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Lesson 25  Commentary  Revelation 14-16

Lesson 26  Questions        Revelation 17-18

VICTORY, REWARD, AND PUNISHMENT

Revelation 14-16

INTRODUCTION


The woman, so beautifully presented as clothed with the sun and crowned with the stars, has been protected from God’s enemy, the dragon—Satan fallen from his created state as Lucifer, the Light-bearer. He is now allowed to “roam the earth” but never to go beyond what God permits for His divine reasons.


All the angels had to have freedom to choose to love God by their free wills. This freedom to choose good or evil is the greatest gift but the most responsible one given to angels and humans. God wants freely given love and worship—always. Angels and the humans have to choose freely to serve God. That is why rejection and a place, a state, for those who so choose is created for them. The devil, or Satan, is called “the dragon” in these chapters. Unjust human rulers, under his control, are called beasts.


God is always shown seated, showing His dual function as judge and ruler of all, but transcendent—not with visible form, but “luminous as the flash of precious stones.”


These three chapters are filled with angels, as you have found in Revelation so far. Angels are powerful, sent through Scripture as God’s representatives, responsible to Him and happy to obey Him, to help His plans for His human beings who are lesser than the angels in mind and body. Revelation and the New Testament make us quite aware of the angels, through Jesus’ teaching in the Gospels and in passages from the Acts of the Apostles and the Epistles.


Keep in mind also that the martyrs and saints surround Christ in heaven, actively sharing in the judgments of God. The resurrected Christ controls human affairs from that mysterious heaven where He and His saints intervene in the judgment of God: “Know you not that the holy ones will judge the world? Do you not know that we will judge angels?” (1 Corinthians 6:2-3). “Then I saw thrones; those who sat on them were entrusted with judgment” (Revelation 20:4).

I. A VICTORY SCENE (Revelation 14:1-5, Joel 3:5, Obadiah 17, Acts 2:21, James 1:18)


A. Christ and His Firstfruits. John saw the Lamb on Mt. Zion standing high and kingly: “the conqueror, by his sacrifice and victory over sin and death. One hundred and forty-four thousand, the unlimited ones with God’s seal on their foreheads,” stood with the Lord Jesus (in contrast with pagans—Revelation 13:16-17). Music of harps and flowing waters accompanied their new song, their hymn “which no one else could learn.” “They are virgins with no deceit” and are the Lamb’s closest companions. But the description of their “not being defiled with women” (Revelation 14:4) is often quite misunderstood by many readers. The phrase describes their faithfulness to the true God, much as a husband or wife, who remain above adultery in lives unstained in faithful marriage. In this sense, it represents all faithful Christians. God is worshipped by such followers of the Lamb. They were the “firstfruits” of the human race, choosing God before all (Revelation 14:14b).


B. Christ and His Special Invitations. In the sense of virgins for the sake of God, there is another role for this in Christian history.



1. “Blessed Mary, ever virgin.” The first of these was Mary, about whom the Apostles’ Creed says, “Jesus, born of the virgin, Mary.” Periodically, there come in the Church theological denials or questions regarding Mary’s virginity after the birth of Jesus. These ignore the solid and all-enduring belief in the Church who prays in every age and language: “born of the blessed Mary, ever virgin” (the Confiteor, one of the Penitential Prayers at the opening of the Mass), and in Eucharistic Prayer I, “In union with the whole Church, we honor Mary, the ever-virgin mother of Jesus Christ our Lord and God.” As St. Augustine said, “The Church prays what she believes.”



2. A Call from God. There are others in the Church who recognize a spiritual call from God to Virginity in the sense of giving God a total gift of self. There is no doubt in their minds of the fittingness of this, considering the Infinite Being whom they adore. Yet it is not a decision of the mind; it is a call in their hearts: “One clear call for me” (Tennyson). That is why they dare to make that vow. It is God who calls them. If one asks them about this vocation, this call, they can not explain it or how they knew it. 


Speaking to religious women, Pope Paul VI said: “Your choice is the best; it is, at the same time, the most difficult and the easiest; it is closest to that of the Blessed Virgin Mary, because like hers, it is wholly governed by a simple and total abandonment to the Divine Will.” All religious, men and women, vow poverty (no control or superfluity of earth’s goods for themselves—Matthew 6:19-21), chastity (voluntary celibacy as a gift to the Church and to God, at God’s invitation), and obedience (a willing of their freedom to God’s representatives on earth). Jesus called for such explicitly in Matthew 19:21 and 29.



3. Celibacy of the Priesthood. There is one other role in the Church that is a call to a life of virginity for the sake of God and His people: the celibacy asked of priests—freeing them to devote all time and all love for their lifetime to bring Christ to all, to be as Christ and St. Paul were, wholly for the Church (Matthew 19:27-29).


This was not always the practice of the Church. In the beginning it was based on families, tribes, and countries—marriage was the only call in adulthood. Yet, as Christ begins His Church, he is totally given to all. Paul followed this example (1 Corinthians 7:32-35). However, the first fifty Popes were married men according to what is known of them, and married clergy was common for the early Christian centuries, though celibate clergy were also quite common.


Gradually, celibacy of both men and women became one of the treasures of the Church—for instance the great Fathers of the Desert, monks (meaning “mono”, one thing above all) who vowed celibacy.


In feudal days (the age of feudalism), a situation arose that affected this. Under this system, only an elder son inherited the feudal estate (fief). These estates were self-governing, meaning by the “lord.” Other sons had to fend for themselves. Since each “fief” needed a church, land was donated to the bishops for that purpose. Sad necessity and human desires in other sons led them, therefore, to ask for the priesthood. It was not, of course, a worthy reason, and was by no means the only reason for the priests, many of whom indeed were devout and faithful, and often saints.


As generations came and went some such priests as became ordained for unworthy reasons often never said Mass for the people. They had mistresses and children. Religious instruction for families was neglected. After struggling with these problems, the Pope and bishops, in council, concluded that extensive training was necessary for the priesthood and that priests must promise to give their time and lives to God and to His people, hence the birth of universal celibacy.


Today permissive sex and marriage are often considered “inalienable rights” (too often with many different partners and seemingly too little of “till death do us part”). Abased sexual morals are not in accord with God’s commandments and are spreading even into the Church where the divorce rate is approximate to that in society. God needs our faithfulness to one marriage. God needs our faithfulness to vows, marriage vows. Today’s world desperately needs higher standards, Godly standards. Sin continues to beget more sin. The corruption continues to filter down to our youth in all cities.

II. JUDGMENT AND HARVEST TIME (Revelation 14:1-20)


A. The Three Angels (Revelation 14:6-13)


1. Good News. The first angel, flying high overhead, called out in a loud voice, “everlasting good news... to announce to all in the nations, Judgment time has come. Worship the Creator” (Revelation 14:6).



2. Unrepentant Babylon. “Fallen is Babylon...” In John’s book, Babylon is Rome, which began as a simple and good settlement, developed to a representative republic. Then it became a successful and wealthy power corrupted, and dominated by unworthy emperors. In its golden periods, there was “justice of Roman law,” and the “Pax Romana” when Rome kept the whole world at peace. It was  an enlightened rule, in general, in those golden years.


In John’s days, Rome had slipped to a licentious empire, a “Babylon anew.”



3. Judgment for the “holy ones.” Three achievements bring rewards to God’s faithful ones:



+ They kept God’s commandments (Revelation 14:12a).



+ They kept faith in Jesus (Revelation 14:12b).



+ They performed good works. (Revelation 14:13c).


The second Beatitude in Revelation is directed to those, who like us, live the same three “marks” that God looks for. They need not fear death at any time, manner, or place, for “Blessed are they who died in the Lord, for their good deeds go with them” (Revelation 14:13).


This says that in our lives the most valuable thing we can do is put all the good deeds in our lives as God makes them available to us. Jesus lists these “good deeds” in His “Beatitudes” (Matthew 5:3-10, 6:19-21). 


Do we rate as well in these standards of Jesus as we do in our occupations and jobs?


B. A Good Harvest (Revelation 14:14-20, Matthew 13:36, John 4:35). The Son of Man came on a cloud as John watched, a gold crown on his head (a King) and a sickle (a Judge) in his hand. He swung the sickle over the earth (Matthew 26:64). We are reminded of His first crown—thorns pressed into His forehead as a crown of mockery to Him as a king. We meditate on this in the Sorrowful mysteries of the Rosary, during Holy Week, and of course daily in the Eucharistic sacrifice of His body and blood under the signs of bread and wine. We are forever grateful to John, to God’s revelation of Jesus coming in majesty on graceful clouds, with a gold crown. We rejoice. If John who stood at the foot of the cross with Jesus’ mother, is indeed the same as the writer of this final book, what a joy he must have had during these revelations.


Jesus harvests those from earth who had chosen Him and His kingdom. Growing slack in our lives here and taking long or even short times off from God and our faith will appear to us at the harvesting time as terribly stupid. Fortunately, God forgets our sins (Psalm 103:12) when we turn from them and make up for them in greater love coupled with Jesus’ atonement.


Then after his plentiful good harvest, the Son of Man stood aside and an angel harvested the grapes, here a symbol of the wicked in God’s winepress. Sadly, it overflowed and Christ’s blood had been lost on them! Yet, the wicked did not prevail over God. They were banished from the city, the symbol of the Holy City of God.

III. REWARD AND PUNISHMENT (Revelation 15:1-8)


A. Followers of the Lamb (Revelation 15:1-4, Exodus 15:1-21, Deuteronomy 32). This chapter begins with a lift for us who have been reading of so much evil and unfaithfulness. Here we see another great sign also in the heavens. A sea expanse, like crystal, separated those in heaven and those below. Reflected fire below may be the purifying of repentance or perhaps purgatory. On the shore stood the fighters, the victors over the beast and his name—666—a false man-god. These victors were singing a medley of two important hymns describing two victories. One by Moses and God’s chosen people after their Red Sea escape and the other the Hymn of the Lamb sung by the angels. Here they sing of the reward of the faithful ones, in torture and death for their love of and faith in God.


B. Followers of the Dragon and the Beast (Revelation 15:5-8). In heaven, the sanctuary with the Ark of the Covenant opened and an awesome vision appeared—seven angels came out of the temple, dressed in white linen, with a gold sash around their chests—like the “One like a son of man” wore in the first vision. The angels each held a golden bowl from God filled with the rewards of sin for those who allowed themselves to conform to this world’s values, their unfaithfulness preferred over God’s majesty and his call.


C. The Triumph in Heaven (Revelation 15:1-8).

Two Kingdoms. 

We have seen several magnificent scenes of the kingdom we seek in the heavens. We have seen the beautiful woman and a red dragon ready to devour her child, symbolic of the Church vs. the evil one; the Church vs. sin on earth. Jesus is born not in Christmas carols in Revelation, but in danger from the dragon and his fallen angels. Michael, a “captain of the angels” unceremoniously threw the dragon and his fighters out of the sky to earth, where they landed in a heap. 


The hymn then sung by the victorious angels is not a Christmas carol either: “Now have salvation and power come, and the kingdom of our God and the authority of his Anointed” (Revelation 12:10b). Isaiah’s vision of Lucifer’s crash has been fulfilled: “How have you fallen from the heavens, O morning star, son of the dawn!” (Isaiah 14:12, Luke 10:18).


The hymn of worship to Christ is sung by the angels, singing, “All the nations will come and worship before you, for your righteous acts have been revealed” (Revelation 15:4c). This is worship, committed attention to the benevolent being and mighty action of God. God acts in history, in human lives. He is our compass, directing us in our course to his court.


In our TV and radio newscasts we follow the whole world’s news and worship seems an absurdity perhaps—”What good does worship do? We don’t have time! The main thing is to do something about the world’s condition!” And then some who worship often turn it into a self-aggrandizing entertainment or a lecture hall or a platform for launching good deeds like rockets.


No! Praising God is His will for us (Psalm 50:14) and our witness and praise shape God’s action in history. Our worship begins with our baptism, that sea of crystal in which we go down to death and come up with life and Christ (Romans 6:4, Galatians 3:27).


D. The Seven Last Plagues (Revelation 16:21). The seven angels pour out their plagues. The earth, the sea, the rivers, and the sun were all suddenly in danger, afflictions and burns, the caustic effects of man’s sins, destructive elements in a beautiful world, causing scars and damages to people and to nature.


What Moses tried to do in Egypt was to bring the people to worship of their true God and the Egyptians tried to prevent that (Exodus 5:1-3). “Let my people go that they may celebrate a feast to me in the desert,”… “to offer sacrifice to the Lord, our God, as He commands us” (Exodus 8:23). Who are our Egyptians that keep us from wholehearted, loving worship (Exodus 8:28)? Each of us has our own slave-driver preventing us from worship and contact with our Maker—a loving Maker who redeemed us from Satan (John 3:16). Jesus says to us, “Therefore, stay awake! For you do not know on which day your Lord will come” (Matthew 24:42-46), and Paul writes, “For you yourselves know very well that the day of the Lord will come like a thief at night” (1 Thessalonians 5:2, 4, 6).


Megiddo, a great plain in today’s Jordan, was the scene of many ancient battles (located on an East-West/North-South crossway). Here it is called Armageddon (Mt. Megiddo for the mountain beside the plain). Armageddon is the symbolic scene of the great battle of good vs. evil. The greatest evil we face from outside is an obstruction of our worship of God, the truest act we could do. The greatest evil that we face from inside is to turn away from worship. It is the acknowledging together of our God and His gifts that saves the world!

* * * * * * *
QUESTIONS FOR LESSON 26

Revelation 17-18

Day 1

Read the Notes


a.
Quote some lines that helped you.


b.
What reaction to the notes or the lesson do you have?

Day 2

Read Revelation 17:1-6


a.
Who is “the great harlot who lives near the many waters”?


b.
Who are the “kings of the earth” in Revelation 17:2?


c.
When Revelation says “harlotry” what does this symbol mean?

Day 3

Read Revelation 17:6-11, Philippians 4:3.

a. What can the number seven apply to in Revelation 17:9?


b.
What does Revelation 17:6 mean?

c. What does it say to you?

Day 4

Read Revelation 17:12-18, 1 Timothy 6:13-16, Romans 1:6, 1 Peter 2:9, Jude 1.


a.
How did pagan kings “fight with the Lamb”?


b.
In Revelation 17:14c, “called chosen and faithful”—what periods could these words represent in your life?


c.
How can this apply to your life now?


d.
Explain the meaning of Revelation 17:15.

Day 5

Read Revelation 18:1-3, Ezekiel 43:2.


a.
If the expression, “Babylon the great”, were applied to any nation today, how would Revelation 18:3 describe it?


b.
Read Revelation 18:4-5. What are the nationally accepted sins (legally or commonly) of our nation today?


c.
How can you “depart from her” (Revelation 18:4)? See New American Bible footnote.

Day 6

Read Revelation 18:6-14, Isaiah 47:8-11.


a.
What does sin bring a nation (In Revelation 18:6-8)?


b.
How can those whose standards are this world’s only, persecute believers in God and His Word or His Church, other than killing them?
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