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Bishop Alexander (Mileant)

Angels
Blessed Messengers of God



Two Worlds —
Physical and Spiritual

Our world would be utterly poor in content
and dull if it consisted of only that which man
can touch and feel. In such a world, without a
meaningful past and without a superior purpose,
where death unceremoniously cuts short all crea-
tive enterprise, all enthusiastic endeavors toward
good and happiness, existence itself would be a
tragic contradiction.

However, using his reasoning power and in-
sight, man can perceive much more depth and
mystery in the world than relying just on bod-
ily senses. He can realize that, besides the physi-
cal, he is surrounded by a huge spiritual world.
At the end of the last century and the beginning
of this one, a materialistic attitude ridiculed the
very possibility of different forms of life besides
those existing on earth. However, thanks to the
speedy progress of science during the last fifty
years, modern man has considerably enlarged
his scope of understanding. Now it is well known
that the universe which we inhabit, although it
be vast, is not unending. The very representa-
tion of the world has been greatly spiritualized.
Scientists have come to understand that matter is
not a hard, indivisible and unchanging substance,
but it is rather one of the manifestations of ener-
gy. Energy can take other forms totally unlike the
familiar atoms and molecules. Therefore, outside



the boundaries of the visible world there may ex-
ist other worlds totally different from ours. These
discoveries, as well as space flights, have given
birth to a whole new movement in contemporary
literature as well as in the movie industry which
touches upon encounters with beings from other
galaxies and worlds. This interest in the alien and
unusual, unfortunately, often intertwines with un-
healthy fantasy and carries with it a semi-demonic
character. Nevertheless, the gravitation toward
the enlargement of the conception of the world by
contemporary society is evident

Instead of these extravagances, the fantasies
of theosophists and spiritists, the Christian faith
gives contemporary man a clear and sound doc-
trine regarding the spiritual world. The Christian
faith teaches that, besides our physical, there is a
great angelic world. The angels, like human be-
ings, possess intellect, free will and feelings simi-
lar to ours, but they are bodiless spirits. As a mat-
ter of fact, our visible world is but a drop in the
ocean of God’s creation.

The Nature of Angels —
Their Hierarchy and Ministrations

According to the Holy Scriptures, the angels,
human beings, and all nature were created by
God. With the words, “In the beginning God cre-
ated Heaven and earth”!, we have the first indica-
tion that God created the spiritual world. Here, in
contrast to earth, a substantial world, this world of
spirits is called Heaven. The angels were already
present during the creation of the starry skies,
which is evidenced by the words of God spoken to

I Gen. 1:1



2 Job 38:7
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Job, “When the stars were created, all My angels
sang praises to Me”2.

On the creation of the angels, Saint Gregory
the Theologian expresses the following thoughts:
“Since for the goodness of God it was not suffi-
cient to be occupied only with the contemplation
of Himself, but it was needful that good should
extend further and further, so that the number
of those who have received grace might be as
many as possible (because this is characteristic of
the highest Goodness) — therefore, God devised
first of all the angelic heavenly powers; and the
thought became deed, which was fulfilled by the
Word, and perfected by the Spirit ... And inas-
much as the first creatures were pleasing to Him,
He devised another world, material and visible,
the orderly composition of heaven and earth, and
that which is between them.”

Angel in Greek means messenger. This word
denotes mainly their relationship to man. They,
as our elder brothers, reveal to us the will of God
and assist us in reaching salvation. Man, from the
beginning of his state in paradise, knew of the ex-
istence of the angels. This fact is reflected in many
ancient religions.

It is difficult for us to comprehend the life of
the angels and the world in which they live be-
cause they are so different from us. It is known
that the angels serve God, carry out His will, and
glorify Him. Belonging to the spiritual world, they
are usually invisible to us. “When angels, through
the will of God, appear to those who are worthy,
then they appear not as they are themselves, but
in a transformed state, in one that is visible” —
explains the blessed John Damascene. In the well-
known book of Tobit (Old Testament), the angel



who was accompanying Tobit and his son says of
himself:” All these days I was visible to you, but I
did not eat or drink, and only by your eyes was
this imagined”3. “Actually,” according to John
Damascene, “angels are called spiritual and in-
corporeal only in comparison with us. For in com-
parison with God all proves to be gross and mate-
rial. For only the Divinity is truly immaterial and
incorporeal.”

Angels surpass man in all spiritual strength.
However, even they, as created beings, bear in
themselves the seal of limitation. Being fleshless,
they are less dependent than men on space and
time. However, only God is omnipotent and om-
niscient. The Holy Scriptures represent angels ei-
ther descending from heaven to earth or ascending
back to heaven. Angels are created immortal, as
is witnessed by the Scriptures, teaching that they
cannot die*. Nevertheless, their immortality is not
a property of their nature, nor is it unconditional,
but, just as the immortality of our soul, it depends
wholly upon God’s will and mercy.

Angels, as fleshless spirits, are capable of in-
ward self-development to the highest degree.
Their intellect is higher than that of man. By their
might and power, as the Apostle Peter explains,
they surpass all earthly authorities and govern-
ments®. Nevertheless, even their exalted attributes
have their limits. Scriptures indicate that they do
not know the depth of the Essence of God, which
is known only to the Spirit of God®. Likewise, they
do not wholly comprehend the mysteries of re-
demption into which they wish to penetrate’. They
even do not know all of man’s thoughts®. Finally,
they cannot on their own perform miracles with-
out the will of God.

* Tobit 12:19

4Luke 20:36
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The world of the angels is represented in the
Sacred Scriptures as being extraordinarily vast.
When the prophet Daniel saw God the Father in
the form of the “Ancient of Days,” he also saw
that “A thousand thousands ministered to Him;
and ten thousand times ten thousand stood before
Him”®. During the birth of Jesus in Bethlehem “a
multitude of the heavenly host” extolled His com-
ing to earth™.

Saint Cyril of Jerusalem says the following:
“Imagine how numerous is the Roman popula-
tion; imagine how numerous are other barbarian
tribes existing today, and how many of them have
died during one hundred years; imagine how
many have been buried during a thousand years;
imagine all the people, beginning with Adam,
to the present day; there is a great multitude of
them. But it is yet small in comparison with the
angels, of which there are many more! They are
the ninety and nine sheep of the parable, but man-
kind is only one sheep. For according to the extent
of universal space, we must reckon the number of
its inhabitants. The whole earth inhabited by us
is like a point in the midst of heaven and yet con-
tains so great a multitude; what a multitude must
the heaven which encircles it contain! And must
not the heaven of heavens contain unimaginable
numbers? If it is written that ‘a thousand thou-
sands ministered to Him; and ten thousand times
ten thousand stood before Him,” it is only because
the prophet could not express a greater number.”

In view of such a multitude of angels, it is nat-
ural to suppose that in the world of angels, just as
in the material world, there are various degrees
of perfection and, therefore, various stages or hi-
erarchical degrees of the heavenly powers. Thus,



the word of God calls some Angels and some
Archangels'.

The Orthodox Church, guided by the views
of the ancient writers of the Church and Church
Fathers, divides the world of the angels into nine
choirs or ranks, and these nine into three hierar-
chies, each hierarchy having three ranks. The first
hierarchy consists of those spirits who are clos-
est to God, namely, the Thrones, Cherubim and
Seraphim. Within the second, the middle hierar-
chy, are the Authorities, Dominions and Powers.
In the third, which is closer to us, are the Angels,
Archangels and Principalities. Thus, the exist-
ence of the Angels and Archangels is witnessed
by almost every page in the Holy Scriptures. The
books of the prophets mention the Cherubim and
Seraphim. Cherubim means to be near; hence it
means the near ones; Seraphim means fiery, or
filled with fire. The names of the other angelic
ranks are mentioned by the Apostle Paul in his
epistle to the Ephesians, saying that Christ is
in the heavens “far above any Principality, and
Authority, and Power, and Dominion”*2.

Besides these angelic ranks, Saint Paul teaches
in his epistles to the Colossians that the Son of God
created everything visible and invisible,” Thrones,
Dominions, or Principalities, or Powers”".
Consequently, when we join the Thrones to
those four about which the Apostle speaks to the
Ephesians, that is, the Principalities, Authorities,
Powers and Dominions, there are five ranks;
and when to these we add Angels, Archangels,
Cherubim and Seraphim, then there are nine an-
gelic ranks.

In addition, some Church Fathers expressed
the opinion that dividing the angels into nine

111 Thess.
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choirs touched only upon those names that are re-
vealed by the word of God but in no way encom-
passes other names and choirs of angels that have
not been as yet revealed to us. For example, the
Apostle John the Theologian mentions in the book
of Revelation mysterious creatures and the seven
spirits by the throne of God: “Grace be to you and
peace from Him who is and who was and who is
coming, and from the seven spirits who are before
His throne”!*. The Apostle Paul in his epistle to
the Ephesians writes that Christ resides in heaven
far above the enumerated angels and “every name
that is named, not only in this age but also in that
which is to come”". Thus he hints that in Heaven
there are other spiritual creatures whose names
are yet not revealed to mankind.

In the Holy Scriptures, some angels are called
by their own names. For example, the proph-
et Daniel, the Apostle Jude, and the book of
Revelation mention the archangel Michael™. The
name Michael in Hebrew means Who is like God?
In the Scriptures he is mentioned as the army of
God and is depicted as the main fighter against
the devil and his servants. Usually he is painted
with a flaming sword in hand. The name Gabriel
means strength of God. Both the prophet Daniel
and the evangelist Luke mention Gabriel”. In the
Scriptures he is represented as the messenger of
God’s mysteries. In icons he is painted with a lily
in his hand. The Scriptures mention by name three
more angels: Raphael — Assistance of God, Uriel
— Flame of God, and Salathiel — Prayer book to
God*.

What are the tasks of the beings of the spirit-
ual world? Evidently they are designated by God
to be the most perfect reflections of His greatness



and glory, with inseparable participation in His
blessedness. If of the visible heavens it is said, “the
heavens proclaim the glory of God,” then all the
more is this the aim of the spiritual heavens. The
prophet Isaiah was honored to see “the Lord sit-
ting on the high extolled throne, the hems of His
vestments filling the whole temple. Surrounding
Him were the Seraphim, each having six wings;
with two they covered His face, with two they
covered His feet, and they flew with the other
two. And they called to each other and said: Holy,
Holy, Holy, the Lord Sabaoth! The whole world is
filled with His Glory””*.

The Fallen Angels

Originally God created all angels as benevolent
celestial beings. Nevertheless they, like humans,
were endowed with a free will and could chose ei-
ther to obey or oppose God, to opt between good
and evil. Some of the angels, headed by Lucifer,
one of the closest to God, misused that freedom
and rebelled against God. They were expelled
from heaven and established their own kingdom
— hell. Lucifer, which means bearer of light, was
later renamed Satan, which means antagonist. He
is also called the devil (which means slanderer),
the serpent, and the dragon. The words of the
Savior, “I saw Satan, fallen from heaven as a bolt
of lightning,” refer to this prehistoric event, the re-
bellion by Lucifer and other angels against God.
This is described in the book of Revelation with
the following details: “There occurred a war in the
heavens. Michael and his angels fought against
the dragon, and the dragon and his angels fought

Y Tsaiah 6:
1-4; Ezekiel
ch. 10
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against them. However they did not prevail, and
there was no room for them in heaven. The great
dragon was cast down, that ancient snake, known
as devil and satan ... and his angels were also cast
down with him”?. From the initial words of chap-
ter 12 of the book of Revelation, where it is said
that the dragon drew after him one third of the
stars in heaven?!, some conclude that at that time
Lucifer seduced one third of the angels. These fall-
en angels are called demons.

Having become malevolent, the fallen angels
try to push men to the path of sin and thus to their
damnation. Oddly, the fallen angels themselves
fear the kingdom they have created — hell or the
abyss. Indeed, when the Savior, healing a person
possessed by demons, wanted to send them back
to their abyss, they begged Him to allow them in-
stead to enter swine*. The Savior calls the devil
“murderer from the beginning and the father of
lies,” having in mind that moment in which, tak-
ing the form of a snake, he deceived our forbears
Adam and Eve to break the commandment of God
and by doing so deprived them of everlasting life.
From that moment on, having the opportunity to
influence the thoughts, feelings and acts of man,
the devil and his demons endeavor to pitch him
deeper and deeper into the mire of sin, into which
they themselves have sunk: “He who sins is from
the devil, because the devil himself sinned first ...
Anyone who commits sin is a slave of sin”?. The
presence of evil spirits among us presents a con-
stant danger. That is why the Apostle Peter extols
us: “Be sober and watchful, for your adversary the
devil, as a roaring lion, goes about seeking some-
one to devour”®. The Apostle Paul expresses the
same thoughts on discretion, saying, “Put on the



armor of God, so that you may be able to stand
against the wiles of the devil. For our wrestling is
not against flesh and blood, but against the prin-
cipalities and the powers, against the world rul-
ers of this darkness, against the spiritual forces of
wickedness on high”?.

From these warnings of the Holy Scriptures,
we should remind ourselves that our life is per-
vaded by a persistent battle for the salvation of our
souls. Whether one wants it or not, every human
being, from early childhood, is drawn into the bat-
tle of choosing between good and evil, between
the will of God and the will of demons. The battle
between good and evil began even before the crea-
tion of the world and will continue until the day of
the final Judgment. Actually the battle in heaven
is finished, with the complete defeat of evil. Now
the site of the battle has been transferred into the
world, more precisely into our minds and hearts.
As we shall see, the good angels, and in particular
our Guardian Angels, actively help us in our bat-
tle against evil.

The Angels’ Sphere of
Action 1n Relation to Man

In contrast to the malevolent spirits, the good
angels feel compassion for us and often protect
and help us. Regarding this, the Apostle Paul
writes, “Are they not all ministering spirits sent
for service, for the sake of those who shall inherit
salvation”*?

The Holy Scriptures are full of narratives re-
garding help by the angels. We will give just a few
examples. Abraham sent his servant to Nahor, con-
vincing him that the Lord would send with him

2% Ephesians
6:11-12

27 Hebrews
1:14
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His angel and would arrange for him an advanta-
geous journey. Two angels saved Lot and his fam-
ily from the city of Sodom, which was destined for
destruction. The Patriarch Jacob, returning to his
brother Esau, was encouraged by the vision of a
multitude of God’s angels. Not long before his de-
mise, while blessing his grandchildren, Jacob said
to Joseph:”The Angel who has redeemed me from
all evil, shell bless the lads.” The angel contribut-
ed to the rescue of the Jews from Egyptian bond-
age. An angel helped Joshua during the conquest
of the Promised Land. Then the angel helped the
Israelite judges in repelling the enemy. An angel
saved the residents of Jerusalem from certain peril
when he slew 185,000 of the Assyrian army sur-
rounding the city. An angel saved the three chil-
dren from fire when they were thrown into a fiery
furnace and later saved the Prophet Daniel, who
was thrown to the lions®.

Appearances of the angels to men are often re-
vealed in the New Testament. An angel announced
to Zacharias the conception of St. John the Baptist.
An angel announced to the Most Holy Virgin
Mary the conception of the Savior and came to
Joseph in his sleep. A host of angels sang praises
and glorified Christ’s birth and an angel gave glad
tidings to the shepherds of the Savior’s birth, and
prevented the return of the seers to Herod. With
the coming of the Son of God, appearances of an-
gels have especially increased, a fact that the Lord
predicted to the Apostles, saying that from here
on heaven shall be open and they shall see “the
angels of God, ascending and descending upon
the son of Man.” Truly, angels served Jesus Christ
during his temptations in the desert, and an angel
came to support Him in the garden of Gethsemane.



Angels told the myrrh-bearers of His resurrec-
tion and told the Apostles, at His Ascension into
heaven, of His second coming. An angel freed the
Apostles from prison, as well as the Apostle Peter,
who was condemned to death. An angel appeared
to Cornelius and instructed him to summon the
Apostle Peter so that Cornelius might be instruct-
ed in the word of God”.

The Lord Jesus Christ spoke of the angels on
several occasions. According to His words, the
angels bore the soul of the dead begger Lazarus
to the bosom of Abraham. The angels rejoice even
over one repenting sinner. They will come with
Him before the end of the world and will sepa-
rate the evil ones from the righteous. From the
instructions of the Savior and from many biblical
and daily examples, one sees that the angels con-
stantly interact as kindly beings, concerned about
our salvation and welfare®.

At the same time, the angels are totally devot-
ed to God. When man oversteps the laws of God,
an angel holds him back and even punishes him.
For example, during the banishment from Eden
of the people who fell into sin, the Cherubim was
placed with a flaming sword to protect the gates
of Paradise. An angel with a sword stood before
the prophet Balaam to impede his evil intention.
An angel struck down Herod in Cesarea for his
pride. The book of Revelation concurs that the an-
gels punish sinners. Nevertheless, it is important
to understand that the purpose of their punish-
ments is always benevolent: to awaken repentance
in sinners and to help them to turn to God?'.

Actually, angels, through God'’s will, take part
in the lives of whole nations more actively than
most of us suspect. Through the vision of the
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prophet Daniel, it is known that there are angels
to whom God has entrusted the overseeing of the
fate of kingdoms and those inhabiting the earth®.
On this subject the Holy Fathers have expressed
the following thoughts: “Some of them (angels)
stand before the Great God, others by their coop-
eration uphold the whole world”*.

From ancient times, it has been a custom of the
Church to address the angels by means of prayer.
Even during the time of the Old Testament, the
Hebrews had on top of the Ark of the Covenant,
and later in the Holy of Holies, gold portray-
als of Cherubim. The Jews used to pray before
them. Between these two images of Cherubim,
God spoke to Moses. The angels manifest them-
selves as bearers of God’s holiness; that is why it
was commanded to Joshua when he saw an an-
gel, “Remove your sandals from your feet, for the
place on which you are standing is holy”3*.

The Guardian Angel

An Angel of peace, a faithful guide and guard-
ian of our souls and bodies let us ask of the Lord,”
we pray during services. The Orthodox Church
believes every child receives from God a Guardian
Angel. The Lord Jesus Christ said: “See that you
do not despise one of these little ones; for I tell
you, their angels in heaven always behold the face
of My Father in heaven”?.

The Blessed Augustine writes, “The angels, with
great concern, and with untiring eagerness, reside
with us at every hour and in every place. They help
us, they foresee our needs, serve as mediators between
God and ourselves, lifting up to Him our groans and



sighs ... Accompanying us in all our travels, they go
in and out with us, attentively watching if we deport
ourselves with piety and honor among the evil spe-
cies, and with what effort do we seek the Kingdom
of God.” A similar thought is expressed by Basil the
Great, “With every believer there is an angel, which,
as a child’s leader and pastor, directs his life.” And
in confirmation of this he quotes the Psalm that says
about God that “He commands His angels regard-
ing you to guard you in all your paths ... The angel
of the Lord encamps all around those who fear Him,
and delivers them”*. Bishop Theophan the Recluse
instructs in one of his letters, “We must remember
that we have a Guardian Angel and turn to him in
our thoughts and heart. This is good during peaceful
times and especially so during turmoil. When such
contact with the angel is missing, he has no means of
influencing us. For example, if one approaches quick-
sand or an abyss, and has plugged his ears and closed
his eyes, how can anyone help him?”

Thus should a Christian remember his good
angel, who for the span of all his life concerns
himself with him, rejoicing in his spiritual achieve-
ments, and grieves over his downfalls. When a per-
son dies, the angel takes his soul to God. Having
found itself in the spirit world, according to many
accounts, the soul recognizes its Guardian Angel.

The following is a short morning prayer to the
Guardian Angel (from the Russian prayer book):

Angel of God, my holy protector, given to
me from heaven by God for my protection, I fer-
vently beseech you: enlighten me and preserve
me from all evil, instruct me in good deeds and
direct me on the path of salvation. Amen.

36 Psalm 91:
11, 34:7
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Addendum
by Dr. Steven Bushnell

Counterfeit Angels

The first half of the 1990’s saw an explosion
of the number of books on angels. Many of these
books contain touching accounts of the roles an-
gels played in the salvation of people in their daily
lives. Almost all these books advocate an openness
to angels and a grateful acceptance of angels and
their communications with mankind. Many of the
authors encourage an angel-centered life and the
hope for their regular influence and, at the same
time, an awareness that angels sometimes appear
in ways that are outwardly not very angelic.

Nearly all these books fail to consider that the
devil and his legions of demons are fallen angels
who can disguise themselves as angels of light to
cause the destruction of our souls. From the letters
of St. Paul®” to modern times, the writings of the
Church describe how these fallen angels masquer-
ade not only as angels of light but also as saints,
the Virgin Mary, and Christ Himself.

For example, in his discussion of the impor-
tance of discrimination, St. John Cassian recounts
how one monk caused his own death and how, in
another instance, another monk was prepared to
murder his own son. In both cases, demons dis-
guised as angels were the cause®. In a different
time and place, the Kiev Caves Paterikon records
that a young monk named Nikita did reverence to
an angel of light who told him not to spend time in



prayer, that the angel would do it for him because
it was more important for Nikita to spend time
reading. While the demon-as-angel prayed in his
place, Nikita became clairvoyant. Soon he didn’t
even want to hear about the Gospels, preferring to
become well versed in the Old Testament instead.
His fellow monks, having finally perceived the
demon, drove it away by prayer. Nikita repented
and, through the grace of God, went on to become
bishop of Novgorod, a shepherd to his flock, and
a miracle-worker. We know him as St. Nikita the
Recluse.

Beware of false prophets, who come to you
in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly they are raven-
ing wolves. Ye shall know them by their fruits. Do
men gather grapes from thorns, or figs from this-
tles?”®. “But the fruits of the Spirit are love, joy,
peace, long-suffering, gentleness, goodness, faith,
meekness, temperance: against such there is no
law. And those who are Christ’s have crucified the
flesh with its affections and lusts”*.

To put into practice these words of Christ and
St. Paul in discriminating between real angels and
demons masquerading as angels is difficult in
the face of human frailty, our sinfulness, our self-
willed delusion, and the thousands of years of ex-
perience of the enemy of man and God. Remember
that the deluded monks described above had ded-
icated their very lives to Christ. The Holy Fathers
of the Church, in their great love for us, tell us to
pray, to seek humility, and to seek the guidance of
a spiritual Father. They clearly tell us not to seek
visions of angels and to be very questioning and
skeptical when we do receive such visions. They
tell us that if we have the slightest doubt about a
vision, to say, in fact, “I do not know,” and to put

3 Matt. 7:
15-16

0 Gal. 5:
22-24
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it aside or simply to reject it. They tell us that God
will overcome our actions if God is the source and
that the angels will rejoice at our humility and so-
briety*!. What the Holy Fathers of the Church tell
us is very different from what has been written by
the authors of today’s popular books.

The devil is a liar and a sower of confusion,
and to accomplish his ends, he and his demons
will lie to us not only by their words but also by
masquerading as something they are not. Any
otherwordly phenomena that are sources of con-
fusion and distraction (so-called alien abductions
being a modern example) might be such a mas-
querade.
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Preface

It was God’s mercy to make us witnesses of
a major historical moment when, after a 70-year
yoke, without any war or insurrection, the god-
less atheistic regime in Russia suddenly collapsed!
The many horrors of communism, its sudden end,
and the subsequent spiritual revival in Russia
were predicted by several of the last elders of the
Optina monastery and by other righteous men of
pre-Revolutionary Russia'. Another important de-
tail in the predictions of these Elders is that these
events in Russia were to occur close to the end of
the world, although they did not specify any exact
time frame for these events. Nevertheless, many
current world processes such as the overpopula-
tion of our planet, the catastrophic pollution of the
environment, the depletion of the earth’s resourc-
es, and the fulfillment of many prophecies of Holy
Scripture hint that the last days of our world may
truly be not so far away.

About two thousand years ago, when our
Lord Jesus Christ cast out evil spirits, they often
cried out, “What have you to do with us, Jesus
the Son of God? You came ahead of time to tor-
ment us!” Amazingly, nowadays during attempts
at exorcism, the evil spirits cry out quite differ-
ent words, like, “Leave us, for the Lord is com-
ing soon anyway!” This hints at the fact that they
know about the end of the world better than we
do! (We find a reference to this by Dr. Kurt Koch,
a Protestant scholar who wrote several important



books in the area of demonology, parapsychology
and false miracles. See, for example, his books Be-
tween Christ and Satan, Occult Bondage and De-
liverance, Demonology Past and Present. Kregel
Publications, Grand Rapids, Michigan.

In this article we will speak about the main
characteristics of the approach of the end of the
world and some features of the Antichrist’s per-
sonality, and we will describe the Second Coming
of Christ, the Resurrection of the Dead, the Last (or
Universal) Judgment and eternal life, as taught in
the Scriptures. In the conclusion we will stress the
importance of being prepared to meet the Lord. In
the supplement we will show the inconsistency of
the sectarian teaching known as Chiliasm about
the thousand-year kingdom.

Awaiting the Second Coming

The main purpose of our earthly existence is
to prepare for eternity. Christian wisdom dictates
that the precious gift of time be exploited to its
maximum in order to inherit eternal life. Our Lord
Jesus Christ in His many sermons called upon His
followers to value time and to live in constant
readiness to give account of our life:”Watch there-
fore, for or you do not know at what hour your
Lord is coming”?. See also the description of the
Last Judgment in Mt. 25:31-46; the parables of
the Lord about the wheat and the chaff?, about
the workers awaiting for their master to come®,
about the unjust steward®, about the great sup-
per®, about the talents’, about the workers in the
vineyard?®, about the ten virgins® and other ser-
mons. Although most people fear death and avoid
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thinking about it, the apostles instruct Christians
to meditate often about the impending meeting
with the Lord because such thoughts lead them to
a more alert and pious way of life. “Establish your
hearts, for the coming of the Lord is near,” wrote
the Apostle James. “Behold, the Judge is standing
at the door”".

From the ancient Christian writings we con-
clude that the majority of the early Christians
anxiously awaited the return to earth of the Lord
Jesus Christ. Their expectations were supported,
on the one hand, by the atmosphere of constant
persecutions and martyrdom which surround-
ed them. The intensity of these persecutions re-
minded the Christians of the Savior’s predictions
about the last days. No one could guarantee even
a single day of safe existence. It is sufficient to re-
member the examples of the first martyr deacon
Stephen, of the apostles Peter and Paul, the young
sisters Faith, Hope and Charity, and their mother
Sophia, the great martyr Barbara, the victorious
Saint George, and other innumerable martyrs of
the early Christian period in order to ascertain
that the lives of believers in that early period were
in constant peril. In Roman emperors like Nero,
Domitian, Decius, Diocletian, and similar perse-
cutors, Christians saw features in common with
the apocalyptic beast. On the other hand, many
Christians of the early period had such a burning
faith and diligence towards a righteous life that
the Second Coming of Christ was not regarded as
a time of judgment and punishment but as a joy-
ous meeting with their beloved Savior. They truly
wished for the swift return of Christ.

With the end of persecutions and paganism
in the beginning of the 4th Century, the faith of



Christians began to cool, and with this the expec-
tations of the Second Coming of Christ became
more serene and relaxed. A systematic study of
the Scriptures convinced theologians that prior to
the great Day of the Lord a series of significant
spiritual processes and social changes must hap-
pen.

Signs of the Second Coming

Although Holy Scripture does not reveal any
dates, it indicates a series of signs by which one
can infer the relative closeness of the Second Com-
ing of Christ. In concluding His sermon about the
end of the world, the Lord Jesus Christ said: “Now
learn this parable of the fig tree. When its branch
has already become tender and puts forth leaves,
you know that summer is near. So you also, when
you see all these things, know that it is near; at the
very doors!” In other words, observe events be-
cause they will give hints to you about how close
the end of the world is". In several of the sermons
of Christ and in the preaching of the Apostles, we
find the following signs of the Second Coming of
Christ:

a) Global spread of the Gospel. Jesus Christ
foretold that all nations will have the opportunity
to believe in Him: “The Gospel of the Kingdom
shall be preached in all the world as a witness unto
all nations; and then the end shall come” 2.

b) Extreme weakening of the faith. Although
Christ’s teaching will be generally known, peo-
ple will become indifferent to it, so much so that
“when the Son of Man comes, will He really find
faith on the earth?”**. According to Saint Paul, this
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will be the time “when people will not endure
sound doctrine, but according to their own de-
sires they will choose teachers who will tell them
just what they want to hear. They will turn their
ears away from the truth and go after fables”**. In
other words, close to the end of the world people
will become very cynical about Divinely revealed
truths and absolute moral values. They will only
listen to what sounds interesting or pleasing. This
attitude will promote.

c) The appearance of many false prophets and
false messiahs. These deceiving teachers will en-
tice people to join all kinds of sects and wild cults
catering to the low moral standards of the crowd.
The Lord warns us about the danger of false
teachings, saying: “Take heed that no man deceive
you. For many shall come in my name, saying I
am Christ; and shall deceive many. Do not follow
them. For false christs and false prophets will rise
and show great signs and wonders to deceive, if
possible, even the elect. See, I have told you be-
forehand”®. The book of Revelation describes
some of the striking miracles of the last and ulti-
mate false prophet and promoter of the Antichrist.
The Apostle Paul explains to the Thessalonians
that these will be not actual miracles but mere il-
lusions and deceptions of the evil spirits'®.

d) The turning to Christ of the Jewish people.
As St. Paul predicts, the mass falling away from
Christianity of many nations will coincide with
the conversion of Jews to Christ: “For I do not
desire, brethren, that you should be ignorant of
this mystery, lest you should be wise in your own
opinion, that hardening in part has happened to
Israel until the fullness of the Gentiles has come
in. And so all Israel will be saved, as it is written:



"The Deliverer will come out of Zion, And He will
turn away ungodliness from Jacob” ... Oh, the
depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge
of God! How unsearchable are His judgments and
His ways paths beyond tracking out!”".

It is significant to note that this prophecy of
the Apostle Paul began to be fulfilled shortly af-
ter the Second World War. It started in New York
where a Jew who was miraculously saved from a
German concentration camp founded a Christian
mission and started to preach Jesus Christ among
his people. Being well-versed in Old Testament
writings, he successfully proved that the historical
Jesus Christ was indeed the Messiah promised by
the prophets. As a result of his efforts, Christian
Jewish communities began to appear in several
large American cities so that by 1990 the number
of converted Jews reached tens of thousands'®.

e) Evil and lawlessness will increase greatly.
As our Lord predicted: “Because iniquity will
abound, the love of many will grow cold”*. The
weakening of faith will lead to further moral de-
cline and in turn, as in a chain reaction, that will
weaken faith even more. In the following gloomy
picture the Apostle Paul depicts the general moral
decay prior to the end of the world: “In the last
days perilous times will come: For men will be
lovers of themselves, lovers of money, boasters,
proud, blasphemers, disobedient to parents, un-
thankful, unholy, unloving, unforgiving, slander-
ers, without self-control, brutal, despisers of good,
traitors, headstrong, haughty, lovers of pleasure
rather than lovers of God, having a form of godli-
ness but denying its power”%.

From the combined predictions of Holy Scrip-
ture, it should be concluded that by the end of the
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world carnal desires and passions will suppress
all noble and spiritual aspirations in people. In-
terest in Christ will cease, His teachings will be
neglected and ridiculed, and everything related to
Christianity — its customs and traditions, Church
architecture and music, Christian feast days —
will be considered ancient history. The general
mood will be reminiscent of ante-deluvian times
described in the book of Genesis: “And the Lord
saw that the wickedness of man was great in the
earth, and that every intent of the thoughts of his
heart was only evil continually. And the Lord was
sorry that He had made man on the earth, and He
was grieved in His heart ... for the earth is filled
with violence through them”?'. Similar conditions
will prevail before the Second Coming of Christ.
f) Sorcery, the serving of evil spirits, and oth-
er pagan practices will become widespread. The
minds of most people will be poisoned by all sorts
of ungodly heresies, as the Holy Spirit expressly
predicted through St. Paul: “In latter times some
will depart from the faith, giving heed to deceiv-
ing spirits and doctrines of demons”*. The Apostle
John depicts the following gloomy picture about
the overwhelming permeation of evil spirits into
peoples lives: “And he [the Angel] opened the bot-
tomless pit, and smoke arose out of the pit like the
smoke of a great furnace. So the sun and the air
were darkened because of the smoke of the pit ...
And they [the locusts which came from the pit]
had as king over them the angel of the bottom-
less pit, whose name in Hebrew is Abaddon, but
in Greek he has the name Apollyon.” Even though
the Lord, by means of different punishments and
calamities, will try to stop people from doing evil,
they “would not repent of the works of their hands,



that they should not worship demons, neither re-
pented they of their murders, nor of their sorcer-
ies, nor of their fornication, nor of their thefts”%.
As mutual enmity and hatred grow.

g) Persecution of the faithful will escalate.
Christians will be hated by people who reject any
mentioning of God’s authority and who trust only
in the power of their intellect. And as believing in
God becomes unpopular, any Christian wishing
to retain his faith will feel more and more isolated
from society. He will discover that even his own
relatives have become his enemies, as the Lord
predicted: “Then they will deliver you up to tribu-
lation and kill you, and you will be hated by all
nations for My name’s sake; and then many will
be offended, will betray one another, and will hate
one another.” So that even “brother will betray
brother to death, and a father his child; and chil-
dren will rise up against parents and cause them
to be put to death. And you will be hated by all na-
tions for My name’s sake ... But he who endures to
the end shall be saved”*. The general moral decay
and hatred will produce.

h) Destabilization the very foundations of the
social life. Bloody wars and various disasters will
reach catastrophic proportions. People will be-
come weary from the burden of suffering from
disasters. They will be unable to overcome them
through personal efforts; however, they will not
turn to God for help due to their own disbelief.
“And you will hear of wars and rumors of wars.
See that you are not troubled; for all these things
must come to pass, but the end is not yet. For na-
tion will rise against nation, and kingdom against
kingdom. And there will be famines, pestilence,
and earthquakes in various places.” But people
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will become so hardened that even these calami-
ties will not turn them to repentance. Ever increas-
ing licentiousness, hatred, and mutual enmity will
ultimately lead to the Last Judgment. Comparing
the last times with the time before the deluge the
Apostle Peter says: “As God did not spare the an-
cient world [in the time of Noah] bringing in the
flood on the ungodly ... and [later] turned the cities
of Sodom and Gomorra into ashes, then the Lord
knows how to deliver the godly out of temptations
and to reserve the unjust under punishment for
the day of judgment”®. “And there will be signs in
the sun, in the moon, and in the stars; and on the
earth distress of nations, with perplexity, the sea
and the waves roaring; and men’s hearts failing
them from fear and the expectation of those things
which are coming on the earth, for the powers of
heaven will be shaken”?. The concluding words
of this prophecy evidently pertain to the end of
the world. However, a few years prior to this, a
more fearful event in the life of mankind will oc-
cur: the coming to power of the Antichrist.

The antichrist

In Holy Scripture the term antichrist has a
twofold meaning. In a broad and general sense
this word indicates every person hostile to Christ’s
teaching (the Greek prefix anti- signifies against).
This is the meaning St. John the Theologian used
to speak of many antichrists in his epistles. In a
particular sense the name Antichrist signifies a
definite person — the leading adversary of Christ
who is to appear before the end of the world. The
appearance of this definite Antichrist on the world



scene constitutes the final and decisive sign that
the Second Coming of Christ is at hand.

All the growing aversion towards God on the
part of mankind close to the end of the world will
become, so to speak, concentrated in this definite
man of sin, who will lead the final desperate battle
against Christianity. Of the characteristics and ac-
tions of this Antichrist, we read in St. Paul’s sec-
ond epistle to the Thessalonians:

“Let no one deceive you by any means; for that
Day will not come unless the falling away comes
first, and the man of sin is revealed, the son of per-
dition, who opposes and exalts himself above all
that is called God or that is worshipped, so that
he sits as God in the temple of God, showing him-
self that he is God ... And now you know what
is restraining (Divine Grace and Providence),
which does not allow his appearance. that he may
be revealed in his own time. For the mystery of
lawlessness is already at work; only He who now
restrains will do so until He is taken out of the
way. And then the lawless one will be revealed,
whom the Lord will consume with the breath of
His mouth and destroy with the brightness of His
coming. The coming of the lawless one is accord-
ing to the working of Satan, with all power, signs,
and lying wonders, and with all unrighteous de-
ception among those who perish, because they did
not receive the love of the truth, that they might
be saved. And for this reason God will will send
them strong delusion, that they should believe the
lie, that they all may be condemned who did not
believe the truth but had pleasure in unrighteous-
ness”?.

A number of external factors will have to play
a significant role in strengthening the power of
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the coming Antichrist. Possibly, during his time
the threat of nuclear and biological warfare, or the
specter of a horrible political and economic crisis
will hang over mankind. Governments will be on
the verge of collapse, and nations in turmoil and
revolt. Then, on the murky waters of a global cata-
clysm, a “brilliant” leader will surface as the sole
savior of mankind. Backing him will be a formida-
ble organization with the goal of global domina-
tion. With its support the Antichrist will emerge
with a prepared program of socio-economic re-
forms, which will be actively supported and advo-
cated by the mass media. What will be the secret
of the Antichrist’s persuasive power and his abil-
ity to direct world events? We can envision him
as a gifted and inflammatory orator, like Lenin or
Hitler. His ideas and propositions will be readily
accepted because they will express the thoughts
and feelings of the masses of his materialistic ep-
och.

One would think that many Jews, opposed to
Christianity, will see in the Antichrist their long-
awaited Messiah, while the majority of people
will be inspired by hopes that he will put an end
to wars and crises and will bring about a gener-
al prosperity. Having in mind such a blindness
among people who fail to see the catastrophe
hanging over their heads, St. Paul wrote: “For you
yourselves know perfectly that the day of the Lord
so comes as a thief in the night. For when they say;,
‘Peace and safety!” then sudden destruction comes
upon them, as labor pains upon a pregnant wom-
an. And they shall not escape”?.

The Antichrist will not be content with mere
political authority and outward transformations.
Praised by all, he will become so conceited that



he will regard himself as a superhuman endowed
with divine power. He will proclaim a new world-
view — a new religion and new morality in place
of “outmoded” and “unsuccessful” Christian
teaching. Possessed by delusions of grandeur, he
will present himself as God and sit in the temple,
(possibly in Jerusalem’s temple rebuilt where the
King Solomon’s temple) used to be demanding di-
vine worship.

According to St. Paul, the activities of the Anti-
christ will be extremely successful, being support-
ed by satan, and accompanied by lying signs, false
miracles, and all kinds of unrighteous deception
of the perishing. By signs and miracles of the An-
tichrist we should understand not only the decep-
tive tricks aimed to delight the crowd but also the
highest accomplishments of science, which will
be exploited to strengthen his rule®. The most so-
phisticated form of surveillance on people will be
used to control their activities. Those wishing to
buy or to sell anything will have to present official
permission to do so®. Radio, TV programs, and
the press will strive to shape the most favorable
image of the world Leader in order to strengthen
his political power and admiration among people.
Any person daring to question the genius of this
Leader, or disagreeing with his measures, will be
ridiculed, persecuted, and ultimately destroyed as
a public enemy.

Animage of the coming Antichrist is portrayed
by the prophet Daniel in the appearance of a minor
horn. Here the prophet describes the characteris-
tics of the Syrian King Antioch Epiphanos — the
cruel persecutor of the faithful Jews about 175-164
BC — as a prototype of the Antichrist. In the book
of Revelation, the Antichrist is depicted as a beast,
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coming out of the sea. Some of the characteristics
of this monster remind us of the Roman emperors
Nero and Domitian, fierce persecutors of Chris-
tians in the first century AD. These emperors were
contemporaries of St. John who wrote the book of
Revelation. To avoid confusion, one should bear
in mind that in the book of Revelation the term
beast applies not only to the personal Antichrist
but also to the whole governmental machine of his
anti-Christian empire®.

The distinctive features, personality and
mode of operation of the Antichrist are described
by St. Cyrill of Jerusalem in his Cathechetical Let-
ters (4 and 15) and by St. Ephraim the Syrian in his
Homily on the Coming of the Lord and the An-
tichrist. The famous Russian philosopher Vladi-
mir S. Soloviev attempted to depict the coming of
the Antichrist in his Tale of the Antichrist, but his
representation and occasionally joking style do
not convey all the horror and utter gloom which
will threaten mankind in its final period of ex-
istence. His tale is a naive idyll when compared
to the horror which will dominate people who
have lost God. Studying the historical prototypes
of the coming Antichrist, like the king Antioch
Epithanos, emperors Nero and Domitian, Lenin
and similar “genius” rulers, certain general
traits come to mind. All of them in general were
worthless people, both in the intellectual and the
governmental arena. They came to power not
because of their exceptional talents or achieve-
ments but because of favorable circumstances.
They were more conspirators than governors. All
of them suffered from disproportionate delusions
of grandeur; in their personal lives they were li-
ars, immoral and cruel. One may speculate that



the final world Leader will be distinguished by
similar traits.

If we take literally the time indicated by Holy
Scripture regarding the rule of the beast, the activ-
ity of the Antichrist will last for about 3 1/2 years.
It will end with the Second Coming of Christ,
the General Resurrection of the Dead, and the
Last Judgment®. The Revelation of St. John men-
tions the appearance of two witnesses, who will
proclaim the truth, perform miracles, and, upon
completion of their witness, be killed by the An-
tichrist. These witnesses have been foreseen by
some Fathers of the Church to be the two righ-
teous of the Old Testament period — the patriarch
Enoch® and the prophet Elijah* — because only
these two men did not die but were taken alive
to Heaven. Presumably they will have to return
to earth to complete their earthly mission, to suf-
fer for the Word of God and to die as all mortals
should.

In summary, such is the teaching of the Word
of God about the approaching times, and the be-
havior and sentiments of the people prior to the
Second Coming of Christ. Although these signs are
overt and clear, the ability to see and realize them
nevertheless will depend on a person’s spiritual
keenness. Most people, preoccupied with their
material well-being, will be incapable of under-
standing what is happening before their eyes, or
the point toward which the world is headed. For
this reason the Savior warned His disciples: “Take
heed to yourselves, lest your hearts be weighed
down with carousing, drunkenness, and cares of
this life, and that Day come on you unexpectedly.
For it will come as a snare on all those who dwell
on the face of the whole earth”®.
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The Second Coming

The spiritual gaze of Christians should be fo-
cused upon the approaching joyous event — the
Second Coming of Christ on earth: “And when
these things [the sorrows of the last days] begin to
come to pass then look up and lift up your heads,
for your redemption draws near”*. The reality of
His coming again was witnessed to by the Savior
Himself, with the indication of some details, and
was proclaimed by the Angels during the Lord’s
AscensAscension, and often reminders were given
by the Apostles®”. The Lord described His Second
Coming as being sudden and obvious to all: “For
as the lightning comes from the east and flashes
to the west; so also will the coming of the Son of
Man be.” Prior to this, the “sign of the Son of Man
will appear in Heaven,” and having seen it, “all
the peoples of the world will mourn”*. According
to the Fathers of the Church, this will be the sign
of the saving Cross of our Lord.

The Lord will descend in all His glory sur-
rounded by innumerable angels: “Then they will
see the Son of Man, coming on the clouds of heav-
en with power and great glory, and all His angels
with Him ... Then He will sit on the throne of
His glory...”*. From these words we should con-
clude that the Second Coming of Christ will look
substantially different from the first one, during
which He willingly humbled Himself and came in
the semblance of an ordinary man. Then He lived
in poverty and voluntarily suffered all kinds of
humiliations. His Second Coming will also differ
in purpose. First He came to give His soul for the
salvation of many; then He will come to judge the



world and recompense everyone according to his
deeds®.

The Resurrection of the Dead

On the great day of the Second Coming of the
Son of Man, the General Resurrection of the Dead
will occur. All people will rise from their graves in
a transformed state. The Lord thus describes this
event: “Do not marvel at this: for the hour is com-
ing in which all who are in the graves will hear His
voice [of the Son of God] and come forth; those
who have done good, to the resurrection of life,
and those who have done evil, to the resurrection
of condemnation”*'.

When the Sadducees expressed doubt as to
the possibility of physical resurrection, the Lord
reproached them, saying: “You are mistaken, not
knowing the Scriptures nor the power of God”*.
The Apostle Paul expressed the importance of
faith in the resurrection in these words: “If there
is no resurrection of the dead, then Christ is not
risen. And if Christ is not risen, then our preach-
ing is empty and your faith is also empty ... For if
the dead do not rise, then Christ is not risen. And
if Christ is not risen, your faith is futile; you are
still in your sins! Then also those who have fallen
asleep in Christ have perished. If in this life only
we have hope in Christ, we are of all men the most
pitiable. But now Christ is risen from the dead,
and has become the first fruits of those who have
fallen asleep. For since by man came death, by
Man also came the resurrection of the dead. For
as in Adam all die, even so in Christ all shall be
made alive”*.
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The Resurrection of the Dead will be general
and simultaneous for both the righteous and sin-
ners: “And shall come forth — those who have
done good, to the resurrection of life; and those
who have done evil to the resurrection of condem-
nation”*. But the appearance of the resurrected
righteous will differ substantially from that of the
resurrected sinners: “Then the righteous will shine
forth as the sun in the Kingdom of their Father”*,
said the Lord of the saved. Commenting on these
words of the Savior, St. Ephraim the Syrian says
that “the ones will resemble light, while the others
will resemble darkness.”

Carefully analyzing what the Scriptures teach
regarding the General Resurrection, one must
conclude that the resurrected bodies in their es-
sence will remain the same as they were during
their earlier existence: “For this corruptible must
put on incorruption, and this mortal must put on
immortality”#. But they will rise up transfigured
and will become imperishable and immortal. Af-
ter resurrection they will be absolutely free from
physical exhaustion and from any weaknesses of
our present life. They will become spiritual and
heavenly, free from any physical needs. Life after
resurrection will resemble the lives of the bodiless
angels. As to sinners, their bodies will also, un-
doubtedly, arise in a transformed state; however,
having received immortality, they will at the same
time reflect in themselves all the hideousness of
their moral decay.

To strengthen the faith in Christians regard-
ing the forthcoming transfiguration of bodies, St.
Paul refers to a generally known fact: “Someone
may doubt — "How are the dead raised up? And
with what body do they come?” — Foolish one,



what you sow is not made alive unless it dies. And
what you sow, you do not sow that body that shall
be, but mere grain; perhaps wheat or some other
grain. But God gives it a body as He pleases, and
to each seed its own body”#. Supporting the same
idea, the Fathers of the Church point out the fact
that in reality nothing is ever destroyed nor dis-
appears, rather it is transformed into something
with new properties, and certainly God has power
to restore and transform everything that He cre-
ated. Turning to nature, they found in it many
similarities to resurrection, such as: the germina-
tion of plants from a seed, buried into the earth
and decayed; the annual renewal of nature during
the Spring; waking from sleep with renewed ener-
gies; the initial formation of man from the dust;
and other similar phenomena.

Those people who will be living on earth dur-
ing the Second Coming of the Lord, according
to the teaching of the Apostle Paul, will undergo
instantaneous transformation similar to the one
which will occur to those who were dead: “Be-
hold, I tell you a mystery: We shall not all sleep,
but we shall all be changed; in a moment, in the
twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the
trumpet will sound, and the dead will be raised
incorruptible, and we shall be changed. For this
corruptible must put on incorruption, and this
mortal must put on immortality”*®. Regarding the
meeting of the faithful with the Lord, which will
occur after this, St. Paul says: “I do not want you to
be ignorant, brethren, concerning those who have
fallen asleep, lest you sorrow as others who have
no hope. For if we believe that Jesus died and rose
again, even so God will bring with Him those who
sleep in Jesus. For this we say to you by the word
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of the Lord, that we who are alive and remain until
the coming of the Lord will by no means precede
those who are asleep. For the Lord Himself will
descend from heaven with a shout, with the voice
of an archangel, and with the trumpet of God. And
the dead in Christ will rise first. Then we who are
alive and remain shall be caught up together with
them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. And
thus we shall always be with the Lord”*.

A widespread error among contemporary
Protestants is that of the rapture. Unheard of be-
fore the 19th century, this belief has it that during
the “great tribulation” near the end of the world
(either before or after the millennium, according
to various versions), true Christians will be rap-
tured into the air to escape the sufferings of those
who remain on earth. It is based on the misinter-
pretation of 1 Thes. 4:17, which teaches that at the
very end of the world believers will be caught up
in the clouds together with the resurrected dead
to meet the Lord Who is coming for judgment and
the opening of the eternal Kingdom of Heaven.
The Scripture is quite clear that even the elect will
suffer on earth during the tribulation period and
that for their sake this time will be shortened™.

In speaking about the Resurrection and ev-
erything that will follow it, we should remember
that these are events which we are neither able to
fully comprehend, nor imagine, as nothing of this
nature was ever experienced by us. For this rea-
son, we never will be able to solve all the related
questions which often arise in inquisitive people’s
minds.



The End of the Physical World

As a result of mankind’s fall into sin, all cre-
ation unwillingly submitted to “the slavery of de-
cay, and groans and suffers till now”>!. The time
will come in which mankind and the entire ma-
terial world will be purified and renewed. This
will occur on the last day, following the Univer-
sal Judgment, and it will happen by means of fire.
As the world that existed before the deluge was
purified from sin by means of the flood, likewise
“the present heaven and earth,” St. Peter teaches,
“are reserved for fire until the day of judgment
and perdition of ungodly men ... [On that] day ...
the heavens will pass away with a great noise, and
the elements will melt with fervent heat; both the
earth and the works that are in it will be burned
up ... Nevertheless we, according to His promise,
look for new heavens and a new earth in which
righteousness dwells”2.

The fact that the present temporary world will
be transformed was predicted many centuries be-
fore Christ by the Psalmist who said: “Of old You
laid the foundation of the earth, And the heavens
are the work of Your hands. They will perish, but
You will endure; Yes, all of them will grow old like
a garment; Like a cloak You will change them, And
they will be changed. But You are the same, And
Your years will have no end”*. In other words, the
end of the world will not be its destruction but its
total renewal.
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Universal Judgment

Among numerous testimonies of the future
Judgment, the most complete description of it we
find in the Gospel of St. Matthew, 25:31-46: “When
the Son of Man comes in His glory, and all the holy
angels with Him, then He will sit on the throne of
His glory. All the nations will be gathered before
Him, and He will separate them one from another,
as a shepherd divides his sheep from the goats.
And He will set the sheep on His right hand, but
the goats on the left ...”>*

Through this pattern in Matthew one can learn
about some particulars of the Last Judgment,
namely, that it will be universal, extending to all
peoples — both living and dead, of both good and
evil — and will extend to fallen angels as well, as
inferred by other scriptural indications. This Judg-
ment will be solemn and open, as the Judge will
appear before the face of the whole world in His
Divine glory, surrounded by innumerable Angels.
It will be stern and fearful, being accomplished in
the entirety of God’s justice, and it will be “the day
of wrath and revelation of the righteous judgment
of God”®. It will be final and decisive, determin-
ing for eternity the fate of each individual. Its re-
sults will be perpetual retribution — either bless-
edness and bliss for the righteous, or rejection and
torment for the condemned sinners.

Portraying in the brightest and most joyful de-
tails the eternal life of the righteous following the
Universal Judgment, the Word of God speaks just
as emphatically and assuredly about the eternal
torment of sinners: “Depart from Me, you cursed,
into the everlasting fire prepared for the devil and



his angels,” will say the Lord on the day of Judg-
ment. “And these will go away into everlasting
punishment, but the righteous into eternal life”>.

The place where sinners will be condemned
after the Judgment is graphically represented in
Holy Scripture as a place of horrible sufferings
from unquenchable fire and the undying worm.
The Lord called this place Gehenna, reminding
the Jews of the dreadful valley to the south of Je-
rusalem in which evildoers were executed and
in which the city’s rubbish was constantly burnt.
Similarly, St. Paul speaks of the “flaming fire tak-
ing vengeance on those who do not know God,
and on those who do not obey the gospel of our
Lord Jesus Christ”””. In the book of Revelation
this place of eternal sufferings is called the “lake
of fire”*®. Evidently these and other similar vivid
descriptions in the Scripture symbolically portray
the severity of the punishments.

“I know,” writes St. John Chrysostom, “that
many are terrified of Gehenna, but I think that the
deprivation of the bliss of God’s Kingdom is the
worst of torments, even worse than Gehenna ...
Many foolish people desire only to be delivered
from Gehenna, but I think that he who is deprived
of the Kingdom of Heaven should weep not so
much over the torments of Gehenna as over being
deprived of the good things of Heaven. For this
alone is the cruelest of all punishments”.

Some ancient heretics (like the followers of
Origen) claimed that demons and sinners will
suffer in hell only up to a certain period and later
will be restored to their previous pure state. This
doctrine is known as Apokatastasis. However, the
Church, basing itself on God’s word, teaches that
the torments of Gehenna will be eternal and un-
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ending. The Fathers of the Fifth Ecumenical Coun-
cil officially rejected the false teaching of Apoka-
tastasis. Attempts to understand the torments of
Gehenna in the relative sense of a certain period,
perhaps lengthy but finite, reappear from time to
time. Some sectarians go as far as to entirely deny
the reality of infernal torments. In support of their
views they bring logical considerations like the
disharmony between torments in hell and God’s
infinite love, the seeming discrepancy between
temporary misdeeds and eternal punishments, or
the discrepancy of these punishments with the ul-
timate purpose of the creation of mankind, which
is blessedness in God.

In considering these and similar arguments
we should remember that it is not for us to de-
termine the boundaries between the unutterable
mercy of God and His absolute justice. We know
the Lord “wishes that all will be saved, and come
to the knowledge of the truth.” However, man,
through his own free will, is capable of rejecting
God’s mercy and all His means of salvation. St.
John Chrysostom, explaining the depiction of the
Last Judgment in the Gospel of Matthew, remarks:
“When the Lord spoke of the Kingdom, He said:
“Come you blessed ones, inherit the Kingdom,”
and added, “Which was prepared for you from
the beginning of creation. “But when He spoke
of the fire, He didn’t use the same words; instead
He said that it was prepared for the devil and his
angels. Thus He made the Kingdom for you, but
the fire not for you, but for the devil and his fallen
angels.” (From the sermon on the gospel of Mat-
thew). In the book of Revelation St. John calls the
condemnation at the Universal Judgment the sec-
ond death.



We do not have the right to take the Lord’s
words as only a threat or as a certain pedagogi-
cal method used for the rehabilitation of sinners.
Bishop Theophan the Recluse explains: “The righ-
teous will enter eternal life, and the satanized sin-
ners into eternal punishment in community with
the demons. Will these torments end? If satanism
and becoming like satan will end, then torments
may end too. But is there an end to satanism and
becoming like satan? We will behold and see this
then. But until then we shall believe that just as
eternal life will have no end, so eternal torment
that threatens sinners will also have no end. What
did satan not see after his fall! How he himself
was struck by the power of the Lord’s Cross! How
up to now all his cunningness and malice are de-
feated by this power! But still he is incorrigible; he
constantly opposes; and the farther he goes, the
more stubborn he becomes. No, there is no hope
at all for him to be corrected! ... This means that
there must be hell with eternal torments.”

However, the concept of anger in relation to
God is conditional and pictorial, as we learn from
the teachings of Blessed Anthony the Great. He
says: “God is benevolent, dispassionate and un-
changeable. Now some who think it reasonable
to affirm that God does not change may well ask
how in that case it is possible to speak of God as
rejoicing over the righteous and showing mercy
to those who honor Him, while He rejects the evil
doers, is angry at sinners, and when they repent
He shows them mercy. To this one should say that
in reality God neither rejoices nor grows angry, as
gladness and anger are human passions. It is im-
proper to think of God as becoming good or bad
on account of a human’s deeds. God is good and
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only does good. He does not harm anyone, and
always remains the same. And we, when we are
kind, enter into communion with God, due to like-
ness with Him, and when we become evil, then we
move away from Him due to unlikeness with him
... Therefore, to say God turns away from evildo-
ers is the same as to say that the sun hides itself
from the blind”®.

Many writings of Christian ascetics explain
that the higher someone rises morally, the keener
he recognizes his responsibility before God and
the stronger his hope for God’s mercy and love to-
wards Him.

Kingdom of Glory

With the transformation of this world into a
new and better one, the eternal Kingdom of God
will begin. Then the earthly Kingdom of Grace
— the militant Church on earth, to which we be-
long — will merge with its heavenly counterpart
— the Kingdom of Glory. Then the Son of God
will reign with the Father and the Holy Spirit, and
“His Kingdom shall have no end,” as the Angel
Gabriel proclaimed to the Virgin Mary®. Cyril of
Jerusalem comments about this, saying: “For will
not He who reigned before overthrowing His en-
emies, reign all the more after He has conquered
them?”¢

Then death will lose all its power over the
righteous: “The last enemy that shall be destroyed
is death ... So when this corruptible has put on
incorruption, and this mortal has put on immor-
tality, then shall be brought to pass the saying that
is written: “Death is swallowed up in victory,”



states St. Paul®. The book of Revelation predicts
that then time will cease to exist. Apparently in
that eternal spiritual world not only will the sen-
sation of the flow of time disappear, but also the
very concepts of space and time will be drastically
different from what they are now.

Chapter 21 of the book of Revelation vividly
depicts the blissful state of eternal life: “And I saw
a new heaven and a new earth, as the previous
heaven and earth have gone, and the sea is no
more.” In the Kingdom of Glory all will be spiri-
tual, immortal, and holy. Most importantly, those
attaining eternity in communion with God will
become partakers of that perfect union with Him
Who is the ultimate Source of all life and hap-
piness. In particular, the new members of God’s
Kingdom share with the Angels the honor and
happiness of seeing their Creator and Benefactor.
They will contemplate His glory, not as if through
dim glass, not conjecturally, but face to face —
and not only contemplate but also partake in His
Divine Life, shining like the sun in the Kingdom
of their Father. They will become co-heirs with
Christ and will share with Him His glory®. As the
book of Revelation describes: “they shall neither
hunger anymore nor thirst anymore; the sun shall
not strike them, nor any heat; for the Lamb who
is in the midst of the throne will shepherd them
and lead them to living fountains of water. And
God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.”
It will be as the prophet Isaiah summarizes: “Eye
has not seen, nor ear heard, Nor have entered into
the heart of man The things which God has pre-
pared for those who love Him"”.

Blessedness in God will be more desirable in
that it will have no end: “and the righteous will
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enter life eternal.” Nevertheless, according to the
Fathers of the Church, even glory in God has its
levels proportional to the spiritual level of each
person. This belief is based on the following ex-
plicit statements of Holy Scripture: “In my Fa-
ther’s house are many mansions ... God will give
to everyone according to his deeds ... There is one
glory of the sun, another glory of the moon, and
another glory of the stars; for one star differs from
another star in glory”.

St. Ephrem the Syrian explains this as follows:
“Just as everyone enjoys the rays of the sensual
sun according to the purity of his power of see-
ing, and just as when a lamp illuminates a large
room, each ray is perceived as coming from that
same source, similarly it will be in the future age:
all the righteous will share inseparably of a single
joy, but each in his own degree will be illumined
by the single spiritual Sun, and to the degree of
his worth he will draw in joy and rejoicing as if
in a single atmosphere and place. No one will see
the degrees that are higher or lower, lest looking
on the surpassing grace of another and upon his
own deprivation, he will thereby have some cause
for sorrow and disturbance. This cannot be there,
where there is neither sorrow nor sighing. But
there everyone will rejoice inwardly according to
the grace proper to him, while outwardly all will
have a single contemplation and a single joy”.

Conclusion

Many Christians live carelessly and even in
sin because they do not take seriously enough the
upcoming Universal Judgment; it seems to them a



very remote and uncertain event. To improve our
spiritual life, we should remind ourselves that pri-
or to that final and ultimate Judgment there con-
stantly occur particular Divine judgments. Indeed,
throughout all of history we see cases of particular
Divine judgments over individuals, places, and
even whole nations. Vivid examples of this are the
global deluge at the time of Noah, the destruction
of the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah, the repeated
ravages of Israel, the fall of ancient Assyria and
Babylon, the sudden destruction of the immoral
Pompeii, and the fall of the Roman Empire and
other mighty kingdoms. Even large Christian na-
tions such as Byzantium and Russia did not es-
cape God’s judgment when their people deviated
from the Christian life. It always happens as Jesus
explained about the particular judgment: “wher-
ever there appears a carcass [moral decay], there
will the eagles be gathered together” .

In order to forewarn us about moral decay
and inspire us to renew our spiritual life, the Sav-
ior kindly warned us: “Be prepared, for in the
hour which you don’t expect, the Son of Man will
come.” Therefore, we should be attentive to our
spiritual state. We should strive that the lamp of
our faith does not stop shining and the that gar-
ment of the soul remains clean. Then the coming
of Christ on earth will become a desirable event,
as it was for the Christians in apostolic times. This
Second Coming will be perceived as the end to all
wrong doing, crimes, and calamities and the be-
ginning of a new life in the renewed world.

Among the already fulfilled signs of the end
of the world we should mention: a) the spread
of the Gospel message over the whole globe; b)
the intensifying process of moving away from the
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faith by peoples who were Christians from the
early centuries; c) the beginning of the return to
Jesus Christ of many Jews; d) the increasing num-
ber of false prophets and wild cults and; e) the fall
of moral standards, with the increase of horrible
crimes, witchcraft, and satanism.

As to the contemporary decrease of moral
standards, we know that people were always sin-
ful to a larger or smaller degree. But in the past
they used to recognize their wrongdoing and at-
tempted to correct it. A peculiarity of our time is
that sinful deeds are declared to be okay and even
raised on a pedestal. For example, supporters of
abortion and groups of homosexuals organize
mass demonstrations and demand special rights
for themselves. Gazing at them, one remembers
the words the Prophet Isaiah said before the de-
struction of Jerusalem: “The look on their coun-
tenance witnesses against them, and they declare
their sin as Sodom. They do not hide it. Woe to
their soul! For they have brought evil upon them-
selves”®. The other gloomy peculiarity of our time
is the obtrusive intrusion of all kinds of depravi-
ties and vulgarities in those spheres of life which
traditionally were expressions of the most bright
and noble aspects of mankind’s spirit — music,
art, and literature. Evaluate from the Christian
standpoint popular rock music and heavy metal,
full of cacophony and crude and voluptuous yell-
ing; some modern ugly paintings and sculptures;
and the many movies full of violence and vulgar-
ity. And with alarm we observe how the growing
spiritual void in people is being filled by a dark
alien force, which is leaving its imprint upon the
affairs of daily life and even the appearance of
people.



Seeing all these foretold signs, we still cannot
predict the exact time at which the world will end.
Nevertheless, it should not be very far away. Pre-
dictions by our Optina elders and other pre-Rev-
olutionary righteous people of Russia give us rea-
son to think that with the downfall of communism
and the beginning of spiritual rebirth in Russia,
the next to the last page of world history has been
turned, following which will be the coming of the
Antichrist and the fulfillment of the predictions in
the book of Revelation.

May the merciful Lord guide and protect all of
us in the coming times of trial. Amen!
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Addendum
The Inconsistency of Chiliasm

There is presently a teaching about the thou-
sand-year kingdom of Christ on earth prior to
the Universal Judgment that is gaining increased
acceptance among different Christian denomina-
tions. This teaching is known as chiliasm, from the
Greek chiliasmos, meaning “a thousand years.”
The essence of this teaching is as follows: Long
before the end of the world, Christ will once again
return to earth, defeat the Antichrist, resurrect
the righteous only, and establish a kingdom on
earth in which the righteous, as a reward for their
struggles and sufferings, will reign with Him for
a period of thousand years, enjoying all the good
things of temporal life. After this, another resur-
rection will follow in which the rest of the people
will be raised from the dead. Then the Universal
Judgment will take place, and God will reward
the righteous and punish the sinners. The defend-
ers of this teaching base their arguments on the
vision of the Apostle John in the 20th chapter of
the book of Revelation.

There it is said that an Angel descended from
heaven and bound satan for a thousand years and
that the souls of those beheaded for their witness
of Jesus Christ and the word of God came to life
and reigned with Christ for a thousand years.
“This is the first resurrection,” says the book of
Revelation”. “When the thousand years have ex-
pired, Satan will be released from his prison and
will go out to deceive the nations””!. Soon there
follows the judgment of the devil and of those who
were deceived by him. The dead will be raised up



and judged according to their deeds: “... And any-
one not found written in the Book of Life was cast
into the lake of fire ... This is the second death””2.
Upon those who have been resurrected in the first
resurrection, however, the second death will have
Nno power.

Chiliastic views in antiquity were spread
chiefly among heretics. The Second Ecumeni-
cal Council in 381 AD., condemning the heretic
Apollinarius, condemned his teaching about the
thousand-year Kingdom of Christ. To put a stop to
further attempts at introducing this teaching, the
Fathers of the Council inserted into the Creed the
words about Christ: “His Kingdom shall have no
end.” In other words, when Christ’s reign begins
there will be no interruptions in His eternal King-
dom. In more recent times, chiliastic views were
resurrected in some Protestant sects.As has been
indicated, in this teaching there are proposed two
future resurrections and two judgments: one for
the righteous and later another for sinners; and
there are two future comings of the Savior. There is
a purely earthly reign of Christ with the righteous
ones as a definite historical epoch. Formally, this
teaching is based on an incorrect understanding
of the expression first resurrection, while inwardly
its cause is rooted in many contemporary sectar-
ians’ loss of faith in eternal life and in the blessed-
ness of the righteous in Heaven, with whom they
have no communion in prayer. Another cause is
to be found in utopian dreams hidden behind re-
ligious ideas and inserted into the mysterious im-
ages of the book of Revelation.

It is not difficult to see the inconsistency of
the chiliastic interpretation of the 20th Chapter
of the book of Revelation. Parallel passages in Sa-
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cred Scripture clearly indicate that the first resur-
rection signifies spiritual rebirth into eternal life
through baptism. Here are some typical passages
in apostolic epistles: “Awake, you who sleep, arise
from the dead, and Christ will give you light ...
You are risen with Christ””>. Proceeding from this,
by the thousand-year reign we must understand
the period of time from the very beginning of the
Church of Christ until the end of the world. In
the 20th chapter of Revelation, St. John consoles
the faithful with the thought that those who were
killed for Christ did not perish. Instead, they reign
in Heaven with their Savior.

The second death signifies the condemnation
of sinners after the Universal Judgment. It does
not concern “the resurrected in the first resurrec-
tion.” This means that those spiritually regener-
ated in Christ and cleansed by God’s grace will
not be subject to Condemnation but will enter the
blessed life of Christ’s Kingdom.

It is important to understand that the 20th
chapter of the book of Revelation does not intro-
duce any new teaching about the end of the world
and the Second Coming of Christ. Its purpose is
to summarize the battle between the devil and
the Church which permeates the whole history of
mankind. The devil is defeated twice: first spiritu-
ally, by the redemptive death of the Savior, and at
the end of the world, completely and finally, when
he will be thrown into the lake of fire. Christian
martyrs began to celebrate their victory over satan
immediately following their death for Christ.



The Inconsistency of the ‘Rapture’
By Fr. Dimitri Cozby

St. Anthony the Great Mission

San Antonio, TX

Some of our evangelical or pentecostal neigh-
bors occasionally speak about “the Rapture” as one
of the events leading up to Christ’s Second Com-
ing. By this they mean the physical removal from
earth of the true believers in Christ in preparation
for the “Great Tribulation,” a seven-year period of
unparalleled calamity which will herald the end™.
The Rapture’s purpose, according to its advocates,
is to safeguard the righteous during that horrible
time. Its most familiar champions are Hal Lindsey
(author of The Late, Great Planet Earth and other
books), John T. Walvoord (of Dallas Theological
Seminary), and the late Cyrus Scofield (author of
The Scofield Reference Bible).

These ideas are popular with groups who are
enchanted, even obsessed, with speculation about
the Second Coming and who have convinced
themselves that they see in current events signs
that His return is near. These speculations form
part of a broader ideology called “dispensation-
alism.” Dispensationalists come in all shapes and
sizes and what we say about one may not apply
to all. Still we can list some general characteris-
tics which virtually all dispensationalists share.
The name comes from their division of history
into eras or “dispensations.” They believe that the

A few
advocates
say that the
Rapture will
follow the
Tribulation.
Most who
believe in
it, however,
contend
that it pre-
cedes the
Tribulation.
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Bible outlines the whole course of mankind’s reli-
gious history. Each stage in God’s program is a dis-
pensation, and in each dispensation God relates to
the world and His chosen peoples in a different
way. Some dispensationalist schemes encompass
all human history; others include only Christian
history since the time of Christ. Most often these
systems are based on a symbolic interpretation of
the “letters to the seven churches” of Revelation
2 and 3, with each church standing for the Chris-
tianity of a particular period. Dispensationalism
presents a detailed program of events leading up
to the Second Coming. Two of the events in this
master plan are the Rapture and the Great Tribu-
lation.

Proponents of the doctrine of a pre-Tribulation
Rapture claim that it rests on Scripture and has al-
ways been a part of Christian teaching. The truth
is that it dates from about 1830 and was largely
the creation of John Nelson Darby, a one-time An-
glican priest and founder of a sect called the Plym-
outh Brethren. He contributed much to the dispen-
sationalist scheme, and in particular he was the
first to include the Rapture among the catalogue
of phenomena of the last times. The Rapture’s re-
cent origin is one of the things which should make
us skeptical. Neither the Apostles nor the Fathers
expounded any such teaching. Even Darby’s cir-
cle, although they claimed to find support for their
teaching in the Bible, did not maintain that they
had arrived at this doctrine through study of the
Scriptures, but that they had received it through
a revelation. According to its supporters the pre-
Tribulation Rapture is an extremely important
part of the Christian message. Yet it was unknown
before 1830.



The Rapture’s supporters derive their opin-
ions ultimately from a single Scripture verse, I
Thessalonians 4:17, “Then we who are left alive
will be carried off together with them in the
clouds to meet the Lord in the air, and thus we
shall always be with the Lord.” Less popular but
often cited is Matthew 24:40-42, “Then there will
be two in the field. One will be taken and the oth-
er left. Two will be grinding at the mill. One will
be taken and the other left. Therefore, be vigilant,
for you do not know on what day your Lord will
come.”

The paragraph which contains the first verse
quoted above, I Thessalonians 4:17, forms the
Epistle reading for funerals in Orthodox worship.
The passage begins with 4:13. In preceding verses
St. Paul has spoken of the necessity for holiness
of life and for brotherly love among Christians
(4:1-12). With verse 13 he turns to another topic,
the fate of Christians after death. Misunderstand-
ings on this issue had apparently caused needless
distress and apprehension in the church at Thes-
salonika. It seems that some people believed that
Christians who died before Christ’s return would
somehow miss out on that glorious event. St. Paul
seeks to calm their fears (vs. 13). He points out that
as Christ returned from the dead at His Resurrec-
tion, so also, at the end of time, His followers who
have died in the interim will be restored through
resurrection (vs. 14). At the Second Coming, the
Christian dead will be raised (vs. 16). Then they
and the faithful who are still alive will be caught
up into the clouds to welcome Christ as He de-
scends (verses 15,17). Paul then discusses other
matters relating to the Second Coming, beginning
with the date it will occur.
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When we look at verse 17 in context, it is easy
to see that is does not really support the doc-
trine of the Rapture. There is no reference to a
Great Tribulation or to any other events preced-
ing Christ’s Return. The verse refers to something
that will happen as part of the Lord’s Coming. The
course of events St. Paul presents is simple and
straight-forward. At the time of the Second Com-
ing, the dead will be raised, and all the faithful
— the dead now restored and those still alive now
transfigured — will ascend to be with Him as He
comes down. This is the universal interpretation
of the Fathers who see the verse as referring to the
last days.

Why does St. Paul speak of an ascension of the
righteous? The Fathers suggest at least three an-
swers to this question. St. Gregory of Nyssa says
that the ascension is a natural consequence of the
purity of the transfigured resurrection body: “...
this change which takes place...when the resurrec-
tion trumpet sounds which awakens the dead in
an instant transforms those who are left alive to
incorruptibility according to the likeness of those
who have undergone the resurrection change, so
that the bulk of the flesh is no longer heavy nor
does its weight hold them down to earth, but they
rise up through the air...””

St. John Chrysostom and others say that it is
to provide Christ with a proper escort for His ap-
pearance on earth and to demonstrate His favor
toward the faithful. “If He is about to descend,
why shall we be taken up? For the sake of honor.
When a king enters a city, those who are in his fa-
vor go out to meet him, but the condemned await
their judge inside. Or, when a loving father comes,
his children, and also those worthy of being his



children, are taken out in a chariot to see and kiss
him, but the servants who have offended him re-
main indoors. So we are carried out upon a char-
iot to our Father...See how great our honor is? As
He descends we go out to meet Him, and what is
more blessed, we shall be with Him always””.

Let us summarize what we have found so far.
St. Paul does speak of a sort of rapture, in the sense
of a carrying up into the sky of the righteous at the
time of the Second Coming. The Fathers generally
agree on that. But St. Paul and the Fathers see this
as an event which accompanies Christ’s return and
immediately precedes the Judgment and the es-
tablishment of the Kingdom. The Rapture which
Darby and Scofield taught and which Lindsey,
Walvoord, and others still teach, is different from
that. They talk about it as a separate happening,
part of a decades long program of events leading
up to Christ’s Coming. The dispensationalists see
the Rapture as the disappearance of the faithful
from the earth before the Great Tribulation and
many years before the Judgment. This is foreign to
the Apostle and to the Tradition. St. Paul mentions
no period of affliction and persecution following
the Rapture.

In an effort to forge a link between the Rapture
and the Tribulation, supporters turn to Matthew
24:40-42, quoted above”. Certainly we have here
references to a time of horror and suffering. Mat-
thew 24 and 25 comprise a long discourse by Je-
sus. The occasion for this teaching is the first days
of Holy Week, when Christ and His disciples were
in Jerusalem on that last visit which ended in His
death and resurrection. The Lord and His entou-
rage have been in the Temple. As they leave, one of
the company remarks on the structure’s splendor
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and grandeur (24:1-2). Jesus replies by prophesy-
ing its coming destruction, which took place some
40 years later (70 AD). The group proceeds to the
Mount of Olives, across the Kedron Valley from
the city. They halt at a place which even today of-
fers an admirable panorama of the Old City and
the Temple site. The disciples, perhaps alarmed by
Christ’s words, ask when “these things,” meaning
the Temple’s destruction, will happen and what
will be the signs of Christ’s return.

Christ’s sermon is His response to these ques-
tions. In order to understand it properly we must
remember that there were two questions, one
about disasters which would befall Jerusalem
during the Roman-Jewish War of 66-72, the other
about the end of time. Parts of the speech address
one concern, some the other. Much of what Christ
saysisintended to keep His followers from confus-
ing the two events, taking the horror of the Jewish
War as a sign of the Second Coming. We see this
in the warnings He gives: that the Gospel must be
preached in the whole world before the end comes
(vs. 8), that many deceivers will arise claiming to
be Him (verses 23-26), that no one knows “the day
or the hour” except the Father (vs. 36), and many
more. Christ is concerned that His followers not
confuse the impending disasters in Judea with the
cataclysms of the end. To make His point clear He
emphasizes the suddenness and unpredictability
of His return.

We must interpret 24:40-42 in light of Christ’s
insistence that He will return “at an hour you
do not expect” (24:44). It would seem strange if
Christ were to make this point over and over in
the early verses of chapter 24, then in verses 40-42
describe an occurrence which would certainly tip



everyone off that something was about to happen,
and all the more peculiar if that tip-off were to
happen seven years before His appearance, as the
dispensationalists assert. The key to understand-
ing the passage is the Greek word normally trans-
lated “taken.” The word (“paralambano”) has two
meanings. The first we might render “to take,”
but not in the sense of “to lift up,” the meaning
which the dispensationalists give it. It means in-
stead “to bring along,” as in English we might say
that someone takes a friend to the movies. That
does not seem to fit the use of the word in Mat-
thew 24, so we turn to the second meaning, “to ac-
cept” or “to choose.” Either of these words would
be better in these verses than the imprecise “take.”
This second meaning fits with what the Lord has
been saying in the passage in question, that His
followers must be ready for His coming lest they
be caught off-guard like the world, unprepared
for the Judgment. Some will have heeded His
commandments, will face the Judgment in confi-
dence, and will be “accepted” into the Kingdom.
Others, though living and working with the first
group, day by day, will not have lived the life of
the Gospel and will not be chosen or accepted by
Christ when He returns. These verses form part
of Christ’s exhortation to all who hear Him to re-
spond to His message and thereby avoid condem-
nation at the End. The verses do not supply the
idea of the Rapture.
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Conclusion:

As we have seen, neither of the two passages
upon which advocates of the Rapture rely mean
what they say they do. Both refer to Christ’s fi-
nal return. Those who support this doctrine ne-
glect the context of the verses they use, distort the
meanings of words and verses, and, in one case,
take advantage of a loose translation. We must ap-
proach the Bible with more reverence. We must
avoid pulling verses out of context. Instead, look
at the surrounding verses to see what the Biblical
writer is talking about and how that may affect
your interpretation of a problem verse.

Beware, also, of interpretations which disagree
with or attack the Tradition of the Church. As we
saw in our discussion of 1 Thessalonians 4:17, the
Fathers of the Church pointed the way to the prop-
er understanding of the verse. We must investigate
the origin of ideas which other groups advocate,
especially when they seem to contradict Ortho-
doxy. The concept of the pre-Tribulation Rapture
only appeared in England about 150 years ago. Or-
thodox Christians of great piety and learning have
been reading the Scriptures for 2000 years. Would
an important doctrine have escaped their notice?
Very often these new doctrines do not really come
from a careful reading of the Bible but from “special
revelations”; their adherents have then ransacked
the Scriptures for difficult or obscure verses which
they can use to support them. Sometimes they arise
when a reader tries to make sense out of hard-to-
understand passages and does not succeed. Ortho-
dox Christians have the living witness of the Holy
Spirit who, as Christ said, will guide us to all truth



(John 16:13), and we also have the tradition of the
Fathers to help us in our search. These are not two
different sources but one and the same thing. The
Fathers knew and listened to the voice of the Spirit;
they affirm that the Spirit lives in the Church even
up to the present day; they are one of the ways the
Spirit has chosen to continue His work of teach-
ing and guiding. Trying to make the Bible support
one’s own preconceived notions or insisting on
one’s own limited understanding without seeking
the guidance of Holy Tradition will not lead us to a
true appreciation of what the Bible says or of what
God says to us through it.

We must keep our perspective and not give
less significant doctrines an importance they do
not deserve. Dispensationalism generally places
the greatest importance on the time-table of the
Second Coming and on determining the order of
events leading up to it.

This is not what is important to the New Tes-
tament authors or to Christ Himself, as His own
words testify. Recall the passage discussed above
from Matthew 24 and 25. Christ stressed that no
one could predict when He would return. His pri-
mary concern was to exhort His followers (us) to
be ready for His return. We must resist anything
such as speculation about the end which distracts
us from our salvation. Christ spoke often of the
last days, but always with one purpose: to incite us
to repentance and to encourage us to grow in His
Gospel and to persevere in the Faith. If we respond
to His exhortation, then, when He returns, we will
go to meet Him in the clouds, escort Him to His
Judgment Seat, and stand at His Right Hand with
the prophets, the apostles, the martyrs and all the
saints, ready to enter the glory of His Kingdom.
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M TT1: www.orthodoxy.hk

LAREALSE, RIS IR h 15 252> (Orthodox Fellowship of All
Saints of China) /&2 J# Mitrophan Chin Bt .

PCAR LG +1-857-829-1569
¥ +1-763-431-0511
e-mail: mitrophan@orthodox.cn
M T:  http://orthodox.cn
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