him. It includes all those who belong to Christ
and to the Father and who therefore bear their mark, which shows them to be
children of God. They are so many that it is impossible to count them, but
their number is complete: they are given a symbolic number which is 12 (the
tribes of Israel)
by 12 (the Apostles) by 1000 (a number indicating a huge scale): cf. Rev 7:3ff.


The one hundred and forty-four
thousand are not yet in heaven (for the loud noise comes from heaven); they are
on earth, but they have been rescued from the power of the beast (cf. 13:13-14). The voice from heaven
symbolizes the strength and power of God; and the heavenly voice speaks with
the gentleness of liturgical music. It is a new song, for it now sings of the
salvation wrought by Christ (cf. 15:3-4) in the same style as the Old Testament
chants the praises of God (cf., e.g., Ps 33:3; 40:2; 96:1). Only those who
belong to Christ can join in this song and be associated with the heavenly
liturgy: “It is especially in the sacred liturgy that our union with the
heavenly Church is best realized; in the liturgy, through the sacramental
signs, the power of the Holy Spirit acts on us, and with community rejoicing we
celebrate together the praise of the divine majesty; when all those of every
tribe and tongue and people and nation (cf. Rev 5:9) who have been
redeemed by the blood of Christ and gathered together into one Church glorify,
in one common song of praise, the one and triune God” (Lumen gentium, 50).


4-5 The text refers to those who are properly disposed to take part
in the marriage supper of the Lamb (cf. 19:9; 21:2) because they have not been
stained by idolatry but have kept themselves undefiled for him. St Paul compares every
Christian to a chaste virgin (cf. 2 Cor 11:2) and describes the Church as the
spouse of Christ (cf. Eph 5:21-32).
The author of the Apocalypse is referring to all the members of the Church
insofar as they are holy, that is, called to holiness; but the symbolism he
uses also draws attention to the fact that virginity and celibacy for the sake
of the Kingdom of heaven is a special expression and clear sign of the Church
as Bride of Christ. Referring to the chastity practised by religious, the
Second Vatican Council teaches that in this way they “recall that wonderful
marriage made by God, which will be fully manifested in the future age, and in
which the Church has Christ for her only spouse” (Perfectae caritatis, 12).


The one hundred and forty-four
thousand are also those who have identified themselves fully with Christ, dead
and risen, by denying themselves and devoting all their energies to apostolate
(cf. Mt 10:38). They also stand for those whom Christ, by the shedding of his
blood, has made his own and his Father’s property (like Israel, the first
fruits of Yahweh: cf. Jer 2:3), that is, those who constitute a holy people
like that remnant of Israel described in Zephaniah 3:13: “they shall do no
wrong and utter no lies, nor shall there be found in their mouth a deceitful
tongue.” The prophet’s words refer to people who have not invoked false gods,
but the Apocalypse applies them to those who are fully committed to Christ.


6-20 Christ comes in victory at the
end of time (the Parousia) to judge all mankind. In this passage, which is a
general call to conversion, that judgment is solemnly announced in a scenario
in which seven personages appear—three angels who proclaim the judgment (cf.
vv. 6, 8,9), the Son of man who delivers it (v. 14),
and three more angels charged with implementing it (vv. 15, 17, 19): God’s
decision is final and it affects all mankind.


The Church warns us that “since we
know neither the day nor the hour, we should follow the
advice of the Lord and watch constantly so that, when the single course
of our earthly life is completed (cf. Heb 9:27),
we may merit to enter with him into the marriage feast and be numbered among
the blessed (cf. Mt 25:31-46) [...].
Before we reign with Christ in glory we must all appear ‘before the judgment
seat of Christ, so that each one may receive good or evil, according to what he
has done in the body’ (2 Cor 5:10), and at the end of the world ‘they will come
forth, those who have done good, to the resurrection of life, and those who
have done evil, to the resurrection of judgment’ (Jn 5:29; cf. Mt
25:46)” (Lumen gentium, 48).


6-7 “Another angel”: this tells us
that this angel is not one of those who blew the trumpets (cf. 11:15), and yet is one of the
same series of divine messengers that will be sent at the last times. He
delivers his message from “midheaven” so that it can be heard by all who dwell
on earth. It is a call to acknowledge and worship God as Creator of all things;
this presupposes, therefore, that man can “know and love his creator” (Gaudium
et spes, 12). And the proclamation is described as
“an eternal Gospel” because man’s acknowledgment of God will be ratified and
rewarded on the Day of Judgment and will therefore be valid for ever (cf. Acts
14:15ff; 1 Thess 1:9).


8 Viewed from the perspective of the
end of time, the downfall of the Church’s enemy is seen as an accomplished
fact. Absolutist and pagan Rome
insisted on everyone worshipping the emperor; those who conformed earned God’s
anger. Rome is
called “Babylon
the great” because ever since the deportation of the Jews to that ancient city
in 587 B.C. it had symbolized pagan power hostile to the people of God.


9-11 This passage predicts and
describes the punishment to be inflicted on those who worship the beast, that
is, those who submit to false gods. The “fire and brimstone”, deriving from
Genesis 19:24, indicates
the horrific nature of the punishment: it will be like that suffered by Sodom and Gomorrah but it will be
everlasting and will take place in the presence of the Lamb and his angels.


Eternal punishment of the damned
and eternal reward of the elect is a dogma of faith, solemnly defined by the
Magisterium in the Fourth Lateran Council: “[Christ] will come at the end of
the world; he will judge the living and the dead; and he will reward all, both
the damned and the elect, according to their works. And all these will rise
from their own bodies which they now have so that they may receive according to their works, whether good or
bad; the wicked, a perpetual punishment with the devil; the good, eternal glory
with Christ” (De fide catholica, chap. 1).


The punishment suffered in hell
will be both spiritual (permanent un happiness) and
physical (pain), because man is made up of spirit and matter. We do not know
what form hell takes; however, from what the Book of Revelation says here and
from other passages of Sacred Scripture (cf., e.g. Mt 25:41) we can deduce that
it involves both pain of loss (of God and eternal happiness) and physical
suffering.


12 As in Revelation 13:10, the
faithful are exhorted to stand firm in the midst of tribulation, confident in
the hope that God will reward each according to his merits. Patience of that
type does not mean that one should retreat before the powers of evil or fail to
try to secure and guarantee “the conditions needed for the exercise of an
authentic Christian freedom” (SCDF, Libertatis conscientia, 31). In this
connexion the Second Vatican Council teaches: “Far from diminishing our concern
to develop this earth, the expectancy of a new earth should spur us on, for it
is here that the body of a new human family grows, foreshadowing in some way
the age which is to come” (Gaudium et spes, 39).


In this passage of the book Christians
are told that, in their efforts to deal with the particular persecution which
was going on at the time, they should never answer with violence. This teaching
always applies where the kind of liberation one is claiming is a temporal one:
“Christ has commanded us to love our enemies (cf. Mt 5:44; Lk 6:27-28, 35).
Liberation in the spirit of the Gospel is therefore incompatible with hatred of
others, taken individually or collectively, and this includes hatred of one’s
enemy” (SCDF, Libertatis conscientia, 77).


13 God’s blessing proclaims the joy
of those who stay true to Christ to death. Jewish rabbis taught that “when a
man dies, neither silver nor gold, neither precious stones nor pearls, follow
him, but rather the law and good works” (Pirqe Abhoth, 6, 9). It is not
simply that the righteous are rewarded for their works but that these works (in
some way) stay with them; as the Church teaches, “when we have spread on earth
the fruits of our nature and our enterprise—human dignity, brotherly communion,
and freedom—according to the command of the Lord and in his Spirit, we will
find them once again, cleansed this time from the stain of sin, illuminated and
transfigured, when Christ presents to his Father an eternal and universal
kingdom of truth and life, a kingdom of holiness and grace, a kingdom of
justice, love and peace” (Gaudium et spes, 39).


Death, understood in this way, is
not the end but rather a transition, a step; St Bernard compares it to Easter:
“The unfortunate unbelievers call it death— this step into life—but how can believers call it anything other than Easter? For one
dies to the world in order to live completely for God. One
enters the precinct of the marvellous tabernacle, the house of God” (Divini
amoris, chap. 15).


14-20 This preliminary description of
the Last Judgment is given in two scenes—the harvest (cf. 14:14- 16) and the
vintage (cf. 14: 17-20)—no doubt following the prophecy of Joel about how God
will judge nations hostile to Israel: “Let the nations bestir themselves, and
come up to the valley of Jehoshaphat; for there I shall sit to judge all the
nations round about. Put in the sickle, for the harvest is ripe. Go in, tread,
for the wine press is full” (Joel 3:12-13).


In the first scene Christ himself
appears, described as “son of man” (cf. Dan 7:13); it is he who will deliver the judgment (symbolized
by the harvest), as in the parable of the wheat and the weeds (cf. Mt 13:24-30). In the second it is an
angel sent by God who gathers the grapes and puts them in the press to be
trodden on either by God (in keeping with the prophecy of Isaiah 63:3, which
says, “I have trodden the wine press alone”) or by Christ (as we are told later
in Revelation 19:15). In either case we are being told that Jesus
Christ, true God and true man, has been empowered to perform the General
Judgment which, according to Jewish tradition, will take place at the gates of
Jerusalem (cf., e.g., Zech 14:4) and which involves a huge bloodbath (cf. Rev
14:20).


In both scenes, an angel has the
prominent role of giving the order (cf. vv. 15, 18). The fact that he comes out
from the temple and the altar shows that the outcome is linked to the prayers
of the saints and martyrs, which stir Christ to take action (cf. Rev 8:3-4). So
it is that the moment Christ is made present on the altar through the
consecration of the bread and wine the Church calls for him to come again—calls
for his second coming, the Parousia, which will make his victory complete:
“When we eat this bread and drink this cup, we proclaim your death, Lord Jesus,
until you come in glory” (Roman Missal, eucharistic acclamation).


h Greek virgins


i About two hundred miles


CHAPTER 15


The hymn of the saved


1 The third portent (cf. the first
two in 12:1,3) is of special significance—it is “great and wonderful”—for it
heralds the final outcome of the contention between the beasts and the
followers of the Lamb, between the powers of evil and the Church of Jesus Christ.
That this is the denouement is shown by the use of the figure seven for a third
time, after the seven seals (5:1) and the seven trumpets (cf. Rev 8:2). This is
the last word: “the wrath of God is ended.”


As in the case of the two earlier
groups of seven, the author first announces the sevenfold nature of the sign.
It consists of seven plagues—which immediately recall the punishments God
inflicted on Pharaoh in Egypt
prior to the Exodus. Then follows a very liturgical type of
scene (15:2-8) which as it were encourages and calls for the divine judgments
which follow (cf. 16:1-17). The last of these plagues acts as an
introduction to the account of the last battles and total victory of the Church
(cf. chaps. 17-22).


2-4 The image of the sea of glass
mixed with fire is somewhat reminiscent of the passage of the Red
 Sea during the Exodus. On that occasion, according to the Book of
Wisdom (cf. Wis
19:6-22), natural elements were changed to enable the Israelites to walk on
water: the water became as hard as glass for the Israelites whereas for the
Egyptians it was unable to protect them from the fire sent to punish them. The
sea of glass may also be evocative of the molten sea (used for the cleansing of
those going to take part in temple rites) which was positioned in front of the
Holy of Holies (cf. note on Rev 4:6-7). In any event, the author depicts the
saved as giving thanks and praising God while entoning a hymn which fuses the
salvation of the Israelites with the Redemption wrought by Christ. The latter
is the full realization of the former, and God’s plan is seen to embrace all
men and all nations (cf. v. 4; Eph 3:4-7). For this reason some early Christian
writers (Primasius, for example) interpret the sea of glass as a symbol of
Baptism (prefigured in the Red Sea) which
makes Christians pure and transparent. The reference to fire signifies the gift
of the Holy Spirit (cf. Commentariorum super Apoc., 15, 2).


Every saving action of God has
ultimately a supernatural purpose, even though it may include noble human aims,
for when “God rescues his people from hard economic, political and cultural
slavery, he does so in order to make them, through the Covenant on Sinai, ‘a
kingdom of priests and a holy nation’ (Ex 19:6). God wishes to be adored by
people who are free. All the subsequent liberations of the people of Israel help to
lead them to this full liberty that they can only find in communion with their
God” (SCDF, Libertatis conscientia, 44).


The seven bowls of plagues


5-8 The text now goes on to describe
the divine intervention which is as it were a response to this hymn of praise; its
language is very similar to that used in connexion with the blowing of the
seventh trumpet (cf. 11:19). This helps to link up the two passages. The
difference is that the tent of witness now takes the place of the Ark of the
Covenant. Both tent and ark were supposed to remain hidden until the advent of
the messianic times (cf. 2 Mac 2:4-8); once they were rediscovered, the glory
of God would make itself manifest again, as happened when the temple of Solomon
was dedicated. The cloud of smoke (a symbol of the glory of the Lord) meant
that the priests were unable to perform their ministry (cf. 1 Kings 8:10-11).


The appearing of the tent signals
that God’s design is about to be fully realized. The author is telling us that
the Parousia is imminent; he will describe it further on.


Because the seven golden bowls are
used to cast the plagues on the earth, they are said to be full of the wrath of
God: in other words, they are filled with divine justice, as will now be made
manifest to all. The bowls, then, symbolize both the prayers of the saints
(which have caused God to intervene: cf. note on 5:8) and the effects of those
prayers—the victory of good and the punishment of evil. Strictly speaking the bowls
symbolize the prayers of the saints; their content is not the
plagues as such but the outcome of prayer—action on God’s part which serves to
console the righteous (the perfume of incense) and punish the followers of the
beast, those who work iniquity (the wrath of God).


j Other ancient authorities read the nations


CHAPTER 16


1 The events which result from the
pouring out of the seven bowls of the wrath of God are depicted in the same
kind of system as used in connexion with the seven trumpet blasts. In both
cases the imagery is inspired by the plagues of Egypt; the first four actions have
to do with the elements of nature (cf. 16:2-9, paralleling 8:6-12), the fifth
and sixth with historical forces (cf. 16:10-16
and 9:1-21), and the seventh with the final climax. The main difference lies in
the fact that whereas previously only a third of everything was affected, here
it is everything—signifying that divine intervention is on the increase right
up to the End.


The fury of God’s anger expresses
itself in various evils which overtake mankind; God is not their direct cause;
he allows them to occur, in the hope that men will turn back to him. These
evils are the result of sin, and God’s wrath expresses itself in fact by his
allowing men to follow the desires of their idolatrous hearts (as St Paul explains in
Romans 1:18-32). As
history advances, the signs are that sin is on the increase; sin is the
ultimate cause of the new plagues which can be seen in the world today. “It
must be added”, John Paul II writes, “that on the horizon of contemporary
civilization—especially in the form that is most developed in the technical and
scientific sense—the signs and symptoms of death have become
particularly present and frequent. One has only to think of the arms race and
of its inherent danger of nuclear self-destruction. Moreover, everyone has
become more and more aware of the grave situation of vast areas of our planet,
marked by death-dealing poverty and famine. It is a question of problems that
are not only economic but also and above all ethical. But on the horizon of our
era there are gathering ever darker ‘signs of death’: a custom has become
widely established—in some places it threatens to become almost an
institution—of taking the lives of human beings even before they are born, or
before they reach the natural point of death” (Dominum et Vivificantem, 57).


2-9 The author uses the plagues of Egypt writ
large to show how terrifying are the evils which will overtake mankind because
of its failure to turn to God. Creation itself, through the words of the angel,
acknowledges the justice of this punishment, as do the true worshippers of God
symbolized by the altar (cf. vv. 5-7).


The whole scenario shows how nature
turns against man to threaten him with total destruction. Although the imagery
and language used here seem somewhat strange to us, the text does act as a
warning for all generations, including our own. Thus, as John Paul II points
out, the “second half of our century, in its turn, brings with it—as though
in proportion to the mistakes and transgressions of our contemporary
civilization—such a horrible threat of nuclear war that we cannot think of this
period except in terms of an incomparable accumulation of sufferings, even
to the possible self-destruction of humanity” (Salvifici doloris, 8).


The Book of Revelation views these
events from the vantage-point of the end of time: God has already intervened
radically, making himself manifest once and for all (this is why he is called
“thou who art and wast”), performing prodigious actions and giving men the
opportunity of conversion. The panorama provides no room for superficial
optimism; it gives a stark warning of what will happen to those who are
unfaithful and who fail to respond to grace (cf. v. 9).


10-11 The beast is the same “star
fallen from heaven to earth” and now shut up in the depths of the abyss as
first appeared at the blowing of the fifth trumpet (cf. note on Rev 9:1-2). The
meaning of human life which the beast proposes, the savagery with which it
vents its fury on the Church, is now exposed as total meaninglessness which
leads man to despair. As time goes on, it becomes clearer and clearer that when
“man wishes to free himself from the moral law and become independent of God,
far from gaining his freedom he destroys it. Escaping the
measuring rod of truth, he falls prey to the arbitrary; fraternal relations
between people are abolished and give place to terror, hatred and fear” (SCDF, Libertatis
conscientia, 19).


12-16 The kings from the east, the
Parthians, were the great threat to the Roman empire in John’s time; here,
paralleling the description of the sixth trumpet blast (cf. Rev 9:14) they
stand for immense, terrifying power. Joining forces with the kings the world
over, they will be marshalled by the powers of evil which derive from Satan
(the dragon), the beast and the false prophet. These “three foul spirits” (v.
13) constitute a kind of blasphemous counterpoint to the Blessed Trinity.


The assembling of the kings of the
whole world marks the climax of the final victory of Christ, which will take
place when the seventh bowl is poured out; at that point his enemies will be
routed in reverse order—first the kings (cf. 19:18), then the beast and the
false prophet (cf. 19:20), and finally the Devil (cf. 20:10). Then the words of
Psalm 2 will find their complete fulfilment: “The kings of the earth set
themselves, and the rulers take counsel together, against the Lord and his
anointed [. . .]. You shall break them with a rod of iron, and dash them to
pieces like a potter’s vessel” (Ps 2:3, 9). “That is a strong promise, and it
is God who makes it. We cannot tone it down. Not for nothing is Christ the
Redeemer of the world; he rules as sovereign, at the right hand of the Father.
It is a terrifying announcement of what awaits each man when life is over—for
over it will be. When history comes to an end, it will be the lot of all those whose hearts have been hardened by evil and despair”
(J. Escrivá, Christ is passing by, 186).


In the middle of the prophecy the
author breaks off into an exhortation to vigilance and faithfulness (v. 15),
as he did in 3:1-3, 18, for “God, although he can conquer, prefers to
convince people” (Christ is passing by, 186), as can be seen from what
Psalm 2 itself says: “Therefore, 0 kings, be wise; be warned, O rulers of the
earth . . .” (Ps 2:10).


The name Armageddon means “the mountain of Megiddo”, the place where King Josiah
suffered defeat (cf. 2 Kings 23:210 and which now symbolizes defeat for the
assembled armies (cf. 12:11).


17 The symbolic action of pouring
the seventh and last bowl into the air means that it affects the entire world.
What is now happening is final and irreversible: this is proclaimed by the
heavenly voice which, coming as it does from the temple and the centre of heaven, makes it plain that God is Lord of all, that the
prayers of the saints have been answered and that nothing can reverse God’s
intervention in human history.


The episode of the seventh bowl
introduces the final scene of the book, in which are described the last
battles, the victory of Christ and the absolute establishment of his kingship.
The scene is a triptych: first we are shown the harlot (porne), or
Babylon (cf. 16:19; 17:5; 18:8, 10, 25), already mentioned (cf. 14:8),
and her trial, condemnation and destruction by fire (cf. chaps. 17-18). Then,
in the centre, comes the victory of Christ, the Lamb, “Lord of lords and King
of kings” (17:14), and his
battles are described and lauded (cf. chaps. 19-20). The third part of the
triptych shows the exaltation of the Bride (nymphe) and spouse of the
Lamb (cf. 19:7), the Church or heavenly Jerusalem
(cf. chaps. 21-22).


18-21 God’s intervention is described
in terms of a great storm, as in the theophany on Sinai (cf. Ex
19:16) and earlier
passages of the Apocalypse (cf. 4:5; 8:5; 11:9). In this instance the storm is
compounded by an earthquake, its unique character underlined by words of the
prophet Daniel: there had never been the like before (cf. Dan 12:1). This is
designed to show that God’s intervention has reached its climax; sea as well as
land suffers upheaval. The enormous hailstones recall the seventh plague of Egypt (cf. Ex. 9:24) and show how drastic the
punishment is. The great city, Rome,
whose ruin has already been decreed, is singled out for special treatment.


These events are the last call to
conversion—a useless call, for, instead of turning to God, men in their fury
curse his name.


CHAPTER 17


The great harlot and the beast


17:1 - 19:10 This first section of the final scene
begins with the depiction of the city of Rome
(described as the great harlot, the great city, great Babylon), its punishment, and its connexion
with the beast (the symbol of absolutist antichristian power personified by
certain emperors: cf. 13:18).
This takes up chapter 17. The vision then goes on to depict the fall of Rome as
an accomplished fact, followed on the one hand by lamentation (cf. chap. 18)
and on the other by hymns of praise sung by the righteous (cf. chap. 19).


1-6 An angel joins the seer to
explain the vision to him. Again the imagery used is very evocative of the Old
Testament: the great harlot recalls the cities of Tyre
and Nineveh,
which Isaiah and Nahum described as harlots (cf. Is 23:16-17; Nah 3:4). As explained in 17:15, the “many waters” are the
peoples ruled by the great harlot. Some commentators have interpreted this as a
reference to their ultimate downfall, which would precipate the collapse of the
ancient world.


The metaphor of prostitution is
used in the Old Testament to refer to idolatry and also alliances with foreign
powers (cf. Ezek 16:15, 23-24; 23:1-20). In the present case, the power and
influence of Rome
was practically universal, given the extent of the Empire. It is called Babylon because Babylon
was the prototype of cities hostile to God (cf. v. 5; Is
21:9; Jer 5 1:1-19). It is characterized by its wealth, its immoral influence
(v. 4) and its horrendous crimes against the Christian martyrs (cf. v. 6), who,
according to the Roman historian Tacitus, “were abused in various ways: they
were covered with hides to be set upon by dogs, or nailed to crosses, or burned
alive and used as torches to light up the darkness” (Annals, 15, 44).


The figure of the great harlot, and
the influence she wields, is also interpreted as referring to impurity; St John of the Cross, for
example, explains the passage as follows: “This phrase ‘have become drunk’
should be noted. For, however little a man may drink of the wine of this
rejoicing, it at once takes hold of the heart, as wine does to those who have
been corrupted by it. So, if some antidote is not at once taken against this
poison, to expel it quickly, the life of the soul is put in jeopardy” (Ascent
of Mount Carmel, 3, 22).


7-8 The angel explains the meaning
of the beast (v. 8), its seven heads (v. 9) and its ten horns (v. 12), and then
reveals the identity of the great harlot (v. 18). However, what he says is
still enigmatic, in keeping with the style of apocalyptic texts, which are
written in a kind of code to protect the writer from being sought out and
punished.


The phrase “was, and is not” (v. 8)
is a kind of counter and parody of “him who is and was and is to come” (Rev
1:4). It identifies the antichrist who is headed for perdition (v. 11); St Paul also calls him
“the son of perdition” (2 Thess 2:3). When it speaks of the beast reappearing
(“is to come”), this refers, according to some commentators, to the legend
about Nero returning at the head of the Parthians to avenge himself on his
enemies in Rome.
However, what the sacred writer really means is that the beast, which had
disappeared, will return to wage war on Christians (cf. Rev 11:7; 13:1ff).


9-15 In v. 9 St John warns the reader that what he is
writing has a deeper, hidden meaning, rich in wisdom. He is inviting the reader
to interpret what he is reading, to discern an implicit, concealed meaning: the
harlot is the city of Rome
(cf. 13:18 on the name of
the emperor), as is fairly plain from the reference to the seven hills on which
the harlot is seated. Pliny the Elder describes Rome as “complexa septem montes” (Historia
naturalis, 3, 9), nestling on seven hills.


The beast’s seven heads (cf. 17:3)
also stand for seven kings. From what the author says we can deduce that he is
referring to seven emperors. The sixth, alive when St John is writing, would be
Domitian, and the first five would be Caligula (37-41), Claudius (41-54), Nero
(54-68), Vespasian (69-78) and Titus (79-81); with Nerva (96-98) as the
seventh. The beast is number eight, though it can also be taken as one of the
seven, for it will be as cruel as one of them—Nero. The ten kings (v. 12) stand
for those whom Rome
established as kings in the nations it conquered, rulers subject to the
emperor.


The description of Christ as the
Lamb (cf. 5:6) forms a contrast here with the beast. Through his death and
resurrection, this humble figure has been made King and Lord of the entire
universe (cf. Acts 2:32-36)
and already truly reigns in the hearts of Christians. Therefore his victory
over the powers of evil, no matter how strong they be,
is assured. As Pius XI rightly put it “it has long been a common custom to give
Christ the metaphorical title of ‘king’, because of the high degree of
perfection whereby he excels all creatures [. . .]. He is king of our hearts,
too, by reason of his charity ‘which surpasses knowledge’ (Eph 3:19) and his mercy and kindness,
which draw all men to him; for there never was, nor ever will be a man loved so
much and so universally as Jesus Christ” (Quas
primas, 6).


16-18 With words taken from Ezekiel’s
prophecy of the destruction of Jerusalem (by the very kingdoms with which Judah
had made idolatrous alliances instead of trusting in Yahweh: cf. 16:30-41;
23:25-29), St John now predicts the punishment which will befall Rome, at the
hands too of those nations which, like Rome and under her influence, serve the
beast, that is, have fallen into idolatrous absolutism, which prevents the
exercise of freedom of conscience. God makes use of the forces of evil to
punish those very people who follow evil ways.


CHAPTER 18


The fall of Babylon proclaimed


1-3 These verses describing the
downfall of Rome
follow the prophetical style of foretelling a future event by reporting it as
something that has already happened. First the fall of the city is proclaimed
(vv. 1-3). Then the people of God are exhorted to leave the city and escape the
terrible punishment soon to befall it (vv. 4-8). This is followed by the lament
of the kings who were allied to Rome
(vv. 9-10), of the merchants who prospered by trading with her (v. 1 1-17a) and
of the sailors (17b-19). Finally we are shown the joy of those who suffered
under her yoke and now see justice done.


In words reminiscent of Old
Testament passages foretelling the destruction of hostile cities (cf. Is 13:21-22;
21:9; Jer 50:30; Ezek 43:3-5), St John describes
the fate of Rome
in the last days before its desolation. Among the sins which have brought about
its ruin is unbridled sexual indulgence (cf. also vv. 7 and 12-14). Such
behaviour leads to the degradation and self-destruction of a society, as
witness the history of civilization and contemporary experience. Consumerism,
self-indulgence and greed for possessions, clearly features of our time, were
denounced by Pius XI when he said that “the disease of the modern age, and the
main source of the evils we all deplore, is that lack of reflection, that
continuous and quite feverish pursuit of external things, that immoderate
desire for wealth and pleasure, which gradually causes the heart to lose sight
of its nobler ideals, drowning them in a sea of impermanent, earthly things,
and preventing them from contemplating higher, eternal things” (Mens nostra,
6).


4-8 St John is inserting here the
scene in which Jeremiah prophesies the punishment of Babylon and God protects his
people by ordering them to leave the city before it falls (cf. Jer 51:6, 45).
The verses also echo the flight of Lot from Sodom (cf. Gen 19:12ff)
and the advice Jesus gave his followers on what to do when the fall of Jerusalem came (cf. Mt
24:16ff).


The idea of the sins heaped as high
as heaven (cf. Gen 18:20) is a way of saying that sin is something very grave
because it is above all an offence to the Godhead, and so “is linked to the sense
of God, since it derives from man’s Conscious relationship with God as his
Creator, Lord and Father” (John Paul Il, Reconciliatio et Paenitentia, 18).
When one’s perception of the greatness of God becomes vague, one loses the
sense of sin; as John Paul II adds, “my Predecessor Pius XII one day declared,
in words that have almost become Proverbial, that ‘the
sin of the century is the loss of the sense of sin’” (ibid.).


The punishment ordained by God and
carried out by his agents is related to the scale of the offence the word
double does not refer to any particular amount but to the seventy of the
punishment (as in Is 402 Jer 16 18 etc)


Using this passage as his basis, St
John of Avila teaches that in order to overcome strong temptation it is very
helpful to reflect on the love we should have for God; but “if that does not
get rid of the temptation, turn your thoughts to hell and see how ferociously
that fire burns” (Audi, filia, 10).


9-19 To describe the punishment inflicted on Rome, the author of the Book: of Revelation seems to be
borrowing from the oracles of Ezekiel about the fall of Tyre. In both cases we have the lament of the
kings (cf. Ezek 26:15-18) and the complaint of merchants and sailors, who see
it as meaning financial ruin (cf. Ezek 27:9-36). Each of these three groups,
from different standpoints of time, will lament over the city—the kings in the
future (cf. v. 10), the merchants in the present (cf. v. 11) and the sailors in
the past (v. 18). This style of writing makes for a very vivid narrative and
depicts the punishment as both forth coming and already executed.


20-24 In sharp contrast with the
previous lamentation is this invitation to rejoice—the reply to which comes in
19:1-8, where we are told that the elect Joyfully
intone songs in praise of God almighty. The throwing of the millstone into the
sea is an instance of “prophetic action”; it comes from Jeremiah 51:60-64,
which uses this device to prophesy the total downfall of Babylon. The millstone also appears in Luke
17:2 and par. as a symbol of disgrace and shame.


The sepulchral silence and darkness
of the city are described in detail. The reason for this terrible punishment
was its opulence, its idolatry and the fact that it
was where the Christian martyrs were tortured and put to death. Like Jerusalem
it is called “city of blood” (cf. Ezek 24:6), and just as the ancient capital
of Israel was accused by Jesus of murdering the prophets and messengers of God
and was told that all the blood it had spilt would come back upon it (cf. Mt 23:35),
so will Rome be punished for martyring the saints.


k Other ancient authorities read fallen
by


CHAPTER 19


Songs of victory in heaven


1-4 The righteous rejoice to see their enemy overwhelmed; the praises
they sing of God end in three loud “Hallelujahs”. In the following passage (vv.
6-8), they welcome the establishment of the Kingdom of God
and the imminent marriage of the Lamb.


This is the first and only time the
word “Hallelujah” appears in the New Testament. It is a Hebrew term (hallelu-yah)
meaning “Praise Yahweh” used especially in the psalms (cf., e.g., Ps 111;
114; 115). The Church uses it, Unchanged, usually to express to God its joy and
praise at the resurrection of Christ. It is used particularly at Eastertide and
also on many other days, both in the divine office and in the celebration of
the Eucharist.


These shouts of praise are
motivated by the salvation which comes from God and by the rightness of his
judgments as evidenced by the punishment inflicted on the great harlot who is
turned into a fire which burns forever.


5-8 This further invitation to
praise God is very reminiscent of the Psalms; in fact it contains some direct
quotations from them (cf. Ps 93:1; 97:1; 115:2; 135:1, 20). The response is on
a grand scale, like a choral symphony involving all the elect. This particular
chant praises not only the destruction and defeat of evil but the definitive
establishment of the Kingdom
 of God; his is a Kingdom
of love, as symbolized by a marriage feast. In the Old Testament Yahweh was
sometimes likened to a bridegroom (cf., e.g., Is 54:6:
Jer 2:2; Ezek 16:7-8; Hos 2:16)
and in the New Testament the Church is depicted as the Bride of Christ (cf. Eph
5:22-23). Thus, the Second
Vatican Council says that the Church “is described as the spotless spouse of
the spotless lamb (Rev 19:7; 21:2, 9; 22:17),
It is she whom Christ ‘loved and for whom he delivered himself up that he might
sanctify her’ (Eph 5:26).
It is she whom he unites to himself by an unbreakable alliance, and whom he
constantly ‘nourishes and cherishes’ (Eph 5:29). It is she whom, once purified, he willed to be
joined to himself, subject in love and fidelity (cf. Eph 5:24), and whom, finally, he filled with
heavenly gifts for all eternity” (Lumen gentium, 6). And so, John Paul
II teaches, “redemptive love is transformed, I might say, into spousal
love. Christ, on giving himself to the Church, by that very act of
redemption has made himself one with her for ever, as husband and wife” (Address,
18 July 1982).


This singing of the praises of the
marriage of the Lamb from the vantage-point of the end of time also depicts the
Church down the ages; it shows us, too, the destiny that awaits every Christian
and the form his or her every day should take—weaving the wedding garment by
doing good works, by praising God and by living a holy life, so as to be ready
to attend the marriage feast. Those who live well away from idolatry, unbridled
sensuality and all the sins of the “great city” can already celebrate their victory
by joining in the praises sung by the choirs of heaven. Here again we can see
the intimate connexion between the heavenly and earthly liturgies. By taking
part in the liturgy of the Church, especially the Mass, we are already entering
the sphere of things divine. And so the Second Vatican Council tells us that
“the liturgy is the summit toward which the activity of the Church is directed;
it is also the fount from which all her power flows. For the goal of apostolic
endeavour is that all who are made children of God by faith and Baptism should
come together to praise God in the midst of his Church, to take part in the
Sacrifice and to eat the Lord’s Supper” (Sacrosanctum Concilium, 10).
For his part, John Paul II
exhorts us:


“Nourish yourselves with this eucharistic
Bread, which will enable you to make your way through the paths of the world
ever united in the faith of your fathers, always faithful to God and his
Church, ever active in building the kingdom of God, and feeling privileged if
at any time the Lord should allow your faith to be put severely to the test
Only he who perseveres will be worthy to share in the marriage supper of the
Lamb” (Radio message, 22 July 1984).


9 On the instructions of the angel
who is explaining the vision to him (cf. 17:1), St John tells Christians to count themselves blessed (v. 9); God guarantees the truth of this assurance. At Mass the priest
makes a similar proclamation just before distributing Holy Communion: “Happy
are those who are called to his [the Lord’s] supper.” This shows that the
Eucharist truly is “a pledge of future glory”.


10 The angel apparently leaves at
this point and St John
again reminds Christians that they have a prophetic mission—to bear witness to
Jesus by Spreading his teaching by word and deed.


The first battle: the beast is
destroyed


19:11 - 20:15
The prophetic narrative (given in the form of a proclamation) of the fall of
Babylon (Rome) is now followed by a depiction of Christ as endowed with power
(vv. 11-16) permanently and decisively to conquer the forces of evil which
sustained the great city. Their defeat is narrated in reverse order to that
given earlier in the book: the first to be conquered are the kings of the earth
(who first allied themselves with the great city and then rebelle4 against it:
vv. 17-18) and the beast and the false prophet to whom the kings gave over
their royal power (vv. 20-21; cf. 17:16-17).
Then, in a second eschatological battle, Christ defeats the ancient serpent,
Satan, the one who originally gave power to the beast (cf. 20:1-10; 13:2). Not
until this happens will the general judgment take place (20:11-15).


The Apocalypse in this way points
to the origin of evil and its later manifestations. The most immediate
manifestation of evil, and the first to be destroyed, is the world of opulence,
unbridled sexuality and power, and idolatry—that society which persecuted and
martyred the Christians. Pagan Rome,
the symbol of that world, draws its strength from absolutist divinized forces
intolerant of human freedom and dignity (and especially hostile to religion),
and from atheistic and materialistic ideologies which make for absolutism.
These forces are the beast and the false prophet. However, at a deeper and more
mysterious level lies the ultimate source of these sociological phenomena—Satan
(symbolized by the dragon or ancient serpent). The message of Revelation is
that Christ towers above all these forces, and his victory (which began with
his death and resurrection) will reach its climax at the end of time, although
it will be manifested to a degree over the course of history by the holiness of
the Church.


11-16 This vision of the glorious and
conquering Christ is similar to the way he is portrayed at the start of the
book: by focusing attention on parts of his body (through not in any systematic
way: cf. Rev 1:5, 12-16), he seems to be the same person as the rider on the
white horse mentioned when the first seal was broken (cf. 6:2). White is the
symbol of victory, and the narrative is now going to describe that victory.
Christ is portrayed first in a “static” fashion (vv. 11-14) and then in a
“dynamic” one, in terms of his actions (vv. 15-16).


The two titles “Faithful” and
“True” are closely connected. In the Old Testament Yahweh is frequently
described as “faithful” (cf. Deut 32:4; Ps 145:13; Ps 117:2). When this
title is applied to Christ in the New Testament it suggests his divinity (cf. 1
Thess 5:24; Rev 1:5; 3:14) and shows that, through
Christ, God has been faithful to the promises he made in the Old Testament. The
name “which no one knows but himself’ (v. 12) is an allusion to his divinity,
which is something sublime, mysterious and beyond man’s grasp.


Another title is “The Word of God”.
St John is the
only one to use this name (cf. Jn 1:1-18), which is a reference to Jesus as the
Revealer, the Word of the Father (cf. Jn 1:18).
Regarding the titles “King of Kings” and “Lord of lords”, see the note on
Revelation 17:14. The “thigh” may well mean “standard”, because both words are
similar in Hebrew, or else it refers to that part of his tunic which covered
his thigh.


The blood on the Victor’s robe
refers not to his passion but to his victory over his enemies, whom he treads
as in a wine press. This imagery is used by the Old Testament prophets (cf.,
e.g., Is 63:1-6; Joel 4:13). The sword coming out of his mouth is a reference to
the word of God (cf. Heb 4:12).
It is a way of referring to divine omnipotence and judgment.


17-21 After describing Christ and his
army, the text deals with preparations for the last battle, and its outcome.
The angel’s call to the birds is reminiscent of the passage in Ezekiel
(39:17-20) which tells who the vanquished will be. Here they include people of
every type and description who followed the beast and the false prophet, that
is, who served the forces of evil they represent.


The lake of fire and brimstone, which will appear again in 20:10, 14 as
the final destination of the powers of evil, is hell, called gehenna elsewhere
in the New Testament (cf., e.g., Mt 5:22; 10:28; Mk 9:42; Lk 12:5). It
is also where those men will end up who earn damnation in the eyes of God (cf. Rev 20:15), although now the writer
focuses attention only on the physical death their punishment involves (v. 21;
cf. Mt 10:28 and note).


The fact that they are thrown alive into the fire emphasizes the
horrific nature of their punishment. This physical torment is a terrible one,
but far more painful is the eternal loss of God, which is what hell essentially
involves. As St John Chrysostom puts it, “the pain of hell is indeed
insufferable. But even if one were to imagine ten thousand hells, this
suffering would be nothing compared to the pain caused by the loss of heaven
and by being rejected by Christ” (Horn. on St Matthew, 28).


l Greek he said


m Other ancient authorities read sprinkled with


CHAPTER 20


The thousand-year reign of Christ and
his people


1-3 The victory of the Lamb is manifested by the fact that Rome, the great
harlot, has been destroyed (chap. 18); then the beast and its prophet are
overcome (chap. 19); there remains the dragon whom we saw in chapter 12 and
whose defeat marks the final outcome of the war referred to in that chapter.


The battle between Satan and God is described in two scenes; the first
tells of how Satan is brought under control and deprived of his power for a
time (vv. 1-3); the second describes his last assault on the Church and what
happens to him in the end (vv. 7-10). Between these two scenes comes the reign
of Christ and his followers for a thousand years (vv. 4-6). At the end of the
second scene comes the General Judgment, with the reprobate being damned (vv.
11-18) and a new world coming into being (21:1-8).


The bottomless pit, or abyss, refers to a mysterious place, different
from the lake of fire, or hell. Satan is also called the “ancient serpent”
because it was he who seduced our first parents at the dawn of history (cf. Gen
3:1-19).


The period during which Satan is held captive coincides with the reign
of Christ and his saints—one thousand years (cf. v. 4)—and contrasts with the
“little while” during which he is given further scope to act. This contrast is
very significant and it may simply be a symbolic way of showing that Christ’s
power is vastly greater than Satan’s and that the devil’s power is doomed to
perish even though on occasions it may emerge with unsuspected force.


4-6 The power to judge belongs to Jesus Christ in his own right because he
has been given it by the Father (cf., e.g., Jn 5:22; 9:39;
Acts 10:42). However, our
Lord gives a share in his power to the Apostles, whom he promised would sit on
twelve thrones judging the tribes of Israel (cf. Mt 19:28). All other Christians will
also share in Christ’s power (cf. 1 Cor 6:2-3).


Various interpretations have been offered for this “thousand years”. The
“millenarian” interpretation, supported by some early writers, takes the
passage literally and says that after the resurrection of the dead Christ will
reign on earth for a thousand years; the Church has never accepted this
interpretation. Like the other numbers mentioned in the Book of Revelation, the
number of one thousand should be taken as more symbolic than arithmetic. It may
be a reference to the period that runs from the incarnation of Christ to the
end of time. It is also possible to see this millenium as a reference to a
world of the future after the second coming of Christ; or simply as a
symbolically long time contrasting with the “little while”. It could also be
that the author is fusing two notions current in Judaism in his time—one which
saw the end of time as a messianic kingdom on earth, and the other which saw
that End as a future which transcends this world, when a new heaven and a new
earth would appear.


Our Lord Jesus Christ depicts the establishment of the messianic Kingdom
as happening in two stages—his first coming, in which he demonstrates his power
over the devil and inaugurates the Kingdom of God; and his second coming at the
end of time, when that kingdom will be established in its full, finished form.
That is why we see St Augustine’s
explanation of the millenium as the most satisfactory. According to him, this
millenium covers the time between the incarnation of the Son of God and his
coming at the end of the world. During this period the activity of the devil is
to some degree restricted; he is in some way enchained. Christ reigns fully in
the Church triumphant and he reigns in the Church militant in an incomplete
way. The power of the devil is no longer sovereign, which means that man is
able to elude him. So, although “he desires to do us harm, he cannot do so
because his power is subject to another’s power [. . .]. He who gives him the ability to tempt, also gives his mercy
to the one who is tempted. He has restricted the devil’s ability to tempt
people” (St Augustine,
De Serm. Dom. in monte, II,
9, 34). In fact, the Curé of Ars used to say, “the devil is a big dog on a chain, who threatens and makes a
lot of noise but who only bites those who go too near him” (Selected
Sermons, First Sunday of Lent).


According to this interpretation, the “first resurrection” should be
under stood in a spiritual sense; it is Baptism, which regenerates man and
gives him new life by freeing him from sin and making him a son of God. The
second resurrection is the one which will take place at the end of time, when
the body is brought back to life and the human being, body and soul, enters into everlasting joy. The “rest of the dead”
are those who did not receive Baptism. They too will rise again on the last
day, to be judged according to their deeds.


On the priesthood referred to in v. 6, see the note on 1:6.


The second battle: Satan is overthrown


7-10 God will give the devil a particularly free rein during the last days.
Our Lord also said that they would be marked by great tribulation the like of
which had never been seen (cf. Mt 24:21-22). And St Paul refers to “the man of lawlessness”
who will take his seat in the temple and proclaim himself
to be God (cf. 2 Thess 2:3-8).


The writer once again draws on Ezekiel (chaps. 38-39) to describe the
final eschatological battle. Gog and Magog are names connected with the nations
of the north near the Black Sea, whose
invasion of Israel
was so devastating that it became the prototype of the worst kind of invasion.
Ezekiel describes how they advance through the plan of Esdraelon, scene of so
many battles, till they reach the mountains of Judea,
on one of whose hills Jerusalem
sits, the symbol of the beloved city, the Church. However, the progress of this
destructive force is suddenly brought to a halt by the overwhelming might of
God.


Once the devil is thrown into the lake of fire and brimstone evil ceases
to act in the world. In that fire the impious, along with the beast and the
false prophet, will suffer eternal torment. Scripture’s teaching on the
everlasting duration of divine punishment is yet again confirmed (cf., e.g., Mt
18:8; 25:41, 46; Mk 4:43,
48).


The Last Judgment of the living and
dead


11-15 Now that the devil, the root of all evil, is removed from the scene, we
are shown (as we were after the previous battle) the resurrection of the dead
and the General Judgment. The white throne symbolizes the power of God, who
judges the living and the dead. Other New Testament texts tell us that the
supreme Judge is Christ, who has been charged with this task by the Father
(cf., e.g., Mt 16:27;
25:31-46; Acts 17:3 1; 2 Cor 5:10).
The “flight of earth and sky” mean that they disappear (for even non-rational
created things have been contaminated by sin: cf. Rom 8: 19ff) to make way for
a new heaven and a new earth (21:1; cf. 2 Pet 3:13; Rom 8:23).


The author then turns his attention to the resurrection, when all men
will be judged according to their works. He describes this by using the
metaphor of two books. One of these records the actions of men (as in Daniel 7:10 and other passages of the Old
Testament, cf., e.g., Is 65:6; Jer 22:30).
The second book contains the names of those predestined to eternal life (an
idea inspired by Daniel 12:1: cf. also, e.g., Ex 32:32). This is a way of
showing that man cannot attain salvation by his own efforts alone: it is God
who saves him; however, he needs to act in such a way that he responds to the
destiny God has marked out for him; if he fails to do that he runs the risk of
having his name blotted out of the book of life (cf. Rev 3:5), that is, of
being damned. By using this metaphor, the author of Revelation is teaching us
two truths which are always mysteriously connected—1) that we are free and 2)
that there is a grace of predestination.


Regarding Hades or hell, it should be pointed out that this does not
refer to hell in the strict sense, but to sheol,
the name the Jews gave to the gloomy abode of the dead.


The Last Judgment is a truth of faith concerning which Paul VI says: “He
ascended to heaven, and he will come again, this time in glory, to judge the
living and the dead—each according to his merits; those who have responded to
the love and compassion of God going to eternal life, those who have refused
them to the end going to the fire that is not extinguished [. . .]. We believe in the life
eternal. We believe that the souls of all those who die in the grace of Christ,
whether they must still be purified in purgatory, or whether from the moment
they leave their bodies Jesus takes them to paradise as he did for the Good
Thief, are the people of God in the eternity beyond death, which will be
finally conquered on the day of the Resurrection when these souls will be
reunited with their bodies” (Creed of the People of God, 12 and 28).


n Other Ancient authorities read
from God, out of heaven, or out of heaven from God


CHAPTER 21


A new world comes into being. The New
Jerusalem


21:1 - 22:15 Now that all the forces of evil, including
death, have been vanquished the author turns to contemplate the establishment
of the Kingdom of
 God in all its fulness.
Thus, the climax of the book shows a new world inhabited by a new race—the new Jerusalem (cf. 2 1:1-4); a world guaranteed by the
eternal and almighty Word of God to last forever (cf. 21:5-8).


The focus of attention now becomes the people of God; the new Jerusalem is portrayed as the Bride of the Lamb; a
detailed description shows it to be a wonderful city of great beauty ruled over
by God the Father and Christ (21:9-2:6). The contrast between this and the
pilgrim Church in its present circumstances is so great that the new city can
be discerned only if one puts one’s faith in what God’s messengers reveal (cf.
22:6-9). Faith is also an effective stimulus to the Christian to continue to
strive for holiness and the reward of eternal life (cf. 22:10-15).


1-4 The prophet Isaiah depicted the messianic times as a radical change in
the fortunes of the people of Israel—so radical that, as he put it, God was
going to create new heavens and a new earth, a new Jerusalem full of joy, where
the sound of weeping would never more be heard, where God would make himself
plain for all to see and where everything would be as it was in paradise before
sin (cf. Is 65:12-25). The author of the Apocalypse uses this same format to
describe the future Kingdom
 of God. The imagery of a
new heaven and a new earth (taken in a physical sense) was very much in vogue
in Jewish writing around the time of the Apocalypse (cf. 1 Enoch 72:1; 91:16),
and is probably reflected also in 2 Peter 3:10-13 and Matthew 19:28. Scripture
nowhere indicates what form the new heaven and the new earth will take.
However, what is clear is that there will be a radical “renewal” of the present
cosmos, contaminated as it is by the sin of man and the powers of evil (cf. Gen
2:8 -3:24; Rom 8:9-13); through this renewal all creation will be
“recapitulated” in Christ (cf. Eph 1:10; Col 1:16:20). No reference is made to
the sea, probably because in Jewish literature it symbolized the abyss, the
abode of demonic powers hostile to God.


Those who will inhabit this new world (symbolized by the Holy City, the
new Jerusalem) are the entire assembly of the saved, the entire people of God
(cf. vv. 12-14)—a holy people disposed to live in loving communion with God (as
reflected by the image of the adorned bride: cf. vv. 2, 9). The promise of a
new covenant (Ezek 37:27) will be fulfilled to the letter: God will see to it
that none of the evil, suffering or pain found in this world will find its way
into the new world.


This passage of the Book of Revelation strengthens the faith and hope of
the Church—not only St John’s
own generation but all generations down the ages for as long as the Church
makes its way through this valley of tears. The Second Vatican Council says:
“We know neither the moment of the consummation of the earth and of man nor the way the universe will be transformed. The form
of this world, distorted by sin, is passing away and we are taught that God is
preparing a new dwelling and a new earth in which righteousness dwells, whose
happiness will fill and surpass all the desires of peace arising in the hearts
of men. Then with death conquered the children of God will be raised in Christ
and what was sown in weakness and dishonour will put on the imperishable:
charity and its works will remain, and all of creation, which God made for man,
will be set free from its bondage to decay” (Gaudium et spes, 39).


5-8 For the first and
only time in the entire book God himself speaks. He does so as absolute Lord of
all, to ratify what has just been expounded. While the author and his readers
are still in this world of suffering, God affirms that he—even now—is creating
a new world. There is, then, a connexion between present human suffering and
the future world which is taking shape thanks to the mercy of God.


Although that new world will emerge in its complete form on the last
day, the renewal of all things has already begun; it began with the life, death
and resurrection of Christ. “The kingdom of life has begun,” St Gregory of
Nyssa teaches, “and the empire of death has been undone. Another generation,
another life, another way of loving has made its appearance: our very nature is
being transformed. What type of generation am I referring to? A generation which results not from blood or carnal love or human
love, but from God. Are you wondering how that can be? I shall explain
it in a few words. This new creature is begotten by faith; the regeneration of
Baptism brings it to birth; the Church, its nurse, weans it by her teaching and
institutions and nourishes it with her heavenly bread. This new creature
matures through holiness of life; its marriage is marriage with Wisdom; its
children, hope; its home, the Kingdom; its inheritance and its riches, the
delights of paradise; its final destiny is not death, but eternal and joyful life
in the dwelling-place of the saints” (Oratio I in Christi resurrectionem). We
should remember that “the Kingdom is mysteriously present here on earth; when
the Lord comes it will enter into its perfection” (Gaudium et spes, 39).


The promise of a world to come is so sure that although that world has
not achieved its full perfection, it can be categorically stated that it is a
promise already kept—”It is done”: God himself, the Lord of history
guarantees it (cf. note on Rev 1:8).


“To the thirsty”: being thirsty refers to the desire man should have for
the good things of the Kingdom, which God’s loving kindness grants him. The
idea of thirst (taken from Isaiah 55:1) here points to that yearning for God and the infinite which can only be
satisfied by the grace of Christ, by the Holy Spirit within us (symbolized by
St John in the water of life, cf., e.g., Jn 4:10; 7:38).


A Christian who has the grace of Christ and the gifts of the Holy Spirit
can consider himself a conqueror, a sharer in our Lord’s victory over sin and
the powers of evil, and a sharer therefore in the dignity of a son or daughter
of God in Christ. And so the title “son of God” (which in 2 Samuel 7:14 is
applied, almost with the very same words as here, to the successor of David,
and in Psalm 2:7 to the Messiah) is extended by St John to cover all
Christians, called as they are to share in Christ’s victory.


Contrasting with the beatitudes is the proclamation of the rejection of
those who will have no part in the future Kingdom because they are damned for
ever due to their persistence in sin. Therefore, we should be vigilant, as St Augustine taught:
“Everyone fears physical death; but few fear the death of the soul [...]. Mortal man strives not to die;
so, should not the man destined to live eternally strive not to sin?” (In Ioann. Evang., 49, 2).


9-21 In contrast with the punishment visited on the evil city, Babylon, the
harlot (cf. 17:1), we are now shown the Holy City, the new Jerusalem, the
spouse, coming down from heaven. There is a significant parallel between 17:1ff
and 21:9ff.


The author writes with a truly remarkable mastery of language: after the
introduction (v. 9), he describes the Holy City using three literary devices
which, after giving the measurements of the city, he repeats in more or less
reverse order. The description is like the impressions a traveller has as he
approaches: first, from afar, he sees its radiance—the city as a whole and the
glory of God (vv. 10-11); as he comes closer he can distinguish walls and gates
(vv. 12-13), and when closer still its foundation stones (v. 14). Once inside,
he realizes its sheer scale (vv. 15-16) and is able to assess the size
and richness of its walls (vv. 17-18) and foundation stones and gates (vv. 19-21);
and he is spellbound by the brightness that shines from the glory of God (2
1:22 - 22:5).


The city is given the titles of Bride and Wife (Spouse) which are
normally used to designate the Church (cf. 19:7). This is easy to understand in
the context of the imagery used: the city represents the Church, the community
of the elect viewed in its complete, indissoluble union with the Lamb.


10-14 This vision is rather like the one the prophet Ezekiel had when he saw
the New Jerusalem and the temple of the future (cf. Ezek 40-42). However, St John stresses (cf.
also 21:2) that the city comes down from heaven: this shows that the full
establishment (so long desired) of the messianic kingdom will be brought about
by the power of God and in line with his will.


The description of the Holy
 City begins with the view
from outside. This is the first thing that is seen and it is what makes it
strong and unassailable. He speaks of walls and gates and foundations. The
names of the tribes of Israel and the twelve Apostles show the continuity
between the ancient chosen people and the Church of Christ; and yet the point
is made that the Church is something quite new which rests on the twelve
Apostles of the Lord (cf. Eph 2:20). The arrangement of the gates, in threes
facing the four points of the compass, indicates that the Church is universal:
all nations must come to it to gain salvation. This is what St Augustine means when he says that “outside
the catholic Church one can find everything except salvation” (Sermo ad Cassar., 6).


15-17 The proportions, purely symbolic, convey the idea of the city’s
solidity and stability: it is depicted as a cube, as high as it is broad and
long.


The Holy of Holies (described in 1 Kings 6:19f) was also cubic in form.
The numbers are also symbolic: the twelve thousand stadia signify the chosen
people with its twelve tribes and also the multitude of nations which make up
the new people. The one hundred and forty-four cubits (also a multiple of
twelve), the height of the wall, are nothing compared with the towering height
of the city; this is making the point that the walls are ornamental rather than
defensive. Its enemies have been overthrown and it has no need of
fortifications,


The point is made that the measurements are human ones, despite the fad
that it is an angel that does the measuring. In any case they are measures
which indicate that the heavenly Jerusalem
is vast and rich.


18-21 These descriptions recall those of Ezekiel, but they are much more
colourful and beautiful. Each one of the precious foundation stones reveals the
richness of the Holy
 City, as do the huge
pearls which form its gates. Some Fathers of the Church have seen these
descriptions as a reference to all the divine gifts present in some way in the
soul in the state of grace.


As usual in the book, the message draws on the Old Testament: Tobit
13:17 speaks of the rebuilding of Jerusalem with precious stones such as
sapphires and emeralds, which in turn are reminiscent of the ornamentation on
the high priest’s breastplate (cf. Ex 28:17-20) and the raiment of the prince
of Tyre (Ezek 28:13). Thus, the precious stones identify the priestly and royal
features of the City.


21b-27 After taking us up to the walls and through the gates of the City, the
author brings us right inside, to its very centre; this also is amazingly rich.
However, surprisingly, there is no temple. This makes it different from the Jerusalem described by
Ezekiel, for the centre of that city was the temple (cf. Ezek 40-42). The
temple in Jerusalem
and the tent of the tabernacle in the wilderness symbolized the fact that God
dwelt there; it was the visible sign of divine presence (shekinah
in Hebrew), a presence revealed by the descent of the cloud of the glory of
God.


In the heavenly Jerusalem
there is no longer any need for God to have a dwelling-place, because God the
Father himself and the Lamb are always present. The Godhead does not need to be
brought to mind by the temple (the symbol of his invisible presence), because
the blessed will always see God face to face. This sight of God is what causes
the righteous to be forever happy. “There are no words to explain the
blessedness which the soul enjoys, the gain which he obtains once his true
nature has been restored to him and he is able henceforth to contemplate his
Lord” (Chrysostom, Ad Theodorum lapsum, 1, 13).


In the Old Testament theophanies of Yahweh, a splendid brightness
revealed the divine glory. And so, the presence of God will fill the heavenly Jerusalem with such a
brightness of light that there is no need of sun or moon. Beside God the
Father, with equal rank and dignity, is the Lamb, whose glory will also shine
out, revealing his divinity.


This light will illuminate all those who worship the Lord, thereby
fulfilling the messianic prophecies of Isaiah (cf. Is 60:3,5, 11; 65-66).


The gates of the Holy
 City will stay open by
day, that is, always, because there will be no more night, nor anything
unclean: the saints will be the only ones to enter.


o Other ancient authorities read peoples


p Other ancient authorities add and be their God


q About fifteen hundred miles


CHAPTER 22


1-5 Because the water of life is a symbol of the Holy Spirit (cf. 21:6), some
Fathers and modern commentators have, justifiably, read a trinitarian meaning
into this passage—interpreting the river which flows from the throne of God and
of the Lamb representing the Holy Spirit who proceeds from the Father and the
Son.


The trees whose leaves never fade (cf. Ps 1:3),
with their fruit and medicinal foliage, symbolize the joy of eternal life (cf.
Ezek 47:1-12; Ps 46:5).


The passage also takes up the prophecy in Zechariah 14:11 that nothing
will be accursed—a reference to the terrible practice of anathema (Hebrew herem)
which marked the Israelite conquest of Canaan: to avoid being tainted by
idolatrous pagans, the Israelites laid cities and fields waste, putting them to
torch and killing inhabitants and livestock. Peace and security will now reign
supreme. And the dream of every man will come true—to see God (something
impossible to attain on earth). Now all the blessed will see God (cf. 1 Cor 13:12); and because they see him
they shall be like him (cf. 1 Jn 3:2). The name of God on their foreheads shows
that they belong to God (cf. Rev
 13:16-17).


The visions come to an end


6-9 The author concludes his account of his visions by reaffirming that
everything he has written is true (vv. 5-9) and by issuing a solemn
warning: it will all come to pass and people will either be blessed or rejected
(vv. 10-15).


The truth of what the book says is grounded on God, who is truth itself.
This is St John’s
usual way of referring to the authority and reliability of his teaching (cf.
Rev 1:1,9; Jn 19:35; 1 Jn 1:1ff). He is acutely
conscious of having written in the same manner as the prophets spoke—inspired
by “the God of the spirits of the prophets”. That is why he presents his book
as “prophecy”.


He also insists on the fact that the Lord’s coming is imminent: he says
this no less than three times in this chapter (vv. 7, 12 and 20): this is
designed to make it quite clear that the Lord will come, and to create a
climate of vigilance and hope (cf. note on Rev 1:1, on the imminence of the
second coming).


Because this is a genuine book of prophecy those who read it and tell
others its message are described as “blessed”. This is the attitude which Jesus
required people to have towards the word of God and towards his own words: when
a woman proclaims his Mother “blessed”, our Lord replies, “Blessed rather are
those who hear the word of God and keep it” (Lk 11:28), and he promises that a
person who listens to his word and keeps it is like someone who builds on solid
foundations (cf. Mt 7:24). St James gives a similar warning: “be doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving
yourselves” (Jas 1:22).


10-15 Unlike other revelations (cf. Rev 10:4; Dan 8:26), God makes it plain
that he wants everyone to know the things St John has just written; Christians
needed to be consoled and strengthened in the trials that lay ahead. They must
keep pressing on, for the end is near (v. 11); these words are somewhat ironic,
ridiculing as they do those who are bent on continuing to live a depraved life,
unwilling to admit their sin and unwilling to mend their ways in time. The
passage makes it quite clear that there will be a judgment made by Christ when
he comes again; when he exercises this judicial authority which belongs to God
alone, he appears with divine attributes (cf. note on Rev 1:8). The message
contained in these verses should be reassuring for the Christian. As St Teresa
of Avila says,
“May His Majesty be pleased to grant us to experience
this before he takes us from this life, for it will be a great thing at the
hour of death to realize that we shall be judged by One whom we have loved
above all things. Once our debts have been paid we shall be able to walk in
safety. We shall not be going into a foreign land, but into our own country,
for it belongs to him whom we have loved so truly and who himself loves us” (Way
of Perfection, 40).


The robes washed in the blood of the Lamb (cf. note on Rev 7:14) are a reference to the
fact that the righteous have been cleansed by having applied to them the merits
of the passion, death and resurrection of Christ.


EPILOGUE


16 In a formal, solemn manner Jesus Christ addresses believers and con
firms the genuineness of the prophetic content of the book. This marks the
start of the epilogue, which records the testimony of the Church (v. 17) and
the writer (vv. 18-19) and once again, before the words of farewell, Christ’s
own confirmation (v. 20).


The titles applied to Jesus focus on his Hebrew and Davidic ancestry,
without which he could not be the Messiah. Instead of the word “root”, other
passages speak of his being a young, vigorous shoot which grows out of the
ancient trunk of Jesse (cf. Is 11:1). The morning star is another metaphor
designating the Messiah (cf. Num 24:17).


Prayer of the Spirit and the Bride.
Words of warning and farewell


17 The Bride is the Church who, in reply to Christ’s promise (cf. 22:12), ardently desires and prays
for his coming. The prayer of the Church is inspired by the Holy Spirit, the
voices of both Church and Spirit fusing in a single cry. Every Christian is
invited to join in this prayer and discover in the Church the gift of the
Spirit, symbolized by the water of life (cf. 21:6); this gift allows the
Christian to taste in anticipation the good things of the Kingdom. The language
of this verse reminds us of the liturgical dimension of the Church with its
prayer and celebration of the sacraments.


18-19 Using language similar to Deuteronomy 4:2 (cf. also Dt
13:1; Prov 30:6), the author warns that nothing in this book may be altered,
for the very good reason that it is a revelation from God. No one may tamper
with it, no one may add or subtract anything, or if he does God will call him
to account. What St John
says here is applicable to all divine Revelation. That is why St Paul told the
Galatians that anyone—even an angel—would be accursed, excommunicated, who
dared to change the Gospel, the message of received faith (cf. Gal 1:8).


The Revelation made by Christ has been entrusted to the Church, who
guards it faithfully with the aid of the Holy Spirit. As St Vincent of Lerins
teaches, “in the catholic Church the greatest care
must be taken to keep what has been believed everywhere, always and by all [. . .]. The very nature of religion
demands that everything be passed on to children as faithfully as it has been
received by parents” (Commonitorium, 2 and 6). The deposit of faith is
so inviolable that “true ecumenical activity means openness, drawing closer,
availability for dialogue, and a shared investigation of the truth in the full
evangelical and Christian sense; but in no way does it or can it mean giving up
or in any way diminishing the treasures of divine truth that the Church has
constantly confessed and taught” (John Paul II, Redemptor hominis, 6). 


20 Christ himself replies to the supplication of the Church and the
Spirit: “I am coming soon.” This idea occurs seven times in the course of the
book (cf. 2:16; 3:11; 16:15; 22:7, 12, 17, 20), showing that this is a promise
which will certainly be kept. On the basis of this passage, John Paul II makes
this exhortation: “Therefore, let Christ be your sure point of reference, let
him be the basis of a confidence which knows no vacillation. Let the passionate
invocation of the Church, “Come, Lord Jesus!” become the spontaneous sigh of
your heart, a heart never content with the present because it always tends
towards the ‘not yet’ of promised fulfilment” (Homily, 18 May 1980).


This invocation—“Come, Lord Jesus”—was so often on the lips and in the
hearts of the first Christians that it was even expressed in Aramaic, the
language which Jesus and the Apostles spoke: Marana-tha (cf. 1 Cor 16:22; Didache, 10, 6). Today, translated
into the vernacular, it is used as an acclamation at Mass, after the elevation.
And so “the earthly liturgy harmonizes with that of heaven. And now, as in
every Mass, there reaches our heart, which is so much in need of consolation,
that reassuring reply: “He who testifies to these things says, ‘Surely I am
coming soon […].’


 “Strengthened by this certainty, let us set
out again along the ways of earth, feeling greater unity and solidarity with
one another, and at the same time bearing in our heart the desire that has
become more eager to make known to our brothers and sisters, still enveloped by
the clouds of doubt and depression, the ‘joyful proclamation’ that there has
risen over the horizon of their lives ‘the bright morning star’ (Rev 22:16),
the Redeemer of man, Christ the Lord” (John Paul II, Homily, 18 May
1980).


r Or the Lamb. In the
midst of the street of the city, and on either side of the river, was the tree of
life, etc.


s Other ancient authorities read do his commandments


t Other ancient authorities omit all; others omit the saints
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