Session #9:  Revelation 8:1-13

Compiled and written by Theresa Lisiecki 
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As a reminder the book of Revelation moves in and out of two general themes, judgment and liturgy(public prayer).  We began our study by looking at the beginning of St. John’s vision when he was imprisoned on the island of Patmos (chapter 1).  In this vision Jesus comes to St. John with messages for seven Churches in Asia minor (chapter 2 & 3).  In chapters four and five we move into the first of our liturgical movements as we watch, in chapter four, the worship of God on His throne and, in chapter five, Jesus ascending to His full glory at the right hand of God.  In this part of the vision Jesus is handed a scroll with seven seals.  In chapter six we see Jesus begin to break open those seals and with the first four and the sixth, judgement reigns down first on Jerusalem and the Temple in 70 AD, and those who denied Jesus as the Christ and brought about His death in a vision St. John receives with the breaking of the first four seals.  The breaking of the fifth seal we see a vision of what awaits those who were martyred for the faith.  The sixth seal showed us the judgement that will befall those who reject God and faith at the end of all time.  After all these horrible visions, in chapter seven we moved back into liturgy as God received the multitude (the 144,000) who were saved from this judgement because they bore the “seal” of the lamb – God’s faithful compassion and care for His own.  
Today we turn back to judgement as we study what happens after Jesus opens the seventh seal.  The opening of this last seal unleashes another series of signs and images, this time each heralded by a trumpet blast of an angel.  As we work through this study today, notice that the pattern of the seven trumpets follows a similar pattern to the seven seals.  Blasts one through four (8:7-12) are to been seen as one judgement (as were seals one through four (6:1-8); the trumpets five and six (9:1-21) we will discover are the horrible realities of those who do not bear the seal of the lamb.  We will not hear the seventh trumpet blow until chapter eleven.  Chapter ten will give us a welcomed interlude of visions that reveal God’s plans for those who remain faith to Him and His Word.  
The Seventh Seal   8:1-7
8:1   He broke open the seventh seal:  Finally, the seventh seal is open but the first thing to occur is silence in the heavens for about half an hour.  Seems kind of strange, almost as if the heavens were taken a dramatic pause before revealing the next judgement.  The heavens up to now have been loud with praise before our God.  But, silence is also an integral part of liturgy.  We are called to pause in silence after the first reading at Mass as well as after communion.  Those who attend the Good Friday services will be familiar with the silence that reigns after the prayer service.  The priest, deacon, altar services and the entire community are meant to leave the Church in silence pondering the great mystery of the death of Christ.  Silence is not only a prayer opportunity but within scripture there are times the prophets called for silence in preparation for God’s judgement:  Be silent before the Lord God!  For the day of the Lord is at hand; (Zephaniah 1:7).  It is most likely a combination of the two is being called for here.  A moment of silence to reflect on the power of the Lord as well as to prepare for the coming judgement.  In regard to the silence reigning in the heavens for about half an hour, most scholars had little to say.  There were a few who offered that while the time frame of half an hour is a good and almost literal translation from the Greek, we are to think more in terms of the figurative of a “brief period of time.”
Then I saw the seven angels that stand before God:  It is most probably that these seven angels are the seven archangels who minister in the presence of the Lord (Tobit 12:15).  Three are identified in scripture:  Michael (Daniel 12:1), Raphael (Tobit 12:15) and Gabriel (Daniel 9:21 & Luke 1:19).  The other four, Uriel, Raguel, Saraquel and Remiel come from early centuries Jewish spiritual writing (The First book of Enoch).  Given to these seven angels were seven trumpets.  If we look back to the life of the Israelites, trumpets were blown for several reasons:
· To announce a solemn feast (Psalm 81:3)

· To proclaim the beginning of a king’s reign (1 Kings 1:34)

· To warn of trouble and to call the people to gather and prepare for war ((Numbers 10:8-10)

· A divine trumpet sounded when God manifested Himself at Sinai (Exodus 19:16)

· To bring about God’s judgement (Joshua 6:1-21)

· And, the prophets promised that a trumpet will sound when God comes again to save His people (Isaiah 27:13; Zechariah 9:14)

[image: image2.jpg]g



It is most likely these later two give the definition or focus to the seven trumpet blasts we are about to study.

8:3   Another angel come and stood at the altar:  Just like the priests offer incense in our Churches the angels are acting as liturgical ministers before God.  The angel was holding a gold censer and was given a great quantity of incense to offer, along with prayers.  Most of us will be familiar with the priest offering incense during Mass.  Besides funerals where the body is incensed at the end of Mass, we should experience the incensing of the altar at the Masses celebrated for Christmas as well as the Easter Vigil and Easter Sunday Masses.  With the Easter weekend Mass not only is the altar incensed but the book of the Gospels, the priests and deacons at the altar and the people as well.  Incense was commended for use in the Tabernacle by God. He gave instructions to Moses in setting up the ritual practices (Exodus 30).  From that point on incense was offered twice a day at the Temple by the priest going into the Tabernacle.  We continue to use it to this day for the same two reason God commanded the ancient Israelites to offer it.  First, there is actually, with some incense, a cleansing or purifying element to incense.  Incense is offer symbolically as a sign or symbol of the cleansing, preparing the area or person for God.  Incense also symbolizes our prayers rising up to the heavens (Psalm 141:2).    
8:4   The smoke of the incense:  As stated above, we also offer incense to physically show us the rising of prayers as they ascend to heave and before God.  The great quantity of incense (8:3) symbolizes the God receiving the prayers with great pleasure and favor.  To God these prayers are a pleasing sacrifice.  The question becomes, what are the saints praying for?  We find out in the next verse… vindication.  Remember the martyrs of the fifth seal?  …they cried out with a loud voice, “Sovereign Lord, holy and true, how long will it be before you judge and avenge our blood on the inhabitants of the earth?” (6:10)
8:5   Then the angel:  Acting on God’s command the angel took the burning censer filled with burning coals…and hurled it down to the earth.  Fr. Albert Vanhoye (Albert Vanhoye, SJ is a priest of the Society of Jesus and a biblical scholar. He was created cardinal in 2006. He gave the 2008 Lenten Papal and Curial Retreat.) offers:  This symbolical scene expresses the relationship between the prayer of Christians and the course of history:  their prayer mounts up to God and has a decisive influence on the course of human events.  This moment also recalls a similar Old Testament moment, when Ezekiel (Ezekiel 10:1-7) is told to fills his hands with the coals from a fire and scatter them over Jerusalem.  This was symbolic of the judgement that was about to unfold.  The coals that the angel is hurling down to earth will unfold as the judgment of God experienced with the first four trumpet blasts.  What came with the coals were peals of thunder, rumblings, flashes of lightning and an earthquake.  These three elements together (thunder, lightening and earthquake) are understood as scriptural signs of “theophany”, the manifestation of God’s presence here on earth.  We experienced them at Mt. Sinai with Moses (Exodus 19:16-18) and with the heavenly throne room (Revelation 4:5).  As we read further into Revelation they will appear again but with increasing intensity (Revelation 11:19; 16:18-21).
The First Four Trumpets   8:7-12
What we are about to study, the seven trumpet blasts that bring about the judgment of God, is the second of a total of three rounds of God’s judgment, each growing with intensity.  First there was the seals on the scrolls (6:1-8:5).  Here we will study the trumpets and finally there will be the seven bowls (16:1-21).  These first four trumpets will bring destruction down on a third of the land, water and sky and scholars believe are modeled after the plagues that cursed Egypt:
· Hail (8:7) – Seventh Plague (Exodus 9:23-25)

· Blood (8:9) – First Plague (Exodus 7:20-21)

· Darken Sky (8:12) – Ninth Plague (Exodus 10:21-23)

· Locusts (9:3) – Eighth Plague (Exodus 10:12-13)

Before we move into the study of the individual verses just a couple of more observations that will focus the individual moments.  These trumpet blasts are meant to strike “the inhabitants of the earth” (8:13).  As we discussed a few weeks ago, this is NOT a term to be understood as everyone, the faithful and non-believers alike.  The phrase “the inhabitants of the earth” in the book of Revelation is meant to be understood as all those who do not believe in God.  Just as with the plagues of Egypt, the trumpet blasts are meant to call all those who, up till now have turned their backs on God, to repent and submit to God’s will.  
Secondly, in general, how are we to understand the judgments?  Are the blowing of the trumpets  historically specific as most Catholic scholars understand the opening of the first four seals were; meaning looking towards the historical reality of the Jewish Roman war that lead to the destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple in 70 AD or even for the end of all time?  Scholars agree that it is tempting to interpret the trumpets in the same way we do the seals but in doing so there are problems.  In interpreting the trumpets as a continuation of a timeline begun by the first four seals we run into inconsistencies.  In opening the sixth seal (6:12-17) the sun goes black, the stars fall and the sky vanishes.  Yet here two chapters later with the blowing of the fourth trumpet it all happens again.  Similarly, we will read in 8:7 the grass will all burn up, but later in 9:4 there will be locust instructed not to harm the grass.
Scholars do agree that a better understanding of the trumpets would be to do the same as was done with the first four seals of the scroll and to approach the first four as a unit.  But unlike our interpretation of the seals which were catastrophes brought about by the evil found within humanity (war and famine with bring death), what we will see in the first four trumpets are, for the most part, natural disasters (hail, fire, possible meteor falling to earth…) which we have historically chronicled for millenniums.  It seems best to interpret the first four trumpet judgments as symbolizing natural disasters that God has allowed throughout history, and will continue to allow rather than see them as four specific historical events.  Notice that none of these judgments is allowed to destroy everything thus allowing “the inhabitants of the earth” (those who have made the choice to turn their back on God) time and reason to repent.  The final set of judgments coming, the seven bowl judgments (16:1-21) will bring with them total destruction.
Two final comments regarding these natural disasters identified in Revelation and all catastrophic events.  Each in their own way foreshadow the chaos, confusion and loss that will be experienced at the end of all time.  I have friends who suffered through the flooding of New Orleans with Hurricane Katrina.  I have heard people who lived through the bombings of the Twin Towers in New York.  In the moment of the catastrophe, whatever it is, they spoke of believing, wondering if it was the end of the world.  In the light of a new day as they moved toward recovery they realized that in a very real way it was the end of the world as they had known it.  What they valued, how they approached life, how they lived their lives… it all changed.  The lesson we can all take away from our discussion on these natural disasters discussed in the book of Revelation is to realize who truly has the power to control the world, our world.  Not us.  We delude ourselves in thinking that our world is safe.  Whether it is a disaster that we bring upon ourselves because of poor habits or one that is completely beyond our ability to control (such as getting hit by another driver), within a moment our lives are turned upside down.  The question we must ask ourselves is, who is going to catch us as we fall?   

Secondly, we will sometimes hear our fundamentalist brothers and sisters exclaim that a people, a city, a nation suffered because of their own sinfulness.  Their premise is that God caused Hurricane Katrina to hit the south to destroy New Orleans because it is such a wicked city.  While God could certainly make a hurricane occur, the Catholic Church teaches that God does not work that way.  When God first created nature, everything about it was good. When sin entered the world, however, nature was also affected.  The corruption of a perfect creation by sin brings about natural disasters. Before the Fall of Adam and Eve into sin (and thus all humanity), there existed a harmony between humanity, animals and nature, with Adam & Eve being given stewardship of creation. The first chapter of the Bible tells us: “God looked at everything he had made, and he found it very good” (Genesis 1:31). When Adam and Eve committed the first sin, one of the effects was that this harmony was broken.  The Lord said, "Cursed be the ground because of you! (Genesis 3:17). God is not ordering the corruption of creation here, as many commentators have remarked, but crying out in lament at the inevitable consequence of the corruption and death evil brings.  Original Sin not only affected the soul of each man and woman, but also brought disorder into the natural world. Because of the Fall, nature is no longer perfectly ordered. While there is much good in nature, disasters such as floods, hurricanes and tornados also occur. These events do not come from a direct “act of God,” but rather are the result of the workings of an imperfect natural world.  This imperfection does not come from God but from evil.  It’s natural then—and right—for men and women to be horrified by the consequences of natural disasters—these are testaments not to the character of God but the character of evil.
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In looking at the individual elements of these verses there are elements that overlap and rather than repeat information we are going to look at them as one conversation.  The first point I want to make has to do with the blowing of the trumpet.  With each judgment St. John hears an angel blowing a trumpet.  It is best not to think of Louie Armstrong and the trumpets we see and hear today.  Historically speaking, knowing that St. John comes out of the Jewish tradition, in his mind he would be thinking of the shofar.  From ancient Old Testament times Jews used  a hollowed out ram’s horn as a battle signal (such as the walls of Jericho (Joshua 6:1-21) and with Temple worship to signal religious ceremonies.  To this day a shofar is sounded at the beginning of Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur.  
With each of the judgments 
· Fire:  Within the first three trumpet blast fire is a part of the judgment. 
· there came hail and fire mixed with blood (8:7)
· large burning mountains (8:8)
· large star burning like a torch (8:9) 
Throughout history and especially in biblical times, fire was used by conquering armies  to not only bring about victory but to totally destroy the cities of their enemies.  Within the Old Testament fire can be found symbolizing God’s judgment on a city or peoples.  It makes sense that most of these first four judgments are formulated around fire.
· Blood:  This image is a part of the first two trumpet blasts.
· fire mixed with blood (8:7)
· A third of the sea turned to blood (8:8)
The thought or the sight of blood arises in most people a sense of panic and danger both of which are appropriate to these series of God’s judgment.  In thinking about the Old Testament our first thoughts should be to the first plague of ancient Egypt when Moses touched the water and turned the Nile to blood (Exodus 7:17-21).  We also find in the Old Testament the threat of judgment by God through prophets that mention blood (Isaiah 63:3-6; Joel 3:3).
· Hail:  Named in the first trumpet blast, is another plague brought down on the Egyptians through Moses (Exodus 9:23-25).  It was number seven.  If you have ever been involved in a serious hail storm you know how destructive hail can be.  
In these four judgments we have:

· A third of the land was burned up, along with (8:7)
· A third of the trees (8:7)
· A third of the sea turn to blood (8:8)
· A third of the creatures living in the sea died (8:8)
· A third of the ships were wrecked (8:8)
· A large star falls on a third of the rivers and on the springs of water (8:9)
· A third of all the water turned to wormwood. (8:9)
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A third of the sun
· A third of the moon


so that a third of them became dark (8:12)
· A third of the stars
The only thing that was destroyed completely was all green grass, although we will read in 9:4 the command of God to the locust was not to destroy the grass.  Is there something significant regarding the one-third?  Most scholar only point out that one-third is significant enough to be really felt but allows for recovery if one is cautious.  They suggest is that in these judgments God wants His power to be felt enough to not be able to ignore but is holding fast to His promise to Noah to never destroy everything again (Genesis 8:21).  In other words, a third of total destruction is symbolic of a partial judgment.  
With the second trumpet blast a large burning mountain was hurled into the sea.  There is one historic event of the first century that some scholars wonder is not framing  St. John’s vision.  In the first century BC a volcano erupted in the Aegean Islands.  Historians have written that the eruption turned the sky red and caused the sea to take on a reddish hue, almost looking as if the water was blood.  Other scholars suggest that maybe a meteorite fell into Aegean sea which would look like a burning mountain causing the creatures living in the sea to die as well as causing such major wave action to wreck a third of the ships.  The meteorite falling would also look like a large star burning like a torch.  Whether St. John’s visions were prophetic to these events or simply forming his images scholars cannot say.  This final vision of the large star should also recall Jesus’ prediction that the sun will be darkened, and the moon will not give its light, and the stars will fall from the sky, and the powers of the heavens will be shaken. (Matthew 24:29).  
Which brings us to wormwood, the large burning star strikes a third of the rivers and the springs of water turning them to wormwood.  Wormwood is an extremely bitter herb.  It is not poisonous but we find in scriptures that wormwood is thought to be poison.  So bitter is this herb one once will severely alter the taste of over 500 gallons of fresh water, making it undrinkable.  Within scripture, wormwood is used to symbolize the bitter consequences of sin and wrongdoing.  
Final comment as to do with the fourth angel as he blows his trumpet.  We find that a third of all that glows in the heavens – the sun, moon, stars, are struck dark but in a strange way.  Rather than the heavens going dim, the day lost its light for a third of the time, as did the night.  As stated earlier in these notes, although a bit modified, it reflects the ninth plague of Egypt.  Darkness is another of those signs of God’s judgment we will find in the bible.  The most significant or important are in the words of Jesus who prophesied darkness covering the earth before the end of all time judgment.  
A Cry of Warning  8:13
As we end our study today we hear a message brought by an eagle warning that the next three trumpet blasts, (to be studied next week) are worse yet than what we have experienced in these first four.  An eagle (although some scholars translate the Greek to vulture) is a herald of destruction in the Old Testament prophecies of judgment (Deuteronomy 28:49; Jeremiah 48:40-42; Hosea 8:1).  The eagle flying high overhead cries out in a loud voice, Woe! Woe! Woe…  The word woe is a Hebrew exclamation used to warn of imminent disaster or destruction.  Jesus himself, in calling out the Pharisees and Sadducees offers seven woes which recognize their hypocrisy and false witness (Matthew 23).  The three fold cry of “woe” reflects the coming three trumpet blasts which we will hear and look into next week.  
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Reflection Questions:

1. Our study today looked briefly at the concept of our prayers rising up to God like incense (Psalm 141:2).  What are your thoughts about personal prayer?  Which do you think is more important, personal prayer or liturgical or formal prayers of the Church?
2. There are two other symbols used in Chapter eight – incense and the blasts of trumpets.  What symbols are important to you in your personal prayer and at group liturgical moments such as Mass.  What do they say to you?
Catechism of the Catholic Church
Humanity’s sin and the Natural World:  400
Look at the notes for our study of Chapter Six
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