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THE LAMB: LORD OF HISTORY
TEXT:
Revelation 4 - 7

BIBLICAL KEY

1. LITERARY LEVEL

1.1. A section complete in itself, articulated into two subsections
In Rev 4:1, the mention of “the voice that I had heard speaking to me like a trumpet” echoes the text of 1:10, to let us know that the period that opened there has now come to an end, and a new sequence has begun. The imperatives of “write” (1:11 and so on), with their specific messages to each of the seven Churches, have also ended. The new section does not deal so much with “hearings” (as in the messages dictated to the Churches), as it does with “visions.”

The opening of the seventh seal in 8:1 likewise closes the section on the seals and opens the sequence of the seven trumpets. The theme that unifies the bloc of Rev 4 – 7 is the power of God and of the Lamb, reflected in the succession of events set in motion by the Lamb’s opening of the seals.

Literarily, this bloc has a first subsection, presenting God and the Lamb (chapters 4 – 5) with all their attributes of power and glory, and ending with the hymn “to the One seated on the throne and to the Lamb” (5:13). This hymn is sung by every creature and reverberates in the great “Amen!” of the heavenly beings (5:14). Before this, the Father and the Lamb had been sung to separately (4: 8, 11 and 5:9-12).

The second subsection encompasses the opening of the first six seals and the events that this opening unleashes (chapters 6 – 7). The power of the Lamb, which had previously been contemplated in heaven, is now shown in the course of history.

1.2. A section in the nature of an overture
Despite the great variety of theories regarding the literary genesis of the book, there is a general agreement that the letters to the seven churches (chapters 2 – 3) were added to it in a later redaction, so that chapters 4 – 7, which were originally introductory, are now somewhat distanced from their original place.

In Rev 4:1, the seer is told to heed “the things that must occur hereafter,” an expression that will reappear in 22:6. The very first thing that John is shown is the Glory of God, who has dominion over everything, and then the triumphant Lamb, “the Lion of Judah,” who “has conquered” (5:5). In 6:2, we see Christ, who has already conquered and is given a crown for further conquests. His appearance anticipates the final unfolding of history.

But this history is yet to be carried out, with all its disasters and tribulations. And now, proleptically, the horsemen appear, ready to take peace from the earth (6:4), to deprive it of food (6:6) and to slay its inhabitants (6:8). The faithful will be slain for having borne witness to Jesus (6:9-11).

Nevertheless this accursed and wretched world is called to be replaced by a new world, which will signaled by cosmic cataclysms and by the just judgment of God and of the Lamb (6:12-17). Thus the book anticipates the appearance of a new heaven and a new earth, with which the book ends (21:1), and of the new Jerusalem (21:2), inhabited by the new twelve tribes, who are fully saved (7:4-8). The joy of heaven is visualized in God, wiping away every tear (7:17; 21:4). Like the bride near the end of the work (19:8), the redeemed mentioned here are said to be robed in glory (7:9).

The God who will wreak vengeance on the great whore and city of Babylon (ch. 18) already has anticipated dominion over them, insofar as he owns the book of history’s destiny (5:1), a dominion and ownership that he shares with the Lamb (5:7).

1.3. Diversity of literary forms

1.3.1. Theophanies
The manifestation of the divine is twofold, namely, that of the Father (ch. 4) and that of the Lamb (ch. 5). Other elements typical of the heavenly world are again presented in chapter 7.

The manifestation of the Father highlights his authority (throne) and glory (thunder, lightning, and voices). In it there are some reminders of Sinai (Ex 19:16) and of the initial vision of Ezekiel (Ezk 1:26-28). Human fear, typical of OT theophanies, is now manifested in the obeisance and worship of the twenty-four elders (4:10). Here, no charge is laid upon the seer, because this has already been done in 1:17-19.

The manifestation of the Lamb is more original. He, too, is surrounded by beings that glorify him and burst into song at any action he performs. There is a reference to the history of Jesus, the founder of a community for the Father through his sacrifice (5:9 f.). His ability to open the seals of the book reveals him as the almighty Lord over history.

1.3.2. Cosmic cataclysms

This is one of the most characteristic traits of the apocalyptic genre. In the section we are dealing with, there is a violent alteration of reality: the sky rolls up like a scroll, the stars fall to earth, and mountains and islands are moved out of their places (6:13-14). But the author stress there is more to it than just these cosmic phenomena. What counts the most is the human reaction of fear in face of the wrathful judgment of God (6:16). What is happening here is a radical transformation of human history through the work of God, who is leading the world toward the goal of an unknown and uncontrollable newness. The world has to change or, better put, is already changing under the influence of God, who is involved in human history.

1.3.3. Theriomorphic (= animal) and chromatic (= color) symbolism
Around the throne and the Lamb there are four living beings. Jesus is presented as a Lamb and as the Lion of the tribe of Judah. For each seal that is opened, there appears a horse and rider. But in no case are these ordinary animals. Rather, they are transformed symbolically by the author. The Lamb is at once slain and standing. He has seven horns and seven eyes (!), and his actions have everything to do with the divine-human world and nothing with the merely animal world. The living beings are only “like” well known animals, because they are full of eyes and carry out intelligent actions (4:6-9). The horses, though they have some realism, have some concrete peculiarities (for example, a sickly green color) that distance them from the animal world (6:1-8).

The actions of these animals immediately relegate them to the superhuman and transcendent order. They unleash events that weigh upon humankind (6:8) and escape all control except God’s.

White is the traditional color of the transcendent, and it is surely so in relation to the glorified Christ. Red signifies cruelty and blood. Black is the symbol of negativity. Green, which is disconcerting as applied to a horse (6:8), may allude to an inconsistency (as with the grass of a field).

1.3.4. Liturgical celebrations
Throughout the book there are countless allusions to the liturgy. The seer himself tells us that he experienced his ecstasy on Sunday (1:10), the day on which Christians celebrate their assembly. The presentation of God and of the Lamb (chapters 4 – 5) take place in a climate of worship, with lighted lamps (4:5), liturgical vestments (4:4), kneeling and prostration, instruments and incense (5:8). The souls of the martyrs appear beneath the altar (6:9) which appears on the scene without prior warning (with a definite article!), as if it were something obvious and natural.

But the liturgical elements that stand out most clearly in these chapters are the hymns in honor of God and of the Lamb. These hymns offer or wish them glory, honor, power, riches, blessing, wisdom and vigor, exactly like the homage offered to the Roman Emperor, seated on his throne and surrounded by his great ones. The seer of Patmos invites us to give worship to the true Emperor, the Lord of the world and of history, the one and only All-Holy. The quote from Is 6:3 in Rev 4:8 transports the reader to the Temple of Jerusalem, thus reaffirming the liturgical character of the vision.

1.4. OT references and their significance
As we already noted in the general introduction to Revelation, no other NT book contains as many allusions and quotes from OT as this one does. Given the truly exceptional frequency of references to the OT in Rev 4 – 7, it is well worth our time, once and by way of example, to present the matter in some detail. The OT quotes or echoes in Rev 4 – 7 can be grouped into five main blocs:

a) From Exodus:


“Come up here”: Rev 4:1; see Ex 19:20, 24.


“From the throne came lightnings: Rev 4:5; see Ex 19:16.


“He who is”: Rev 5:8; see Ex 3:14.


“You have made them a kingdom and priests”: Rev 5:10; see Ex 19:6.

b) From Isaiah:

“One seated on the throne”: Rev 4:2, 9 f.; see Is 6:1.


“Around the throne… elders”: Rev 4:4; see Is 24:23.


“Each of them with six wings”: Rev 4:8; see Is 6:2.


“Holy, Holy, Holy”: Rev 4:8; see Is 6:3.


“Who was… and is to come”: Rev 4:8; see Is 41:4.


“A scroll written…sealed”: Rev 5:1 f.; see Is 29:11.


“The Root of David”: Rev 5:5; see Is 11:1, 10.


“A Lamb slain”: Rev 5:6, 12; see Is 53:7.


“A new song”: Rev 5:9; see Is 42:10.


“You have made them…priests”: Rev 5:10; see Is 61:6.


“Stars, sun, moon”: Rev 6:12 f.; see Is 13:10.


“The sky…like a scroll rolling itself up”: Rev 6:14; see Is 34:4.


“They hid…among the rocks”: Rev 6:15 f.; see Is 2:10.


“They will hunger no more, nor thirst”: Rev 7:16; see Is 49:10.


“He will guide them to the springs of the water of life”: Rev 7:17; see Is 49:10.


“And God will wipe away every tear” Rev 7:17; see Is 25:8

c) From Ezekiel:

“One seated on the throne”: Rev 4:2, 9 f.; see Ezk 1:26 f.


“A rainbow, bright as an emerald”: Rev 4:3; see Ezk 1:28.


“Flashes of lightning…fire” Rev 4:5; see Ezk 1:13.


“Like glass…crystal”: Rev 4:6; see Ezk 1:22.


Description of the living beings: Rev 4:6 f.; see Ezk 1:5-10; 10:14.


“Full of eyes, all around”: Rev 4:8; see Ezk 1:18; 10:12.


“A scroll, with writing inside and out”: Rev 5:1; see Ezk 2:9 f.


“A fourth of the earth…famine…beasts”: Rev 6:8; see Ezk 5:12, 17; 14:21; 33:27.


“Stars, sun, moon”: Rev 6:12 f.; see Ezk 32:7 f.


“The four winds”: Rev 7:1; see Ezk 37:9.


“Seal on the forehead”: Rev 7:3; see Ezk 9:4.


“He will shepherd them”: Rev 7:17; see Ezk 34:23.

d) From Daniel:

“What must take place shortly”: Rev 1:1; see Dan 2:28 f., 45.


“Who lives forever and ever”: Rev 4:9; see Dan 6:27; 12:7.


“Myriads and thousands”: Rev 5:11; see Dan 7:10.


“The four winds”: Rev 7:1; see Dan 7:2.


“The great tribulation”: Rev 7:14; see Dan 12:1.

e) From Zechariah:

“Seven flaming torches”: Rev 4:5; see Zech 4:2.


“Seven eyes”: Rev 5:6; see Zech 4:10.


“A white red, black horse”: Rev 6:2 ff.; see Zech 1:8; 6:2 f., 6.


“The four winds”: Rev 7:1; see Zech 6:5.

There are, moreover, some references to 1 Kgs and 2 Chr, where they describe the king seated on the throne, as well as to certain psalms relating to the kingship of Yahweh, and an allusion to Mal 3:2 on the day of wrath of Yahweh (Rev 6:17).

We could round out this long (and incomplete) list of OT quotes and allusions with passages from some of the Jewish apocrypha (Jubilees, Enoch, etc.). Taken as a whole they strike us with the fact that the author of Rev had a rich heritage at his disposal, which he not only used, but also manipulated with great freedom and reinterpreted with considerable originality.

A good number of quotations, especially those from Is 6, Ex 19 and Ezk, are meant to describe the majesty and transcendence of God. Those from Zechariah highlight his wisdom and his power. The one from Malachi stresses the fear-inspiring nature of his judgment.

The background of the Book of Daniel –and some apocalyptic passages of Isaiah—is used to substitute the present situation for the past one, in which an impious oppressor perishes and the elect of the people are saved. Second and Third Isaiah suggest the fullness of life in the messianic kingdom.

One typical trait of Rev is its transferring to the Lamb of a series of traits that in the OT are used to characterize Yahweh.

2. HISTORICAL LEVEL

2.1. Difficulty of remaining faithful in times of persecution

The community of the Apocalypse finds itself in the midst of tribulations and trials. It is well aware of its own oppression and of the fact that things are going much better for those who practice emperor worship. The community is undergoing the “great tribulation” (7:14) and must practice its faith and keep “bearing witness” (6:9) in its pagan context, like the Israelites in Egypt. Just as the doors of the Hebrews were sealed before the passage of the exterminating angel, so now the foreheads of the servants of God are sealed (7:3) to distinguish them, and thus assure that they will remain untouched by the destructive force that is about to devastate the earth.

The Lamb that was slain yet is standing is the paradigm of the reward of fidelity under adversity and a source of courage for those who, humanly speaking, might feel tempted to follow another way.

2.2.  In the face of a divinized emperor who insists on being glorified
When foreign kings or petty kings of countries subject to the Empire approached the Emperor, they began by removing their crowns before they were received in audience (4:10). And when the Emperor was returning from a war campaign, or simply when imperial ceremonies were being celebrated, it seems that hymns were sung to him, wishing him power, wealth, glory and wisdom, and even confessing that he alone was worthy of such honors.

In this social situation, the community of the Apocalypse had to show its daring to declare that only God and the Lamb are to be worshiped, although in doing so, it explicitly distanced itself from the world it lived in, even at the risk of losing its life.

2.3.  A pagan empire that by no means intends to be converted
The souls of the martyrs ask that the signs of complete final conversion may come and that God may definitively avenge their blood (6:10). But they are told that the time of persecution is not over, and that other fellow servants of theirs will die violent deaths.

On this point the author of Revelation distances himself from other authors (for example the author of the Book of Daniel) who present God’s great intervention as much more imminent. Perhaps we could say that our author and his community are somewhat “less apocalyptic.”

The powers of the Empire, who are calling down God’s curse on themselves, are still in action, despite the fact that we know beforehand the victory of the rider of the white horse, most likely the glorified Lord (see 19:11 ff.), is already assured. But the three other riders are still granted a time to wreak evil upon the earth. The culminating point of this evil (the fourth horseman) is the persecution of the faithful: the earthly empire that insolently opposes the plan of God.

2.4.  Social oppression outside the Church
It is not just a matter of devastation among the faithful, but also of the ravages wrought by social injustice in the world. The appearance of the third horseman portends the scarcity and insufficiency of the earth’s produce (6:6), which the consequent huge increase in prices.

It seems that the author is not unaware of the terrible inequality that exists in the Empire: the immense luxury of Roman magnates and an oppressed people that cannot so much as “touch oil and wine.”

Later passages of the book speak of the power that robs the peoples who have subjected themselves, robbing them of their precious stones and costly metals, and “all your dainties and your splendor” (18:14).

2.5.  A community in need of comfort and support
The present experience of the community was one of disaster, pain and death, which was rather paradoxical for the followers of the triumphant Christ. The community had to be pointed toward the contemplation of the One whose power could not be doubted.

God, seated on the throne and adored by heavenly (the four living creatures) and earthly (the twenty-four elders), is the One whose cause can never fail. The Lamb still standing though he had been slain tells the community that the present powers of death cannot have the last word. He is the Lion of the tribe of Judah, who has already won the victory. Even more, the powers of death will only be put to flight when the Lamb opens the seals, that is, after they are granted but a short space of time.

Many Christians are being martyred for clinging to the Word, but their souls are being taken to the temple of God, to the place of glory (6:9). Those still remaining on earth have nothing to fear, for God has set his seal on their foreheads as a sign of protection. How much more will the God who marked the forehead of Cain lest he be killed (Gen 4:15) be concerned with protecting his faithful servants! And it seems that the number to be saved will not be small, since there will be a thousand times squared of the tribes of Israel, plus an immense multitude coming from the pagan world. They are destined to be robed in white, that is, in glory, like the conquering rider mounted on the first horse, whose army they are called to form (6:2; see 19:11-14).

2.6.  A community that anticipates in its worship the glory to come
The acute “temporary” problems that the Church has to face do not turn it into an extroverted group incapacitated for living the fundamental aspect of Christianity, which is prayer and worship. The abundant liturgical passages in Rev 4 – 7 speak eloquently of this rich worshiping life. Through them the author aims at describing the life of the heavenly beings and of those brothers and sisters who have already triumphed over “the great tribulation.” But he can only achieve this by projecting beyond the liturgical celebration of the community itself. Through this celebration the group of believers enter into an anticipated experience of the divine. But this does not lead to any sort of cultural “disincarnation.” Rather, he borrows an ample series of elements from “profane celebrations” (imperial cults) and reformulates them to celebrate the one God and the Lamb.

3. THEOLOGICAL LEVEL

3.1. The Father and Christ, indisputable Lords of the world and of history
We spoke above (1.2) of the proleptic character of these chapters of Revelation. They are, so to speak, the overture to the whole work, but in inverse order, since the glory of God and of the Lamb (chapters 4 – 5) are presented before the struggle between the power of God and the forces of evil.

The Father is seated on the throne (5:1), a great sign of authority. Then, in rather forced language, we are told that the Lamb is “in the midst of the throne” [en méso toû thrónou] (5:6), that is, he participates in the same power, and that he is surrounded by the 24 elders (the 12 tribes plus the 12 apostles?) who are glorified (wearing white vestments, see Rev 4:4), and seated on their corresponding thrones. Around God and the Lamb everything is power and glory.

The Lamb has seven horns and seven eyes (5:6); that is, he has the fullness of power and knowledge, which are personified in his Spirit, through which he acts on his disciples who are still on earth. The wounds of the Lamb manifest his victory after his past combat, through which he can be contemplated as the victor crowned in his future combat (6:2. See Aux. Doc. I).

The final outcome of history is not accessible to any creature (5:4); the sealed scroll is in the hands of the Father. Only the Lamb can know it and master it, grasping it in his hands and opening it. This involves an act of sovereignty that makes all heaven burst forth in a hymn of glory (5:9 f.). The Father and the Son (“a voice like a trumpet”), as a sign of their anticipated knowledge, communicate to John the seer “what must take place after this” (4:1). But these contents are still closed up in heaven and are only perceived when “in heaven a door stood open” (4:1).

3.2.  The forces opposed to the divine plan go into action
It is significant that all four horsemen are presented in a single literary unit (6:1-8). This makes it clear that we are dealing here with an authentic encounter or counterpoise between the Lamb, the Conqueror of history, and the opposing forces that would like to rob him of this title.

The fact of presenting these forces in the form of horses bespeaks the driving power of the latter three of them to invade the field of history, destroying all in their path. Taken together, these three are bearers of the classic evils mentioned in the Bible: ware, famine and plague. They stand for death, with its whole cortege of suffering and destruction.

But we should note that these powers of death are under control. They cannot go into action until the Lamb opens the corresponding seal, and their end will come when God so decides in his unfathomable plan. The already victorious martyrs want to see a swift end to the drama (6:10), but God has his own calendar. When He decides, the great day of his wrath will come (6:17), a classic expression derived from the prophets (see Is 13:6-9; Amos 5:18-20) that designates God’s action in annihilating evil and empowering good, through the suppression of the enemies of the chosen people.

3.3.  “Conquering and to conquer”: God has the last word
Hostile forces have no power to destroy God’s elect. Those who seemed to have been victims of human insolence are in a safe haven, “beneath the altar” (6:9) and even now, before the consummation of the battle, they are wearing white robes (6:11), that is, they are enjoying eternal glory.

From another viewpoint, God’s destructive power is incomparably greater than that of his enemies. They can incite war and persecution, but God can roll up the heavens and shake the stars as winds shake the branches of a fig tree. Moreover, whereas the action of the enemy is purely destructive, God’s action creates a new world. Death and life are here described in traditional apocalyptic imagery.

But that same destructive action of God, “the day of wrath” (See Auxiliary Documentation), will not be indiscriminate, just as the action of the exterminating angel in Exodus was not indiscriminate. Rather, everyone bearing the seal of God will be safe and protected by Him: “Do not damage the earth or the sea or the trees, until we have marked the servants of God with a seal on their foreheads” (7:3).

3.4.  Meanwhile, a call to conversion
The anticipated outcome of history keeps indicating that one does not play games with God. It is a strong inward and outward notice. The letters to the seven churches was already an invitation to self-criticism. The fact of being Christians does not automatically guarantee an easy way out on the Day of Judgment, for as the Lord says: “Repent! If not, I will come to you and remove your lampstand” (2:5). Now, as a positive incentive, the faithful are reminded of their status as a “kingdom and priests serving our God” (5:10), called to keep upon their brows the divine seal that distinguishes them (7:3 f.).

But above all, a serious warning is addressed to those who are not converted, that is, to pagans who adore the image of the emperor. To God alone belongs glory and honor forever (7:12). Those who have not worshiped Him will tremble and will call upon the mountains and rocks to fall upon them to hide them “from the face of the One seated on the throne and from the wrath of the Lamb” (6:16).

3.5.  The victorious martyrs spur their persecuted brethren on
Chapters 6 and 7 offer as many representations of the heavenly life of the martyrs. In the first we are told that they are “beneath the altar,” that is, in the place where glory is given to God and in which they participate, since “they were each given a white robe” (6:11). But their communion with their suffering brethren on earth and their desire that God be glorified by all humanity leaves them somewhat unsatisfied, which leads them to ask God to wreak vengeance “upon the inhabitants of the earth” (6:10). It leaves one with the impression that perfect glory cannot be given so long as God is not “all in all” (see 1 Cor 15:28; Eph 1:23).

Chapter 7 qualifies as martyrs “all who have come out of the great tribulation” (7:14). It is as if the author, at that moment, is unable to see any other outcome for any Christian that that of martyrdom. But now, the martyrs are no longer “beneath the altar” (was that meant as a sign of certain hope in the midst of oppression, or perhaps a theological basis for an ‘intermediate state’?); rather they are “before the throne of God” (7:15a), which may mean the same as being before the altar, where they “worship Him day and night within his temple”(7:15b).

In either case, their faith has cost them their life, but it has also fulfilled the teaching of the Wisdom of Solomon: “But the souls of the just are in the hand of God, and no torment shall touch them. They seemed, in the view of the foolish, to be dead… and their going forth from us, utter destruction. But they are in peace… In the time of their visitation they shall shine, and shall dart about as sparks through stubble” (Wis 3:1-7).

Contemplating the present state of their martyred brethren and anticipating the final glory of all who persevere, encourages the community of the Apocalypse, who seem to be running the same risk or undergoing the same persecution. Those others, whose love of life did not deter them from accepting death (see Rev 12:11), now form the cortege of the Lamb, who “will be their shepherd and will guide them to the springs of the water of life. And God will wipe away every tear from their eyes” (7:17; see 21:4).

The occupation of those who are saved is to sing hymns of glory to the Father and to the Lamb (7:10), thus eternalizing the worship celebrations of the present, making time forever stand still at the very moment when believers are experiencing the joy of the redemption in its purest and deepest form. 

3.6.  The universality of the salvation hoped for
The missionary community, convinced that the blood of the Lamb has universal redemptive power for individuals “of every tribe and language and people and nation” (5:9), transmits and bestows its own faith to all who will accept it. In this way a new people of God is created, a people of those who “bear the name of the Lamb and of his Father written on their foreheads” (14:1; see 7:3). These people stand opposed to those who bear the Beast’s tattoo on their right hand or their forehead (see 13:16; 14:9).

This new people of God is seen in an image of the old people, born of the twelve tribes of Israel, but now squared and multiplied by a thousand, that is, brought to its maximum development. But as if that were not enough, this people of God is also associated with a countless multitude freed of every cultural or ethnic limitation, made up of host “from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages” (7:9). There is room for everyone before the throne and before the Lamb, as well as a martyr’s palm to wave. There is a fulfillment of the Isaian hope that many peoples shall come streaming to the mountain of the Lord’s house (Is 2:2-3) or of the psalmist’s saying that “the princes of the peoples are gathered together with the people of the God of Abraham (Ps 47:10). But they are united not only in confessing the faith but also in courageously witnessing to it in the face of martyrdom. Former pagans, too, participate patiently in the shedding of blood that began with the Lamb, and they wear the white robe of those who are in glory.

This universalistic vision of salvation is at once the fruit and the nourishment of the missionary yearnings of the church to which the Apocalypse is addressed.

AUXILIARY DOCUMENTATION

1. THE LAMB

In the Fourth Gospel the noun “lamb” occurs twice. In Revelation it appears twenty-nine times, twenty-eight of which refer to Jesus. But curiously, both books use a different Greek term. The Fourth Gospel uses amnós, whereas Revelation uses arníon.
In order to grasp the intention of the author of the Apocalypse in designating the glorified Christ in this way, we should go briefly into the background of the term arníon.

Many have sought to understand it on the basis of Is 53:7 (“like a lamb led to the slaughter”), but this presents some difficulties. In the first place, the LXX Greek translation of the OT does not use the term arníon here, but rather amnós. In the second place, the Isaian text attaches no relevance to the blood of this lamb or to its power, whereas both elements are especially highlighted in Rev 5. Finally, in Rev, the term is not related with Christ the Servant.

Others have sought to explain it in terms of the Passover lamb, above all as it is presented in Ex 12. But here, too, there are some terminological problems, because the LXX of Ex 12 speaks of the próbaton and not the arníon, although Ex 12:5 says that it should be taken from among the arnôn and repeated refers to its slaughter. Moreover, its blood serves to seal the elect of God and has the power to free them from their enemies (see Rev 7:4, 14). This background for designating Christ as the immolated and glorious Lamb may also be complemented by the sacrifice of Isaac in Gen 22. But it must be acknowledged that the Lamb of the Apocalypse has a series of personal traits that are hard to deduce from the purely passive lambs of OT tradition.

Recourse to Jewish Apocalyptic has proved especially useful here. In the Book of I Enoch 89:46, we read: “And the Lord of the sheep sent the sheep to another sheep to govern them in the place of the ram that trampled them.” In the Testament of Joseph, 19:8, we read of the virgin-birth of a lamb without blemish, who was born among stags and who on one side was like a lion and who destroyed all beastly enemies. In the Jerusalem Targum on Ex 1:15, we read of a lamb who, when place on one side of a scale, outweighed all of Egypt on the other side. Jannes and Jambres interpreted this lamb to be a king of Israel would devastate the land of Egypt. Without discounting the biblical background already pointed out, these parabiblical data were undoubtedly useful to the author of Rev for his quite original representation of Christ as the Lamb.

2. THE WRATH, IRE OR VENGEANCE OF GOD
The Greek verb ekdikéo (= to avenge or vindicate) appears only twice in the Apocalypse, while the noun ekdíkesis (= vengeance), which appears elsewhere in the NT, does not appear at all in the Apocalypse. In contrast, the noun orgé (= ire or anger) appears six times and the verb orgízesthai (= to be angry or provoked to anger) appears twice.

In the oldest biblical writings, along with other inevitable anthropomorphisms, pagan or mythological notions of gods in some cases influenced the description of Yahweh’s being and action. It is well known that in Mesopotamian, Egyptian and Greek mythologies, the gods were often described with human traits and passions. But in the case of wrath or anger, there is another factor at work in Israel, namely, the Holiness of Yahweh. The Holy God cannot bear with indifference the moral evil of human beings; the God who loves his people cannot look on impassively while its enemies mistreat Israel. This is why the OT repeatedly foresaw a future action of God in which He will manifest his holiness and power to do away with the diverse manifestations of evil in the world. Thus the concept of the “day of wrath” or the “wrath to come” appears (see Mt 3:7).

This reference to the destruction of sin and its manifestations leads to the expression of “being under the wrath,” which is equivalent to being destined to perdition and is used more as a description of a state of man than as a sentiment of God.

In the NT era, Judaism kept accentuating the transcendence of God. Hence the Targum avoids making God the subject of passions, preferring instead to say, “there is wrath before” Yahweh, etc. (see Mt 18:14, which states literally that “It is not before the will of your Father in heaven that one of these little ones should perish”).

In his preaching, Jesus never hesitates to speak of a God who rejoices, although it is often phrased in the circumlocution “there is joy in heaven” (Lk 15:7) or “there is joy before the angels of God” (Lk 15:10). Yet Jesus himself, who aims at reflecting God’s feelings in his own behavior, more than once manifests sentiments of anger or irritation (see Mt 3:5 and the numerous sayings leveled against “this generation”).

St. Paul contemplates a humanity that is mostly alienated from God’s plan and headed for perdition, because it is “storing up retribution for that day of wrath” (Rom 2:5). But he knows that in Christ the merciful kindness of God has been manifested, and he believed that whoever believes will be delivered “from the wrath to come” (1 Thes 1:10). This wrath is related to the future judgment of God, but “there is no condemnation now for those who are in Christ Jesus” (Rom 8:1).

Thus the “wrath of God,” or man’s catastrophic ending, is the lot that is reserved for those who have rejected the offer of salvation. Jesus speaks of the “unforgivable sin” of those who interpreted as evil the saving deeds that he worked through the Spirit of God (see Mk 3:28 f.). And Paul energetically states that those dominated by the god of this world are unable to grasp the splendor of the gospel and are therefore headed toward perdition (2 Cor 4:3 f.). This involves a situation in which human beings have willingly set themselves against the plan of God. They are losing themselves, and God is not indifferent to this contravention of His saving plan.

In the context of Rev 4–7, the “day of wrath” is the day of the last judgment, when God will definitively and indubitably assert his sovereignty, annihilates all the evil of the world, and lets all those who refuse to accept the salvation offered in the blood of the Lamb to perish.

CLARETIAN KEY

WITNESSES OF HOPE

“No, I repeat. I have no mere earthly aim but a far nobler one. My aim is to make God better known, loved and served by everyone. If only I had all human hearts with which to love God! My God, people do not know you! If they did, you would be loved far more than you are. If people only knew your wisdom, power, goodness, beauty, and all your divine attributes, they would all have become seraphim consumed with the fire of your divine love” (Aut 202). Our Fr. Founder wrote this text to explain the aim that he set for himself in his missionary work throughout the towns of Catalonia. His words were not directly inspired by the texts of Revelation that we are considering in this theme. But they do speak to us of his intense concern for liberating the hearts of many vacillating Christians on the verge of deserting their faith under the pressure of tribulations, so that they might be able to join in the exultant song of praise sung by the countless multitude of every race, people and tongue: “Amen! Praise and glory, wisdom and thanksgiving and honor, power and might, to our God forever and ever. Amen!” (Rev 7:12

Restoring hope in the heart of persons and peoples is an important dimension of our missionary task. Meditating on these Scripture texts that unveil for us the mysteries of history and the Lamb’s Lordship of it can only reinforce our missionary commitment, filling us with a solid hope that does not ignore the difficulties of different historical contexts. “The Good News cannot be brought to modern man by way of men who are discouraged, sad, impatient or anxious, but rather through ministers whose life radiates the warmth of those who have first of all received in themselves the joy of Christ” (MCT 159).

What feelings and restlessness do these chapters of the Apocalypse awaken in our missionary community? Let us not neglect to note down these resonances, since they are going to help nourish us with the powerful force of the Word.

SITUATIONAL KEY
1. The plagues of evil. What is the greatest obstacle to evangelization today? It is undoubtedly not other religions, or the sects that seem to pop up everywhere, or even the obscurantist search for what is dead and gone. The real obstacles are, above all, the sale of arms, personnel mines, and networks of prostitution, drugs and violence. Against these forces of evil it seems that the Word has little effect. Exodus, too, seemed to be an impossible undertaking, even to Moses. But the Lord relies on the day-to-day passage of believers throughout history, and its seems that this passage is decisive for conquering evil. Getting free from our own selfishness and our own enslavement: there’s the key. Before all else, we have to ask ourselves: What is our own personal ‘Egypt?’ Against whom are we struggling? Where have we placed our hope?


2. How to distinguish the words. Human beings are like an immense receiver with infinite channels to tune into. Wherever the receiver is point it receives messages. Most of these channels completely ignore the religious state and are uninterested in God or anything ultimate. They value superficiality and idolize having. Communication counts and communion is marginalized. Everything is consumed and nothing is created. In the midst of this maelstrom of words, the great challenge that faces us is to distinguish the Word that saves. But this is the only way to become a servant of God and enter the ranks of those who are saved. Where is the source of our intellectual and spiritual nourishment? Where do we normally go to seek the answers to our questions?

3. Witnesses of the impossible. We’ve sometimes heard it said: “It was impossible, but he didn’t know it, so he did it.” Whenever we hear that someone has give his life for and ideal, no matter what it might be, we begin to recover our hope in something new. To give you life is to do everything possible, to reach the highest peak. Only those who have learned to live with sterility are unable to see life in the death of a witness. But for Christians there is something more. Martyrdom is an inheritance that Christ left to his Church and in this inheritance we all share in some measure. We are grounded in the “Lamb that was sacrificed,” in Him “who was pierced through.” The Church needs to be close to its martyrs and, if possible, to today’s martyrs, the martyrs of the here and now. We know that the Church reserves the right to declare someone a martyr, but we all have the right and duty to gather up the blood of our martyrs, which bespeaks the way they were treated with indifference, mockery, slander…and death. In each case, we can all ask ourselves in wonder: Who are they? Where did they come from?


4. The wrath of God. Here is an apocalyptic vision for today, by Jean-Claude Eslin: “I have seen a world split in two. The northern hemisphere is rich; the southern hemisphere is poor. Rich, keep on being rich! Poor, keep on being poor! I see the fissure in the middle of the world and no one can fill it. I see the city divided into two neighborhoods. The western neighborhood is rich; the eastern neighborhood is poor. I have seen Santiago under fire by soldiers, and I have seen books burning after the fire of tanks. I have seen Lima full of barricades. I have seen a people that sleep, a rich and well-stocked, and how they sterilize their most lively intelligences.” Can you recall some apocalyptic vision of today?

EXISTENTIAL KEY
1. In this set of readings have you felt invited to conversion? Have you felt a call to self-criticism, to a change in your fundamental attitudes?

2. Do those witnesses of the Congregation who have given their life for the faith mean anything to you? In particular, do you know and nourish our faith on the witness of the martyrs of Barbastro? Do you know and value the testimony of those who are still being persecuted today?

3. Have you followed with interest and been challenged by evangelizing experiences “ad gentes” and on frontier locations? Are you inclined to join their ranks to open up new ways in the missionary service of the Word?

4. When you think about the future of the Church and the Congregation, do you feel pessimistic or optimistic? Why?

COMMUNITY MEETING
1. Opening prayer or song.

2. Reading from the Word of God: Rev 6:9-11 and 7:13-17.

3. Dialogue on Theme IX in its different keys. (Take into account the questions formulated within the guidelines offered for the situational and existential keys). 

4. Prayer of thanksgiving or intercession.

5.  Closing song.

