
John, the Evangelist, brother of James
the Martyr (Acts 12), was deported to Pat-
mos island for the sake of faith. From there
he sent us this “Revelation.” Skies opened,
angels and tragedies, corruption of the well-
to-do and the blood of martyrs: God’s judg-
ment goes down the centuries. God’s glory
has come near and only a curtain divides us.
Everything is brought to an end in the heav-
enly city.

Why does Revelation have the reputa-
tion of being a mysterious book, hard to un-
derstand and why, for many people, does it
have a terrifying meaning? Can it be because
there, many seek secret figures and messages
which might be adapted to current events as
if John had announced them in detail?

If we want to avoid misunderstanding
the images and the style of the Revelation of
John we should first know that “revelations,”
or “apocalyp ses” were a popular form of lit-
erature at the time of Jesus. There was an
Apo calypse of Isaiah, one of Moses, and
many others. It was a way of interpreting
contemporary events wrapped up in formi-
dable images, with visions and angels. The
author of the book attributed it to a known
prophet of the past, but only related events
that were al ready known, trying to draw con-
clusions and showing what God wanted to
achieve.

The style and the images of Reve la tion
(Apocalypse) bewilder many people to the
extent that today the term is mostly used to
refer to worldwide tra gedies. We are going
to give the needed explanations, but from the
beginning, we have to understand that John
was answering the questions that his Chris -
tian contemporaries were asking, and ques-
tions that we are still asking ourselves today.
Why didn’t the Savior bring justice and
peace to the world and why do we see so
much evil and suffering?

John answers that if centuries follow
after Christ’s coming, this is not so that we
may enjoy heaven on earth but rather, be-
cause this world is at stake in the conflict be-
tween good and evil. John probably wrote at
the time of Emperor Domitian, namely, the
start of the great Church persecutions in the



Roman Empire. John is going to say, again and again, that being Christian means being faith-
ful and if need be, being a martyr.

Understanding the importance of this conflict in today’s history is much more useful
than searching the Book of Revelation for secret messages that would surely enable us to ex-
pect extraordinary events and, perhaps, to have the chance to survive. We will better under-
stand this Revelation if we interpret the visions, numbers and symbols according to the rules
of apocalyptic literature. Then we shall see that the Revelation of Jesus Christ is neither dif-
ficult nor terrifying but full of joy and hope.

The risen Christ is the center of history; the world is the place of the struggle between
the church, headed by Christ, and Satan’s forces; Christians are called to give their witness
with courage.

In this book we can see seven series, each with seven elements, in four major parts:
– the seven messages to the churches, chapters 1–3;
– the fulfillment of the Old Testament, chapters 4–11;
– the Church faces the Roman Empire, chapters 12–19;
– the last days and the heavenly Jerusalem, chapters 20–22.

We have attributed the Book of Revelation to John the Evangelist. In fact, there were
many doubts on this point during the first two centuries. The western Church, differently
from that in the East, did not see it as the work of John the Evangelist and while today’s crit-
icism does not raise major difficulties, it does raise many doubts. It is interesting to notice
that the image of the sacrificed lamb, a central theme of the book, is found throughout the
entire book. This theme, along with the same quotation from the prophet Zechariah (Rev
1:7), bears the personal mark of John in his Gospel (Jn 19:31-37).
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• 1 The Revelation of Jesus Christ.
God gave it to him to let his ser vants know what is soon to take place. 

He sent his angel to make it known to his servant, John,
2 who reports everything he saw, for this is the word of God and the dec-

laration of Jesus Christ.
3 Happy is the one who reads aloud these pro phetic words,
and happy those who hear them and treasure everything written here,
for the time is near.
• 4 From John to the seven Churches of Asia:
receive grace and peace from him who is, who was and who is to come,
and from the seven Spirits of God which are before his throne,
5 and from Jesus Christ, the faithful witness, the firstborn of the dead, the

ruler of the kings of the earth.
To him who loves us and has washed away our sins with his own blood,

6 making us a kingdom and priests for God his Father,
to him be the glory and power for ever and ever. Amen.
7 See he comes with the clouds and every one will see him, even those

who pierced him; on his account all the nations of the earth will beat his
breast. Yes. It will be so.

8 “I am the Alpha and the Ome ga,” says the Lord God, he who is, who
was and who is to come: the Master of the universe.

1

of me and I heard a voice behind me
which sounded like a trum pet,
11 “Write down all that you see, in a
book, and send it to the seven
Churches of Ephe sus, Smyrna, Per -
ga  mum, Thyatira, Sar dis, Philadel-
phia and Lao dicea.”

• 1.1 The time is near. This has been writ-
ten first of all for John’s first readers. Thus the
idea of contemporary readers who would wish
to read a description of current events into
Revelation is unfounded.

• 4. John greets his readers, wishing them
the peace that comes from the Father, Christ
and the Holy Spirit. As soon as John has
named the three divine Persons, all his praise
goes to Christ. This was the new ness that en-
ergized the early Christians so powerfully:
Christ, God who came as a human.

The Seven Spirits means the fullness of
God’s Spirit.

The one who is, who was, and who is to
come. This way of naming God expands what
was revealed to Moses: “I am who am” (Ex 3).
The living God is a God who is coming.

Then Christ is presented as the Messiah and
Judge hoped for by the Jews. He comes with

the clouds. In his trial, Jesus also referred to
this text of the prophet Daniel (7:13).

All the nations of the earth will mourn his
death. See this prophecy of the murdered Mes-
siah: “the one they pierc ed” in Zechariah 12:10. 

Alpha and Omega (that is A and Z). This
suggests that God embraces all time.

Revelation is addressed to Christians who
are beginning to suffer for their faith, and
shows Christ to them, as the model they are
imitating. Christ is the “servant and the witness
of God the Father.” Let us not forget that mar-
tyr means witness.

• 9. John had been condemn ed on ac-
count of his faith and was living in exile on Pat -
mos. It was around the year 95.

John had this vision on the Lord’s Day, that
is, on Sunday, or the day of the resurrection.
So this vision will be enlivened by the tri-
umphant breath of the resurrection.
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• 9 I, John, your brother, who
shares with you, in Jesus, the suffer-
ings, the kingdom and the patient
endurance, was on the island of Pat-
mos, be cause of the Word of God
and wit nessing to Jesus. 10 On the
Lord’s day, the Spirit took pos session



12 I turned to see who was speak-
ing to me; behind me were seven
golden lampstands 13 and, in the mid-
dle of these, I saw someone like a
son of man, dressed in a long robe
tied with a golden girdle.

14 His head and his hair are white
as wool or as snow and his eyes are
like flames of fire. 15 His feet are like
burnished bronze when it has been
refined in a furnace. His voice is like
the roaring of the waves. 

16 I saw seven stars in his right
hand and a sharp, double-edged
sword coming out of his mouth; his
face shone like the sun in all its bril-
liance.

17 Seeing him, I fell at his feet like
one dead but he touched me with his
right hand and said, “Do not be
afraid. It is I, the First and the Last.
18 I am the living one; I was dead and

now I am alive for ever and ever; and
mine are the keys of death and the
nether  world. 19 Now write what you
have seen, both what is and what is
yet to come. 20 Know the secret of the
seven stars you saw in my right hand
and the seven golden lamp stands:
the seven stars are the angels of the
seven Churches and the seven lamp-
stands are the seven Churches.

The seven messages to the Churches
• 1 Write this to the angel of the
Church in Ephesus, “Thus says

the one who holds the seven stars in
his right hand and who walks among
the seven golden lamp stands:

• 2 I know your works, your diffi-
culties and your patient suffering. I
know you cannot tolerate evildoers
but have tested those who call them-
selves apos  tles and have proved

2

I saw someone like a son of man. This is a
symbolic vision of Christ dressed as a priest,
and with a golden sash as a king. His white
hair is a symbol of his eternity. His feet like
bronze means that no one will defeat him.
Christ appears in the same way as Daniel rep-
resents God as the universal judge (see 7:9).

It is I, the First and the Last. By these
words, Christ identifies with God himself. In
the Bible, this is characteristic of God’s way of
speaking (see Is 44:6 and 12). The double-
edged sword coming out of his mouth is the
word of God that irresistibly penetrates the
heart and is always fulfilled in events. It deals
death as effectively as it saves. 

There were more than seven churches in
Asia. Seven represents fullness, and the seven
churches, then, represent all the Christian
communities. Seven is the perfect number and
this is why in the book of Revelation, Christ’s
name is mentioned seven times, Jesus fourteen
times, and the Lamb (who is Christ) twenty-
eight times. There are seven prophecies of
Christ’s victory with his people and seven beat-
itudes like those of the Gospel: “Happy
those…”

The stars, the angels and the lampstands:
these three images may complement one an-
other to designate a church, its bishops and be-
lievers together.

• 2.1 The seven following messages all
begin with the words I know. Christ sees,
knows and loves his Church. He begins by un-
derscoring what is positive, then he repri-
mands. Christ remains invisible, but is the Lord
of the universe and of history.

The messages reveal the difficulties these
churches of Asia are facing:

– On one hand, there are hostilities coming
from the Jews as well as from the pagans: they
are a test of the believers’ perseverance.

– On the other hand, we have the “Nico -
laitans,” those Christians who, not wanting to
be cut off from the pagans, accept participa-
tion with them in the banquets of the pa gan
temples where meat sacrificed to idols was
eaten: this is a threat to faith.

– The last temptation is the one that comes
with time: the love that was awakened in the
first moments of conversion was growing cold.

• 2. Ephesus comes first since it is the
mother Church. Paul preach ed there for two
years (Acts 19:8). Later John lived there, thus
extending his authority over the churches in
the Asian province.

I know your works, your difficulties and
your patient suffering. While the apostle was
absent, the Church rejected the false prophets
and preserved the true faith.
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them to be liars. 3 You have perse-
vered and have suffered for my
name without losing heart.

4 Nevertheless, I have this com-
plaint against you: you have lost
your first love. 5 Remember from
where you have fallen and repent,
and do what you used to do be fore. If
not, I will come to you and remove
your lamp  stand from its place; this I
will do, unless you repent. 6 Yet it is
in your favor that you hate the do-
ings of the Nicolaitans, which I also
hate.

7 Let anyone who has ears listen to
what the Spirit says to the Churches:
To the victor I will give to eat of the
tree of life which is in God’s Para-
dise.”

• 8 Write this to the angel of the
Church in Smyrna, “Thus says the

First and the Last, he who was dead
and returned to life:

9 I know your trials and your
poverty: you are rich indeed. I know
how you are slandered by those who
pretend to be Jews but are not, for
they are, in fact, the synagogue of
Satan. 10 Do not be afraid of what will
happen to you. The devil will throw
some of you into prison to test you
and there will be ten days of trials.
Remain faithful even to death and I
will give you the crown of life.

11 Let anyone who has ears listen
to what the Spirit says to the
Churches: The victor has nothing to
fear from the second death.”

• 12 Write this to the angel of the
Church in Pergamum, “Thus says
the one who has the sharp, double-
edged sword:

You have lost your first love. How many
small things—difficult to pinpoint—make us
feel the fervor of a community, or, on the con-
trary, reveal that the essence of authentic, pas-
sionate and faithful love of God is missing! I
will remove your lamp stand: that is, your
prestige as a mother Church.

The tree of life is eternal life (see Gen 2:9).

• 8. The church of Smyrna gathers poor
peo ple in an extremely rich city. In fact, it is
rich in the eyes of God who is going to put it
to the test so that it can be more productive.

There will be ten days of trials. The num-
ber ten is characteristic of the period during
which evil ones rule. Thus it announces a trial
lasting a short time.

The second death (see Rev 20:14). It
means eternal condemnation, which separates
the soul, not from the body but from God.

John means those Jews who did not believe
in Jesus and recognize their Messiah. They are
Jews, of course, but their community can no
longer boast of this name. The Christian com-
munity, both Jews and converted Greeks, is
the true remnant of Israel and the authentic de-
scendants of Abraham.

• 12. Pergamum has the privilege of being
an important center of pagan worship: it is
“Satan’s throne.”

You cling firmly to my name. The name of
Christ is “Lord.” This is the period when the
Roman emperors begin to have themselves
called “Lord” and be adored like gods, thus
forcing Christians to choose between emperor
worship, imposed on everyone under the pain
of severe punishment, and faithfulness to
Christ.

The Church in Pergamum is privileged to
have had among its members the first martyr
of the province, Antipas, mentioned here. His
courage in proclaiming his faith before pagan
persecution does not prevent a pagan current
from penetrating within the Church through
the Nicolaitans mentioned earlier: by taking
part in some pagan ceremonies and returning
to the sexual freedom of the pagans, they are
threatening to destroy the Church.

I will come soon to attack these people. In
the early Church, the intervention of the Holy
Spirit is felt. Prophets speak, point to a guilty
party, and misfortunes soon occur.

The white stone is a sign of happiness. The
new name (see Is 65:15) means the renewal of
the Christian in the depth of his being: our liv-
ing and growing in the faith is the beginning
of a new personality that will appear clearly in
heaven. The hidden manna (v. 17): Christ be-
comes power and source of life (Jn 6:48) for
those who are faithful to him.
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13 I know where you live, where
Satan’s throne is, but you cling firmly
to my name; you have not re nounced
me, not even in the days when An-
tipas, my faithful witness, was killed
in your place, where Satan lives.

14 Nev er theless, I have a few com-
plaints against you: Some among
you hold the teach  ing of Bala am,
who taught Balak how to make the
Israel ites stumble by eating food sac-
rificed to idols and committing adul -
tery. 15 Also, among you some follow
the teach ing of the Nico laitans.
16 Therefore, re pent; if not, I will come
to you soon to attack these people
with the sword of my mouth.

17 Let anyone who has ears listen
to what the Spirit says to the
Churches: To the victor I will give the
hidden man na. And I will also give a
white stone with a new name written
on it which no one knows except the
one who re ceives it.”

• 18 Write this to the angel of the
Church in Thyatira, “Thus says the
Son of God whose eyes are like
flames of fire and whose feet are like
burnished bronze. 19 I know your
works: your love, faith, service, pa-
tient endurance and your later works,
greater than the first.

20 Nevertheless, I have a com-
plaint against you: you tolerate your
Jezebel, this woman who calls her-
self a prophetess and is deceiving

my servants; she teaches them pros-
titution and the eating of food sacri-
ficed to idols. 21 I have given her time
to repent but she is un  will ing to leave
her prostitution. 22 So I am going to
throw her onto a bed and inflict se-
vere trials on her partners in adultery
unless they repent of their evil. 23 I will
strike her children dead and all the
Churches will know that I am he who
probes the heart and mind; I will give
each of you what your conduct de-
serves.

24 Listen to me now, the rest of you
in Thyatira. You do not hold with this
teach ing and have not learned ‘the
secrets,’ as they are called which
are, in fact, those of Satan. So I have
no cause to reproach you, 25 only
hold on to what you have, until I
come. 26 To the victor who keeps to
my ways to the end, I will give power
over the nations, 27 to rule them with
an iron rod and shat ter them like
earthen pots; he will be like me, who
received this power from my Father.
28 More over, I will give him the Morn-
ing Star.

29 Let anyone who has ears listen
to what the Spirit says to the Chur -
ch es.”

• 1 Write this to the angel of the
Church in Sardis, “Thus says he

who holds the seven spirits of God
and the seven stars:

I know your worth: you think you

3

• 18. In the Bible, Jezebel is the name of
an impious woman (see 1 K 19) and here it
refers to some Nic olaitan prophetess. Her
lovers and sons are her followers.

Idolatry is often called adultery or prostitu-
tion: the believing people belong to God as a
wife to her husband, and to be unfaithful is to
prostitute oneself. In fact, those who worship
idols do not usually respect the sexual disci-
pline proceeding from faith. Thus when Reve-
lation speaks of prostitution, we must under-
stand both idolatry and sexual immora lity.

He will rule them with an iron rod. By

these words, the one who overcomes is prom-
ised a share in Christ’s victory (see Ps 2); he
will receive the Morning Star, that is to say,
Christ himself (see Rev 22:16).

• 3.1 This is a brief message to a dying
church. The universal Church has been prom-
ised that it will remain. Yet an individual church
can disappear.

To be dressed in white means inner life:
being clothed with Christ (see Eph 4:24).
Throughout the book of Revelation, white
means joy, strength, victory and eternal glory.
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live but you are dead. 2 Wake up and
strengthen that which is not already
dead. For I have found your works to
be imperfect in the sight of my God.
3 Remember what you were taught;
keep it and change your ways. If you
do not repent I will come upon you
like a thief at an hour you least ex-
pect.

4 Yet, there are some left in Sardis
who have not soiled their robes;
these will come with me, dressed in
white, since they deserve it. 5 The vic-
tor will be dressed in white and I will
never erase his name from the book
of life; instead, I will acknowledge it
before my Father and his angels.

6 Let anyone who has ears listen to
what the Spirit says to the Churches.”

• 7 Write this to the angel of the
Church in Philadelphia, “Thus says
he who is holy and true, who holds
the key of David; if he opens, no body
shuts and if he shuts nobody opens.

8 I know your worth; I have opened
a door before you, which nobody can
close, because you have kept my
Word and not re nounced me, in spite
of your lack of power. 9 I am giv ing
you some of the synagogue of Satan
who call themselves Jews but they
are only liars. I will make them fall at
your feet and recognize that I have
loved you. 

10 Because you have kept my
words with patient endurance, I, for
my part, will keep you safe in the
hour of trial that is coming upon the
whole world, to test the people of the
earth. 11 I am coming soon; hold fast
to what you have, lest anyone take
your crown.

12 I will make the victor into a col-
umn in the sanctuary of my God
where he will stay for ever. 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 in heaven, and my own new
name. 13 Let anyone who has ears lis-
ten to what the Spirit says to the
Churches.”

• 14 Write this to the angel of the
Church in Laodicea, “Thus says the
Amen, the faithful and true witness,
the beginning of God’s creation:

15 I know your works: you are nei-
ther cold nor hot. Would that you
were cold or hot! 16 You are lukewarm,
neither hot nor cold so I will spit you
out of my mouth. 17 You think you are
rich and have piled up so much that
you need nothing, but you do not re-
alize that you are wretched and to be
pitied, poor, blind and naked. 

18 I advise you to buy from me
gold that has been tested by fire, so
that you may be rich, and white

• 7. This is a message of consolation and
optimism for those who work faithfully with
the Holy Spirit, but who are troubled by the
thousand difficulties of their ministry.

The one who holds the key of David (see
Is 22:22). Christ has absolute power over the
“house of David,” namely, his people. He pre-
pares a fruitful ministry for those who were
able to persevere in hard times when the fruits
of their labors were not seen.

I have opened a door before you (v. 8)
means: I have prepared a successful ministry.
There is one condition: keeping the Word of
God and being faithful to him.

• 14. You are neither cold nor hot. Nei-

ther unbelievers who remain cold toward a
faith they do not share, nor believers who take
God’s love seriously and show authentic sur-
render. We can easily imagine this community
of nice, comfortable people. They were one
more religious group, but not witnesses of
Christ the victor.

Laodicea had hot and cold thermal waters.
It was also in that city that eyewash famous for
improving eyesight was made.

Amen means: it is true, or also: I commit
myself this way. Christ is the Fa ther’s Amen.
His commitment to us is the fulfillment of
God’s promises (see 2 Cor 1:20). Because
Christ is the Amen, he calls us to a real com-
mitment to God to realize his plans.
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clothes to wear so that your naked-
ness may not shame you, and oint-
ment for your eyes that you may see.
19 I rep rimand and correct all those I
love. Be earnest and change your
ways.

20 Look, I stand at the door and
knock. If you hear my call and open

the door, I will come in to you and
have sup per with you, and you with
me. 21 I will let the victor sit with me
on my throne just as I was victorious
and took my place with my Father
on his throne. 22 Let any one who has
ears listen to what the Spirit says to
the Churches.”

• 4.1 After these messages to the churches
of Asian province, we have visions containing
the meaning of history.

– In chapters 4 –11, John delivers the mean-
ing of the history of Israel up to the preaching
of the Gospel.

– In chapters 12– 21, he prepares us to un-
derstand the history we are living and the
strug gles of the Church.

To begin with, we need to know where we
are going and why we are struggling. Those
without goals will soon be swept away by con-
flicting currents. Therefore, before developing
his vision of history, John shows us the un-
changing center in which things and events
have their origin and to which they return.

A door opened in the sky (v. 1). This figure
of speech had at the time a precise meaning:
that of a vision granted to the pro phet (com-

pare with: “He saw the heavens opened” Mk
1:10).

In heaven was a throne, and one sitting
on it. That invisible someone from whom light
and life radiate is the divine Being contem-
plated in its source, that is, the Father. His face
cannot be described, but all the elements of na-
ture are used to express something of the di-
vine Being: the imposing force of the storm,
the fascinating power of fire, the purity and
freshness of water.

The elders are the saints of the Old Testa -
ment who represent the faithful people (see Is
24:23). The four living creatures refer to an-
gels. These are poetic images to express what
is most noble, strong, wise and quick. Their
eyes, always alert, are focused on the center
of the divine Being and they spread God’s en-
ergies throughout the universe (see Ezk 1).
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A LOOK AT THE PAST: CHRIST AND ISRAEL

The throne in heaven
• 1 After this, I looked up to the
wall of the sky and saw an open

door. The voice which I had first
heard speaking to me like a trumpet
said, “Come up here and I will show
you what will come in the future.”

2 Im mediately I was seized by the
Spirit. There, in heaven, was a throne
and one sitting on it. 3 He who sat
there looked like jasper and car-
nelian and round the throne was a
rainbow resembling an emerald. 

4 In a circle around the throne are
twenty-four thrones and seated on
these are twenty-four elders, dressed
in white clothes, with golden crowns
on their heads. 5 Flashes of lightning
come forth from the throne, with

4
voices and thunderclaps. Seven
flaming torches burn before the
throne; these are the seven spirits of
God. 

6 Before the throne there is a plat-
form, transparent like crystal. Around
and beside the throne stand four liv-
ing creatures, full of eyes, both in
front and behind. 7 The first living
creature is like a lion, the second like
a bull, the third has the face of a man
and the fourth looks like a flying
eagle. 8 Each of the four living crea-
tures has six wings full of eyes, all
around as well as within; day and
night they sing with out ceasing,

Holy, holy, holy is the Lord God,
master of the universe,
who was, and is and is to come.
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9 Whenever the living creatures
give glory, honor and thanks to the
One on the throne, he who lives for
ever and ever, 10 the twenty-four eld-
ers fall down before him and worship
the One who lives for ever and ever.
They lay their crowns in front of the
throne and say,

11 Our Lord and God, worthy are you
to receive glory, honor and power!
For you have created all things;
by your will they came to be and

were made.

The coming of the Lamb
• 1 Then I saw in the right hand
of him who was seated on the

throne a scroll written on both sides,
sealed with seven seals. 2 A mighty
angel exclaimed in a loud voice,
“Who is worthy to open this and
break the seals?”

3 But no one in heaven or on earth
or in the netherworld was found able
to open the book and read it. 4 I wept
much when I saw that no one was
found worthy to open the book and
read it. 5 Then one of the elders said
to me, “Do not weep. Look, the Lion
of the tribe of Judah, the Shoot of

5

David, has conquered; he will open
the book of the seven seals.”

6 And I saw next to the throne with
its four living creatures and the
twenty-four elders a Lamb standing,
although it had been slain. I saw him
with seven horns and seven eyes,
which are the seven spirits of God
sent out to all the earth.

7 The Lamb moved forward and
took the book from the right hand of
him who was seated on the throne.
8 When he took it, the four living
creatures and the twenty-four elders
bowed before the Lamb. They all
held in their hands harps and golden
cups full of incense which are the
prayers of the holy ones.

9 This is the new song they sang:
You are worthy to take the book
and open its seals,
for you were slain
and by your blood you

purchased for God
people of every race, language

and nation;
10 and you made them a

kingdom and priests for our God 
and they shall reign over the land.
11 I went on looking; I heard the

They sing without ceasing: Holy, Holy,
Holy (v. 8). This is the first of the hymns found
in Revelation. It is taken up from Isaiah 6:3.

Master of the universe. The Greek text
uses this expression to translate “Sabaoth.”
We know that the “Lord Sabaoth” is the Lord
of Hosts and this refers to the many visible and
unseen beings and forces of Heaven and earth.
At the center, where God is and from where
all things come, everything will be gathered up
in thanksgiving to the Father when the lives of
mortal beings are over. What will we do in
heaven? All will be admiration, praise and
amazing discovery of God’s infinity.

Note how John describes God’s mystery
here by using images from Isaiah 6 and Ezekiel
1. As to the four animals, Christian art used
them to represent the four evangelists: Mat -
thew as the man; Mark, the lion; Luke, the
bull; and John as the eagle.

• 5.1 The vision continues with the ap -
pearance of two new elements: the sealed
Book and the Lamb. The history of Israel
(which can be read in the Bible) and Christ.

John’s readers had a book, the Old Testa -
ment. For those among them of Jewish ori-
gins, it was the history of their people. It was
also to be with the New Testament, the book
of all the Christians, and in some way it con-
tains the meaning of universal history, since
this history was preparing for the salvation of
all humankind.

Jerusalem had been destroyed some twenty
years before, according to Jesus’ prophecy
(Mk 13), and Christians of Jewish descent
were asking themselves: If Christ is the prom-
ised Savior, why did the history of Israel end
in such disasters? Why did the Jewish people,
instruc ted by the Bible, not recognize their
Savior?

Is 29:11

Gen
49:8;

Is 11:1

Jn 1:29

14:3;
Is 42:10

19:10;
Is 61:6

Dn 7:10

1875 REVELATION 5



noise of a multitude of angels gath-
ered around the throne, the living
creatures and the elders, num bering
millions of millions, 12 crying out with
a loud voice:

Worthy is the Lamb who was
slain to receive

power and riches, wisdom and
strength,

honor, glory and praise.
13 Then I heard the voice of the

whole universe, heaven, earth, sea
and the place of the dead; every
creature cried out:

To him who sits upon the throne
and to the Lamb

be praise, honor, glory and power
for ever and ever.

14 And the four living creatures
said, Amen, while the elders bowed
down and worshiped.

The seven seals
• 1 I saw the Lamb opening the
first of the seven seals, and I

heard one of the four living creatures
6

cry out with a voice like thunder,
“Come and see!”

2 A white horse appeared, and its
rider had a bow. He was crowned,
and he went out as a conqueror and
he will conquer.

3 When he opened the second
seal, I heard the second living crea-
ture cry out, “Come!” 4 Then another
horse the color of fire came out. Its
rider was ordered to take peace
away from the earth, that people
might kill one another; so he was
given a great sword.

5 When he opened the third seal, I
heard the third creature cry out,
“Come!” This time it was a black
horse, and its rider held a balance in
his hand. 6 Then from the midst of the
four living creatures a voice was
heard: “A measure of wheat for a
piece of silver, and three measures of
barley for a piece, as well! Do not
spoil the oil or the wine.”

7 When he opened the fourth seal,
I heard a cry from the fourth living
creature, “Come!” 8 A greenish horse

Here we are told that though the events are
in the Book, the Book is sealed. No one was
found able to understand God’s plan for his
peo ple, or able to call God to account. Only
Christ reveals the mystery of death and resur-
rection which is being realized in history, and
only he can do so, since he himself surren-
dered to death for all: you are worthy to take
the Book (v. 9).

Now, Christ can read the Book of the his-
tory and destiny of humankind (power, riches
and wisdom: v. 12). Still more, he is now the
owner of this Book, and in being rejected by Is-
rael, a priestly people (Ex 19:6), he formed his
own kingdom and priests, the Church (1 P
2:9), as is said in verse 10.

A Lamb standing, although it had been
slain (v. 6). The vision brings us to the moment
of the resurrection. While the Gospels relate
the resurrection of Jesus, as his disciples knew
it on earth, here we are in heaven to contem-
plate the risen Christ entering a glorious world.
He is standing after being sacrificed, glorious,
but forever marked by his Passion.

The seven horns and the seven eyes express

the fullness of power and knowledge in the risen
Christ. Before all the powers of the world and of
heaven, on that day, he comes with authority
to take the Book from the hands of the Father.

Let us note how on the day of the resurrec-
tion, the same praise previously addressed to
God now goes to the Lamb: in being raised up,
Christ appears with the glory befitting him:
that of God.

• 6.1 The Lamb opens the seals. The risen
Christ explains the great forces that give an im-
pulse to sacred history. At the time of John’s
writing, the birth of the Church meant that the
Old Testament centuries were over and, on the
other hand, the Jewish nation had been ru-
ined. This was the time to think things over.

The four horses symbolize the forces shap-
ing biblical history.

The rider of the white horse is “the word of
God.” It represents God’s words given to the
prophets in the Old Testament. Christ, who is
the word of God had not yet come; he would
come later, riding the same white horse (Rev
19:11).
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appeared, its rider was called Death,
and the Netherworld rode be hind
him. He was allowed to utterly de-
stroy by sword, famine, pestilence
and wild beasts a fourth of the in-
habitants of the earth.

9 When he opened the fifth seal, I
saw under the altar the spirits of
those who proclaimed the word of
God and were slain for its sake.
10 They began to cry aloud, “Holy and
righteous Lord, how long will it be
before you render justice and avenge
our blood on the inhabitants of the
earth?” 11 Then each one of them was
given a white garment, and they
were told to wait a little while, un til
the number of their brothers and sis-
ters and fellow ser vants who would
be killed as they had been would be
completed.

12 And my vision continued. When
the Lamb opened the sixth seal,
there was a violent earthquake. The
sun became black as a mourning
dress, and the whole moon turned
blood-red, 13 and the stars in the sky
fell to the earth like dry figs falling
from a fig tree shaken by a hurricane.
14 The sky was folded up like rolled
parchment; there was no mountain
or continent that was not removed

from its place. 15 The kings of the
earth and their ministers, the gener-
als, the rich and the powerful, and all
the people, slaves as well as free per-
sons, hid in caves or among rocks on
the mountains, 16 saying, “Fall on us,
mountains and rocks, and hide us,
for we are afraid of him who sits on
the throne, and of the wrath of the
Lamb. 17 The great Day of his wrath
has come, and who can endure it?” 

144,000 from Israel and the great
crowd from every nation

• 1 After this, there were four an-
gels stand ing at the four corners

of the earth, holding back the four
winds to prevent their blowing
against the earth, the sea and the
trees. 2 I saw another angel ascend-
ing from the sunrise, carrying the
seal of the living God, and he cried
out with a loud voice to the four an-
gels empowered to harm the earth
and the sea, 3 “Do not harm the earth
or the sea or the trees until we have
sealed the servants of our God upon
their foreheads.”

4 Then I heard the number of those
marked with the seal: a hundred and
forty-four thou  sand from all the
tribes of the people of Israel:

7

The other three horses represent war,
hunger and the plague. These are the great
plagues troubling sinful people: they make
them experience the need for God’s salvation.

With the fifth seal another invisible power is
discovered, one that moves sacred history: the
demand for justice for the blood of martyrs.
These martyrs, prior to Christ, already share
in his victory (that is why they wear a white
garment); yet they must wait to be joined by
other martyrs, the Christian martyrs of the
early Church, for God to bring about his justice
(see Mt 23:35).

With the sixth seal we have the appearance
of the signs and plagues which the prophets
announced for the Day of the Lord, and which
would be fulfilled in the destruction of Jeru -
salem (Mk 13:24).

• 7.1 Do not harm the earth or the sea
or the trees until we have sealed the servants
of our God (v. 3). John takes stock of these
centuries of God’s blessings and favors for his
chosen people. 

Seeing how the Jews as a whole did not ac-
cept Jesus, we might have the impression of a
complete failure. John, how ever, presents an
optimistic vision. The angels point out the
elect. There are twelve thousand from each
one of the tribes. We know that twelve is the
number for fullness when it refers to the Jew-
ish peo ple. There were twelve tribes and this is
why Jesus chose twelve apostles and we have
to understand that the number of elect was the
maximum, and that God was not disappointed.

Who are these elect? On one hand, they are
the Jews who followed Jesus. They are also
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5 from the tribe of Judah, twelve thousand were sealed; 
from the tribe of Reuben, twelve thou sand; 
from the tribe of Gad, twelve thou sand;
6 from the tribe of Asher, twelve thousand; 
from the tribe of Naphtali, twelve thousand;
from the tribe of Manasseh, twelve thousand;
7 from the tribe of Simeon, twelve thousand; 
from the tribe of Levi, twelve thousand;
from the tribe of Issachar, twelve thousand; 
8 from the tribe of Zebulun, twelve thousand;
from the tribe of Joseph, twelve thousand; 
from the tribe of Benjamin, twelve thousand.

answered, “Sir, it is you who know
this.” 

The elder replied, “They are those
who have come out of the great per-
secution; they have washed and
made their clothes white in the blood
of the Lamb.

15 This is why they stand before
the throne of God

and serve him day and night in
his sanctuary.

He who sits on the throne will
spread his tent over them.

16 Never again will they suffer
hunger or thirst

or be burned by the sun or any
scorching wind.

17 For the Lamb near the throne
will be their Shepherd,

and he will bring them to springs
of life-giving water,

and God will wipe away their
tears.”

those who did not believe in him, through no
fault of their own, but who were saved through
his death and his resurrection.

Thus we have an inventory of the saved
among God’s people, Israel. Then a huge crowd
that no one could count immediately appears.

After this I saw a great crowd. There are
the new people gathered by the Messiah, the
followers of Christ coming from all the nations
of the world, who join the believers of the Old
Testament.

A great crowd, impossible to count (v. 9).
The salvation of humanity will be an incredible

success, despite appearances that discourage
us so often: the people of God are being
formed everywhere.

They are those who come out of the great
persecution (v. 14). This multitude of the
saved are obviously not all martyrs, and yet
John sees them depicted as martyrs. It is be-
cause every believer has a model in the martyrs
who gave even their lives for their faith. Be-
sides, John is speaking for Christians on the
eve of the first great persecution.

Praise, glory and wisdom to our God (v.
12). This is another hymn to God our Savior.
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9 After this I saw a great crowd,
impossible to count, from every na-
tion, race, people and tongue, stand-
ing before the throne and the Lamb,
clothed in white, with palm branches
in their hands, 10 and they cried out
with a loud voice, “Who saves but
our God who sits on the throne and
the Lamb?” 

11 All the angels were around the
throne, the elders and the four liv -
ing creatures; they then bowed be-
fore the throne with their faces to
the ground to wor ship God. 12 They
said,

Amen. Praise, glory, wisdom,
thanks, honor, power and strength to
our God forever and ever. Amen!

13 At that moment, one of the eld-
ers spoke up and said to me, “Who
are these people clothed in white,
and where did they come from?” 14 I



• 1 When the Lamb opened the
seventh seal there was silence in

heaven for about half an hour. 2 Then
I looked at the seven angels standing
before God who were given seven
trumpets.

3 Another angel came and stood
before the altar of incense with a
golden censer. He was given much
incense to be offered with the
prayers of all the holy ones, on the
golden altar before the throne; 4 and
the cloud of incense rose with the
prayers of the holy ones from the
hands of the angel to the pres ence of
God. 5 Then the angel took the
censer and filled it with burning coals
from the altar, and threw them on the
earth: and there came thunder, light-
ning and earthquakes.

The seven trumpets
• 6 The seven angels with the

seven trum pets prepared to sound
them. 7 When the first angel blew his

8 trumpet, there came hail and fire,
mixed with blood, which fell on the
earth. And a third of the earth was
burned up with a third of the trees
and the green grass.

8 When the second angel blew his
trumpet, something like a great
mountain was thrown into the sea,
and a third of the sea was turned into
blood. 9 At once, a third of the living
creatures in the sea died and a third
of the ships perished.

10 When the third angel sounded
his trumpet, a great star fell from
heaven, like a ball of fire, on a third
of the rivers and springs. 11 The star
is called Wormwood, and a third of
the waters was turned into worm-
wood and many people died be cause
of the water which had turned bitter.

12 The fourth angel blew his trum-
pet, and a third of the sun, the moon
and the stars was af fected. Daylight
decreased one third, and the light at
night as well.

Those who sing God’s praises may have al-
ready seen, during their lives, that all wisdom,
power and strength could only come from
above.

• 8.1 When the Lamb opened the sev-
enth seal. We have just seen how the multi-
tudes entered into sacred history. What will
happen later? John does not know and the si-
lence that occurs at that moment probably cov-
ers many centuries. Therefore, chapters 8 and
9 deal with the great trials that will be like a
foretaste of judgment: an invasion of the pow-
ers of hell, unleashing of the plagues of vio-
lence and war…

Judgment was expected but this first vision
of the people of Israel, welcoming the multi-
tude of the baptized, concludes precisely then.
In chapter 10, a second vision starts: it begins
with the coming of Christ and it is totally ori-
ented to the future. Then, we will have the
conflicts of Satan and the Church.

The following chapters often present angels.
We have already said that these angels are part
of the images used in apocalyptic literature: we
are in the presence of a world of images.

We should also add that John shares a con-

viction that is expressed throughout the Bible:
God’s creation is much broader than what we
see and assess. Not only because it extends
much further but also, because it is the theater
of a tragedy whose actors are not only human
beings. The spirits at God’s service have a
place in the events of history and even in our
relationship with God (Rev 8:3). Remember
Luke’s reproach to the materialistic Saddu -
cees: “They claim that there is neither resur-
rection, nor angels nor spirits” (Acts 23:8).

• 6. With the first four trumpets, punish-
ment comes from the forces of nature that turn
against sinners (see Wis 5:20-23). Our sins
against creation lead us to death and according
to the news, hundreds of millions of human be-
ings are already living this apocalypse.

The fifth trumpet announces terrible con-
flicts. The images of these conflicts may be in-
spired from the terror that Parthians had sown
in Palestine when their formidable ar chers had
invaded it. In the Gospel, the pro phecies about
the end of Jerusalem had al ready seen in this
an image of the end of the world. Here, the
sixth trumpet announces the punishment of
pagans.
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13 And my vision continued: I no-
ticed an eagle flying through the
highest heaven and crying with a
loud voice, “Woe, woe, woe to the in-
habitants of the land when the last
three angels sound their trumpets.”

• 1 And the fifth angel blew his
trumpet. I then saw a star fall

from heaven to earth. The star was
given the key to the depths of the
abyss. 2 He opened the abyss, and a
cloud of smoke rose as if from a
great fur nace which darkened the
sun and the air.

3 Locusts came from this smoke
and spread through   out the earth.
They were given the same harm  ful
power a s the scorpions of the earth.
4 Then they were told not to harm the
meadows, the green grass or the
trees, but only the people who do not
bear the seal of God upon their fore-
heads. 5 They were not to kill them,
but only torture them for five
months. This pain is like the sting of
scorpions. 6 In those days, people will
look for death but will not find it; they
will long to die, but death will elude
them. 7 These lo custs look like
horses equipped for battle; they wear
golden crowns on their heads, and
their faces are like those of human
beings. 8 Their hair is like women’s
hair, and their teeth like lion’s teeth;
9 their chests are like iron breast-
plates; and the noise of their wings
like the roar of an army of chariots
and horses rushing for battle. 

10 Their tails are like those of scor-
pions and have stings; the power
they have to torture people for five
months is in their tails. 11 These lo-
custs have a king, who is the angel

9

of the abyss whose name in Hebrew
is Abaddon or Apollyon in Greek
(Destruction).

12 The first woe has passed. Two
others are to come.

13 The sixth angel blew his trum-
pet. Then I heard a voice calling from
the corners of the golden altar before
God. 14 It said to the sixth angel who
had just sounded the trumpet, “Re -
lease the four angels chained at the
banks of the great river Euphrates.”

15 And the four angels were re-
leased who had been waiting for this
year, this month, this day and this
hour, ready to utterly destroy a third
of human  kind. 16 The number of the
soldiers on horses was two hundred
million; this is the number I heard. 

17 In my vision, I saw those horses
and their riders: they wear breast-
plates the color of fire, hyacinth and
sulfur. The heads of the horses look
like lions’ heads, and fire, smoke and
sulfur come out of their mouths. 

18 Then a third of humankind was
killed by these three plagues: fire,
smoke and sulfur which the horses
released through their mouths, 19 for
the power of the horses was both in
their mouths and in their tails. Their
tails, in fact, look like ser pents, and
their heads are able to inflict injury
as well. 

20 However, the rest of humankind
who were not killed by these plagues
did not renounce their way of life:
they went on wor shiping the de -
mons, keep ing those idols of gold,
silver, bronze, stone and wood that
can not see, hear or walk. 21 No, they
did not re pent of their crimes, or their
sorcery, or their sexual im mo rality or
their theft.

• 9.1 This chapter is one of those that
most at tracts curiosity and it gives to the word
“apocalypse” the meaning that many people
attribute to it: all the calamities on a world-

scale. Through out time, many people have
wanted to read into it an exact description of
their own time, to the degree that they were
convinced that John thought only about them.
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What has been proclaimed by the
prophets is fulfilled

• 1 Then I saw another mighty
angel com ing down from

heaven wrapped in a cloud. A rain-
bow was around his head, his face
was like the sun and his legs like pil-
lars of fire. 2 I could see a small book
open in his hand. He stood, his right
foot planted on the sea and his left
on the land, 3 and called in a loud
voice like the roaring of a lion. 4 Then
the seven thunders sounded their
own message.

I was about to write what the
seven thun ders had sounded, when a
voice from heaven said to me, “Keep
the words of the seven thunders se-
cret and do not write them down.”

5 And the angel I saw standing on
the sea and land, raised his right
hand to heaven, 6 swearing by him
who lives for ever and ever, and who
created the heavens, the earth, the
sea and everything in them.

He said, “There is no more delay;
7 as soon as the trumpet call of the
seventh angel is heard, the mysteri-
ous plan of God will be fulfilled ac-
cording to the good news he pro-

10

claimed through his servants the
prophets.”

8 And the voice I had heard from
heaven spoke again, saying to me,
“Go near the angel who stands on
the sea and on the land, and take the
small book open in his hand.” 9 So I
approached the angel and asked him
for the small book; he said to me,
“Take it and eat; al though it be sweet
as honey in your mouth, it will be bit-
ter to your stomach.”

10 I took the small book from the
hand of the angel, and ate it. It was
sweet as honey in my mouth, but
when I had eaten it, it turned bitter in
my stomach. 11 Then I was told, “You
must again proclaim God’s words
about many peoples, nations,
tongues and kings.”

The two witnesses
• 1 Then I was given a staff like
a measuring stick, and I was

told, “Go and measure the temple of
God and the altar, and count those
who worship there. 2 Do not bother to
measure the outer courtyard, for this
has been given to the pagans who
will trample over the Holy City for

11

• 10.1 Once again, the end of everything
was expected with the seventh trumpet. Yet,
before it is sounded, suddenly the seven thun-
ders proclaim a mysterious word for human -
kind and it is said that: The mysterious plan of
God will be fulfilled just as it has been pro-
claimed (v. 7).

The secret word (v. 4) may very well be the
news that the Word of God became human.
As to the small book, it contains new events
that will accompany the spread of the Gospel.
This means that Christ’s coming does not put
an end to history, nor does it bring heaven on
earth.

John must eat the book, an expression that
we already found in Ezekiel (2:8–3:4). It is both
sweet and sour: the voice is sweet, but the task
is difficult. Thus we understand that the history
of Israel, imaged by the book of the seven seals
(5:1), was not all of sacred history but only its
first part, the Old Testament.

• 11.1 This is the beginning of Gospel
times. During the forty years between Christ’s
departure and the end of Jerusalem, Christ’s
witnesses proclaimed the Gospel through out
the pagan world. This beginning of the time
that Paul calls “time of the nations” was char-
acterized in Palestine by continual crises. While
God protects his true worshipers (those who
are measured or set apart), the pagan Romans
pressure and trample upon the outer court-
yard representing most of the people of Israel
who did not join the Church.

This page glorifies the Christian apostolate:
its struggles, its martyrs and its reward.

The two witnesses personify Christian apos-
tles of all times. Do not forget that Jesus sent
his disciples two by two. The fact that there are
two is also a reminder that there are a variety
of ministries in the Church. The two witnesses
are also the two most famous apostles, Peter
and Paul, both killed in the Great City, Rome,
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forty-two months. 3 Mean while, I will
entrust my Word to my two wit-
nesses who will proclaim it for one
thou sand two hundred and sixty
days, dressed in sackcloth.”

4 These are the two olive trees and
the two lamps which are before the
Lord of the earth. 5 If anyone intends
to harm them, fire will come out of
their mouths to devour their ene  -
mies: this is how whoever intends to
harm them will perish. 6 They have
the power to close the sky and hold
back the rain during the time of their
prophetic mission; they also have
the power to change water into
blood, and punish the earth with a
thousand plagues, any  time they
wish.

7 But when my witnesses have ful-
filled their mission, the beast that
comes up from the abyss will make
war upon them, and will conquer and
kill them. 8 Their dead bodies will lie
in the square of the Great City which
the be lievers figuratively call Sodom
or Egypt, where their Lord was cru-
cified. 9 And their dead bodies will be

exposed for three days and a half to
people of all tribes, races, languages
and nations who will be ordered not
to have them buried.

10 Then the inhabitants of the earth
will rejoice, congratulate one another
and exchange gifts among them    -
selves because these two pro phets
were a torment to them.

11 But after those three and a half
days, a spirit of life coming from God
entered them. They then stood up,
and those who looked at them were
seized with great fear. 12 A loud voice
from heaven called them, “Come up
here.” So they went up to heaven in
the midst of the clouds in the sight of
their enemies.

13 At that moment, there was a vi-
olent earthquake which destroyed a
tenth of the city and claimed seven
thousand victims. The rest were
overcome with fear, and acknowl-
edged the God of heaven.

14 The second woe has passed.
The third is coming soon.

• 15 The seventh angel blew his
trumpet, then loud voices resounded

between the years 64-67. Peter, the first head
of Jesus’ Church, and Paul, the apostle to the
pagan nations.

To understand what is said about them, it is
useful to know that all the comparisons used
are taken from the Bible, especially from the
texts that glorify the great prophets Moses and
Elijah:

– They will proclaim my word dressed in
sackcloth. The apos tle preaches repentance
and a more austere life.

– One thousand two hundred and sixty
days, that is to say, three and a half years,
meaning a time of trials. Let us recall the three
and a half years of drought in Elijah’s time (Lk
4:25; James 5:17), the three and a half times
of Daniel (7:25; 12:7).

– These are the two olive trees, meaning:
they are precious in the eyes of God: see
Zechariah 4.

– They have the power to close the sky,
like Elijah, that is to say that God allows them
to work mir a cles.

– When they have fulfilled their mission.
The forces of evil will not overpower them be-
fore God allows it. Only then will martyrdom
come.

– After three and a half days (again the
symbolic figure for trials) they will be raised.
They are already glorified by the Church that
has its apostles and martyrs as mediators in
heav en. They already share the resurrection of
Christ and their enemies learn that, in killing
Christ’s witnesses, they did not destroy his
work, which continues to grow victoriously.

Where do they die? The images point to
both Jeru salem and Rome, mean ing the Jews
and the Romans in those first forty years of the
Church. Ste phen and James have been killed
by the Jews; Peter and Paul, by the Romans,
not to mention the rest of the early Christian
martyrs.

• 15. With the blowing of the seventh
trumpet the beginning of the kingdom of God
in our world is announced. We see a heavenly
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in heaven: “The world has now be-
come the kingdom of our God and of
his Christ. He will reign for ever and
ever.”

16 The twenty-four elders who sit
on their thrones before God bowed
down to worship God, 17 saying,

We thank you, Lord God, 
Master of the universe,
who are and who were,
for you have begun your reign,
making use of your invincible

power.
18 The nations raged
but your wrath has come,

the time to judge the dead
and reward your servants the

prophets,
the saints and those who honor

your Name—
whether great or small—
and destroy those who destroy

the earth.
19 Then the sanctuary of God in

the heav ens was opened, and the
Ark of the Covenant of God could be
seen inside the sanctuary. There
were flashes of lightning, peals of
thun  der, an earthquake and a violent
hail -storm.

temple that replaces the Jerusalem Temple; a
new Ark symbolizes the new Covenant of God
with people of every nation.

• 12.1 Here begins the second part of
John’s vision. The Church has left the Jewish
world and the horizon is expanded. The
Church is going to win over the nations, by
struggling against the power of the devil. We
have the beginning of a series of seven signs
or visions in the sky. The first two present the
protagonists of sacred history, the Woman
and the Dragon, the People of God and the
Devil.

A woman appeared. She seems surrounded
with glory, but she is suffering labor pains. This
represents humanity. At the beginning of the
Bible, it was represented by Eve, the wom an
who sinned. Now we see humanity the way
God wanted it to be: suffering birth pains be-
cause our entire history is the painful prepara-
tion for our salvation. She gives birth to a boy,

who is Christ himself. The Savior is the fruit of
God’s love for humankind. Salvation comes
from God and from people at the same time.

The woman represents humanity cooperat-
ing with God’s plans; it is also Mary who gives
birth to Jesus; it is also the Church fleeing to
the desert, that is, living spiritually withdrawn
from the world and nourished by the Word of
God during the persecutions: one thousand
two hundred sixty days, or three and a half
years (see 11:11). 

The snake is the one of the first sin, except
that it is better clothed. The seven heads indi-
cate the multiplicity of its inventions; the ten
horns (imperfect number) state that its power
is surmountable. It was defeated in heaven,
even though it managed in its fall to drag down
a number of angels (a third of the stars). See
8:10.

As to the male child, Satan was preparing
to destroy him on the cross, but when he rose
he escaped from the evil of the serpent.
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TOWARDS THE FUTURE: 
THE WORLD AND THE CHURCH

The woman and the dragon
• 1 A great sign appeared in
heaven: a woman, clothed

with the sun, with the moon under
her feet and a crown of twelve stars
on her head. 2 She was pregnant and
cried out in pain, looking to her time
of delivery.

12
3 Then another sign appeared: a

huge, red dragon with seven heads
and ten horns and wearing seven
crowns on its heads. 4 It had just
swept along a third of the stars of
heaven with its tail, throwing them
down to the earth.

The dragon stood in front of the
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woman who was about to give birth,
so that it might devour the child as
soon as it was born. 5 She gave birth
to a male child, the one who is to rule
all the nations with an iron scepter;
then her child was seized and taken
up to God and to his throne 6 while
the woman fled to the desert where
God had prepared a place for her;
there she would be looked after for
one thousand two hundred and sixty
days.

• 7 War broke out in heaven with
Michael and his angels battling with
the dragon. The dragon fought back
with his angels, 8 but they were de-
feated and lost their place in heav en.
9 The great dragon, the ancient ser-
pent known as the devil or Satan, se-
ducer of the whole world, was thrown
out. He was hurled down to earth, to-
gether with his angels.

10 Then I heard a loud voice from
heaven: 

Now has salvation come,
with the power and the kingdom

of our God,
and the rule of his anointed.
For our brothers’ accuser has

been cast out,
who accused them night and

day, before God.
11 They conquered him by the

blood of the Lamb

and by the word of their testimony,
for they gave up their lives going

to death.
12 Rejoice, therefore, O you heavens
and you who dwell in them;
but woe to you, earth and sea,
for the devil has come to you in

anger
knowing that he has but a little

time.

• 13 When the dragon saw that he
had been thrown down to earth, he
pursued the woman who had given
birth to the male child. 14 Then the
woman was given the two wings of
the great eagle so that she might fly
into the desert where she would be
looked after for three and a half
years. 15 The serpent poured water
out of his mouth after the woman, to
carry her away in the flood, 16 but the
earth came to her rescue: it opened
its mouth and swallowed the flood
which the dragon had poured from
its mouth. 17 Then the dragon was fu-
rious with the woman and went off to
wage war on the rest of her children,
those who keep God’s command-
ments and bear witness to Jesus.
18 And he stood on the seashore.

The beast and the false prophet

• 1 Then, I saw a beast rising
out of the sea, with ten horns13

• 7. God’s plan for the world has just been
revealed: the Son of God must become a hu -
man and rise as the Savior of all people. This
mystery causes a double crisis: in the world of
spirits (or angels) and in humankind.

The Jews imagined the angels were a huge
army and they called their head Michael. Sim-
ilarly, the devil is presented as the head of the
army of rebellious angels, the stars fallen
from heaven.

The following chapters will reveal the devil
at work in history. He uses disguises and many
substitutes. However, those who are ready to
suffer for the truth will recognize him: they
triumphed over him by the blood of the

Lamb and by their courage in proclaiming
him (v. 11).

• 13. Sin and rebellion against God began
in the world of spirits. Being rejected from that
world, the devil attacks those who keep the
word of God, beginning with the best and
most outstanding people in the Church. The
struggle will never end. Those who dream of
achieving peace in this world are forgetting the
presence of the Evil One.

• 13.1 The devil tries to stop Christ’s vic-
tory and to convince people that, in practice,
Christ is not the master of life. If they wish to
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and seven heads, with ten crowns on
its horns. On each head was a title
challenging God. 2 The beast I saw
looked like a leopard, with paws like
a bear and a mouth like a lion. The
dragon passed on his power, his
throne and his great authority to the
beast.

3 One of its heads seemed to be
fatally wounded but this wound
healed. The whole earth won dered
and they followed the beast. 4 People
prostrated themselves before the
dragon who had given such authority
to the beast and they prostrated
themselves before the beast, saying,
“Who is like the beast? Who can op-
pose it?”

5 The beast was given speech and
it spoke boastful and blasphemous
words against God; it was allowed to
wield its power for forty-two months.
6 It spoke blasphemies against God,
his name and his sanctuary, that is,
those who already dwell in heaven.

7 It was allowed to make war on
the saints and to conquer them. It
was given authority over people of
every tribe, language and nation;
8 this is why all the inhabitants of the
earth will worship before it, those
whose names have not been written
in the book of life of the slain Lamb,
since the foundation of the world.

9 Let anyone who has ears to hear,
listen: 10 If your lot is the prison, to

live, they must surrender their freedom and
their conscience to another lord, namely, po-
litical power.

First generation Christians lived in the
Roman empire that, after two centuries of con-
quests and organized action, managed to bring
under one ruler many different peoples. Peo-
ple were marveling at the “Roman peace” and
the prosperity that followed. They did not
know the dangers of a totalitarian society:
when John was writing, the emperor Domit-
ian had just imposed on all his subjects the ob-
ligation to honor him as a god.

Under these circumstan ces, Christians had
to make painful choices. By confessing Christ,
the Lord of life, they would face persecution.
John points to their responsibility: to remain
faithful to Christ and refuse to worship Caesar.
A handful of Christians would victoriously face
the totalitarian state: the Church would con-
quer by the blood of its martyrs.

This is the point of the present vision. The
two animals represent the two powers that join
forces in service of the Dragon, namely, the
devil against the Church.

The first beast looked like a leop  ard (v. 2).
It represents the persecuting power of the
Roman empire, through images taken from
Daniel 7:3-7. It comes from the sea, or the
West, from Rome. The vitality and power of
the Roman empire are like a caricature of the
resurrection.

Then I saw another beast like the Lamb
(v. 11). This beast comes from the continent,
from the East, from Asia. It represents the re-

li gions that were competing with Christianity.
They pretended to offer a heavenly salvation,
but they did not condemn the sins of the Ro -
man world, especially the corruption of society.

Speaking like the beast. These Asian reli-
gions were used, as are many religious groups
in the world today. It is a fact that the agents
of political pressure in the prosperous coun-
tries spend a great deal in the religious domain,
and very often in the Third World; it is to par-
alyze the Church.

Persuading them to make a statue of the
beast (v. 14). There was a religious movement
behind the divinization of Rome and emperor
worship. The cult of personality was not spe-
cial only to the Roman Empire: it is deeply
rooted in humans. Whatever its form it is
threatening to the purity of faith.

The devil’s tactic consists in joining strong
power with an ideology that Christians cannot
accept: this is what happens now in all the
countries that have no respect for the most
basic requirements of conscience. Harassed
both by leaders and public opinion manipu-
lated by modern techniques of propaganda,
believers must face open or disguised persecu-
tion. Economic problems give new means of
pressure to power groups that can condemn
people to lose their bread-earning work: they
can no longer buy or sell, obtain work or study
(v. 17).

Six hundred sixty-six: In books of that time,
it was a common device to assign a numerical
value to every letter of the alphabet and to get
the “number” of an individual. Six hundred
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prison you will go; if your lot is to be
killed by the sword, by the sword
will you be slain. This is, for the holy
ones, the time of endurance and
faith.

11 Then I saw another beast rise
out of the earth, with two horns like
the Lamb but speak   ing like the
dragon. 12 This second beast is totally
at the service of the first one and en -
joys its authority. So it makes the
world and its inhabitants worship the
first beast whose fatal wound has
been healed. 13 It works great won-
ders, even making fire de scend from
heaven to earth, in the sight of all. 

14 Through these great wonders
which it is able to do on behalf of the
beast, it deceives the inhabitants of
the earth, persuading them to make
a statue of the beast which, although
wounded by the sword, is still alive.
15 It has been allowed to give a spirit
to this statue; the statue of the beast
speaks and those who refuse to wor-

ship it are killed. 16 So this second
beast makes everyone—great and
small, rich and poor, free and en -
slaved—be branded on the right
hand or on the fore head, 17 and no
one can buy or sell unless he has
been branded with the name of the
beast or with the number of its name.

18 Let us see who is wise! If you are
clever, you can interpret the number
of the Beast; it is 666 and it is the
name of a certain person.

144,000 on Mount Zion
• 1 I was given another vision:
The Lamb was standing on

Mount Zion, surrounded by one hun-
dred and forty-four thousand people
who had his name and his Father’s
name written on their foreheads. 2 A
sound reverberated in heaven like
the sound of the roaring of waves or
deafening thunder; it was like a cho-
rus of singers, accompanied by their
harps. 

14

sixty-six can be figured out many ways, but it
may correspond to “Emperor Nero.” We know
that six means something imperfect: the one
who tried to be seven (representing perfection)
and did not make it.

We know that in the past some anti-Catholic
polemists wanted to make this number apply
to the pope. These fantasies have nothing to
do with the content of this paragraph. Besides,
those who know how to play with the numer-
ical value of names can easily apply the num-
ber 666 to any of the people they know, with
just a little patience. Thus, this number 666,
even written by John, should be seen as a
game. It was also a way of not openly attack-
ing the  Roman emperor.

• 14.1 Facing the forces that Satan gath-
ers in the Roman empire are the forces of
Christ. The Beast must take advantage of the
time granted to it, because Christ already rules
and the judgment that will put an end to the
persecuting power is being prepared.

The Lamb was standing on Mount Zion.
Zion represents the Church, both the earthly
and the heavenly Church. Christ rules in the
Church in the very midst of those who are per-

secuted. Repression, chains and death do not
reach the secret temple of every person, where
Christ communicates his life and his presence.

The 144,000 point to the Christians in the
Roman empire who remain firm in their faith.
They are “the first redeemed” and they repre-
sent the believers of future centuries.

Some people who take everything literally
state that the saved will number 144,000.
Why do they not read 7:4-9 where 144,000
represents the elect “of the Jewish people,”
without mentioning a great crowd, impossible
to count, from among all the other peoples?

They were chaste. In 7:9 the Christians
were represented by martyrs; here John says
virgins, and the word has two meanings, the
same as the word adultery elsewhere: on one
hand, they did not worship the Beast; and on
the other hand, they were freed from the
tyranny of sex.

They sing a new song. When the Lord
saved Israel at the Red Sea, the people sang
the Canticle of Moses (Ex 15:1). Now, believ-
ers and martyrs sing the New Song to cele-
brate their liberation from hatred, from their
own weakness and from the fear of death,
through Christ.
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3 They sing a new song before the
throne, in the pre sence of the four
living creatures and the elders, a
song which no one can learn except
the hundred and forty-four thou sand
who have been taken from the earth.
4 They are those who were not de filed
with women but were chaste; these
are given to follow the Lamb wher-
ever he goes. They are the first taken
from humankind who are al ready of
God and the Lamb. 5 No deceit has
been found in them; they are fault-
less.

• 6 Then I saw another angel, fly-
ing high in the sky, sent to proclaim
the definitive good news to the in-
habitants of the earth, to every na-
tion, race, language and people. 7 He
cried out with a loud voice, “Give
God glory and honor, for the hour of
his judgment has come. Worship him
who made the heavens, the earth,
the sea and all the waters.”

8 Another angel followed him, cry-
ing out, “Fallen is Babylon the great,
fallen the prostitute who has made all
the nations drunk with her un leashed
prostitution!”

9 A third angel then followed,
shouting aloud, “If anyone worships
the beast or its image or has his fore-
head or hand branded, 10 he will also
drink the wine of God’s anger which

has been prepared, undiluted, in the
cup of his fury: he will be tortured by
fire and brimstone, in the presence of
the holy angels and the Lamb.” 

11 The smoke of their torment
goes up for ever and ever; for there is
no rest, day or night, for those who
worshiped the beast and its image,
and for those who were branded with
the mark of its name.

12 This is the time for patient en-
durance among the holy ones, for
those who keep the com  mandments
of God and faith in Jesus. 13 I heard
someone from heaven say, “Write
this: Happy from now on are the
dead who have died in the Lord. The
Spirit says: Let them rest from their
labors; their good deeds go with
them.”

14 Then I had this vision. I saw a
white cloud and the one sitting on it
like a son of man, wearing a golden
crown on his head and a sharp sickle
in his hand. 15 An angel came out of
the sanctuary, calling loudly to the
one sitting on the cloud, “Put in your
sickle and reap, for harvest time has
come and the har vest of the earth is
ripe.” 16 He who was sitting on the
cloud swung his sickle at the earth
and reaped the harvest.

17 Then another angel, who also
had a sharp sickle, came out of the

• 6. Evangelization eventually prepares the
fall of the City and its idols (v. 8), foretold as
lasting good news, but, for the time being, re-
pression is unleashed against the witnesses of
Jesus (v. 9).

The persecuting empire is called Babylon:
in the Bible, this name symbolizes a power
hostile to God. Its ruin will show how God
judges unjust structures.

When major crises and the most atrocious
wars occur, many people say, “This is the end
of the world.” So, when the Roman empire
collapsed three hundred years after John,
many people thought it was the end of civi-
lization. With time, however, people saw that

a larger field was opening up to the proclama-
tion of the Gospel.

If anyone worships the beast… (v. 9). Here
are stressed the strongest words in the Gospel
on the necessity of proclaiming one’s faith (Mt
10:28-33).

Happy from now on are the dead who
have died in the Lord. John sees the victori-
ous martyrs and other witnesses of Christ, and
he encourages them by saying that, from the
moment of their death, they already enjoy a
share in the promised happiness. Their happi-
ness will be complete at the resurrection:
Philippians 1:23 and 2 Corinthians 5:8.
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heavenly sanctuary. 18 Still another
angel, the one who has charge of the
altar fire, emerged and shouted to
the first who held the sharp sickle,
“Swing your sharp sickle and reap
the bunches of the vine of the earth
for they are fully ripe.” 19 So the angel
swung his sickle and gathered in the
vintage, throwing all the grapes into
the great winepress of the anger of
God. 20 The grapes were trodden out-
side the city and blood flowed from
the winepress, to the height of the
horses’ bridles and over an area of
sixteen hundred furlongs.

1 Then I saw another great and
mar velous sign in the heav ens:

seven angels brought seven plagues
which are the last, for with these the
wrath of God will end. 2 There was a
sea of crystal mingled with fire, and
the conquerors of the beast, of its
name and the mark of its name
stood by it.

They had been given the celestial
harps 3 and they sang the song of
Moses the servant of God and the
song of the Lamb:

Great and marvelous are your
works,

O Lord, 
God and Master of the universe.
Justice and truth guide your steps,
O King of the nations.
4 Lord, who will not give honor

and glory to your Name?
For you alone are holy.
All the nations will come and bow

before you,

15

for they have now seen your
judgments.

The seven cups
• 5 Then the sanctuary of the Tent

of Divine Declarations was opened,
6 and the seven angels bringing the
seven plagues came out of the Sanc-
tuary, clothed in pure and bright
linen, with their waists girded with
golden belts. 7 One of the four living
creatures gave the seven angels
seven golden cups full of the wrath
of God who lives for ever and ever.
8 Then the sanctuary was filled with
smoke that wraps God’s glory and
power, so that no one could enter
until the seven plagues of the seven
angels were completed.

1 I heard a loud voice calling
from the sanctuary to the

seven angels, “Go and empty on the
earth the seven cups of the wrath of
God.”

2 The first angel went to empty his
cup on the earth, and malignant and
painful sores appeared on the people
who bore the mark of the beast and
had bowed before its image. 3 The
second angel emptied his cup into
the sea which turned into blood like
that of the dead, and every living
thing in the sea died.

4 The third angel emptied his cup
into the rivers and springs that
turned into blood. 5 And I heard the
angel of the waters say, “You who are
and who were, O Holy One, you are
just in punishing them in this way;

16

• 15.5 Here we return to the awaited fall
of Rome to see its re ligious meaning in a more
de vel oped form. The seven bowls com  bine im-
ages from the plagues of Egypt and various
prophetic texts.

The Tent of Divine Declarations reminds us
of the Tent (called: tent of meeting) that was
Israel’s sanctuary in the desert.

Armageddon (or the Hills of Megiddo,
16:16) recalled a famous defeat in Jewish his-
tory (2 K 23:29) and it is a symbol to predict
the defeat of those who are assembled there.
With this, John announces the inevi table
judgment of God and the hour for de struction
of the anti-Christian civilization ruling the
world.
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6 since they have shed the blood of
your holy ones and the prophets, you
have made them drink blood; they
rightly deserved it.” 7 I heard another
cry from the altar, “Yes, Lord and
God, Master of the universe, your
judgments are true and just.”

8 The fourth angel poured out his
cup on the sun and its heat began to
scorch people. 9 They were severely
burned and began to insult God who
has power over those plagues, in-
stead of acknowledging him.

10 The fifth angel emptied his cup
on the throne of the beast, and sud-
denly his kingdom was in darkness
and the people bit their tongues in
agony. 11 They insulted the Most High
God for their pain and wounds, but
they did not repent.

12 The sixth angel poured out his
cup on the great river Euphrates;
then its water was dried up, leaving a
free passageway for the kings of the
east. 13 I saw coming from the
mouths of the monster, the beast and
the false prophet, three unclean spir-
its which looked like frogs. 14 They
are, in fact, spirits of demons that
perform marvelous things and go to
the kings of the whole world to
gather them for battle on the great
day of God, the Master of the uni-
verse.

15 “Beware! I come like a thief;
happy is the one who stays awake
and does not take off his clothes; so
he will not have to go naked and his

whole body be exposed for all to
see.”

16 Then they assembled them at
the place called Armageddon in He-
brew (or the Hills of Megiddo).

17 The seventh angel emptied his
cup into the air. Then a voice came
forth from the throne and was heard
outside the sanctuary, saying, “It is
done.” 18 And there were flashes of
lightning, peals of thunder and a vio-
lent earthquake. No, never has there
been an earth quake so violent since
people existed on earth. 19 The Great
City was split into three, while the
cities of the nations collapsed. For
the time had come for Babylon the
Great to be remembered before God
and to be given the cup of the foam-
ing wine of his anger.

20 Then the continents withdrew
and the mountain ranges hid. 21 Great
hailstones from heaven, as heavy as
stones, dropped on the people, and
the people insulted God because of
this disastrous hailstorm, for it was
truly a terrible plague.

The judgment of Babylon
• 1 Then one of the se ven an-
gels of the seven cups came

to me and said, “Now I will show you
the judgment of the sov ereign pros-
titute who dwells on the great waters.
2 She it is who let the kings of the
earth sin with her; and with the wine
of her lewdness the in habitants of the
earth have become drunk.”

17

• 17.1 I will show you the judgment…
God reveals the true value of the prosperous
and powerful persecuting city.

To people living in the empire, Rome per-
sonified everything in the empire and its cul-
ture. When they came to the capital, they were
dazzled by its buildings, its movement, the-
aters, lights, the life of its countless population.
Thus it was not difficult for them to venerate
Rome as a goddess.

The duration of the empire, with its reputa-

tion of being invincible and divine, is pure illu-
sion, for the Beast, the evil one who supports
it, passes away, unlike God who is and will
come. Rome is described as a possessed wom -
an. The purple, color of the emperors, and
the gold, sign of their wealth, cover up its im-
purity and cruelty. At the same time it brings
people to serve false gods and to murder mar-
tyrs.

To describe the near future of Rome, John
uses symbols: some of them are easy to inter-
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3 The angel brought me to the
desert: it was a new vision. There a
woman was seated on a red beast.
The beast, which had seven heads
and ten horns, covered itself with ti-
tles and statements that offend God.
4 The woman was clothed in purple
and scarlet, with ornaments of gold,
precious stones and pearls. She held
in her hands a golden cup full of
loathsome idolatry and impure pros-
titution. 5 Her name could be read on
her forehead, written in a mysterious
way: Babylon the Great, mother of
prostitutes and of the loathsome idols
of the whole world. 6 And I saw that
the woman was drunk with the blood
of the holy ones and the martyrs of
Jesus.

What I saw greatly surprised me,
7 but the angel said to me, “Why are
you surprised? I will reveal to you the
secret of this woman and of the beast
with seven heads and ten horns that
she mounts. 8 The beast you saw has
been, though it IS not. It will come up
from the abyss and then go to perdi-
tion. What a surprise for the inhabi-
tants of the earth whose names are
not written in the Book of Life from
the creation of the world! They will
marvel on discovering that the beast
who has been IS not and passes away. 

9 Let us see if you guess: the
seven heads are seven hills on which
the woman sits. And they are also
seven kings, 10 five of which have al-
ready fallen, one is in power, and the
seventh has not yet come but will re-

main only a short while. 11 The beast
that has been but IS not can be con-
sidered as the eighth though it takes
place among the seven; and it goes
to perdition. 

12 The ten horns are ten kings who
have not yet received power but will
have authority for an hour with the
beast. 13 They all have only one aim
and they place their authority and
power at the service of the beast.
14 They will fight against the Lamb,
but the Lamb will conquer them, for
he is Lord of lords and King of kings;
and with him will be his fol lowers
who have been called and chosen
and are faithful.

15 The angel went on, “Those wa-
ters you saw, on which the prostitute
is seated, are peoples, multitudes
and nations of every lan guage. 16 The
ten horns, and the beast itself, will
plan evil against the prostitute. They
will destroy her and leave her naked;
they will eat her flesh and set her on
fire. 17 God makes use of them to
carry out his plan, so he has inspired
them with their common purpose
and they will place their power at the
service of the beast until the words of
God are fulfilled. A last word: 18 the
woman you saw is the Great City
which reigns over the kings of the
whole world.”

• 1 After this I saw another
angel co ming down from

heav en. So great was his authority
that the whole earth was lit up with

18

pret. The seven hills point to Rome without a
doubt. The seven kings are a figure symbolic of
the emperors.

The ten horns are the kings of the barbar-
ian people allied with Rome. These satellites
will be God’s instruments in destroying it. Nev-
er theless, they will continue as forces hostile to
the Church.

The Lamb and his followers will conquer
them (v. 14). From now on, every believer is

associated with Christ’s victory, as long as she
remains constant in her faith.

• 18.1 Fallen is Babylon the great! This
is what the prophets shouted when they an-
nounced the fall of the oppressive city (see Jer
50 and 51). In prophesying the fall of Jerusa -
lem, Jesus said: “Rejoice…” (Lk 21:28).

Depart from her, my people! Live in the
world without being of the world, do the im-
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his glory. 2 In a strong voice he cried
out:

“Fallen is Babylon the great! Fallen!
She has become a haunt of de mons,
a lodge for every unclean spirit,
a nest for any filthy and

disgusting bird.
3 She has made all nations drunk
with the wine of her lewdness,
fornicated with kings of the earth,
and glutted the world’s merchants
with her wantonness and wealth.”
4 Then I heard another voice from

heaven:
“Depart from her, my people,
lest you share in her evil
and so share in her punishments;
5 for her sins are piled up to heaven,
and God keeps count of her crimes.

6 Give back to her as she has given,
pay her twice for what she has

done.
Let her drink a double portion 
of what she made others do.
7 Give her as much torment and grief
as the wantonness she enjoyed

herself.
For she said to herself,
‘I sit as queen, I am not a widow,
never will I go into mourning!’
8 And so, suddenly, her plagues

will come—
death, mourning and famine. 
She will be consumed by fire,
for mighty is the Lord, the judge,
who has passed sentence on her.”
9 The kings who shared her luxury

and com  mitted adultery with her will

possible to convert this society, its aspirations,
its culture, but do not alienate your soul. When
God’s judgment is made on these diseased
structures, be ready to leave all and return to
the desert, to poverty, rather than lying down
among the dead of history (see Phil 3:20).

MUST WE LOOK FOR A GREAT BABYLON IN
THE WORLD TODAY?

John saw the rule of the Beast in the Roman
empire and he prophesied its fall. He said very
little about what would come after.

In speaking about the empire that he knew,
John teaches us how to view the empires of
this century, for our world also is the theater of
the struggle of the Dragon against the Woman.
This Roman Empire created a civilization and
a culture that we have inherited. The fact that
John condemned it does not mean that every-
thing in it was bad: let us remark, incidentally,
that Christ wanted his apostles to establish the
center of his Church precisely in Rome.

The great Babylon is of all times and is rec-
ognized in every power which pretends to give
people a total solution to their problems while
enclosing them in their net. We are leaving a
century where many have identified it accord-
ing to their personal point of view, be it inter-
national capitalism, or materialist socialism. It
would be false to think that only one of these
systems served the plans of the devil: the mas-
ter of this world respects no frontiers and plays
equally well on both sides. Atheist govern-
ments persecute the Church but very often the

Church confronts violent or subtle persecution
from the liberal classes or from dictatorships
that pretend to be attached to Christian prin-
ciples. A Church in which the best “good
news” is for the poor will necessarily be per-
secuted by systems that produce millions of
margina lized people.

We are used to a liberal style of life where no
moral values exist any longer: what remains is
the search for maximum pleasure in life with
each one a “prostitute” to the gods he has fab-
ricated or chosen. The apparent triumphs of
our liberal world these last years may let us for-
get for a time its “ignorance of God” (Rom 1),
as was the case of Rome. We must be suffi-
ciently alert to foresee and hope for the judg-
ment to come. 

SHALL WE RELATE OUR LADY’S
APPARITIONS TO APPROACHING
JUDGMENT?

We have tried to show that the Revelation
is not a description of what must precede the
end of the world, but rather that it unveils the
sense of history, either at the beginning or the
end. Nevertheless, the sudden acceleration of
the march of humanity is a fact: more has been
achieved in a century than in thousands of for-
mer centuries and more in fifty years than in
the course of the preceding century.

From another perspective, the density of
human beings (more than 6 billions!) and the
multiplication of materials they use have made
human life increasingly complex and tense.
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see the smoke as she burns, and
they will weep and lament. 10 They
will nevertheless keep their distance,
terrified at her punishment, and ex -
claim:

“Alas, alas! Great city that you are,
O Babylon, seat of power!
Your doom has come in a single

hour!”
11 The merchants of the world will

mourn over her, for they will lose a
market for their goods—12 their car-
goes of gold and silver, precious
stones and pearls, fine linen and pur  -
ple garments, silk and scarlet cloth,
frag rant wood, ivory pieces and ex-
pensive furniture, bronze, iron and
marble, 13 cinnamon and spices, per -
fume, myrrh and frankincense, wine
and olive oil, fine flour and grain, cat-
tle and sheep, horses and car riages,
slaves and human lives. 14 They will
say:

“Gone is the fruit you longed for.
Gone are your luxury and splendor.
Never will you recover them, never!”
15 The merchants who dealt in these

goods, who grew rich from business
with the city, will stand at a safe dis-

tance for fear of her punishment.
Weeping and mourning, 16 they will
cry out:

“Woe, woe to the great city,
to the linen and purple and scarlet

you wore,
to your gold and pearls, your finery,
17 your great wealth destroyed in

an hour!”
Every captain and navigator,

every sailor and seafarer, will stand
afar, 18 crying out on seeing the
smoke going up as the city burns to
the ground. “What city could have
compared with this one?” 19 They will
pour dust on their heads and cry out
in mourning:

“Alas, alas, great city,
where all who had ships at sea
grew rich through her trade!
In an hour she has been devas -

tated.”
20 Rejoice over her, O heavens!
Rejoice, prophets, saints and

apostles!
God has rendered justice to you.
21 A powerful angel picked up a

boulder the size of a large millstone
and threw it into the sea, saying:

Each day offers more effective means of doing
evil and submitting it to Satan. The important
apparitions of Mary in the course of the last
century are for some people further signs that
we are approaching the end: should we agree
with them?

With regard to the annunciation (Lk 1:26)
we have shown that not only did God give
Mary a mission but that he loved her in a spe-
cial way. Mary and the Church are two ex-
pressions of God’s plan of salvation. To both
may be applied the sign of the Woman and the
Dragon in chapter 12.

The plan of salvation however is constantly
in danger: the greatest obstacles and delays
come from the Church herself, so often blind
to the demands of the Gospel while she in-
tends to conquer the world. Why these heavy
and alienating structures which finally make
the Church a benefit mainly for clerics and

learned people while closing it to the poor or
to the masses?

It is not then surprising that the Virgin Mary
uses the grace received from the Lord and in-
tervenes from time to time to visit the poor.
She does not bring a new message or revela-
tion that many people expect (that is why
many such revelations are forged and do very
well). Mary re-speaks the words of the Gospel
and in such a forceful way as to multiply con-
versions. The apparitions infer a failure of the
Church: Mary comes to the help of her for-
gotten children. It is one of the channels
through which the Holy Spirit is heard—the
Spirit who has never finished repeating the
Gospel through prophets and wonders.

If these apparitions have become more fre-
quent it is perhaps because the Church is more
threatened today; but if Satan is more active, it
is probably because the end is near.
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“With such violence will Babylon,
the great city, be thrown down, never
again to be seen.

22 Never again will tunes of har -
pists, min strels, trumpeters and
flutists be heard in you. Never again
will an artisan of any trade be found
in you. Never again will the noise of
the mill be heard.

23 Never again will the light of a
lamp shine in you. The voice of
bride  groom and bride will never
again be heard in you.

Because your traders were the
world’s great and you led the nations
astray by your magic spell. 24 In this
city was found blood of prophets and
saints—yes, the blood of all who
have been slain on the earth.”

Songs in heaven
• 1 After this I heard what
sounded like the loud singing

of a great assembly in heaven:
Alleluia! Salvation, glory and might

be long to our God,
2 for his judgments are true and

just.
He has condemned the great har-

lot who corrupted the world with her
adultery.

He has avenged his servants’
blood shed by her hand in harlotry.

3 Once more they sang: Alleluia!
The smoke from her goes up for ever
and ever!

4 The twenty-four elders and the
four living creatures fell down and

19

worshiped God seated on the throne.
And they cried: Amen! Alleluia!

5 A voice came from the throne:
“Praise our God, all you his servants,
all you who revere him, both small
and great!”

6 Then I heard what sounded like
a great crowd, like the roaring of the
waves, like peals of thunder, answer-
ing:

Alleluia! The Lord now reigns,
our Lord, the Master of the uni-

verse!
7 Let us rejoice and be glad 
and give him glory!
This is the time to celebrate the

wedding of the Lamb, 
his bride has made herself ready.
8 Fine linen, bright and clean,
is given her to wear.
This linen stands for the good

works of the holy ones.
9 Then the angel told me, “Write:

Happy are those invited to the wed-
ding of the Lamb.” And he went on,
“These are true words of God.”

10 As I fell down at his feet to wor-
ship him, he said to me, “Beware, I
am but a ser vant like you and your
brothers who utter the tes ti monies of
Jesus (these testimonies of Jesus
are pro claimed through the spirit of
the proph ets). Worship God alone.”

The triumph of the word of God
• 11 Then I saw heaven opened

and a white horse appeared. Its rider
is the Faithful and True; he judges

• 19.1 Triumphal songs in heav en. 
The huge multitude rejoices over the pros ti -

tute’s condemnation and shouts “alleluia,” for
the wedding of the Lamb is to take place.

Happy are those invited to the wedding of
the Lamb (v. 9). Now John speaks of delight
and joy when the noise of Babylon and its
pleasures have ended. Its lights shine no more
and the deeds of the “saints”—heroic actions
or humble service—shine brightly.

At the end of the paragraph John criticizes
the excessive interest in angels that was threat-
ening to replace the worship of pagan gods; it
is perhaps a new warning against the cult of
personality in the Church itself (compare
19:10; 22:8; Acts 10:26).

• 11. Here we have the continuation of
chapters 13, 14, 15 and 16, after the paren-
thesis of chapters 17 and 18. The seven an-
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and wages just wars. 12 His eyes are
flames of fire; he wears many crowns
and written on him is his own name,
which no one can understand except
himself. 13 He is clothed in a cloak
drenched in blood. His name is the
Word of God.

14 The armies of heaven clothed in
pure white linen follow him on white
horses. 15 A sharp sword comes out
of his mouth. With it he will strike the
nations for he must rule them with
an iron rod. He treads the winepress
of the burning wrath of God, the Mas-
ter of the universe. 16 This is why this
title is written on his cloak and on his
thigh: King of kings and Lord of
lords.

17 I also saw an angel standing in
the sun. He cried out with a loud
voice to all the birds of the air,
“Come here to the great feast of God.
18 Come and eat the flesh of kings, of
generals and of the mighty; come
and devour the soldier and his horse,

flesh of all, both free and slaves, both
small and great.”

19 Then I saw the beast with the
kings of the earth and their armies
gathered together to fight against
him who rides on the horse and his
army. 20 But the beast was captured
with the false prophet who served it
and per  formed signs by which he de-
ceived those who had received the
mark of the beast and worshiped its
statue. The two were thrown alive
into the fiery lake of burning sulfur,
and all 21 the rest were killed by the
sword which comes from the mouth
of the rider who mounts the horse.
And all the birds were fed with their
flesh.

The thousand years
• 1 Then an angel came down
from heaven, holding in his

hand the key to the Abyss and a
huge chain. 2 He seized the monster,
the ancient serpent, name ly Satan or

20

gels poured out the bowls of punishment for
the Beast and the decisive encounter was ex-
pected. Then Christ appears.

His name is the Word of God (v. 13). He is
the male child born of the woman, and he is
to rule all the nations with an iron scepter
(12:5). Christ comes triumphantly. His true
name is Word, Word of God; this is his divine
reality that only he understands. See John
1:1-14 in that respect.

The heavenly armies follow him: as Jesus
announced several times (Mt 16:27).

The Word of God, powerful to conquer, at
work to save, faithful to fulfill God’s promises,
truthful in what he says, the one who wages
just wars. The just wars are the wars waged
against the devil and his allies: the persecuting
power (the Beast) and the doctrines providing
opium instead of salvation (the false prophets).

This page is John’s pro phecy concerning
the destruction of the persecuting Roman em-
pire. It was fulfilled and that empire disap-
peared. In reading this page we are reminded
of the defeats of the invincible Roman armies,
and the breakdown of this huge body, whose
soul was faith in the divinity of Rome and its
Caesar-Emperor. Christ did not come to do

battle against the Roman armies: a certain
number of soldiers were al ready converted to
the Christian faith. (Many young Christians en-
listed in the army were the missionaries of
Christ wherever they went and even had mar-
tyrs among them).

Instead, the victory announced by the Apoc-
alypse was the victory of Christ and the mar-
tyrs who, through their sacrifice, destroyed the
cruelty, injustice and immorality of the pagan
world. A believer’s daily struggle was the vic-
tory of Christ. The day came, however, when
the Lord brought justice before the sight of
everyone: Come; eat the flesh of kings and
generals (v. 18).

• 20.1 This text is still used for many con-
tradictory and confusing  com men t aries. Some
think of an earthly paradise of a thousand
years before heaven. This, however, would be
going against all the clear teaching of the New
Testament, affirming there is no intermediary
period between this life and eternal life.

This vision may be another way of present-
ing our history, by stressing its positive aspects
and successful evangelization. These thousand
years stand for the time during which the
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the devil, and chained him for a
thousand years. 3 He threw him into
the abyss and closed its gate with the
key, then secured it with locks, that
he might not deceive the nations in
the future until the thousand years
have passed. Then he will be re -
leased for a little while.

4 There were thrones and seated
on them were those with the power
to judge. I then saw the spirits of
those who had been beheaded for
having held the teachings of Jesus
and on account of the word of God. I
saw all those who had refused to
worship the beast or its image, or re-
ceive its mark on the forehead or on
the hand. They returned to life and
reigned with the Messiah for a thou-
sand years. This is the first resurrec-
tion. 5 The rest of the dead will not re-
turn to life before the end of the
thousand years.

6 Happy and holy is the one who
shares in the first resurrection, for the
second death has no power over
them; they will be priests of God and
of his Messiah and reign with him a
thousand years.

7 At the end of these thousand
years, Satan will be released from his
prison; 8 then he will set out to de-
ceive the nations of the four cor ners
of the world, namely Gog and  Ma  gog,
and gather them for war. What an
army, so numerous like the sand of
the seashore! 9 They invaded the land
and surrounded the camp of the holy
ones, the most beloved city, but fire
came down from heaven and de-
voured them.

10 Then the devil, the seducer, was
thrown into the lake of fire and sul-
fur, where the beast and the false
pro phet already were. Their torment
will last day and night for ever and
ever.

The last judgment
• 11 After that I saw a great and

splendid throne and the one seated
upon it. At once heaven and earth
disappeared, leaving no trace. 12 I
saw the dead, both great and small,
standing before the throne while
books were opened. Another book,
the Book of Life, was also opened.
Then the dead were judged ac cord -

Church, liberated from Jewish and Roman
persecutions, evangelizes the world.

The growth of the Church marks the weak-
ening of the devil’s power: he is chained. A
wave of thought and Christian action will
renew the world. Let us think of the struggle
against various forms of slavery, the restora-
tion of manual work, a new appreciation of the
dignity of women and of marriage, and respect
for the human person and children.

I then saw the spirits of those who had
been beheaded (v. 4). They are already shar-
ing in the life and happiness of Christ, and in
some way they share in his reign over history
and, along with him, they are present in the
life of the earthly Church. Let us think of the
growing influence that people who committed
themselves to a sacred and noble cause, have
after their death.

At the end of these thousand years (v. 7).
We do not know how long the world will last,
nor how many cultures and empires will con-

front the Church. Yet John tells us about a last
crisis during which the Church will seem sub-
merged by the forces of evil (see 2 Thes 2:3).
There is no description of what will happen:
enough has already been said about the strug-
gle of the Church against the agents of the dev -
il for us to be able to imagine what it could be.

Fire came down from heaven (v. 9). This
final offensive will be overcome just like the
first one. Here the battle is described with im-
ages borrowed from Ezekiel, chapter 38.

• 11. Heaven and earth dis ap peared (v.
11). At the end of the world, we have the final
judgment.

The books were opened (v. 12). Using im-
ages from the book of Daniel (7:10), John
shows people being judged individually ac-
cording to their actions. Everything is written in
the book: what people did, said and thought.

Death and the netherworld were thrown
(v. 14): this is a way of saying that Christ’s final
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ing to the records of these books,
that is, each one according to his
works.

13 The sea gave up the dead it had
kept, as did death and the nether-
world, so that all might be judged ac-
cording to their works. 14 Then death
and the netherworld were thrown into
the lake of fire. This lake of fire is the
second death. 15 All who were not
recorded in the Book of Life were
thrown into the lake of fire.

The new heaven and the new earth
• 1 Then I saw a new heaven
and a new earth. The first

heav  en and the first earth had
passed away and no longer was
there any sea. 2 I saw the new Jeru -
salem, the holy city coming down
from God, out of heaven, adorned as
a bride prepared for her husband. 3 A
loud voice came from the throne,

21

“Here is the dwelling of God among
mortals: He will pitch his tent among
them and they will be his peo ple; he
will be God-with-them.

4 He will wipe every tear from their
eyes. There shall be no more death
or mourning, crying out or pain, for
the world that was has passed away.”
5 The One seated on the throne said,
“See, I make all things new.”

And then he said to me, “Write
these words because they are sure
and true.”

6 And he said to me: “It is already
done! I am the Alpha and the Ome -
ga, the Beginning and the End. I my -
self will give the thirsty to drink with -
out cost from the fountain of living
water. 7 Thus the winner will be re-
warded: For him I shall be God and
he will be my son.

8 As for cowards, traitors, de -
praved, murderers, adul terers, sor-

victory consists in destroying death, which
rules over the world as a consequence of sin
(see 1 Cor 15:26).

The previous chapters spoke repeatedly of
God’s judgment, against Jerusalem, or against
the Roman power, or against the nations re-
placing it. Thus, the Apocalypse does not re-
ally stress the final judgment of the world that
only recapitulates what has been said before. It
prefers to describe the New Jeru salem coming
from God: this is what we have in the last two
visions that follow.

• 21.1 First vision of the heavenly Jeru -
salem. “Eye has not seen, ear has not heard
what God has prepared for those who love
him” (1 Cor 2:9).

The Bible began with a vision of the first cre-
ation in which God was conversing with
Adam, his friend, in the garden of Eden. The
Apocalypse ends with a more beautiful vision
in which there is overflowing delight in God.
Now I make all things new. The holy and per-
manent City of people has been built.

A new heaven and a new earth. The risen
body of Christ was the principle of the new
spiritual and material universe we were hoping
for. Now, the power of his resurrection has
transformed the whole world. It will not be a
paradise for isolated “souls,” nor for pure an-

gels, but a city of human beings: humans have
fully become God’s children: he will be my
son.

He will wipe every tear. God dwells among
people and he pours his own happiness into
them. The sufferings that filled so many lives,
the martyrs’ tortures, the inner pain of repen-
tant sinners, all this is over. Such joy and
peace, as cannot be found in any place on
earth, are finally found in the heart of God.

The second death (v. 8). Before this hap-
pens, eternal condemnation. Being forever de-
prived of God, locked in one’s sin and alone-
ness: a mystery for us. Human freedom is
something so great and so real that God him-
self cannot force us to love him: those who
have consciously and definitely left the path to
life, will inherit the lake of burning sulphur.

The new Jerusalem comes down from
God. Somehow, people tried to build the
human community. At the end of history, they
discover that along with them, God was build-
ing some thing much greater: a humanity gath-
ered in the very life of God.

From now on. God, beginning and end, will
never cease to give the water of life (Is 55:1;
Jn 4:10). Our eternity in God cannot be im-
mobile: which would soon bore us. God is pure
creativity and to live in him is both to possess
him and to be carried further into his mystery.
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cerers, and idolaters—all those who
live in falsehood, their place is the
lake of burning sulfur. This is the sec-
ond death.”

The new Jerusalem
• 9 Then one of the seven angels

came to me, one of those with the
seven bowls full of the seven last
plagues. And he said, “Come, I am
going to show you the bride, the wife
of the Lamb.” 10 He took me up in a
spiritual vision to a very high moun -
tain and he showed me the holy city
Jeru salem, coming down out of
heav en from God. It shines with the
glory of God, 11 like a precious jewel
with the color of crystal-clear jasper.

12 Its wall, large and high, has
twelve gates; stationed at them are
twelve angels. Over the gates are
written the names of the twelve tribes
of the sons of Israel. 13 Three gates
face the east; three gates face the
north; three gates face the south and
three face the west. 14 The city wall
stands on twelve foundation stones
on which are written the names of
the twelve apostles of the Lamb.

15 The angel who was speaking to
me had a golden measuring rod to

measure the city, its gates and its
wall. 16 The city is laid out like a
square: its length is the same as its
breadth. He measured it with his rod
and it was twelve thousand furlongs;
its length, breadth and height are
equal. 17 Then he measured the wall:
it was a hundred and forty-four cu-
bits high. The angel used an ordinary
measure.

18 The wall is made of jasper and
the city of pure gold, crystal-clear.
19 The foundations of the wall are
adorned with every kind of precious
jewel: the first is jasper, the second
sapphire, the third turquoise, the
fourth emerald, 20 the fifth agate, the
sixth ruby, the seventh chrysolite, the
eighth beryl, the ninth topaz, the
tenth chrysopraze, the eleventh hy-
acinth and the twelfth amethyst.
21 The twelve gates are twelve pearls,
each gate made of a single pearl
and the square of the city is paved
with gold as pure as transparent
crystal.

22 I saw no temple in the city for
the Lord God, Master of the universe,
and the Lamb are themselves its
temple. 23 The city has no need of the
light of the sun or the moon, since

• 9. Second vision of the heavenly Jeru -
salem: God’s temple. There are two images at
the heart of the Bible: the wedding banquet
and the temple. After Jerusalem, the new
bride, it is now the Holy City, God’s temple.
People no longer need a temple when God is
permanently present among them: reality re-
places shadows.

Its length, breadth and height are equal
(v. 16). A city built as a perfect pyramid: per-
fect and lasting. Its wall, a symbol of security:
there is no more fear, not even our hidden fear,
the fear of feeling life slipping away. The
brightness of the city is that of jasper and its
primary foundation is of jasper: jasper is the
color attributed to God in the fourth chapter.

There are angels at the gates as in the Gar-
den of Eden: all is guarded and enclosed within
the divine mystery. The wall of holiness and

truth rests upon the apostles: the truth of the
New World was already contained in their
words, namely, the testimony of Jesus’ apos-
tles. The final city is the goal of humankind’s
long pilgrimage; without knowing it, the just,
the poor, the merciful, and those who are sor-
rowful have been longing for it: The nations
will walk in its light.

There was a fountain of life in paradise. Lost
through sin, people were always searching for
it. Ezekiel had already written that the living
water is the Spirit of God and Jesus promised
it to the Samaritan woman. Now it flows from
the heart of God-Trinity, from the throne of
God and of the Lamb.

And they will reign for ever (22:5). This is
the final word and it is the seventh time it is
said in Revelation.
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God’s Glory is its light and the Lamb
is its lamp.

24 The nations will walk in its light
and the kings of the earth will bring
their treasures to it. 25 Its gates will
not be closed at sunset, for there will
be no night there. 26 It is there that the
wealth and the most precious things
of the nations will be brought. 27 Noth-
ing unclean will enter it, or anyone
who does what is evil and false but
only those whose names are writ ten
in the Lamb’s Book of Life.

1 Then he showed me the river
of life, clear as crystal, gushing

from the throne of God and of the
Lamb. 2 In the middle of the city, on
both sides of the river are the trees of
life producing fruit twelve times,
once each month, the leaves of
which are for heal ing the nations.

3 No longer will there be a curse;
the throne of God and of the Lamb
will be in the City and God’s servants
will live in his presence. 4 They will
see his face and his name will be on
their fore heads. 5 There will be no
more night. They will not need the
light of lamp or sun for God himself
will be their light and they will reign
forever.

I am coming soon
• 6 Then the angel said to me,

“These words are sure and true; the
Lord God who inspires the prophets

22

has sent his angel to show his ser-
vants what must happen soon.”

7 “I am coming soon! Happy are
those who keep the prophetic words
of this book.”

8 I, John, saw and heard all this.
When I had seen and heard them I
fell at the feet of the angel who had
shown me everything, to worship
him. 9 But he said, “No, I am a fellow
servant like you and your brothers,
the prophets, and those who heed
the words of this book. It is God you
must worship.”

10 He then said to me, “Do not
keep secret the prophetic words of
this book because the time is near.
11 Let the sinner continue to sin and
the defiled remain in his defilement;
let the righteous continue to do what
is right and he who is holy grow
holier.”

12 “I am coming soon, bring ing
with me the salary I will pay to each
one according to his deeds. 13 I am
the Alpha and the Omega, the First
and the Last, the Beginning and the
End.”

14 Happy are those who wash their
robes for they will have free access
to the tree of Life and enter the city
through the gates. 15 Out side are the
dogs, sorcerers, the immoral, mur-
derers, idolaters and all who take
pleasure in false hood!

16 “I, Jesus, sent my angel to
make known to you these re vela -

• 22.6 I, John, saw and heard all this.
Thus the Bible concludes, and we can recall
the parable of the workers hired for the Lord’s
vineyard (Mt 20). The work in which prophets
and writers participated in the course of a day
is over. In the first hour the visions with which
Genesis begins, and which briefly present the
divine vocation of people and the purpose of
the world, were written. In the final hour,
John, after knowing Christ, the morning sun,
has just seen humanity preparing to share the
glory of God. 

It is the final hour, the expected coming of
Christ. We know, however, that the final hour
may be extended and that the Groom may
come late in the night: Christians are watch-
ful, firm in their hope, even as they face the
power of darkness.

• 17. Whoever thirsts, let him approach.
We already read in 21:6 these words taken
from Isaiah 55. The child becomes an adult
when he gives up his unlimited wishes and ac-
cepts the limitations of reality. God sends us

Is 60:3

Is 60:11

Is 35:8;
Rev 3:5;

13:8

Ezk
47:1;

Jn 7:38

2:7;
Gen 2:9;

Ezk
47:12

Ps 11:7;
17:5

1Jn 3:2

19:10

Dn 12:10

Is 40:10;
41:4
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tions concerning the Churches. I am
the Shoot and Offspring of David, the
radiant Morning Star.”

• 17 The Spirit and the Bride say,
“Come!” Whoever hears let him say,
“Come!” Whoever thirsts let him ap-
proach, and whoever desires, let him
freely take the water of life. 18 As for
me, I warn everyone who hears the
prophetic words of this book: If any-
one adds anything to them, God will

pile on him the plagues de scribed in
this book. 19 And if anyone takes
away words from this book of proph -
ecy, God will take from him his share
in the tree of Life and the holy city
described in this book.

20 He who has declared all this
says, “Yes, I am coming soon.”

Amen! Come, Lord Jesus.
21 May the grace of the Lord Jesus

be with you all—

back to childhood when he stirs up within us
infinite desires. “Let it be done to you as you
have asked,” that is, what you were able to de-
sire and hope for and believe.

Desire is the way God prepares us for the
great things he wants to give. It is our first con-
sciousness of his work within us. Desires that
are like the seeds of the parable. Many are
sown that soon vanish, or we ourselves cut off
their wings: “This is not for me, it is enough
and safer to imitate the good common Chris-
tians.”

Yes, it is safer to live with limited desires, be-
cause desire can develop into thirst.

Many experience thirst for God but few are
those who can bear it. We call it boredom, in-
capacity to share social life, and the remedy
that people of goodwill usually offer to us is to
plunge again into activity and to “come back to
the onions of Egypt” (Num 11:15) or, in other
words, to love the world. Better keep your
thirst and let it grow, and reject any satisfaction
that is less than the infinite of God. The time is
coming when it will be said: Let him ap proach.

21:6

Dt 4:2

1Cor
16:22
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