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The Lord’s Second Coming:

A Spiritual Perspective

introduction

Christ our Lord said to His disciples and apostles immediately before His ascension to heaven, “It is not for you to know times or seasons which the Father has put in his own authority” (Acts 1:7).  This was His response to their query concerning the end.

In His teachings, Christ our Lord emphasized this truth, yet unfortunately we find today many people determining the time of the world’s end, contrary to His teachings.


Wishing that preachers focus their attention to a call for a life of repentance and readiness for death, instead of preoccupying people with useless information regarding the end of the world with various erroneous predictions, and/or ignoring additional Scriptural truths!  Furthermore, this oversteps markers our Lord preceded and indicated, to confirm His Second Coming, which have not yet occurred.


In this book we present the Second Coming from the spiritual and biblical viewpoint, avoiding time determinations.  We write concerning the resurrected bodies, their nature, and honoring the relics of the saints.  These are the vital issues regarding the resurrection of the righteous and wicked at our Lord’s Coming for Judgment on the Last Day.  We will also write regarding the signs preceding Christ’s Second Coming, the Final Destinations, the First and Second Death, and the First and Second Resurrection.


May the Lord grace us to be prepared for His glorious Coming, continually fulfilling His pleasure, through the prayers of His Holiness Pope Shenouda III, may the Lord preserve his life.

January 21, 2001

Martyrdom Feast of the Virtuous St. Demiana

and the Forty Virgins in the Wilderness
Bishoy

Metropolitan of Damiette, 
   Kafr El-Kheikh, the Belqas Wilderness,

and Head of St. Demiana’s Monastery
CHAPTER 1
THE SECOND COMING FROM A SPIRITUAL PRESPECTIVE

Essential Reality of the Resurrection:


There are certain matters that each believer needs to know; secrets proclaimed to the believers for their consolation.  First, we must know that the resurrection is an essential reality: “But if there is no resurrection of the dead, then Christ is not risen.  And if Christ is not risen, then our preaching is empty and your faith is also empty” (1 Cor 15: 13-14
). It is therefore necessary for the dead to rise uncorrupt, to replace this corrupt body with incorruption and this mortal with immortality.


It is impossible for this body, which falls ill, decomposes, and decays, to enter the Kingdom of Heaven; thus its nature must first be changed.  The driving force behind this change is in partaking of our Lord’s Body and Blood.  Christ our Lord said: “Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up at the last day. For my flesh is food indeed, and my blood is drink indeed. He who eats my flesh and drinks my blood abides in me, and I in him” (Jn 6: 54-56). Likewise we recite in the Divine Liturgy, “Given for us for salvation, remission of sins, and eternal life to those who partake of Him”.  In the resurrection, corruption will put on incorruption.  The death sentence will apply to us at death, but we must put on the ‘resurrected nature’, which our Lord purchased for us by His awesome Salvation and Redemption.

Christ’s Second Coming is not for an Earthly Reign:


Our teacher St. Paul writes, “We shall not all sleep, but we shall all be changed” (1 Cor 15: 51).  In our Lord’s Second Coming: first the dead will rise from the tombs, then the living will be changed, and finally all will be caught up to meet the Lord in the air.


Some people imagine that in His Second Coming, Christ will first come on the earth and reign for a thousand years.  Because of their craving for the earth, they remain emotionally attached to it and resist leaving, although they profess their faith in Christ our Lord.  Scripture testifies: “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” (1 Thess 4: 16-17).

In His Second Coming, Christ our Lord will not come to reign on earth, but will ‘catch us up’ to meet Him in the air.  The dead in Christ will rise first because they preceded us in spiritual life and struggle, and thus to the Paradise of joy.  Lest you, fearing death, ask to remain and be changed while alive, the Lord granted the dead to rise first to incorruption.  The living will be changed thereafter.  Our teacher St. Paul yearned with “a desire to depart and be with Christ, which is far better” (Phil 1: 23) so people long to depart from this world.

In What Image will the Dead Rise?


Some people ask, ‘What is the image in which the dead will rise?’  When the dead are buried in the dust and decompose, they deteriorate into dust and fertilizer on which plants grow and nourish.  The plants grow, are eaten, flow into the sewers and canals, and the bones decompose until they are no more.  Is it possible to raise this dust after thousands of years –after this vast dispersal?


Our teacher St. Paul responds to this problem: “But someone will say ‘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” (1 Cor 15: 35-36). When a tree is planted, it is not sown full-grown; a small seed is sown, which carries the nature of the larger tree.  This small seed grows into a tree that bears fruits containing seeds similar to the seed initially sown.  If an apple tree, for example, the seeds are also apple seeds, because they carry the same features of the original tree.


If we can sow a small seed in order to grow a large tree through God’s providence, then it is also possible through God’s providence to reproduce the entire original body through any dust or small remnant of that body. Similarly, in sowing a seed into the soil. “What you sow is not made alive unless it dies” (1 Cor 15: 36).  The seed is placed into the ground, drinks the water, deshells its outer shell, loses its characteristic as a seed, and finally grows roots and an upright stem.  The seed itself diminishes until it dissolves and is no more; nothing remains except the stem and the root from which a new tree sprouts; yet the seed has disappeared and changed into another object.


Christ our Lord said, “Most assuredly, I say to you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the ground and dies, it remains alone; but if it dies, it produces much grain” (Jn 12: 24).  Likewise our teacher St. Paul wrote, “And what you sow, you do not sow that body that shall be, but mere grain-perhaps wheat or some other grain” (1 Cor 15: 37).  Wheat is readymade seed, while the other grain is any type of tree –part of its branch is taken and planted in the ground to cultivate another tree. “But God gives it a body as he pleases…so also is the resurrection of the dead.  The body is sown in corruption, it is raised in incorruption.  It is sown in dishonor, it is raised in glory.  It is sown in weakness, it is raised in power.  It is sown a natural body, it is raised a spiritual body…and so it is written, ‘the first man Adam became a living being.’ The last Adam became a life-giving spirit” (1 Cor 15: 38-45).

Saints have no Anxiety over their Bodies after Death:


The saints were not concerned with the fate of their bodies after death because they knew that God is able to raise and revive whomever He pleases.  When the time of his departure drew near, St. Arsanius instructed his disciples not to embalm or bury his body, but to tie and drag it with a rope –to leave him as food for the beasts of the mountain.  This was to engrain in them his care for the spirit and not for the body; he believed that the body that dies in dishonor rises in glory, according to the Bible’s promise.

Why do we Venerate the Saints’ Relics?


We venerate the saints’ relics because in them the ‘resurrected nature’ is embeded; they will rise on the Last Day as saints of our Lord Jesus Christ.  As the seed carries the tree’s nature, the remains of the dead body carry the power of resurrection.  Within it are found the ‘nature of holiness’ and the light of our Lord Jesus Christ.  Although it is a dead corpse, it continues to carry the same nature and features by which it will be escorted to the resurrection in a new glorified image.  We therefore venerate, celebrate, and embalm the relics of the saint with sweet spices.

The Saints do not Target Gratifying their Bodies:


The saints discipline their bodies by not giving place to excessive or distorted desires of the flesh.  They do not look to the body as a goal they struggle to gratify, comfort, or lavish with passing pleasures.  Their true delight and joy are in the joy of the spirit, and consecrating their lives to the Lord.  They thank God for His gifts with which they feed their bodies.  They also thank God for the air they breathe, the water they drink, and the food they eat.  Our teacher St. Paul wrote: “He who eats, eats to the Lord, for he gives God thanks; and he who does not eat, to the Lord he does not eat, and gives God thanks …For if we live, we live to the Lord; and if we die, we die to the Lord.  Therefore, whether we live or die, we are the Lord’s. ” (Rom 14: 6-8).


It is easy to lavish and cultivate the body; the saints however endeavor not to satisfy the body as they were striving to altitude and joy of the spirit forever.

The Alive Will Change in the Twinkling of an Eye:


In the Last Day the living will be changed in an instant, in the twinkle of an eye.  This ailing deceased decomposing body will change into the resurrection body.  It will resemble our risen Lord’s body: an unsuffering incorruptible body, one that agrees with the nature of the spirit, and one that is spiritual.  St. Paul writes: “As was the man of dust, so also are those who are made of dust; and as is the heavenly Man, so also are those who are heavenly.  And as we have borne the image of the man of dust, we shall also bear the image of the heavenly Man” (1 Cor 15: 48-49). The man of dust is the first Adam, and the heavenly man is the last Adam –Christ our Lord who incarnated from heaven in the womb of Virgin Mary, appeared in the fullness of time to fulfill salvation and life to the world, and then ascended with the resurrection body into heaven in a glorious state.

Saint’s Body resembles the Glorified Resurrection Body:


In a spiritual body the spiritual nature overcomes the bodily nature.  This body cannot be overpowered by corrupt enticement or evil desires; everything that pleases the spirit results in its joy and delight.  Through their lives, saints’ bodies approach the nature of the resurrection body.  They gradually advance, with their souls, through the power of the Holy Spirit abiding in them, until their bodies become spiritual bodies similar to the resurrection bodies in which they will rise on the Last Day.


Where did they obtain this nature similar to the spiritual nature?  As they began to kill the works of the flesh through the spirit, the spiritual nature began to race through their bodies, so that their bodies began to acquire a spiritual nature as collateral of the complete glorified resurrection body.

My Sheep Hear My Voice:


Christ our Lord warned, “Most assuredly, I say to you, the hour is coming, and now is, when the dead will hear the voice of the Son of God; and those who hear will live” (Jn 5: 25).  Those who hear the voice of the Son of God are those who heard His voice here on earth.  “My sheep hear My voice, and I know them, and they follow Me”  (Jn 10: 27).


If you are accustomed to listening to God’s words and obeying His commandments, upon hearing our Lord’s voice on the Last Day, you will arise and be attracted towards Him.  If you break God’s words, disobey His commandments and contradict His statutes (turning to Him your back and not your face
), upon hearing Christ’s voice on the Last Day, you will fear and tremble at meeting Him because you broke His commandments and spent your life in corruption, away from the Lord.


Our teacher St. Paul wrote: “Therefore let us not sleep, as others do, but let us watch and be sober” (1 Thess 5: 6). “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 woman.  And they shall not escape.  But you, brethren, are not in darkness, so that this Day should overtake you as a thief” (1 Thess 5: 2-4). This is the difference between the children of God and the children of the world, regarding our Lord’s Second Coming.

The Day of the Lord so comes as a Thief in the Night:
“Then Jesus said to them, "A little while longer the light is with you. Walk while you have the light, lest darkness overtake you” (Jn 12: 35). The Children of God live in the light, before Him their lives are sheer and holy.  At Christ our Lord’s Second Coming they will not be shocked but will be in a state of alertness and spiritual watchfulness.  As for the children of the world and the children of the devil, God will find them drowning in their sin, saying within themselves, ‘Christ will not come’ or ‘Our lives will not suddenly end’, ‘We will live in sin now and repent later’, ‘We will enjoy the world now away from the Lord and return later’.  In the midst of this darkness and estrangement that Day
 will come upon them suddenly as labor pains upon a pregnant woman.

Christ our Lord said: “And as it was in the days of Noah, so it will be also in the days of the Son of Man: "They ate, they drank, they married wives, they were given in marriage, until the day that Noah entered the ark, and the flood came and destroyed them all …Even so will it be in the day when the Son of Man is revealed” (Lk 17: 26-30).


Presently some people live far from God with the excuses, ‘We have no time for God, we have our wealth, jobs, and many other worldly preoccupations’.  Those people ignore God’s existence.  They insult Him on every occasion, small or great!  Some blaspheme against God and challenge Him, while others completely deny His existence.  Still others drown in the evil of their sins…  That Day will come suddenly, as labor pains upon a pregnant woman, to all these character types, with no rescue.

What Hope is there for those who live away from God?


What hope is there for me, when I’m living far away from God?  Every person knows there is a Day to depart from this world and be placed in a tomb, “For dust you are, and to dust you shall return” (Gen 3: 19).  What is there after death and the tomb?  What will be your condition when relenting and weeping fail?


You will request just one more day to return to God in repentance.  The response will be, ‘You were given several last chances, and even if you were given this one more chance you will also waste it… because you are overcome by your corrupt sorry nature.  How many times did you promise God to come back to Him, yet return to your sin once again!  The Bible says of the sinner who does not offer a true repentance, “"A dog returns to his own vomit,” and, "a sow, having washed, to her wallowing in the mire.”” (2 Pt 2: 22).

Therefore it is pertinent to remember the apostle’s saying: “You are all sons of light and sons of the day. We are not of the night nor of darkness. Therefore let us not sleep, as others do, but let us watch and be sober. For those who sleep, sleep at night, and those who get drunk are drunk at night. But let us who are of the day be sober, putting on the breastplate of faith and love, and as a helmet the hope of salvation. For God did not appoint us to wrath, but to obtain salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ, who died for us, that whether we wake or sleep, we should live together with Him” (1 Thess 5: 5-10).

God did not appoint us to wrath, but to obtain salvation:


Why do you whine: ‘God has rejected me, there is no use for me’?  Our teacher St. Paul wrote, “For God did not appoint us to wrath, but to obtain salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Thess 5: 9).  God is telling you, ‘I am preparing you to come live with Me’.


The Lord gave you the ability to live a holy life, and the full possibility to please Him with your life.  Why do you not use these abilities given you, but surrender, giving up hope?  This is likened to someone equipped for war with rockets, tanks, and all the necessary equipment to win, but simply surrenders to the enemy, not trusting that the equipment are sufficient to help gain victory and win the war.  You need to have faith in God’s promises and believe His works… this is the faith that can move mountains –the mountains of sin tight upon our hearts and chests.  Our Lord says: “For assuredly, I say to you, if you have faith as a mustard seed, you will say to this mountain, 'Move from here to there,’” (Mt 17: 20).


This is the Christian person who is able to remove the mountain of sin; shout ‘be thrown into this world’s turbulent sea’, and it will be thrown –liberating you from evil and sin.

Question:  What is being ‘caught up’?  Is it the Second Coming, or a Coming before the Judgment?


Being ‘caught up’ will occur at our Lord’s Second Coming.  Those who will be caught up to meet the Lord in the air
 are God’s saintly children who have pleased Him with their good works. As for the wicked, it will be said: Behold, He is coming with clouds, and every eye will see Him, even they who pierced Him. And all the tribes of the earth will mourn because of Him” (Rev 1: 7). “And said to the mountains and rocks, "Fall on us and hide us from the face of Him who sits on the throne and from the wrath of the Lamb!” (Rev 6: 16). They will be ashamed and flee from our Lord’s face, because, once He comes, He will judge each one according to his works.


A Divine tribunal will convene… and the shear appearance of the Divine Lord will circulate fear in the souls of the wicked, and joy in the souls of the righteous.  This is exactly what happens upon the arrival of any inspector, supervisor, or any authority figure.  If you are efficient, you will rejoice because the inspector will know your exerted efforts and reward your accomplishments.  If you are a wrong-doing person, you will be anxious and fearful…and at the time of the inspector’s arrival might not tolerate remaining at the work place, but try to escape…


From a sheer glance at our Most Holy God, if you lived in accordance with the calling from the Holy One, you will long for Him, run towards Him, and cling to His trail in love and enthusiasm.  On the other hand, if you broke His commandments and did not please Him, you will flee naked and ashamed.  In our Lord’s Second Coming, the uncorrupt reposed persons will be ‘caught up’, while the sinless living will be changed, to meet the Lord in the air; as for the wicked, they will be unable to meet the Lord in the air.

CHAPTER 2
CHIRST’S SAYINGS CONCERNING THE SECON COMING


Christ our Lord discussed His Second Coming using various themes throughout the Holy Bible, in interpersonal conversations, and through His prophets and Holy Apostles.


The Second Coming is one of the most important topics of which He spoke.  We are not talking about determining the time of the Second Coming; we are talking about its meaning, its relevance, its cause, and the signs preceding this Coming.  Also, we look at its effect on the life of the Church –the congregation of believers awaiting the resurrection of the dead and the life of the coming age.

I was hungry and you gave Me food

Here we focus on Christ our Lord’s words regarding an issue that will occupy Him personally on that Great Day of Judgment.
The Lord said: “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.  Then the King will say to those on His right hand, ‘Come, you blessed of My Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world…’ Then He will also say to those on the left hand, ‘Depart from Me, you cursed, into the everlasting fire prepared for the devil and his angels: for I was hungry and you gave Me no food; I was thirsty and you gave Me no drink; I was a stranger and you did not take Me in, naked and you did not clothe Me, sick and in prison and you did not visit Me… Assuredly, I say to you, inasmuch as you did not do it to one of the least of these, you did not do it to Me.’ And these will go away into everlasting punishment, but the righteous into eternal life” (Mat 25: 31 - 34; 41 - 43; 45 - 46).

It is notable here, as His Holiness Pope Shenouda III (may the Lord prolong his life) remarks, that Christ our Lord’s initial action, once He sits on the judgment seat, is to judge people for their works of love and mercy which they completed in obedience to the commandment, “Love your neighbor as yourself” (Mat 22: 39).


At other occasions Christ our Lord stipulated entry into the Kingdom through faith and baptism.  This is very clear to every Christian: “He who believes in the Son has everlasting life; and he who does not believe the Son shall not see life, but the wrath of God abides on him” (Jn 3: 36).


During His discussion regarding Judgment Day, Christ our Lord concentrates on the wicked people’s ‘ignorance’ of hardships, such as the hunger of the poor.  He considers whatever we do for one of His little brethren, done to Him.


You might be content with being baptized, living in repentance and confession, fasting, being conscientious for the Eucharist (Communion), persisting in church attendance, and keeping active in church services.  The startling news is that all these practices will not exempt you from having to answer the Lord’s inquiry about fulfilling His commandment of love: “Love your neighbor as yourself” (Mt 22: 39).


For each person frank confrontation is vital: ‘Do I indulge myself?  Do I esteem myself over others?  Am I content to live in comfort, while ignoring the distresses of others?’


God is able to feed the hungry, quench the thirsty, clothe the naked, heal the sick, and release the prisoner… yet He places these opportunities before us to test our love: “Whoever has this world’s goods, and sees his brother in need, and shuts up his heart from him, how does the love of God abide in him?” (1 Jn 3: 17).

Charity and Accountability:

You might feel secure by actively serving the needy, yet Christ our Lord says, “Inasmuch as you did it to one of the least of these, you did it to Me” (Mt 25: 40).  Neglecting one single poor person sorrows our Lord’s heart!


Whoever wrongs one person is equivalent to someone who wrongs all humans, therefore our Lord said “one of the least of these”.  If you ignore one poor person, you will give an account of that person on the Last Day.


Does this one person not have feelings?  Are not his personal reality, pain, and anguish considered as his entire world?

If you walk in the shoes of a poor needy person you will understand that history, the world, and all existence stops before one case.  Does not the Bible say, “For whoever shall keep the whole law, and yet stumble in one point, he is guilty of all” (Jam 2: 10)?


How much more if you greatly ignore the poor, widows, and orphans!  How much more if you wrong them, or take away their rights, so that they cry out against you to God!


God directed plenty of warnings to His people in olden days, lest they wrong the dues to the orphan, widow, or the toiling.  He again sent warnings in the New Testament regarding the same issue.  St. James warns the wealthy: “Come now, you rich, weep and howl for your miseries that are coming upon you! Your riches are corrupted, and your garments are moth-eaten. Your gold and silver are corroded, and their corrosion will be a witness against you and will eat your flesh like fire. You have heaped up treasure in the last days. Indeed the wages of the laborers who mowed your fields, which you kept back by fraud, cry out; and the cries of the reapers have reached the ears of the Lord of Sabaoth” (Jam 5: 1 - 4).

Thus, we must examine ourselves before it is too late!

CHAPTER 3
CHURCH AND PREPARING FOR THE SECOND COMING
Our holy church greatly emphasizes preparing for the Second Coming of Christ our Lord, therefore we recite at the conclusion of the Christian Creed: ‘We look for the resurrection of the dead and the life of the coming age’.


This confirms the apostolic commandment: “Looking for and hastening the coming of the day of God” (2 Pt 3: 12). Also the apostolic teaching: “To wait for His Son from heaven, whom He raised from the dead, even Jesus who delivers us from the wrath to come” (1 Thes 1: 10). The saying of St. Paul the apostle: “In heaven, from which we also eagerly wait for the Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ, who will transform our lowly body that it may be conformed to His glorious body” (Phil 3: 20 - 21). Besides: “Now may the God of peace Himself sanctify you completely; and may your whole spirit, soul, and body be preserved blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Thes 5: 23).


Our church arranged that during the Divine Liturgy, the priest prays the following while sanctifying the gifts: [image: image1.bmp]{Therefore, as we also commemorate His holy Passion, His Resurrection from the dead, His Ascension into the heavens, His Sitting at Your right hand, O Father, and His Second Coming from the heavens, awesome and full of glory, we offer unto You Your gifts from what is Yours, for everything, concerning everything, and in everything.}
Some ask: ‘How can we commemorate His Second Coming from the heavens, awesome and full of glory?  Can we commemorate an event that has not yet taken place?’


The presence of Christ our Lord on the altar during the sacrament of the Holy Korban (Eucharist) carries with it all the meanings of Incarnation, Crucifixion, Resurrection, and the Second Coming.  His body, present on the altar, is the same which was born of the virgin, crucified for us, rose and ascended to heaven, and the very same will come in His Second Appearance.  Whoever partakes of Him receives surety of eternal life, {Given for us for salvation, remission of sins, and eternal life to those who partake of Him}.  As we live the commemoration of the Crucifixion and Resurrection, we also live the commemoration of the Second Coming –preparing our hearts fully for this awesome and full of glory Second Coming from heaven.


Whenever we commemorate Christ’s Death, we are also commemorating His Second Coming.  We recite in the midnight praises preceding the Liturgy: “When You come in Your second fearful appearance, let us not, with trembling, hear You say I do not know you.
”


Our teacher St. Paul instructs: “For I received from the Lord that which I also delivered to you: that the Lord Jesus on the same night in which He was betrayed took bread; and when He had given thanks, He broke it and said, "Take, eat; this is My body which is broken for you; do this in remembrance of Me.” In the same manner He also took the cup after supper, saying, "This cup is the new covenant in My blood. This do, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of Me.” For as often as you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord's death till He comes” (1 Cor 11: 23 - 26).

We commemorate our Lord’s death on the cross till He comes; therefore the commemoration is for His Death and Resurrection, and the wait is for His Second Coming.  Through this passage St. Paul linked between proclaiming our Lord’s Death, and awaiting His Coming.


The presence of Christ our Lord on the altar reminds us of His Death, and also His Second Coming.  In preparing for the Eucharist by repentance and confession, we are also preparing for Eternal Life.  In other words, in preparing to partake of our Lord’s Body and Blood we are preparing for our Lord’s Coming, receiving a collateral of Eternal Life, and adorning ourselves in anticipation.  Do we not partake of the flesh of our Lord that rose from the dead?!

Sufficient Preparation:

I am amazed at those who speak of preparing for the Lord’s Coming, away from the sacraments of the Holy Church.


How can you receive the power of union with Christ, and steadfastness in Him, without partaking of Him –His True Body and True Blood!


How can you receive the power of union with Christ at His Second Coming without approaching the table, remembering that it is surety for eternal inheritance, and the eternal table of Christ!


Many speak of salvation, but there is no salvation without the Blood of Christ.  Where can the Blood be found except in the cup, as He personally said “this cup is the new covenant in My blood” (Lk 22: 20, 1 Cor 11: 25).  Christ our Lord made the cup containing His Blood the new covenant, not only the Blood.  The cup is the instrument that makes His Blood of the New Covenant (shed on the cross) present, living, and active in our lives, through the sacrament of the Eucharistic.


Whenever we attend the Divine Liturgy we prepare for our Lord’s Coming because He is actually present in our midst mysteriously.

CHAPTER 4
BETWEEN CHRIST OUR LORD’S FIRST AND SECOND COMINGS

Now we come to a question: ‘Why does Christ our Lord’s First Coming differ from His Second Coming?’


In His First Coming, Christ our Lord came to save the world as God manifest in the flesh.  He had to conceal His radiant glory in order to fulfill the Redemption.


If Christ our Lord had appeared in His full glory, humanity would not have endured seeing Him; no one would have been able to approach Him or become His disciples; and no malicious Jews or Romans would have dared stretch out their hands to nail Him to the cross.


God the Word “made Himself of no reputation, taking the form of a bondservant… And being found in appearance as a man, He humbled Himself and became obedient to the point of death, even the death of the cross” (Phil 2: 7 - 8).  Christ our Lord defeated the pride of Satan by His humility and obedience to the heavenly Father.


Likewise He freed humanity from the sin of pride, and instructed His disciples: “Learn from Me, for I am gentle and lowly in heart, and you will find rest for your souls” (Mt 11: 29).


Christ our Lord revealed to us that within pride there is weakness, and within humility there is power.  On the occasions of Good Friday, Myron sanctification, and Patriarch ordination our Church chants in the hymn O Monogenees: {Holy Mighty who by weakness showed forth what is greater than power}.

His Second Coming… Awesome and Full of Glory

As for His Second Coming, it is for judgment at the end of the world, therefore Christ our Lord will come in His Father’s glory with His holy angels, judging all, holding the wicked accountable for their evils.


He gave them a chance for salvation, and the time of repentance ended.  As He paid the price of sin on the cross, He will come to claim the price of the Blood that He shed out of love for our salvation.


Our teacher St. Paul wrote: “Anyone who has rejected Moses’ law dies without mercy on the testimony of two or three witnesses. Of how much worse punishment, do you suppose, will he be thought worthy who has trampled the Son of God underfoot, counted the blood of the covenant by which he was sanctified a common thing, and insulted the Spirit of grace?” (Heb 10: 28 - 29).


At his First Coming He endured shame for our sake, at His Second Coming He will require the fruit of His love, or we are found enduring our own shame.


Therefore it was said that at His Second Coming, awesome and full of glory, the wicked will say “to the mountains and rocks, “Fall on us and hide us from the face of Him who sits on the throne and from the wrath of the Lamb!”” (Rev 6: 16).


The prophecy of Zechariah declares: “Then they will look on Me whom they pierced” (Zech 12: 10), which signifies that they will marvel at His great glory, although He is the same whose side they pierced, to ensure His death.


Also at His Second Coming “all the tribes of the earth will mourn” (Mt 24: 30).  His awesome glory will cause them to weep over their status in His presence –mourning for fear of the consequence of their evil actions.


This mourning does not signify they will experience true repentance at our Lord’s Coming because Scripture says: “Then the fourth angel poured out his bowl on the sun, and power was given to him to scorch men with fire. And men were scorched with great heat, and they blasphemed the name of God who has power over these plagues; and they did not repent and give Him glory. Then the fifth angel poured out his bowl on the throne of the beast, and his kingdom became full of darkness; and they gnawed their tongues because of the pain. They blasphemed the God of heaven because of their pains and their sores, and did not repent of their deeds.” (Rev 16: 8 - 11) This reveals that even the chastening plagues from God upon the wicked fail to lead them to repentance.  On the contrary, they increased in deviating despite the pains befalling them.  Their eternal condemnation is the result of their non-repentance –neither through God’s love and care, nor though the plagues; they continued in their stubbornness and non-repentance, just like the devil.


St. John wrote in his revelation: “And I heard the angel of the waters saying: “You are righteous, O Lord, the One who is and who was and who is to be, because You have judged these things. For they have shed the blood of saints and prophets, and You have given them blood to drink. For it is their just due.” And I heard another from the altar saying, “Even so, Lord God Almighty, true and righteous are Your judgments”” (Rev 16: 5 - 7).

He also wrote: “After these things I heard a loud voice of a great multitude in heaven, saying, "Alleluia! Salvation and glory and honor and power belong to the Lord our God! For true and righteous are His judgments, because He has judged the great harlot who corrupted the earth with her fornication; and He has avenged on her the blood of His servants shed by her.” Again they said, “Alleluia! Her smoke rises up forever and ever!”” (Rev 19: 1 - 3).

He will Judge the World in Righteousness:

After being extremely patient with sinners in an attempt to lead them to repentance, it is clear that on Judgment Day God will announce His Just Judgment.


It is our duty to be cautious of hard-heartedness, which prevents repentance.  The Scripture warns the unrepentant: “But in accordance with your hardness and your impenitent heart you are treasuring up for yourself wrath in the day of wrath and revelation of the righteous judgment of God” (Rom 2: 5).


We must always remember that God’s kindness is intended to guide us to repentance, to be always watchful over our spiritual lives, ready to meet the bridegroom, according to His own instructions.

The Prophecy cited in the Book of Malachi:

The last verses in the book of Malachi (the last book of the Old Testament) speak about our Lord’s Coming: “Behold, I will send you Elijah the prophet before the coming of the great and dreadful day of the LORD. And he will turn the hearts of the fathers to the children, and the hearts of the children to their fathers, lest I come and strike the earth with a curse” (Mal 4: 5 - 6). 

At the beginning if the fourth an last chapter the prophet writes the following:“For behold, the day is coming, burning like an oven, and all the proud, yes, all who do wickedly will be stubble. And the day which is coming shall burn them up,” says the LORD of hosts, “That will leave them neither root nor branch. But to you who fear My name the Sun of Righteousness shall arise with healing in His wings… Remember the Law of Moses, My servant, which I commanded him in Horeb for all Israel, with the statutes and judgments”” (Mal 4: 1 - 4).


These are wonderful words because he speaks of the First Coming and the Second Coming simultaneously.  “The great and dreadful day of the LORD”, points more to the Second Coming, yet this does not prevent that in His First Coming there was a great and dreadful day of the LORD –the day of His crucifixion.  During his Pentecost sermon St. Peter said: “But this is what was spoken by the prophet Joel: ‘And it shall come to pass in the last days, says God, that I will pour out of My Spirit on all flesh; your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, your young men shall see visions, your old men shall dream dreams. And on My menservants and on My maidservants I will pour out My Spirit in those days; and they shall prophesy. I will show wonders in heaven above and signs in the earth beneath: blood and fire and vapor of smoke. The sun shall be turned into darkness, and the moon into blood, before the coming of the great and awesome day of the LORD. And it shall come to pass that whoever calls on the name of the LORD shall be saved.’” (Acts 2: 16 - 21).

 
Here it is clear that he speaks of crucifixion day because he says, “The sun shall be turned into darkness”, which actually took place during crucifixion.  “Blood and fire and vapor of smoke”: the blood was that of Christ our Lord; the fire was that on which Christ our Lord offering Himself as the sacrifice on the wood of the cross, which His good Father smelt as His evening sacrifice on Golgotha; and the blood and fire and vapor of smoke signify the rising sacrifice (vapor of smoke) which the Father smelt as an acceptable sweet smelling aroma.


Our teacher St. Paul wrote of Christ our Lord “who through the eternal Spirit offered Himself without spot to God” (Heb 9: 14).  The eternal Spirit is the Holy Spirit.  When Christ our Lord Himself ascended the cross, by the Holy Spirit –this is what is meant by the fire that alighted the sacrifice.


These verses pinpoint the First Coming as well as indicating the Second Coming.  Regarding the Second Coming St. Peter writes: “Looking for and hastening the coming of the day of God, because of which the heavens will be dissolved, being on fire, and the elements will melt with fervent heat” (2 Pt 3: 12).  Also, “But the day of the Lord will come as a thief in the night, in which 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” (2 Pt 3: 10). The Second Coming will be more awesome, magnificent, and dreadful than the earthquake which took place at the time of Crucifixion.  What happened during the day of Crucifixion was a cautionary preamble of what is to occur at the Second Coming.


When the disciples saw Elijah and Moses on the Mount of Transfiguration they asked Christ our Lord, “Why then do the scribes say that Elijah must come first?” (Mt 17: 10), to which He replied, “Elijah has come already, and they did not know him but did to him whatever they wished… Then the disciples understood that He spoke to them of John the Baptist” (Mt 17: 12 - 13). In announcing John the Baptist’s birth, the angel said: “He will also go before Him in the spirit and power of Elijah, ‘to turn the hearts of the fathers to the children,’ and the disobedient to the wisdom of the just, to make ready a people prepared for the Lord” (Lk 1: 17). What the angel said about John the Baptist is what was mentioned according to the prophecy of Malachi: “And he will turn the hearts of the fathers to the children, and the hearts of the children to their fathers, lest I come and strike the earth with a curse” (Mal 4: 6). This verse confirms the Second Coming, yet also points symbolically to the First Coming, as John the Baptist represented Elijah -having Elijah’s personality, manners, and the endowment of the Holy Spirit to the prophets.


Elijah the prophet, who ascended to heaven alive, will come before the Lord’s dreadful and awesome Second Coming.  He ascended alive, to before the times of restoration of all things (see Act 3:21, for God’s economy dictates for His saints (Elijah and Enoch) to have a special message in the sequence of Divine work.


This intrusion - if this term is appropriate - between the Old Testament and the New Testament is amazing.  God transplanted two Old Testament prominent prophets, preserving them alive with Him in Heaven, to introduce them into His Divine masterpiece -God’s intentional unique economy for the life of the New Testament Church.  This picture will become clear in the End, when the events are fulfilled.


God takes Old Testament prophets to work in the New Testament.  He is the God of both Testaments.  He wished to reveal that Jesus’ ministry is the spirit of prophecy: “Of this salvation the prophets have inquired and searched carefully, who prophesied of the grace that would come to you, searching what, or what manner of time, the Spirit of Christ who was in them was indicating when He testified beforehand the sufferings of Christ and the glories that would follow. To them it was revealed that, not to themselves, but to us they were ministering the things which now have been reported to you through those who have preached the gospel to you by the Holy Spirit sent from heaven -- things which angels desire to look into” (1 Pt 1: 10 - 12).


John the Baptist came to witness to Christ our Lord’s anointing, baptizing Him in the Jordan River.  With beautiful irony, John, a priest of the descendants of Aaron, was the witness of the Messiah’s revelation on Epiphany (Divine Revelation/Manifestation Day).  He proclaimed: “He who sent me to baptize with water said to me, ‘Upon whom you see the Spirit descending, and remaining on Him, this is He who baptizes with the Holy Spirit.’ And I have seen and testified that this is the Son of God” (Jn 1: 33 - 34).

Moses and Elijah on the Mount of Transfiguration:

This is concerning John the Baptist, but it is a beautiful thing to see Moses and Elijah also on the Mount of Transfiguration: one coming in spirit, the other in spirit and body (since he still remains alive).  They came to speak with Christ our Lord, before three of the disciples, about His Crucifixion, Redemption’s economy and Salvation.  This was a visit from the heart of the past, to live the present incident in its wonderfulness, in a state of transfiguration with the voice Father and the bright cloud.

The Dead Rise Bodily and Enter Jerusalem:

These visits from the Old Testament are beyond description.  They reached their zenith when “many bodies of the saints who had fallen asleep were raised [and at the day of the resurrection of Christ from the dead, fulfilling the Redemption] they went into the holy city and appeared to many” (Mt 27: 52 - 53), to announce that they have been transplanted from Hades to Paradise.  They came now with the spiritual body to witness that Christ the Savior is Lord of resurrection and Lord of life. Their temporary resurrection was a pledge and prologue to the general resurrection on the Last Day, so that we may know that He brings the reposed in Christ with Him as living witnesses for the resurrection of the righteous, lest someone presume Christ alone rose.  They came to witness to the “eternal life which was with the Father and was manifested to us” (1 Jn 1: 2).  As if time collapsed into one instant.  This is a second example of ‘intrusion’ from the Old Testament into the New Testament.


This fading of the time dividers gives us a foretaste of the transcending of time, to occur at Christ’s Second Coming, when He takes us to live with Him forever.

Two Olives and Two Lampstands:

We spoke of John the Baptist as a hoop who links the two Testaments, of the transfiguration, of the saints who attested to the Resurrection, and now we meditate on the eleventh chapter of the book of the Revelation:

 “And I will give power to my two witnesses, and they will prophesy one thousand two hundred and sixty days, clothed in sackcloth.” These are the two olive trees and the two lampstands standing before the God of the earth. And if anyone wants to harm them, fire proceeds from their mouth and devours their enemies. And if anyone wants to harm them, he must be killed in this manner. These have power to shut heaven, so that no rain falls in the days of their prophecy; and they have power over waters to turn them to blood, and to strike the earth with all plagues, as often as they desire. When they finish their testimony, the beast that ascends out of the bottomless pit will make war against them, overcome them, and kill them”  (Rev 11: 3 - 7).
This chapter contains indicators that one of those mentioned is Elijah the prophet.  Elijah had authority to keep the heavens from raining during the days of his prophecy, and to send fire down from heaven to devour the troops of soldiers proudly sent to him by the king.  The proof that Elijah and Enoch are the ones indicated: “These are the two olive trees and the two lampstands standing before the God of the earth”.  Elijah and Enoch are the only ones living standing before the God of the earth.  It also mentions they are clothed in sackcloth, which we know to have been true of Elijah the prophet. As for Enoch, we know very little.  Scripture mentions, “Enoch walked with God; and he was not, for God took him” (Gen 5: 24).  However, St. Jude mentions Enoch’s prophecy –an indication of his authority:  “Now Enoch, the seventh from Adam, prophesied about these men also, saying, “Behold, the Lord comes with ten thousands of His saints, to execute judgment on all, to convict all who are ungodly among them of all their ungodly deeds which they have committed in an ungodly way, and of all the harsh things which ungodly sinners have spoken against Him”” (Jud 14 - 15). Here he speaks of the Second Coming, yet the prophecy hints at the First Coming, since the First Coming also includes indicators of the judgment, although it is a Coming for Salvation; while it is written that the Holy Spirit “convict[s] the world of sin, and of righteousness, and of judgment” (Jn 16: 8).


This amazing Divine economy links the Old Testament with the New Testament as Elijah and Enoch join with the church in its war against the beast near the end of days.  Since the Lord Himself is the God of both Testaments, it is essential for Old Testament survivors to receive the blessings of the New Testament: living by fulfilling the laws of perfection and struggling with the church purchased by the Blood of the Lamb.

Is God slack in fulfilling His Promised Advent?

St. Peter doctored the presumption by some that the Lord is slack in fulfilling His promised Coming: “Scoffers will come in the last days, walking according to their own lusts, and saying, “Where is the promise of His coming? For since the fathers fell asleep, all things continue as they were from the beginning of creation.”… But, beloved, do not forget this one thing, that with the Lord one day is as a thousand years, and a thousand years as one day. The Lord is not slack concerning His promise, as some count slackness, but is longsuffering toward us, not willing that any should perish but that all should come to repentance. But the day of the Lord will come as a thief in the night, in which 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” (2 Pt 3: 3 - 10).
God is beyond Time:

Naturally no one knows the time of the Second Coming.  Even St. Peter who was inspired by the Holy Spirit to write these guidelines is clearly speaking of principles and not precise times.  As we have cited, “With the Lord one day is as a thousand years, and a thousand years as one day”.  This is expected as God is above time; He is timeless and ever-present, just as He is omnipresent.


The French poet De La Martin wrote a beautiful expression: “Jehovah’s existence is beyond measuring in months or days; His day is an eternal day, and He exists infinitely”.


Speaking to the Only-Begotten Son, St. Gregory the Theologian says in his Divine Liturgy, “You who are The Being at all times have come to us on earth, You have come into the womb of the Virgin”.


St. John the Divine wrote in his revelation of God the Word, “I am the Alpha and the Omega, the Beginning and the End,” says the Lord, “who is and who was and who is to come, the Almighty”” (Rev 1: 8), meaning the Lord exist in the past, the present and the future to come.  The Lord does not pass through time; we are the ones who pass through time –to find Him awaiting us in eternity.  As for His Second Coming He says: “And behold, I am coming quickly, and My reward is with Me, to give to every one according to his work. I am the Alpha and the Omega, the Beginning and the End, the First and the Last” (Rev 22: 12 - 13). He will come on the Last Day in the glorified body -the body in which He fulfilled salvation for us- to judge everyone, and take His saints with Him into glory.


God the Word summed up the definition of His infinite limitless timeless existence (omnipresence) in answering Moses’ inquiry into His name, out of the unconsumed burning bush: “I AM WHO I AM” (Ex 3: 14) or “I am THE BEING
”.  This means: the ever-existing Being, the Being who is, or He who essentially exists above the limits of time and space.

Hastening the Coming of the Day of God:

St. Peter clarified (as we have cited) that in His Second Coming, the Lord is “not willing that any should perish but that all should come to repentance”; He is longsuffering toward the world as evidenced by His delayed destruction of those who ignore the world’s coming Judgment.  He is also: availing an opportunity for strugglers to complete their strife, for spiritual missioners to complete their mission,… on the other hand St. Peter encourages the believers to look for and hasten the coming of the day of God as an indication of their longing for the bridegroom, and their admiration of the Kingdom bedecked for the saints.


By abiding in a life of repentance and holiness, one’s spirit soars with longing for the Coming of Christ our Lord.  Eagerly anticipating His Coming is a sure sign of readiness.

St. Peter wrote (after speaking of the heavens passing away and the earth and the works therein burning up): “Therefore, since all these things will be dissolved, what manner of persons ought you to be in holy conduct and godliness, looking for and hastening the coming of the day of God, because of which the heavens will be dissolved, being on fire, and the elements will melt with fervent heat” (2 Pt 3: 11 - 12).

Prophesy by the Holy Spirit:

At the time St. Peter wrote his second epistle it would have been impossible for anyone to conceive of nucleate explosions and atomic disintegration, yet St. Peter wrote of events which are unexplainable, except through recent scientific discoveries of elements and their molecular composition.
St. Peter wrote: “But the day of the Lord will come as a thief in the night, in which 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” (2 Pt 3: 10). He also wrote: “The heavens will be dissolved, being on fire, and the elements will melt with fervent heat” (2 Pt 3:12).

Melting the elements, causing a noisy burning, was impossible except through splitting the element’s atomic molecule (an event only achievable by atomic explosions and reactions), an unachievable event during St. Peter’s era.


Also, burning the element was impossible during St. Peter’s era.  How can iron burn or melt?  How can gold burn or melt?  How can calcium burn or melt?  And how can rocks and boulders burn or melt?  All these are possible through nucleate or atomic explosions, which dissolve the burning elements, resulting in a great blast, heat energy, and exquisite rays.


The Holy Spirit was the one to inspire St. Peter when he said that the heavens would melt in great noise with fervent heat, which do not fit his simple era.

CHAPTER 5
SIGNS PRECEDING THE SECOND COMING

We shall present seven clear signs that precede Christ our Lord’s Second Coming, and then we will arrive at the actual events of the Second Coming.  Additional accompanying signs ensure this Coming, differentiating it from any other false coming (such as the one declared by the Adventist and Jehovah’s Witnesses).  Some of the signs that precede the Second Coming are:

First: The Gospel’ Spread Throughout the World

Christ our Lord said, “And this gospel of the kingdom will be preached in all the world as a witness to all the nations, and then the end will come” (Mt 24: 14).  We can safely say this has occurred throughout the world, as we have churches in Africa, South America, various regions of Australia, alongside churches scattered throughout the rest of the world, besides our ancient sister churches, and the churches which spread before the schism in Asia, Europe, and elsewhere.  We rejoice that His Holiness Pope Shenouda III is very mindful of all the new regional churches.


Additionally, the Bible has been published in over 1500 world languages so that no one is hindered from reading the Holy Bible (especially the New Testament) in the native language.  Even an illiterate person is able to listen to a reading of the Bible.

The beautiful thing is that the Coptic Church rites have been translated into several languages, even into the Coosa and Zulu African languages.  No doubt it was also translated into the languages of our congregationalists in regions such as the Caribbean Islands and others.  Also, the churches established in Africa anciently by the Coptic Church as the church in Eritrea and Ethiopia who use the Tigrinya and Geez languages besides the Amharic language.
Furthermore, His Holiness Pope Shenouda’s literature has been translated into several current world languages along with writings of several of our forefathers, such as St. Athanasius the Apostolic and St. Cyril the Pillar of Faith.

Christ our Lord’s intimation that the Gospel would spread is realized in this fashion, as prophesied in the Psalms and cited by St. Paul, “Their sound has gone out to all the earth, and their words to the ends of the world” (Rom 10: 18)
.  Other signs are indicated in the New Testament, which we are unable to say have taken place, therefore we go on to the other signs preceding the Second Coming.

Second: The Jews Believe

The Jewish Nation ‘officially’ rejected Christ our Lord and handed Him over to the Romans requesting Crucifixion, therefore St. John the Evangelist wrote, “He came to His own, and His own did not receive Him” (Jn 1: 11).

At the time the judgment was rendered for Him to be crucified the Jews answered, “His blood be on us and on our children” (Mt 27: 25).  The descendants of the Jewish Nation continue to carry the offense of crucifying Christ our Lord to this day.  Their covetousness increased till they expelled the inhabitants of the Holy Land from their homes.  They shed much blood, and continue to struggle for an earthly kingdom -which Christ our Lord refused- and a temple of which Christ our Lord testified, “Not one stone shall be left upon another that shall not be thrown down” (Lk 21: 6).

They weep at the Wailing Wall (the remains of Herod’s Palace), not for the sin of crucifying Christ our Lord, but for their lost glory, oblivious to the fact that it has been nearly two thousand years since the Lord’s anger came upon them, the temple was destroyed, and they were dispersed throughout the world.  They are restrained from offering sacrifices, because the Old Testament has ended, and because they crucified Christ our Lord - the True Sacrifice Who abolished all the old sacrifices.

If only they would: repent and refrain from hostility and bloodshed, return to God and confess Christ as their Heavenly King (His cross being His Sacred Throne for their salvation), and confess the New Testament altar and the sacrifice of Bread and Wine according to the order of Melchizedek (an altar to the Lord in the midst of the land of Egypt and all the ends of the earth
).

When the Jews believe, many of their religious and political issues that stem from rejecting Jesus as the Christ will be resolved.  Both the Old and New Testaments confirm that the Jews will believe before the world ends.

The prophecy of Hosea says: “For the children of Israel shall abide many days without king or prince, without sacrifice… Afterward the children of Israel shall return and seek the LORD their God and David their king. They shall fear the LORD and His goodness in the latter days” (Hos 3: 4 - 5). (Here David is symbolic of Christ, as David had long been dead at the time Hosea wrote this prophecy.) 
In the Epistle of St. Paul the Apostle to the Romans he writes: “For I do not desire, brethren, that you should be ignorant of this mystery, lest you should be wise in your own opinion, that blindness in part has happened to Israel until the fullness of the Gentiles has come in. And so all Israel will be saved” (Rom 11: 25 - 26).

Third: Spiritual Revival

In referring to the spiritual revival to accompany the Jews’ repentance and belief in Christ, which will end their conflicts with others, our teacher St. Paul asks, “If their being cast away is the reconciling of the world, what will their acceptance be but life from the dead?” (Rom 11: 15).


What is this life from the death to accompany the Jews’ faith but a spiritual revival to saturate the Christian world, calling all to repentance?  Here St. Paul means that the Jewish rejection of Christ conducted the apostles’ preaching the Gospel to nations unrelated to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (an immense benefit to the nations); if this is the result of their rejection, how much more will the nations benefit from their belief in Christ.

Fourth: The Beast Appears

According to Scripture, in the last days the Devil will be released from his prison: “Now when the thousand years have expired, Satan will be released from his prison and will go out to deceive the nations which are in the four corners of the earth” (Rev 20: 7 - 8). Once Christ fulfilled the Redemption, the Devil was bound for a thousand years.  A ‘thousand years’ signifies a very long time, and not literally one thousand years –as Redemption was fulfilled almost two thousand years ago. Scripture mentioned binding the Devil as follows: “Then I saw an angel coming down from heaven, having the key to the bottomless pit and a great chain in his hand. He laid hold of the dragon, that serpent of old, who is the Devil and Satan, and bound him for a thousand years; and he cast him into the bottomless pit, and shut him up, and set a seal on him, so that he should deceive the nations no more till the thousand years were finished. But after these things he must be released for a little while” (Rev 20: 1 - 3).

Of this little while in which the Devil will be released from his prison, before the end of the world, Scripture writes: “Woe to the inhabitants of the earth and the sea! For the devil has come down to you, having great wrath, because he knows that he has a short time” (Rev 12: 12).

This means that before the world’s end by a ‘relatively’ short time the Devil will receive power to do evil on a much grander scale than in previous times (when Christ our Lord had him bound through Redemption). One of the most distinctive delusions dispatched by the Devil in the Bible is the unveiling of the beast: a man whose coming is by agency of the Devil, being given great authority to perform lying wonders, claiming that he is the true god and the long awaited true messiah of the Jews.  Here begins the era of apostasy for the unbelievers who were not saved, yet as St. Paul writes, “And so all Israel will be saved” (Rom 11: 26).


Regarding the falling away (apostasy) to precede Christ our Lord’s Coming, St. Paul writes: “[Christ] will not come unless the falling away comes first, and the man of sin is revealed, the son of perdition, who opposes and exalts himself above all that is called God or that is worshiped, so that he sits as God in the temple of God, showing himself that he is God… The coming of the lawless one is according to the working of Satan, with all power, signs, and lying wonders, and with all unrighteous deception 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 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 unrighteousness” (2 Thess 2: 3 - 12).
This beast is a man, yet he will be reinforced by Satan’s power; Scripture provides evidence that he is a man: “Here is wisdom. Let him who has understanding calculate the number of the beast, for it is the number of a man: His number is 666” (Rev 13: 18).


In the Arabic language, for instance, to calculate the numerical value of a person’s name the letters are positioned in a certain order (slightly variant from the alphabetical order) such that the 1st letter in this sequence is given the value 1, and so forth until the 10th.  Following, the 11th letter is given the value 20, and so forth until the 19th letter is given the value 100.  Continuing, the 20th letter is given the value 200, and so forth.

In the Greek language the same method is employed using the Greek alphabet.  The Hebrew language also uses a similar method.  This is how the number of the letters of a name are calculated, according to each person’s name.  The number of the beast is 666.  At his appearance we could verify his identity by calculating the number of his name –at that time.

Fifth: General Apostasy

As a result of the beast’s unveiling and his wonders, performed by agency of the Devil, many of the world inhabitants will be deceived into believing that he is the Christ: “He performs great signs, so that he even makes fire come down from heaven on the earth in the sight of men. And he deceives those who dwell on the earth by those signs which he was granted to do” (Rev 13: 13 - 14).


This is specifically why Christ our Lord warned, “If anyone says to you, ‘Look, here is the Christ!’ or ‘There!’ do not believe it” (Mt 24: 23).


Unfortunately, many will follow the deceptions of the beast and worship him: “He was granted power to give breath to the image of the beast, that the image of the beast should both speak and cause as many as would not worship the image of the beast to be killed. He causes all, both small and great, rich and poor, free and slave, to receive a mark on their right hand or on their foreheads, and that no one may buy or sell except one who has the mark or the name of the beast, or the number of his name” (Rev 13: 15 - 17). The number of his name is 666, as we mentioned, and it points to the number 6 three times (six being seven minus one), i.e. what is lacking from rest
.  As for the number eight (seven plus one), it is what is beyond rest.  Therefore the number eight resembles Christ our Lord, His Resurrection, His New Testament, and Sunday (the Lord’s Day at the beginning of the new week).


The beast operates against the Holy Trinity, in order to deprive people of eternity.  As for Christ our Lord, He works by the power of the Holy Trinity, by His power with His good Father and the Holy Spirit, in order to provide people with eternity.  This is why some identify the number 888 with the name of Christ our Lord.

During the great apostasy fierce persecution will rise against the church (the whole congregation of saints –believers), the beast will kill many of them, and God will send the two prophets Enoch and Elijah to help the church in her struggle against the beast.

Sixth: Return of Enoch and Elijah to Earth

The Lord said in the Revelation: “And I will give power to my two witnesses, and they will prophesy one thousand two hundred and sixty days, clothed in sackcloth.” These are the two olive trees and the two lampstands standing before the God of the earth. And if anyone wants to harm them, fire proceeds from their mouth and devours their enemies. And if anyone wants to harm them, he must be killed in this manner. These have power to shut heaven, so that no rain falls in the days of their prophecy; and they have power over waters to turn them to blood, and to strike the earth with all plagues, as often as they desire. When they finish their testimony, the beast that ascends out of the bottomless pit will make war against them, overcome them, and kill them. And their dead bodies will lie in the street of the great city which spiritually is called Sodom and Egypt, where also our Lord was crucified”  (Rev 11: 3 - 8).

Simple logic explains that Enoch and Elijah’s continued survival in heaven until now is to witness to Christ at a very crucial point in church history.  It is also logical for them to receive the crown of martyrdom because “it is appointed for men to die once, but after this the judgment” (Heb 9: 27).  Naturally, the Lord’s words on the mouth of Malachi the prophet must be fulfilled: “Behold, I will send you Elijah the prophet before the coming of the great and dreadful day of the LORD” (Mal 4: 5).


As John the Baptist came with the spirit and power of Elijah as a messenger before the Lord’s First Coming and witnessed and was martyred for the truth, so also Elijah will personally come as the messenger before the Lord’s Second fearful and dreadful Coming and receive the crown of martyrdom with Enoch.


John was not personally Elijah but was symbolic of Elijah: coming with the same power, spirit, and manner that characterized Elijah.


As for Elijah, he appeared with Christ our Lord in glory on the Mount of Transfiguration (with Moses the prophet) discussing the salvation He was about to accomplish in Jerusalem.


If John the Baptist was actually Elijah reincarnate (as the followers of the Reincarnation heresy claim) then John would have appeared on the Mount of Transfiguration, and not Elijah, as this was his most recent assumed incarnate state.  Orthodox (sound) Christianity utterly refuses this heresy.

Seventh: The Great Tribulation

His disciples asked Christ privately: “Tell us, when will these things be? And what will be the sign of Your coming, and of the end of the age?” (Mt 24: 3). To which Christ answered: “Take heed that no one deceives you. For many will come in My name, saying, ‘I am the Christ,’ and will deceive many. 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 nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom. And there will be famines, pestilences, and earthquakes in various places. All these are the beginning of sorrows” (Mt 24: 4 - 8). 
The introductions to the end of this world (which Christ nicknamed ‘the beginning of sorrows’) does not apply to the era of the appearance of the beast (who will also call himself the Christ, and deceiving most of the world during the wave of general apostasy).  St. Paul wrote of this general apostasy:  “[Christ our Lord] will not come unless the falling away comes first, and the man of sin is revealed, the son of perdition” (2 Thess 2: 3).

In the beginning of sorrows false prophets will arise claiming to be the Christ and persecutions will befall the church, yet the end is not yet.

Also, the wars, earthquakes, and pestilences (all occurring after the previously mentioned five stages) do not mean that the end of the world has arrived.  The End has different characteristics of which Christ our Lord spoke.  As for the sixth stage, it is part of the events highlighting the world’s end during the great tribulation.

Christ our Lord said of the great tribulation: “For then there will be great tribulation, such as has not been since the beginning of the world until this time, no, nor ever shall be” (Mt 24: 21).  He continued: “And unless those days were shortened, no flesh would be saved; but for the elect's sake those days will be shortened” (Mt 24: 22).


One of the characteristics marking the last stage before Christ our Lord comes is an unprecedented tribulation.  Many severe tribulations have befallen the church during the apostolic era and thereafter; first from the Jews and later from the pagan emperors.  During the eras of martyrdom the apostolic fathers and their progeny suffered until their blood flowed as rivers throughout the world in many lands such as Egypt, Jerusalem, Antioch, Rome, Armenia, and India.  During those times St. George, St. Mercurius, St. Demiana with the forty virgins, St. Mina, St. Catherine, and St. Abanoub, along with countless saints were martyred - all following in the footsteps of St. Stephen, eleven of the disciples, and St. Paul.  Christians were often led to the site of martyrdom as food for depraved lions, tortured with searing lead, or tried by various kinds of tortures that would make the skin cringe.


These events will repeat before the end of the world, yet none will compare with the Great Tribulation of which Christ our Lord spoke –the likes of which is unsurpassed since the beginning of the world.


When the beast appears, his destructive authority will be unstoppable except by our Lord’s appearance, which confirms that even when the devil is granted freedom from his prison he will not relent from his horrendous evil, but will increase enmity toward the church.  All rational creation will witness the seriousness and danger of releasing the devil from his prison.  He is unable to repent, neither through imprisonment nor through freedom.  He is evil, restrained only at the eternal Judgment.  At that time all creation will cry out to the Just Judge saying, “Just and true are Your ways, O King of the saints” (Rev 15: 3).  (No one sympathizes with the devil like Origen who says it is possible for the devil to be saved, which is utter ignorance!)  Eternity will chant the echo of this hymn: You, Lord are Just, and “Righteousness and justice are the foundation of Your throne” (Ps 89: 14).  With this the mood will be set to reveal the Final Judgment and the end of the world.


Jehovah’s Witnesses and the Adventists, similar to Origen, consider it excessive for the Lord to condemn evildoers to eternal torment.  Yet the Lord will have patiently tolerated, beyond expectation, the devil and his forces, and anyone joining his darkness.


There is no solution to evil, except for it to be thrown into the outer darkness and eternal condemnation in Hell.  It is impossible to overcome the evil of the beast and his supporter, except by the appearance of our Savior Jesus Christ.


Everyone will know that without Christ no one can be saved: “Unless those days were shortened, no flesh would be saved” (Mt 24: 22).


Our teacher St. Paul said that the Lord comes to consume the beast’s evil: “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 according to the working of Satan, with all power, signs, and lying wonders, and with all unrighteous deception among those who perish” (2 Thess 2: 8 - 10). “[The Lord promised He] will not allow you to be tempted beyond what you are able, but with the temptation will also make the way of escape” (1 Cor 10: 13).


You need not panic by our discussion concerning the end of the world, because there are signs to precede the great tribulation, which have not yet taken place.  No doubt the Lord will reinforce His beloved who live in those last days, so that the chosen will not perish.  Regarding His sheep the Lord promised, “I give them eternal life, and they shall never perish; neither shall anyone snatch them out of My hand” (Jn 10: 28).


We are merely called to live a life of repentance and readiness, eagerly anticipating His Coming.  Even if the End does not yet come, there is a yearning in the hearts of the saints for the revelation of the Kingdom of Heaven.  This yearning is present in the hearts of even those who died with the hope of resurrection.

Events of the Second Coming:

Christ our Lord said to His disciples: “Immediately after the tribulation of those days the sun will be darkened, and the moon will not give its light; the stars will fall from heaven, and the powers of the heavens will be shaken. Then the sign of the Son of Man will appear in heaven, and then all the tribes of the earth will mourn, and they will see the Son of Man coming on the clouds of heaven with power and great glory. And He will send His angels with a great sound of a trumpet, and they will gather together His elect from the four winds, from one end of heaven to the other” (Mt 24: 29 - 31).

The Sun Darkens:

As the sun miraculously darkened on Crucifixion day, it will again darken, this time terminally, at His Second Coming.  Concerning Crucifixion day and the Second Coming, the prophet Malachi prophesied, in the Lord’s words: “But to you who fear My name the Sun of Righteousness shall arise with healing in His wings… Behold, I will send you Elijah the prophet before the coming of the great and dreadful day of the LORD” (Mal 4: 2, 5). When the organic sun darkens, the Sun of Righteousness, Christ our Lord, shines.


The First Coming: The Sun of Salvation shone when Christ our Lord laid His arms on the wood of the cross.  This way healing was in His wings as He hung in the air, like a bird or an eagle that extends its wings, or opens His arms, welcoming all to His bosom, which bears salvation.


The Second Coming: When the sun darkens, the sign of the Son of Man will appear in heaven.  How will it appear in the darkness, with no sun, moon, or stars if it does not illuminate?


Most likely the sign is the illumined sign of the cross, because the cross is the universal sign of Christianity.  Our teacher St. Paul wrote: “For the message of the cross is foolishness to those who are perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God” (1 Cor 1: 18). “Before whose eyes Jesus Christ was clearly portrayed among you as crucified” (Gal 3: 1).


This means that the sign of the cross must always be portrayed before the eyes of every Christian person.

Sign of the Son of Man:

Therefore, most probably the sign of the Son of Man is the sign of the cross, powerfully illumined so that all will see it before the Coming of the Lord’s great and dreadful Day.  Church tradition teaches us that the cross is the symbolic insignia of Christianity.  It blesses all matters as it adorns all churches.  It is the sign of Christianity, and the sign of blessing, salvation, and sanctification.  Coupled with the appearance of the sign of the Son of Man is the actual appearance of Christ our Lord “coming on the clouds of heaven with power and great glory” (Mt 24: 30).

The Coming of the Son of Man:

Christ our Lord said of His Second Coming: “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” (Mt 25: 31 - 32).  He also said, “For the Son of Man will come in the glory of His Father with His angels, and then He will reward each according to his works” (Mt 16: 27).


Christ our Lord intentionally depicted His Second Coming, one time saying, “In the glory of His Father”, and another “In His glory”, verifying to us that His glory is the glory of His Father.  The three hypostases have one glory, one sovereignty, and one Divine power since they have one indivisible Divine essence.


Additionally, He also used the title “Son of Man” in speaking of the glory of His Heavenly Father, to confirm that the “Son of Man” is Himself the “Son of God”.  The one born of the Father before all ages according to His Divinity is the same incarnate in the fullness of time, born of the virgin St. Mary according to His Humanity, and became the Son of Man without change to His Divinity, making His Humanity one with His Divinity without mingling, without confusion, and without alteration.


We recite in the Midnight praises that the Son of God Himself became the Son of Man by saying, {He did not cease to be Divine, He came and became Man, for He is True God, He came and saved us}
.


Returning to Christ our Lord’s discussion about coming “in His glory” or “in the glory of His Father”, we declare that this glorious Coming will be: joyous to the righteous for through it they will be rescued from the great tribulation, and dreadfully fearful to the wicked.  As He said, “All the tribes of the earth will mourn” (Mt 24: 30), then the prophecy will be fulfilled, “Then they will look on Me whom they pierced” (Zec 12: 10).


The fear of the wicked will not be in the form of repentance, because repentance needs to be coupled with feelings of love for the Lord, and appreciation for the value of His Blood that was shed to forgive each person’s sins –those who believe, repent, and live righteously.

Chapter 6
ETERNAL DESTINATIONS


There are four eternal destinations: Paradise, Hades, the Kingdom of Heaven, and Hell.  Two are temporary (Paradise and Hades); two are permanent (Heaven and Hell).  The temporary locations are dead spirits’ waiting places until the Final Judgment, and the permanent locations are for both the spirits and bodies after Judgment (after Christ’s Second Coming), sending “those who have done good, to the resurrection of life, and those who have done evil, to the resurrection of condemnation” (Jn 5: 29).  The bodies of the dead will rise on the Last Day, when the spirits will return to the bodies, reuniting with them, so that the spirits may be judged with the bodies.  After the general resurrection the body will have new qualities differing from its current qualities.  This does not mean that the body will be banished, but that it will be changed at the resurrection.  This is what we will explain, God willing, in greater detail with proven teachings from the Holy Bible.

First Paradise

Contrary to the time Adam and Eve were created, Paradise no longer exists on earth.  That Paradise (the Garden of Eden) contained trees, fruits, and animals, and the Lord God put Adam in that garden to tend it.

When man sinned, by not obeying the Divine commandment, he was cast out of Paradise.  The Lord drove him out of Paradise lest he extend his hand and eat of the tree of life and live forever in sin with no opportunity to realize the danger of sin, and its terminal punishment: dead.  Bodily death became a clear indication that sin harmed humans, making them need salvation by Christ’s Crucifixion, Death, and Resurrection from the dead.  This is what His Holiness Pope Shenouda III (may the Lord grant him long life) said of Christ our Lord, “Through the cross the Lord resolved the problem of sin (by paying its debt), and through His Resurrection He absolved its resultant death.”

The present Paradise became a place for the spirit only, without the body.  It has neither material substances: such as trees, fruits, plants, or rivers; nor animals: such as horses, donkeys, deer, elephants, etc.  Animals have no immortal spirit (unlike humans), because the life of the animal is its blood: “The life of all flesh is its blood” (Lev 17: 14).  With death the animal returns to the earth; it certainly has no spirit that goes to an eternal place.


As for what St. John the evangelist witnessed and transcribed in the Revelation about the four incorporeal living creatures, they are living spiritual beings of the Cherubic angelic ranks.  The images they manifest before him are symbolic, with spiritual significances.  The face of the man signifies the Lord’s Incarnation; the face of the ox signifies the Crucifixion sacrifice; the face of the lion signifies the Resurrection; and the face of the eagle signifies the Ascension.  According to all the ancient Orthodox Church cannons regarding icons, they also signify the four evangelists: Mathew, Luke, Mark, and John respectively.  The expression ‘four incorporeal living creatures’ indicates that they are actually living beings and not mere animals.  Indeed one of them appears as a man!


The present Paradise was mentioned by Christ our Lord as He hung on the cross, when the right hand thief implored, “Lord, remember me when You come into Your kingdom” (Lk 23: 42).  Fine-tuning his request, Christ answered: “Assuredly, I say to you, today you will be with Me in Paradise” (Lk 23: 43).


Christ our Lord said this because: the spirits of the righteous go to Paradise first, awaiting there in a spiritual communion with Christ until the Final Day of Judgment; next, the spirit reunites with its resurrected body to stand before the throne of Christ; finally, Christ our Lord will place it on His right to be summoned to inherit the Kingdom of Heaven.


Christ intended to clarify to the right hand thief that he will not wait long to meet Him (the Kingdom of Heaven being proclaimed after His Second Coming).  He will meet him shortly after his spirit departs his body; by then the Lord will have reopened the gates of Paradise to transport the spirits of the righteous.


Through His human spirit, which was united with His Divinity, Christ our Lord went to the spirits of the righteous (bound in prison) who reposed in hope of salvation.  He preached them the fulfillment of redemption and released them from prison, transporting them to Paradise; He {restored our father Adam and his children to Paradise}
.


The Holy Bible provides many references that confirm what Christ our Lord fulfilled.  Our teacher St. Paul’s quote: “Therefore He [through the Psalmist
] says: “When He ascended on high, He led captivity captive, and gave gifts to men.” (Now this, “He ascended” -- what does it mean but that He also first descended into the lower parts of the earth? He who descended is also the One who ascended far above all the heavens, that He might fill all things.)” (Eph 4: 8 - 10). After descending to Hades and claiming to Himself the spirits of the righteous, Christ our Lord ascended from Hades, by His spirit, to Paradise.  After His Resurrection from the dead He ascended to the highest Heavens –His Father’s throne.  In this Ascension He took no one with Him, until He comes for judgment.


St. Peter the apostle also wrote of Christ our Lord’s work of descending by the Spirit into Hades to preach the fulfilled Redemption, and transport the spirits of the righteous to Paradise: “For Christ also suffered once for sins, the just for the unjust, that He might bring us to God, being put to death in the flesh but made alive by the Spirit, by whom also He went and preached to the spirits in prison” (1 Pt 3: 18 - 19).


Isaiah the Prophet preceded and said by the mouth of God the Father: “I will… give You as a covenant to the people, as a light to the Gentiles, to open blind eyes, to bring out prisoners from the prison, those who sit in darkness from the prison house” (Is 42: 6 - 7).

In her prayer over the departed, the church recites: {This spirit for which we are gathered this day, O Lord, open to her the gates of Paradise as You opened them to the right hand thief, open to her the gates of repose so she may enter and enjoy there with the rest of the saints.}
Second Hades or Sheol

‘Hades’ [( the Greek translation of the Hebrew word ‘Sheol’  [lAav]: a waiting place for the spirits of both the saints and the evildoers before Christ our Lord fulfilled Redemption.  After Redemption, when Paradise was opened and the spirits of the righteous were transported therein, it became the waiting place for the wicked only.


As for the spirits of the saints, they were longing for the coming of the Savior to release them from the prison house according to the Lord’s promise: “I will… give You as a covenant to the people, as a light to the Gentiles, to open blind eyes, to bring out prisoners from the prison, those who sit in darkness from the prison house” (Is 42: 6 - 7).


There was much symbolism for Hades in the Old Testament.  One such example is the lion’s den into which Daniel the prophet was thrown.  In this story there is clear foreshadowing of the work of Salvation.  King Darius’ signed decree, which could not be change regardless of his fondness of Daniel, was symbolic of the irreversible death sentence pronounced against humanity.  Although the king was anxious to rescue Daniel from the den, the decree had to be fulfilled, so the king told Daniel, “Your God, whom you serve continually, He will deliver you” (Dan 6: 16).


When his wicked adversaries (symbolizing the demons –God and humanity’s enemies) consulted to throw Daniel into the den, God sent His angel and closed the lions’ mouths so that they did not harm him
.  Daniel returned out of the den alive to symbolize Christ our Lord’s Resurrection after descending to Hades and Ascending to Paradise without either Hades or Death being able to hold Him as, “It was not possible that He should be held by it” (Acts 2: 24).  Due to this approach the death sentence was executed, without annulment; it availed passing through it, and gaining freedom from under its authority.  David the psalmist prophesied, “You will not leave my soul in Sheol [Hades], nor will You allow Your Holy One to see corruption” (ref Ps 16: 10, Acts 2: 27), which St. Peter explained during his Pentecost sermon as being said of Christ our Lord (ref Acts 2: 25).  Thus St. Peter confirmed that Christ our Lord descended to Hades.


By adding that, “He went and preached to the spirits in prison” (1 Pt 3: 19) he linked Isaiah’s prophecy (42: 6) with David’s prophecy in the Psalms (16: 10), clarifying that Hades was a prison to the spirits.


The devil had the power of death, as St. Paul clarified in his discussion of our Lord’s work to save us from the devil: “Inasmuch then as the children have partaken of flesh and blood, He Himself likewise shared in the same, that through death He might destroy him who had the power of death, that is, the devil, and release those who through fear of death were all their lifetime subject to bondage” (Heb 2: 14 - 15).


This imagery, presented by St. Paul to the Hebrews, is extremely potent.  In it he linked dissolving the power of death with terminating the devil and his authority over human souls.  He also clarified that the fear of descending to Hades after death in the lives of those reposing in hope of salvation is a form of slavery, since the spirits were merging toward prison in Sheol.  Certainly the spirits of the saints were in a better state than those of the wicked and nonbelievers, who have absolutely no hope.


In prison the saints were faithfully awaiting the fulfillment of the Lord’s promise of Redemption…  Their bondage was temporary, to be loosed by Christ…  Their fear was mingled with hope, unlike the others who had no hope and whose bondage is permanent.


When he thought his son Joseph was dead, patriarch Jacob wept and mourned saying, “I shall go down into the grave [Sheol
] to my son in mourning” (Gen 37: 35).  Before his death, when he was prophesying in the presence of his sons he said, “I have waited for your salvation, O LORD…  And when Jacob had finished commanding his sons, he drew his feet up into the bed and breathed his last [gave up his spirit
], and was gathered to his people” (Gen 49: 18, 33).


When Korah, Dathan, Abiram, and their children withstood Moses and Aaron (offering incense in censers) the Lord punished them –descending alive into Sheol: “The ground split apart under them, and the earth opened its mouth and swallowed them up, with their households and all the men with Korah, with all their goods. So they and all those with them went down alive into the pit [Sheol
]; the earth closed over them, and they perished from among the assembly” (Num 16: 31 - 33). Going down into Sheol alive meant they went into the abyss alive, dying there –in the location of Hades.


Christ our Lord revealed that Hades has gates by saying, “The gates of Hades shall not prevail against it [the Church]” (Mt 16: 18). Isaiah also wrote about Hezekiah: “This is the writing of Hezekiah king of Judah, when he had been sick and had recovered from his sickness: I said, “In the prime of my life I shall go to the gates of Sheol; I am deprived of the remainder of my years”” (Is 38: 9 - 10).


When He descended to Hades through the cross, Christ our Lord destroyed its locks to free the prisoners reposed in hope; ascending with them from Hades to Paradise, as is written, “He led captivity captive, and gave gifts to men. (Now this, "He ascended" -- what does it mean but that He also first descended into the lower parts of the earth” (Eph 4: 8 - 9).


David the psalmist prophesied saying: “I will extol You, O LORD, for You have lifted me up, and have not let my foes rejoice over me. O LORD my God, I cried out to You, and You healed me. O LORD, You brought my soul up from the grave; You have kept me alive, that I should not go down to the pit… What profit is there in my blood, When I go down to the pit… You have turned for me my mourning into dancing; You have put off my sackcloth and clothed me with gladness, to the end that my glory may sing praise to You and not be silent. O LORD my God, I will give thanks to You forever” (Ps 30: 1 - 12).

Third:
the Kingdom of Heaven

God prepared the Kingdom of Heaven before the creation of the world for His saints, as He said when calling the righteous: “Come, you blessed of My Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world” (Mt 25: 34).


In this Heavenly Kingdom the righteous humans will meet with the angels around the Divine Throne to partake in praising and glorifying God with inexpressible joy and in unfathomable glory which, “Eye has not seen, nor ear heard, nor have entered into the heart of man the things which God has prepared for those who love Him” (1 Cor 2: 9).


God the Father chose, in Christ, all saints who will be prepared to inherit the Kingdom of Heaven, because He preceded and knew that they would respond to the call of love through the Redemption, which His only-begotten Son fulfilled for their sake.  Our teacher St. Paul explained this superbly at the opening of his epistle to the Ephesians: “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, who has blessed us with every spiritual blessing in the heavenly places in Christ, just as He chose us in Him before the foundation of the world, that we should be holy and without blame before Him in love, having predestined us to adoption as sons by Jesus Christ to Himself, according to the good pleasure of His will, to the praise of the glory of His grace, by which He has made us accepted in the Beloved. In Him we have redemption through His blood, the forgiveness of sins, according to the riches of His grace which He made to abound toward us in all wisdom and prudence, having made known to us the mystery of His will, according to His good pleasure which He purposed in Himself, that in the dispensation of the fullness of the times He might gather together in one all things in Christ, both which are in heaven and which are on earth -- in Him. In Him also we have obtained an inheritance, being predestined according to the purpose of Him who works all things according to the counsel of His will” (Eph 1: 3 - 11).
As of yet no human being has entered the Kingdom of Heaven except Christ our Lord, who entered as a forerunner to prepare a place for the saints.  He personally intimated to His disciples: “Let not your heart be troubled; you believe in God, believe also in Me.  In My Father’s house are many mansions; if it were not so, I would have told you. I go to prepare a place for you.  And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and receive you to Myself; that where I am, there you may be also” (Jn 14: 1 - 3).


In His conversation with the Heavenly Father before Crucifixion, “Jesus spoke these words, lifted up His eyes to heaven, and said… Father, I desire that they also whom You gave Me may be with Me where I am, that they may behold My glory which You have given Me; for You loved Me before the foundation of the world” (Jn 17: 1, 24).


The spirits of the saints wait in Paradise, yet those saints will enter into the Kingdom of Heaven after Christ our Lord’s Second Coming for Judgment.  He will take them with Him after calling them to resurrection from the graves.

St. Paul explained several times that the Kingdom of Heaven is not on earth.  One such example: “Now this is the main point of the things we are saying: We have such a High Priest, who is seated at the right hand of the throne of the Majesty in the heavens, a Minister of the sanctuary and of the true tabernacle which the Lord erected, and not man. For every high priest is appointed to offer both gifts and sacrifices. Therefore it is necessary that this One also have something to offer. For if He were on earth, He would not be a priest, since there are priests who offer the gifts according to the law; who serve the copy and shadow of the heavenly things, as Moses was divinely instructed when he was about to make the tabernacle” (Heb 8: 1 - 5). “Therefore it was necessary that the copies of the things in the heavens should be purified with these, but the heavenly things themselves with better sacrifices than these. For Christ has not entered the holy places made with hands, which are copies of the true, but into heaven itself, now to appear in the presence of God for us” (Heb 9: 23 - 24).

In his epistle to the Hebrews St. Paul confirmed that Christ our Lord entered into heaven itself as a forerunner for the saints: “The forerunner has entered for us, even Jesus, having become High Priest forever according to the order of Melchizedek” (Heb 6: 20).  He likewise confirmed that Christ our Lord ascended to Heaven one time after His Resurrection from the dead: “With His own blood He entered the Most Holy Place once for all, having obtained eternal redemption” (Heb 9: 12).


St. Paul also called Heaven the City of the Living God, and the Heavenly Jerusalem where the angels surround the Throne of God: “But you have come to Mount Zion and to the city of the living God, the heavenly Jerusalem, to an innumerable company of angels, to the general assembly and church of the firstborn who are registered in heaven, to God the Judge of all, to the spirits of just men made perfect” (Heb 12: 22 - 23).


Christ our Lord spoke often of the Kingdom of Heaven in order to draw the apostles’ attention toward Heaven.  He said in parable: “The kingdom of heaven is like a certain king who arranged a marriage for his son, and sent out his servants to call those who were invited to the wedding” (Mt 22: 2 - 3). Concerning the end of the world He said: “Then the kingdom of heaven shall be likened to ten virgins who took their lamps and went out to meet the bridegroom… those who were ready went in with him to the wedding… Watch therefore, for you know neither the day nor the hour in which the Son of Man is coming” (Mt 25: 1, 10, 13).

Fourth: Hell

The word ‘Hell’ originated from the Hebrew ‘Gehenna’ or ‘Gehinnom’ ~wnhyg ‘The valley of Hinnom
’, which is a vast narrow valley located south of Jerusalem where the Jews offered their children to the god Molech in the manner of the pagan customs.  This is why King Josiah defiled it so “that no man might make his son or his daughter pass through the fire to Molech” (2 Kin 23: 10).


Fire was heated inside the frightful bronze statue of the god Molech, until the bronze blazed red from heat, at which point the parents presented their children as sacrifices to the god Molech.  The pagan priests placed the small children on the arms of the blazing statue, while the drums rolled, accompanied by the priest’s screaming or pagan religious chants (to suppress the sound of the children’s screams, who are being roasted by the heated arms of the god Molech) –an unbearable scene.  This shows how the devil enslaves humanity, and what they do (deprived of their sensibility) when they are deceived by the devil.


Thereafter this valley, rejected by the city, became the dumping grounds of criminal bodies, animal carcasses, and various types of loathsome worm-infested flammable objects.  Its depth, narrowness, and the fiery flames arising from it identified it with the evildoers’ future torture place.  Since fire distinguished this place, it was called Gehenna’s fire.  The word Gehenna (Hell) appeared in the New Testament eleven times: in the gospels of Sts. Matthew, Mark, and Luke; the epistle of St. James; and the second epistle of St. Peter. 


Christ our Lord said: “Whoever says [to his brother], ‘You fool!’ shall be in danger of hell fire” (Mt 5: 22). “If your right eye causes you to sin, pluck it out and cast it from you; for it is more profitable for you that one of your members perish, than for your whole body to be cast into hell. And if your right hand causes you to sin, cut it off and cast it from you; for it is more profitable for you that one of your members perish, than for your whole body to be cast into hell” (Mt 5: 29 - 30). He also said: “Do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. But rather fear Him who is able to destroy both soul and body in hell” (Mt 10: 28).


Christ our Lord emphasized that hell’s fire will encompass both body and spirit by saying, “both soul and body in hell”.  He reprimanded the scribes and Pharisees: “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites! For you travel land and sea to win one proselyte, and when he is won, you make him twice as much a son of hell as yourselves” (Mt 23: 15). Also: “Serpents, brood of vipers! How can you escape the condemnation of hell?” (Mt 23: 33).

Hell’s Eternal Fire:

Christ our Lord clarified that in Hell will be eternal fire where the worms do not die and the fire is inextinguishable, as was the case in the valley of Hinnom (Gehenna): “It is better for you to enter into life maimed, rather than having two hands, to go to hell, into the fire that shall never be quenched - “where ‘their worm does not die, and the fire is not quenched’”” (Mk 9: 43 - 44).


St. John the Divine explained in the Revelation the tortures of those who worship the beast, bowing to the authority of the devil: “If anyone worships the beast and his image, and receives his mark on his forehead or on his hand, he himself shall also drink of the wine of the wrath of God, which is poured out full strength into the cup of His indignation. He shall be tormented with fire and brimstone in the presence of the holy angels and in the presence of the Lamb. And the smoke of their torment ascends forever and ever” (Rev 14: 9 - 11).  By this he emphasized that the torment is eternal.


He also wrote of the judgment of the beast and the false prophet: “Then the beast was captured, and with him the false prophet who worked signs in his presence, by which he deceived those who received the mark of the beast and those who worshiped his image. These two were cast alive into the lake of fire burning with brimstone” (Rev 19: 20).

He further wrote of the judgment of the dead on the Last Day: “And I saw the dead, small and great, standing before God, and books were opened. And another book was opened, which is the Book of Life. And the dead were judged according to their works, by the things which were written in the books. The sea gave up the dead who were in it, and Death and Hades delivered up the dead who were in them. And they were judged, each one according to his works. Then Death and Hades were cast into the lake of fire. This is the second death. And anyone not found written in the Book of Life was cast into the lake of fire” (Rev 20: 12 - 15).


St. John wrote of the sinners to be sent to eternal torture: “But the cowardly, unbelieving, abominable, murderers, sexually immoral, sorcerers, idolaters, and all liars shall have their part in the lake which burns with fire and brimstone, which is the second death” (Rev 21: 8). Christ our Lord emphasized that the torment will be in the eternal fire prepared for the devil and the evil angels by saying: “Then He will also say to those on the left hand, depart from Me, you cursed, into the everlasting fire prepared for the devil and his angels…  And these will go away into everlasting punishment” (Mt 25: 41, 46).

CHAPTER 7
THE FIRST RESURRECTION AND THE FIRST DEATH

THE SECOND RESURRECTION AND THE SECOND DEATH

St. John the theologian wrote in the Revelation, “This is the first resurrection. Blessed and holy is he who has part in the first resurrection. Over such the second death has no power” (Rev 20: 5 - 6).


What is the First Resurrection?  What is the Second Death?  And what is its relation with Christ our Lord’s Second Coming?  We will attempt to answer these questions.  Aside from this, a First Resurrection presupposes a Second Resurrection, and a Second Death presupposes a First Death.  We need to keep this in mind when contemplating these faithful divine quotes.

FIRST: The First Resurrection

The First Resurrection is the spiritual victory that the Lord demands of us in our present life, in order to prepare us to inherit the kingdom and deserve to share in the resurrection of the righteous -the Second Resurrection.

Regarding the First Resurrection Christ our Lord said:  “Whoever lives and believes in Me shall never die” (Jn 11: 26). “Assuredly, I say to you that there are some standing here who will not taste death till they see the kingdom of God present with power” (Mk 9: 1).

Obviously, in His words regarding the righteous not tasting death, He did not mean eternally (never departing from this world), as we recite in the litany for the departed, {For there is no death for Your servants, but a departure.} By His words we understand death as falling under the authority of him who has authority over death –Satan.  This way Christ our Lord promised that whoever lives bodily, believing in Him, shall eternally not taste spiritual death. In saying, “There are some standing here who will not taste death till they see the kingdom of God present with power,” He also meant that there were some present who were to witness the descent of the Holy Spirit on Pentecost, before they departed. He further meant that those who believe and remain firm in Him shall not experience a spiritual death, until they see His Second Coming and the revelation of the Kingdom of Heaven with power. Note that the expression “The Kingdom of God” is a general expression that encompasses His current Kingdom and His future Kingdom in Heaven.  Yet, the expression “The Kingdom of Heaven” most probably points to Eternal Life in Heaven.

From St. Paul’s epistle we also recognize the First Resurrection as baptism: “Just as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, even so we also should walk in newness of life. For if we have been united together in the likeness of His death, certainly we also shall be in the likeness of His resurrection… Likewise you also, reckon yourselves to be dead indeed to sin, but alive to God in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Rom 6: 4, 5, 11).

SECOND: The Second Death

Naturally those who spent their days adhering to the Lord, and fulfilled their strife and struggle, have enjoyed the power of the First Resurrection.  The Second Death will have no authority over them, as shown in the Revelation.


The Second Death is understood as Eternal Condemnation.  To whom “over such the second death has no power” applies the saying of the Lord: “He who overcomes shall be clothed in white garments, and I will not blot out his name from the Book of Life; but I will confess his name before My Father and before His angels” (Rev 3: 5). 

These words which Christ our Lord addressed to the Jews apply to those over whom “the second death has no power”. “[You] will die in your sin” (Jn 8: 21), means the First Death will be the end of their lives on earth; dying in their sins will prepare them for the Second Death –Eternal Condemnation.  
Also regarding the condemnation of the wicked: “Then Death and Hades were cast into the lake of fire. This is the second death. And anyone not found written in the Book of Life was cast into the lake of fire” (Rev 20: 14 - 15).

THIRD: The First Death

Scripture says, “It is appointed for men to die once, but after this the judgment” (Heb 9: 27); this refers to the bodily death.  All humans partake of this First Death, the saints also –even St. Mary.  Even Enoch and Elijah, who ascended to heaven alive, will return to earth, be martyred, and die bodily like the rest of humanity.  This First Death of which all will partake does not indicate a common end to all, as the Bible says: “Blessed are the dead who die in the Lord from now on. “Yes,” says the Spirit, “that they may rest from their labors, and their works follow them”” (Rev 14: 13).

FOURTH: The Second Resurrection

Doubtless the Second Resurrection is the resurrection of the righteous to eternal life.  In speaking to the righteous whom He will resurrect to stand on His right on Judgment Day Christ our Lord said: “Then the King will say to those on His right hand, ‘Come, you blessed of My Father, inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world’” (Mt 25: 34). But He said, in contrasting the wicked to the righteous, on Judgment day “these will go away into everlasting punishment, but the righteous into eternal life” (Mt 25: 46).  This reveals that the resurrection of the wicked for judgment cannot be labeled the Second Resurrection ‘specific to the righteous’; the resurrection of the wicked was only titled “the resurrection of condemnation”, as Christ our Lord said: “The hour is coming in which all who are in the graves will hear His voice “and come forth -- those who have done good, to the resurrection of life, and those who have done evil, to the resurrection of condemnation” (Jn 5: 28 - 29). The Second Resurrection specific to the righteous is “the resurrection of life”.


If the First Resurrection is spiritual victory over evil, then the Second Resurrection will be freedom from the authority of death –resulting from the original sin, by which sin entered the world.  Scripture says, “The last enemy that will be destroyed is death” (1 Cor 15: 26).

Conclusion:


The meanings specific to the First Death, Second Death, First Resurrection, and Second Resurrection are linked to Christ our Lord’s salvific work of freeing saved humanity from the penalty of sin, and realizing humanity’s eternal recompense (after Christ our Lord’s Second Coming) which the saints await with all intensity and love.







� All Biblical references are from the New King James Version, unless otherwise specified.


�  Cf. (Jer 2: 27) - “They have turned their back to Me, and not their face. But in the time of their trouble They will say, ‘Arise and save us’”.


� Death or the Last Day


� (1 Thess 4: 17)


� Conclusion of the Watos Theotokia


� Septuagint


� Ps 19: 4


� See Is 19: 19; Acts 13: 47


� This is equivalent to lining up the English letters and giving the letter A the value of 1, B = 2, and so forth until J = 10.  K is in turn given the value of 20, L = 30, and so forth, until S = 100.  T is given the value 200, U = 300, and so forth.  The only variance is the letters are assigned alternate value positions than in the alphabetic sequence.


� The Lord rested on the seventh day.


� The Thursday Theotokia


� Fraction to the Father for the Feast of Resurrection


� Ps 68: 18


� “My God sent His angel and shut the lions' mouths, so that they have not hurt me” (Dan 6: 22).


� RSV


� BBE


� RSV


� See Josh 15: 8 
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