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Introduction

 

 

How Close Are We?

 

These are easily the most exciting days to be alive, not just because of the breathtaking advances in technology and science, but because we twenty-first century Christians have more reason than any generation before us to believe that Christ will return to take us to His Father’s house. In fact, there are more than three hundred prophecies in the Bible detailing His second coming. That is three times the number of prophecies that foretold His first coming. And His first appearance on the earth is a certified fact of history. Therefore we can be three times more confident that Jesus is coming back to this earth a second time. Just hours before His crucifixion, Jesus Himself left us with this promise:

 

“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.” (John 14:1-3)


We are not the first generation to think like this, of course, for history reveals that many interpreted the events of their day as fulfillments of end-time prophecies. In some cases their date setting and speculation turned off more people than it inspired, but at least they were studying the Scriptures in an attempt to properly discern the times. Many of them sincerely longed for Christ to end the moral corruption and deterioration of their age by ushering in His kingdom of righteousness. All Christians consider such a possibility an infinite improvement on this war-weary and sin-cursed world.

We should not be surprised that those of past generations were confused about end-time events, for even Daniel, one of the greatest of the Hebrew prophets, was commanded to “shut up the words, and seal the book until the time of the end” (Daniel 12:4; the “time of the end” refers to the days just before the beginning of the Tribulation, up to and including the second coming of Christ).

One reason for their confusion is that the sealing of end-time events made it more difficult to understand the “signs of the times.” The “unsealing” or ability to understand end-time prophecy, according to Daniel, would wait until “many shall run to and fro, and knowledge shall be increased” (Daniel 12:4, KJV). Hardly anyone doubts that ours is a day when people are “running to and fro” and knowledge has increased. Both secular knowledge and the knowledge of prophetic truth have increased tremendously in this century alone. We believe we are on the verge of obtaining even greater prophetic insights than at any other time in the last two millennia.

When God rebuked the children of Israel for falling into paganism and idol worship like the nations that surrounded them, He used fulfilled prophecy to prove His identity and unique deity. The revered Hebrew prophet Isaiah was inspired to record these words of God talking about Himself:

 

“Remember the former things of old, for I am God, and there is no other; I am God, and there is none like Me, declaring the end from the beginning, and from ancient times things that are not yet done, saying, ‘My counsel shall stand, and I will do all My pleasure.’” (Isaiah 46:9-10)


To prove to the Israelites that He alone was God, He used His ability to “declare the end from the beginning” or prophecy to credential Himself. The “end” refers to the last days, which we believe are rapidly approaching. Prophecy, which is popularly identified as “history written in advance,” can only come from God. For He alone knows “the beginning” and “the end.” For example, how do we know for certain that “the beginning” was really created by God the way it is described in the early chapters of Genesis? There were no eyewitnesses to these events. Since only God can know exactly what the future holds, He can use His divine ability to predict the future, inspire His prophets to write it down in the Bible, and then allow history to fulfill these predictions. In this manner, He is validating His Word as recorded in the Bible so that other events that have no eyewitnesses, such as Creation, can likewise be validated.

It is a well-known fact among prophecy scholars that there were more than one thousand prophecies contained within the Bible at the time that it was written, and over five hundred of these have been fulfilled. The remainder are end-time prophecies whose time has not yet come. Since the accuracy rate for the fulfillment of Bible prophecy so far has been 100%, we can be confident that it will continue to be so. No other religion in the world has such confirming evidence to inspire its faith. As you will see in this book, each book in the Left Behind series, although fiction, is based on these prophecies. Many were already fulfilled in history, and the others could very soon become history.

I (Tim) have been a student of prophecy for over fifty years and can tell you there has never been more interest, both secular and Christian, in knowing about the future than there is today. The amazing success of our Left Behind series—which has sold over 60 million copies and has become the best-selling adult fiction series of all time—proves that. Currently we have over 100,000 subscribers to our e-newsletter, and our Web site (www.leftbehind.com) continues to receive thousands of hits each day. Thousands of readers have written to express their appreciation, ask a question, or tell of some spiritual dedication that the series inspired.

In fact, it is those letters (and especially the questions in the letters) that have prompted this book. We have two main objectives: 

1. To provide a basic companion outline of the end-time events and scriptural verification of the personages fictionalized in the Left Behind series; 

2. To show that we have more reason than any generation before us to believe Christ may return in our generation.

The recent proliferation of books, tapes, and videos on the fulfillment of end-time prophecy further spurred this book. Recently I received in the mail a new film and two new informational videos on signs of Christ’s soon return. Truly there is an increase in knowledge on this subject—one of the many signs that we are rapidly approaching “the time of the end.”

That others before us were wrong about the nearness of the Lord’s return should not deter us from searching the Scriptures, now that some of the end-time prophecies are being unsealed. The ability to rightly evaluate the signs in our times is increasing almost daily, from Israel being reestablished as a nation, to the hatred of Israel by Russia and her Arab allies, to the emergence of China, and many other events—all part of the end-time prophetic tapestry.

The technological capabilities of this generation permit us to see the fulfillment of events that were impossible just one generation ago. Christ could come today, and no prophecy of the end times necessary for His coming would go unfulfilled.

Of course we cannot guarantee that Christ will come in our generation. In His mercy He may tarry one more day, which in His economy is a thousand years (2 Peter 3:8). But we insist that we have more reason than any generation before us to believe He will come in our generation. And we think that by the time you finish this book, you will agree.
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Prophecy 101

 

God must have wanted His followers to learn Bible prophecy, because He dedicated almost 30 percent of His Scripture to it. Not only does prophecy teach us about future events, it also assures us that God keeps His word and His promises.

For example, the Old Testament features more than one hundred prophecies regarding the coming of the Messiah to the earth. Through these prophecies we know that Jesus was truly the Messiah, for He fulfilled every one of them. That is also how believers can be so confident that He will return physically to this earth to set up His kingdom, because He promised He would—three times more frequently than He promised to come the first time! Since His first coming is a fact of history, we can be at least three times as certain that He will come the second time.

Prophecy for New Converts

Another reason we know that God wants Christians to study and understand prophecy is that one of the earliest New Testament books is 1 Thessalonians, a letter filled with teaching about end-time events. Every chapter contains a reference to the second coming of Jesus Christ. The apostle Paul, the man God used to set the pattern for local churches throughout the world, taught the details of Bible prophecy to that new Thessalonian church during its first three weeks of existence. (We know this because he was driven out of town before his fourth Sabbath.) Yet even a casual reading of the book shows that he spoke freely about the Second Coming, the Rapture, the Antichrist, the wrath to come, and other future events. Those are the very subjects we’ll be considering in this book.

Prophecy Is Not So Difficult

During the past three decades there has been a dearth of prophecy teaching in both our seminaries and our churches. Many seminary professors educated in secular graduate schools were often humiliated by their humanist professors for believing “the fundamentalist approach” to Scripture. Taking the Bible literally was ridiculed, and these students were led to believe that prophecy was confusing and difficult to understand.

Consequently, when these men became seminary professors instructing the future ministers of the nation, they failed to teach the prophetic portions of the Scriptures, suggesting that prophecy is “too controversial.” Since no one can teach what they do not know, thousands of our churches today never enjoy a prophetic message or sermon—not because the pastor doesn’t believe in it, but because he doesn’t know much about it.

One pastor, asked how he handled a controversial prophetic subject said, “I just don’t deal with it.”

What? He doesn’t deal with almost 30 percent of the Bible? Often, laypeople who buy prophetic books or attend prophecy conferences or subscribe to prophetic magazines know more about the prophetic portions of the Scriptures than do their pastors.

When the pastor of one of the most prestigious churches in America, a popular author, approached me in the late nineties about coauthoring a book on prophecy with him, he explained that his publisher had come to him with the idea, in light of the renewed interest in the subject due to the rapidly approaching new millennium. My friend added, “I have never made a study of prophecy and don’t feel qualified to do so. I have read enough of your material to know we agree on the basics and think it would be good if we attempted the project together.” I encouraged him to do a study of the subject and write the book himself, for prophecy is just not that difficult.

Anyone can understand the major events of Bible prophecy if they spend a little time comparing Scripture with Scripture and if they avoid the temptation to spiritualize anything that at first seems complex. A good rule of thumb when studying any Scripture is found in the golden rule of biblical interpretation:

 

When the plain sense of Scripture makes common sense, seek no other sense, but take every word at its primary, literal meaning unless the facts of the immediate context clearly indicate otherwise.


—David L. Cooper, PhD


If you follow this rule, it is relatively easy to understand Scripture; if you ignore it, you will always be in error. That is particularly true of the prophetic sections of Scripture. In recent years a number of teachers have concluded that prophecy should usually be interpreted symbolically. Consequently, a number of conflicting teachings have brought such confusion to the church that many have given up on the subject, even though to do so they abandon an important part of God’s Word.

After I have spoken on the Second Coming at a church or prophecy conference, it is not uncommon for individuals to tell me that they have not heard a single message on the Second Coming in twenty-five years. One minister wrote to say he felt convicted for never having preached a sermon on the second coming of our Lord. He said, “I have now dedicated myself to God to study and preach more prophecy.” If he does, his church will come to life, his attendance will pick up, and his church will be spiritually vitalized. There is no more challenging and motivating subject in the Bible than the study of prophecy.

The Historical Effects of Prophecy

Properly taught, prophecy emphasizes the “imminent” return of Christ—that He could come at any moment. This has proven to be one of the most spiritually motivating forces in church history. For whether it is the church of the first three centuries or that of the last two centuries, prophecy has had three effects on the church:

1. It has challenged believers to holy living in an unholy age;

2. It has given Christians a greater challenge to evangelize; and

3. It has caused the church to be more missionary minded as the church has realized it must fulfill the great commission before Christ returns.

The Four Pivotal Events of History

Each of the most significant events in history has marked the end of an age. Three are past; one is yet to come. All were titanic conflicts between God and Satan for the devotion of mankind; all left a significant impact on the generations that followed. The first three are Creation, the Flood, and the first coming of Christ, including His death and resurrection for the sins of mankind. The fourth and final pivotal event is the second coming of Christ to this earth.

Creation

According to the first chapter of Genesis (which means “beginnings”), the Creation highlights the origin of that very special creature, man, who is composed of not only a body and a mind but also an eternal soul. This crucial event is covered in the first three chapters of Genesis. The effects of the Fall—that is, the sin of Adam and Eve, who were created holy but used their free will to disobey God—plunged the world into sin and corruption, producing a pre-Flood population that became so wicked in only one thousand years that God destroyed them all, except for Noah and his family. 

The Flood

The worldwide Flood, described in detail in Genesis 6–8, shows how God repopulated the earth from only eight people. This monumental event is mentioned in the literature of various peoples of the ancient world, providing compelling evidence of its universality. If the scientific community recognized that fact, a spike would be driven into the heart of the theory of evolution, along with the theory of “theistic evolution” (God-guided evolution). But humanistic man would rather believe the unscientific theory of evolution than the truth of Scripture that God created man and will hold man accountable for the way he lives.

The Cross

The third pivotal event of history was the crucifixion of Jesus Christ. The cross as a symbol includes His virgin birth in fulfillment of prophecy, His sinless life, His sacrificial death, and His resurrection. When He as God’s only begotten Son gave Himself to die on that cross for “the sins of the whole world,” He ended the age of law and introduced the age of grace. From that time on, individuals have been able to be eternally saved “through faith” by repenting of their sins and calling on Christ to save them. That is why it is called “the age of grace.” That age will end with the next pivotal event. . . .

The Second Coming

The second coming of Jesus Christ, and the many lesser events leading up to it and following it, is what prophecy is primarily about. It is doubtless the greatest story of the future to be found anywhere. No religion, no culture, and no literature offers such a sublime concept of future events that lead into an even better eternity. Once understood, these thrilling events prove so exciting and inspiring that many have turned from their sins to find Christ as their Lord and Savior—a good reason for all Christians to know about them, particularly as we see so many of these events fulfilled in our lifetime.

There are other important events in history, but none of greater significance than these four. They are highlighted on the following chart, which also locates these pivotal events on the timeline of man’s pilgrimage on earth, separating the ages past from the ages to come.

 

The Four Pivotal Events of History
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For some reason known only to God, the Bible says very little about the ages past or the ages to come. God seems most interested in man’s understanding of his own past—so 50 percent of the Bible’s sixty-six books cover human history. It contains a wealth of historical information that has been documented by archaeologists during the last two centuries. The sixty-six books of the Bible are mostly about man’s existence in the period we call “time,” from Adam and Eve through the coming kingdom age of Jesus Christ.

Twenty-five percent of the Bible contains instruction on how to live in the present and how to treat others.

And 28 percent is prophecy, some of which has already been fulfilled in Israel and the first coming of Christ. The Scriptures mention briefly our entrance into His heaven for eternity and also reveal some comforting words about our future. One example is: “And thus we shall always be with the Lord” (1 Thessalonians 4:17). Another is Jesus’ wonderful promise “In My Father’s house are many mansions. . . . I go to prepare a place for you. . . . I will come again and receive you to Myself; that where I am, there you may be also” (John 14:2-3).

While the Bible merely refers to the eternal ages of the past, it provides much detail about the conflict of the ages, including Satan’s rebellion, his attempt to deceive man about God, eternity, and how the world will come to a fitting climax in a one-thousand-year age of peace. It is really a beautiful story of mankind from Adam to Christ, the “second Adam” (or perfect man) who died to atone for the sins of the “first Adam.”

The book you hold in your hands is primarily about God’s wonderful plan for man’s future events in relation to this earth prior to that age of peace. Failure to understand God’s plan, from the coming of the “first Adam” to the second coming of Christ to establish His kingdom, will keep you from answering the big philosophical questions of life: Why am I here? Where am I going? How do I get there? Only a study of prophecy adequately answers all of these questions.

This basic timeline of human history will be used throughout this book to introduce the many prophetic passages that fill in details of the future. It is most helpful to relate all prophetic teachings to this timeline.

This Present Church Age

Jesus not only promised His followers that He “will come again” and take them to His Father’s house (John 14:1-3), He promised to “build [His] church, and the gates of Hades shall not prevail against it” (Matthew 16:18). He built that church through the ministry of the Holy Spirit working in His apostles and in those who became believers through them. For twenty centuries His church has been persecuted by religions, kings, and dictators, yet today it is stronger than ever. That in itself is a testimony to His promise, for although the church has been the most consistently hated group on earth, it will continue to expand until He takes it out of this world. It has been estimated that nearly one-third of the earth’s population alive today are Christian—that’s roughly two billion people!

The church age, starting with the day of Pentecost in Acts 2 through the present day, corresponds to the age of grace on the chart on the following page. Jesus described it in Matthew 13, and the apostles, particularly Peter, John, and Paul, spent the rest of their lives building and instructing that church. Revelation 2 and 3 outline it, and the New Testament, particularly the epistles, describes how its activities should be conducted.

On the Use of Charts

An ancient Chinese proverb suggests that “a picture is worth a thousand words.” If that is true, good charts are worth a thousand words about prophecy, for they pinpoint the timing of the events described and show prophetic events in relation to each other. For many years I have used charts in churches and prophecy conferences to make difficult concepts easy to understand. Charts are a basic ingredient of my six other books on prophecy. Throughout this book we will resort to using them for clarity.

 

New Testament Prophetic Events
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As you look at the above chart of man’s past and future sojourn on this earth, we hope you are struck with at least three significant facts.

The Cross

The most famous symbol in human history marks the most significant event of all time. When Jesus Christ died on that cross for the “sins of the whole world,” He reached back to Adam and Eve and forward to the last person who will be born during the Millennium—the thousand-year reign of Christ on new Earth—to atone for their sin. He redeemed all the acts of faith on the part of those before Him and offered to all after Him, by the simple act of faith, a means of escaping the consequences of Adam’s fall into sin (and subsequently our own). This miracle of salvation was made possible because of who He was, the sinless Son of God. The Crucifixion was not merely a man dying for the sins of man, but “the only begotten Son of God” dying for the sins of mankind.

All humankind has a choice to make

Every person in every generation has a choice: to obey God or to do his own thing. In Old Testament days obedient faith required men and women to sacrifice an innocent lamb in obedience to the instruction of God. Since the finished work of Christ on the cross, that act of faith is the bending of one’s knees before the cross and calling on the name of the Lord. In this sense, each individual determines where he will spend eternity—with God or without Him. Those are the only two choices.

You have a choice to make

Search your own heart to see if you have made such a decision. Have you personally called on the name of the Lord? If not, we urge you to pause from your reading and do so now. In case you would like some help in the wording of your prayer, we suggest the following:

 

Dear Heavenly Father, I confess that I have sinned against heaven and in Your sight and need forgiveness. Thank You for sending Your Son Jesus to die on the cross for my sins, according to the Scriptures, and I thank You for raising Him from the dead. Today I ask Him to come into my heart to cleanse me from my sin and become my Lord and Savior. I give myself to You. In Jesus’ name I pray. Amen!
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What Are the Last Days?

 

What does the Bible mean by its many expressions for the last days? At first glance there are several terms that seem interchangeable, but in reality they may not always be so used. Confusion results if you do not examine the context carefully to verify that the term really means what you think it means.

Some terms for the “end times” include “the latter days,” “the last times,” “the latter years,” or Daniel the prophet’s favorite term, “the time of the end.” Our Lord started His Olivet discourse (Matthew 24:1-8) by answering His disciples’ question “What will be the sign of Your coming, and of the end of the age?” He often referred to that time as “the end,” or “then shall the end come.” Most people automatically think such terms are interchangeable because, generally speaking, they all have to do with the end of the Tribulation when Christ returns physically to the earth to set up his millennial kingdom (see chapters 14 and 15). We have found over fifty uses of such terms in Scripture and are confident there are probably many more.

A Common Analogy

Prophecy scholar Thomas Ice, my colleague in the Pre-Trib Research Center, makes this interesting analogy:

 

Sometimes Christians read in the Bible about the “last days,” “end times,” etc., and tend to think that all of these phrases all of the time refer to the same thing. This is not the case. Just as in our own lives, there are many endings. There is the end of the workday, the end of the day according to the clock, the end of the week, the end of the month, and the end of the year. Just because the word “end” is used does not mean that it always refers to the same time. The word “end” is restricted and precisely defined when it is modified by “day,” “week,” “year,” etc. So it is in the Bible, that “end times” may refer to the end of the current church age or it may refer to other times.1


It is not difficult to locate the time meant by the biblical author for each of the above expressions, if the reader studies the context to make certain whom the prophet is addressing, the church or Israel. Most of the uses of these terms in the Old Testament and by our Lord have in focus the end of the Tribulation. (Most of these references merge the end of the Tribulation and the Glorious Appearing.) The uses of these terms in the epistles sometimes have in mind the end of the church age. This, of course, will occur simultaneously with the gathering of ourselves (the church) together with Christ in the Rapture (see chapter 9).

There are at least two exceptions to that general rule: Hebrews 1:1-2 and 1 John 2:18. In the Hebrews passage the Holy Spirit said, “God, who at various times and in different ways spoke in time past to the fathers by the prophets, has in these last days spoken to us by His Son, whom He has appointed heir of all things, through whom also He made the worlds” (emphasis added).

This evidently refers to the days in which they were living, for in their lifetime God had sent His Son to reveal His great love for mankind by dying for our sins. That act of divine mercy spelled the end of the Old Testament sacrificial system, which was being replaced by the new and better covenant made possible by the blood of God’s Son.

In 1 John the apostle speaks of “the last hour.” He is referring here to the new economy of God’s grace, warning that even in this church age there would be “many antichrists . . . by which we know that it is the last hour.” He was right: For two thousand years the church age has not been without false christs and antichrists sent by Satan to deceive the saints.

The Primary Use of End-Time Terms

In most cases the terms for the “last days” or “end times” refer to a period that may encompass no more than seven to ten or so years. We cannot pinpoint it more accurately because we are not certain how much time will elapse between the Rapture, which ends the church age, and the beginning of the Tribulation, begun by the signing of the covenant between the Antichrist and Israel (Daniel 9:27; see also chapter 13). Some prophecy scholars think it will be just a matter of days, but some estimates go as high as fifty years (though that opinion was written over seventy-five years ago. We are confident that if that writer were living today he would shorten his estimate to about one to three years, in view of the many new signs of the end that have come to light during our lifetime).

If we assume that the Antichrist’s covenant with Israel follows the Rapture by a very short time, our estimate of three to ten years is reasonable. The following chart locates the time addressed and the relatively short period it covers.

 

The Second Coming of Christ
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A similar expression (“afterward”) from Joel 2:28-32 refers to that same period of time. It is included here because it is so significant, for it prophesies that during those “last days,” just before and during Israel’s seventieth week (the Tribulation), from the Rapture to the Glorious Appearing, the Holy Spirit will again be poured out on the earth like on the day of Pentecost, leading millions to the Savior. Like the other passages, one must examine the context to see what is meant. In this case we can expect the Holy Spirit to move on the hearts of people at the beginning of the Tribulation and culminate with the second coming of Christ. This outpouring will occur during the ministry of the 144,000 Jewish witnesses of Revelation 7 (see chapter 24) who see “a great multitude which no one could number” come to faith in Christ.

In short, the “last days,” “end times,” the “latter days,” or even “afterward,” usually refer to any point from just prior to the Rapture to the Glorious Appearing itself. While some references may refer to trends during the church age, most of them point to the seven to ten or more years, a period that pinpoints the end of “the times of the Gentiles” (see chapter 5) to the end of the “Great Tribulation” (see chapter 14). It is not difficult to discern what the writer of one of these many end-time references means if the reader pays close attention to the context. 

“The last days,” “the time of the end,” and “the end of the age” are terms leading up to the seven-year tribulation when this age as we know it comes to the end. It is preceded by the Rapture and followed by the Glorious Appearing.
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Are These the Times of the Signs?

 

Ever since Jesus Christ warned His followers that He would leave them to go to His Father’s house in heaven and promised that He would “come again and receive [them] to [Himself]” (John 14:1-3), Christians have asked the $64,000 question: “When will you return, and what will be the sign of your coming?” The fact that Jesus did not rebuke the disciples for asking those two questions indicates that He approves of our watching for signs of His return. Daniel, the great Hebrew prophet, asked similar questions about end-time events in the twelfth chapter of his book.

A study of prophetic literature from the first century right up to our own day will show that Bible-believing Christians have always been interested in “when?” and the “signs.” Admittedly, some commentators have come up with bizarre theories and conclusions that were proven wrong by the passage of time. Some have set ill-advised dates. In other cases, such as the Millerites in 1844, individuals have brought great embarrassment to the church. Most, however, have been humble teachers of the Word who watched for signlike events in their day in a vain hope that theirs would be the generation to see Christ return.

That hasn’t been all bad. While some people became discouraged and quit studying prophecy because Christ had not yet returned in their lifetime, others were driven to restudy the Scriptures and became more conscious that Christ could return in their generation. This in turn made them more conscious of holy living in their unholy age, more evangelistic, and more missionary minded. Frankly, I think that is why God Himself, through His Son Jesus, His disciples, and others who were inspired to write the Scriptures, gave us 318 promises of Christ’s return and made 28 percent of the Bible prophetic in nature.

History shows that whenever the church has lived as though her Lord could return at any moment, her members have tended to live for God and to energetically evangelize the lost. The golden days of the church and personal evangelism were days of teaching that Christ could soon appear. Such teaching usually involved a detailed examination of the “signs” of His return that believers thought were being fulfilled in their lifetime. The fires of revival that have come and gone throughout church history have often been associated with Second Coming teachings, including the “signs of the times.”

A Word of Caution about Signs

The Bible teaches us, “Let your moderation be known unto all men” (Philippians 4:5, KJV). A study of “signs” of the end of the age or the return of Christ should always be undertaken with a degree of restraint. Date setters are to be ignored or, even better, rebuked as false teachers. It mystifies us that men would try to set dates for the return of Christ in view of the warning of our Lord Himself:

 

“Of that day and hour no one knows, no, not even the angels of heaven, but My Father only.” (Matthew 24:36)


 

“It is not for you to know times or seasons which the Father has put in His own authority.” (Acts 1:7)


Those two verses alone should warn us that anyone who suggests a date for the return of Christ is wrong. However, the Lord did say in the parable of the fig tree that we can know the general time of His coming. As Jesus said, “So you also, when you see all these things, know that it is near, at the doors” (Matthew 24:33).

One popular suggestion is that the coming of Christ, which will come suddenly when many are not ready for Him, will occur when those who know their Bible have good reason to believe He could come in their generation.

We really do have some powerful reasons for supposing that our generation has more reason than any before us to believe He could come in our lifetime! Still, although there are several signs of the end in existence today, we refuse to set limits on the season. But we will point out that some of these signs did not exist even a half generation ago.

At the outset, however, we wish to state categorically that we refuse to predict that Christ will come in our lifetime, for He may delay His coming another fifty years or more. Still, we believe the evidence is to the contrary. We will quote secular scientists and others who see no possibility for the continued existence of this world. With the avalanche of problems that already exists, some significant voices have declared their doubts that our troubled planet has a future beyond the next twenty-five to fifty years.

We find it significant that today’s Bible prophecy scholars have come to almost the same point in time as their counterparts in the secular world. Comparing the conclusions of these two disparate groups leads us to surmise that these “times of the signs” indicate rather startlingly that “the end of the age” is upon us; the time for Christ to return to set up His kingdom appears to be drawing near. The reason should be obvious: He is the only one who can unsnarl the mess man has made of this world.

Something Significant Is About to Happen

For more than two thousand years God has largely refrained from unmistakably intervening in the affairs of men as He did in the days of ancient Israel. There have been many miracles in that time, of course, but they have been confined mostly to believers, and even then He has not always intervened in a way that would cause skeptics to acknowledge His existence. During these years He has confined His expressions of His existence primarily to creation, the Scriptures, His Son’s life and teachings, and the power of the Cross as it changes the lives of those who come to Him in faith.

While we hear a lot about the shortcomings of the church today, there are thousands in the body of Christ who are doing a good job of getting His message out to the peoples of the world. That is why there is such an incredible turning to God today in many parts of the world. The church is considered the “lampstand,” or light of the world, in this age, and some in the church have done an extraordinary job of fulfilling their destiny.

That is about to change as we enter “the time of the end.” As soon as the church is raptured (see chapter 9), God will again begin to visibly intervene in the affairs of mankind. Russia and her allies will go down to destroy the nation of Israel but will themselves be destroyed supernaturally by God (Ezekiel 38–39; see chapter 8). No one knows for sure whether that precedes or follows the Rapture; a case can be made either way. One thing is apparent: Russia’s attack and the Rapture are the number one and two end-time events. They are followed by the rise of Antichrist (see chapter 21), the day of God’s wrath (see chapters 12–14), the two witnesses (see chapter 23), the 144,000 Jewish evangelists (see chapter 24), and many other acts of divine intervention during the Tribulation. There will be so many signs that atheism will not be widespread during that period; amazingly, it will be supplanted by open and blatant rebellion against God.

The Tribulation will be followed by the majestic intervention of God in the glorious return of Christ to the earth (see chapter 15) to set up His thousand-year kingdom (see chapter 16), followed by heaven or eternity (see chapter 19).

The “time of the end” as Daniel called it, or “the last days” as the apostles referred to it, is that short period of seven to ten or more years of enormous change for this world as almighty God brings this age to an end by His supernatural intervention. God’s people need to study the prophetic Scriptures so they can both be prepared themselves and help others prepare for His coming.

The good news is that this world will not end in chaos as the secularists predict. The Bible says Christ will come to solve the world’s problems by introducing the greatest period in world history, the millennial kingdom of Jesus Christ. And while we are not certain it will occur in our lifetime, we have more reason to believe it might than any generation in the history of the church.

More Signs of Christ’s Return Exist Today Than at Any Time in History

Jesus rebuked the people of His day for failing to recognize the “signs of the times” that heralded His first coming (Matthew 16:3), calling them “a wicked and adulterous generation.” They should have discerned the times, for centuries before, Daniel and other Hebrew prophets had predicted His coming. Simeon and Anna, mentioned in Luke 2, found in their studies of these prophecies sufficient cause to prompt them to go to the temple where they found the Christ child.

How much more reason do we have today to recognize the signs of His second coming! We are surrounded by so many obvious signs that one would have to be blind not to see them—yet some fail to recognize them even when they are called to their attention. So many signs exist today that you could write a book about them. In fact, I did, The Beginning of the End, first published in 1972 and then again in 1991. Numerous changes in the many years since that book’s first publication have only brought further confirmation that we are indeed living in “the times of the signs.” Never in history have so many legitimate signs of Christ’s return existed.

We say legitimate signs, for there is a difference between true signs of His coming based on Scripture and those that are inferred or imagined. In 1996 a popular TV preacher wrote a best-selling book, prompted by the cruel assassination of Israeli statesman Yitzhak Rabin. The book, based on some imagined significance of Rabin’s signing the peace accord two years before, considered Rabin’s untimely death to be a sign of the end. The truth is that the death of Rabin or any other world leader signifies only the anarchy predicted by the Bible for the end of the age. No significant Scripture links any specific leader to any peace treaty until the Antichrist is revealed and signs a seven-year peace accord with Israel (Daniel 9:27; see chapter 12). That would be a sign of the end—but not the assassination of any world leader, no matter how prominent.

Signs Are Like Time Clocks

Over forty years ago the cover of a national science journal featured a clock with hands set at five minutes to twelve, the editors’ way of dramatizing that civilization was rapidly approaching the midnight hour of self-destruction. Subsequent issues of that journal have shown the minute hands of the clock inching ever closer to midnight. Some like-minded writers even popularized the phrase “the end of history.” They meant the death of earth through pollution, overpopulation, nuclear annihilation, or some other catastrophe beyond the power of world leaders and governments to solve.

We would like to use that same graphic device to highlight the signs that have been proliferating ever since the first one burst on the world scene over eighty years ago. The hands of our clock will start at 11:00, to highlight how very close we could be to “the end of the age.” Each time you see this symbol, look for information about another “sign” that shows the world is fast approaching the “end” when Christ shall come.

Two signs predicted by the Hebrew prophet Daniel for “the time of the end” should be obvious to all—the increase in travel and the increase in knowledge. Since 1914, when the average speed of cars and trucks was fifteen to twenty miles per hour, until today, when rockets and satellites average twenty-four thousand miles per hour, man has had an explosion in knowledge. Why are these two signs mentioned together? Because they are interrelated. The speed of travel is dependent on the increase in knowledge. More than in any age before this one, men are “running to and fro on the earth”—just as the Bible predicted for “the time of the end.”
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The Sign of His Coming

 

It is almost impossible to exaggerate the importance of our Lord’s Olivet discourse found in Matthew 24–25 (with abbreviated versions in Mark 13 and Luke 21). We not only consider it to be the most important prophecy of future events, we believe it provides an outline of the future to which all other prophetic sections should be related. It is like a clothesline from which all other prophecy should be hung. An understanding of this passage is essential to a right understanding of the Bible’s other prophetic passages.

A Unique Historical Context

While every part of the Olivet discourse provides a remarkable preview of the future, the first few verses of Jesus’ sermon give us a unique historical context that enables us to sense when the great events it describes are about to unfold:

 

Then Jesus went out and departed from the temple, and His disciples came to Him to show Him the buildings of the temple. And Jesus said to them, “Do you not see all these things? Assuredly, I say to you, not one stone shall be left here upon another, that shall not be thrown down.”


 

Now as He sat on the Mount of Olives, the disciples came to Him privately, saying, “Tell us, when will these things be? And what will be the sign of Your coming, and of the end of the age?” And Jesus answered and said to them: “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.” (Matthew 24:1-8)


Should We Take It Literally?

Sometimes when individuals seek to understand prophetic texts, they are unsure whether they should read the biblical passages in a literal or in a more symbolic way. We can be grateful that our Lord’s Olivet discourse began with a “test case” by which we can determine how we ought to read the rest of His sermon.

In the first two verses of Matthew 24 the disciples are seen proudly showing off the temple buildings to their Master. No doubt they expected Him to ooh and ahh along with them. But to say our Lord was unimpressed with what He saw is something of an understatement. “Do you not see all these things?” He asked His disciples, no doubt pointing to the gleaming structures around them. “Assuredly, I say to you, not one stone shall be left here upon another, that shall not be thrown down.”

Note carefully this important test case. In these verses Jesus prophesied not only that the temple would be destroyed, but that its ruin would be so complete that not even one stone would be left standing upon another.

History records that our Lord’s words were fulfilled to the letter in AD 70. In that year the Roman army under the command of Titus destroyed the city of Jerusalem. Fires raged through the city and in the temple area itself. After the flames burned themselves out, the soldiers saw that large amounts of gold had melted and flowed into the crevices of the blocks of the temple. In order to recover the precious metal, the Romans had to take the buildings apart, stone by stone. And so Jesus’ prophecy was fulfilled literally; not one stone was left upon another.

Some of those stones were later used to erect the wall we see standing today near the edge of the temple mount. Every time you see pictures of the Wailing Wall in Jerusalem—a shrine that can be seen every day on the Internet (www.thewall.org)—you see the pinpoint accuracy of Jesus’ prediction. And you get a big hint about how the rest of the Olivet discourse ought to be interpreted.

What Shall Be the Sign?

We are indebted to the disciples for asking Jesus the crucial question “What will be the sign of Your coming, and of the end of the age?” In His answer our Lord unfolded several significant “signs” that will characterize life on earth just before His return. We believe some of these signs already have been fulfilled and that the time of the end could well be soon, even within our generation.

It is important to notice the first two warnings Jesus gave His disciples (and us) in Matthew 24:4-26:

1. “Take heed that no one deceives you. For many will come in My name, saying, ‘I am the Christ,’ and will deceive many.”

2. “You will hear of wars and rumors of wars.”

Let’s consider both of these warnings, starting with the first one.

1. The “sign” of deception

The end times will be filled with deception—count on it. Jesus Christ predicted it. At least six times in His Olivet discourse our Lord warned His disciples against false teachers and deceivers:

• “Take heed that no one deceives you” (24:4).

• “For many will come in My name, saying, ‘I am the Christ,’ and will deceive many” (24:5).

• “Then many false prophets will rise up and deceive many” (24:11).

• “Then if anyone says to you, ‘Look, here is the Christ!’ or ‘There!’ do not believe it” (24:23).

• “For false christs and false prophets will rise and show great signs and wonders to deceive, if possible, even the elect” (24:24).

• “Therefore if they say to you, ‘Look, He is in the desert!’ do not go out; or ‘Look, He is in the inner rooms!’ do not believe it” (24:26).

Of course, there have always been false teachers, for that is Satan’s way of distorting the truths of God. Jesus called him a “deceiver” and a “liar,” declaring that he had been a liar from the very beginning. That is why we have so many cults, religions, and other -isms that claim a Christian basis for their beliefs. If Satan cannot get people to disbelieve or rebel against God altogether, he will get them hooked on some false doctrine to lead them astray. There is nothing new about that.

Yet who can deny that everywhere we look today, we find deception growing stronger and more prevalent? Hardly a week goes by that someone doesn’t write to us in an attempt to convince us of some new teaching that either is unrelated to Scripture or twists Scripture out of its original meaning.

Dr. M. R. DeHaan, a popular Bible teacher in the fifties and sixties, wrote:

 

Never before in all history have there been such divisions in Christendom. There are today over 350 denominations, sects and cults in Protestantism in America alone. All of these claim that they are right and that all others are necessarily wrong.2


He then added, “It has been said that a new cult springs up at least once a month in the United States, and that no matter how fantastic and fanciful its teaching may be, or how wild its claims, there are always those who are willing to be deceived.”3

And that was written over fifty years ago! Think of what he would say today with all the occult and spiritualist activities that multiply each day. The last few decades have witnessed a proliferation of false teachings that have resulted in the deaths of hundreds of followers of such extremist cult leaders as Jim Jones of the People’s Temple in Guyana (1978); David Koresh of the Branch Davidians in Texas (1993); Marshall Applewhite of Heaven’s Gate in California (1997); and Credonia Mwerinde of the Movement for the Restoration in Uganda (2000).

But destroying lives is only one form of end-time deception. What about destroying biblical faith? As our Lord 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” (Matthew 10:28). As tragic as is the loss of life, it is worse to lose one’s soul. False teachers, some of whom use drugs as an inducement to “open” their disciples’ minds “to new thought,” are today leading thousands of young people astray. And that doesn’t even include the cultic UFO groups that are proliferating today.

Back in 1997, as the twentieth century drew to a close, a Time magazine reporter described this problem:

 

These are the waning years of the 20th century, and out on the margins of spiritual life there’s a strange phosphorescence. As predicted, the approach of the year 2000 is coaxing all the crazed out of the woodwork. They bring with them a twitchy hybrid of spirituality and pop obsession, part Christian, part Asian mystic, part Gnostic, part X Files . . . we have seen the Beast of the Apocalypse. It’s Bambi in a tunic.4


As the twenty-first century continues to unfold, we expect the deception to increase—particularly if these really are the “last days” the prophets spoke so much about.

In 1982 I was speaking at a prophecy conference at Hume Lake Christian Camps in California. The manager of the camp bookstore sought me out to see what I thought about a full-page ad in the Los Angeles Times announcing the arrival of “the Christ Mytraya” of England. Like thousands before him, there was sound and fury and no small speculation, but nothing of substance. He has not brought in the world peace he promised.

The fact that deception and false teachings are increasing should not take us by surprise. Not only did our Lord predict them, but so did the apostle Paul. He warned, “The coming of the lawless one [Antichrist] 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” (2 Thessalonians 2:9-10, emphasis added). The apostle John, in the book of Revelation, warned several times against false teachings, false religion, and even an official false prophet who leads people astray by the millions during the Tribulation.

The greatest time of deception the world has ever faced or ever will face is the seven-year Tribulation, when the contest between God and Satan for the souls of men will reach its greatest heights. Satan will go all out with deceiving spirits and signs and lying wonders potent enough almost to deceive even “the very elect.” Although that period has not yet come, it is highly probable that false teachers and deceivers committed to Satan are already in the world, working their deceptive magic on the minds and emotions of people.

A well-known saying is appropriate here: “Future events cast their shadow before them.” Deception will continue to increase as the end times approach. Consequently, it is imperative that God’s people be well informed about what the future holds for this world so that they can avoid being deceived. We suggest the following six steps:

A. Know your Bible! Jesus said that “the truth shall make you free.” The Bible is the truth of God, so the better you know the Scriptures, the better prepared you will be to withstand Satan’s deceptive ways. The daily reading of the Scriptures, particularly the New Testament, is a must for every Christian who would know truth. Study biblical prophecy, both from the Scriptures and from those prophecy scholars you trust.

B. Test the spirits! (1 John 4:1) Everything comes down to whether a teaching agrees with the Scripture. That is why you should study the Bible regularly, so that you can test any new teaching by the Scripture. Another important question to ask is, What do you believe about Jesus? Most false teachers have a faulty view of Jesus. Some are blatantly false; the more dangerous ones will accept Him as a god but not God in human flesh. Never trust any teacher who does not believe in the virgin birth of Jesus, His sinless life, sacrificial death, bodily resurrection, and His promise to come again physically to this earth. Always ask, Does the message or teaching glorify Jesus? (See John 16:13-14.) Again, the place a teacher gives Jesus is key. The most dangerous teachers are those who speak well of Him but do not exalt Him by recognizing Him as our special object of worship, love, and service.

C. Seek God’s guidance in life and teaching! (Proverbs 3:6) The Lord wants to guide and direct His children. If you are willing to be led by God, He will guide you to truth.

D. Avoid immorality! Nothing clouds the mind like lust and sin. They impair the reasoning of the mind on matters eternal.

E. Share your faith aggressively with others! This world has never been more religiously confused. As you witness to others about your faith, you strengthen your own convictions and help many of those to whom you reach out.

F. Walk in the spirit! (Ephesians 5:17-21) All Christians in every age should walk in the Spirit, for Paul says that is “the will of the Lord” (verse 17). As the Spirit fills and uses your life, He will make you sensitive to both truth and error.

Many false teachers are endowed with a natural charisma, which at first makes them seem tremendously spiritual and insightful. But by following the steps outlined above, the Holy Spirit within you will witness to your spirit about whether a teacher is dispensing truth or error. I’ve seen this at work in my own life.

Every month I receive a four-to-six-page “prophecy” from a woman who claims she is an “end-time prophetess.” At first I read her letters to compare her teachings to those of Scripture. Finally, I concluded that she was a false prophetess because she so often contradicted the Scriptures. You can be sure of one thing: Since God authored the Bible, He will never inspire His true prophets to teach anything contrary to what He already inspired His prophets, His Son, or His apostles to write in the Old and New Testaments.

2. The “sign” of wars and rumors of wars

Did you know that there have been approximately fifteen thousand wars in recorded human history? Mankind has always been eager to settle his disputes or expand his borders through the carnage of war. The twentieth century in particular was far bloodier than any century that preceded it, and the pattern shows no signs of abating as the twenty-first continues. Far more people have died in wars during the past hundred years than in all the centuries before. And the wars just keep proliferating. 

Brutal ethnic confrontations have erupted around the globe—in Africa, in Asia, in Eastern Europe, in India, in the territories of the former Soviet Union, and elsewhere—and more of these simmering hot spots seem about to break out into open war.

Yet how did Jesus tell us to respond to such reports?

“See that you are not troubled,” He said. And why should we not be troubled? Two reasons:

1. “All these things must come to pass”

2. “But the end is not yet.” (Matthew 24:6)

Obviously, wars are not “the sign” of the end! The fact is, however, Christ did inject the subject of war into His answer to His disciples’ question “What will be the sign of Your coming, and of the end of the age?” This can only mean that “the sign” had to be a special kind of war.

The First Idiom: A Special Kind of War

Once more recall Jesus’ words from Matthew 24:7-8 in response to His disciples’ question about the end of the age:

 

“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.” [emphasis added]


Our Lord used two Hebrew idioms here that His Jewish friends would quickly recognize. The first, based on 2 Chronicles 15:1-7 and Isaiah 19:1-2, is “nation against nation, and kingdom against kingdom” (KJV). He was speaking of a war started by two nations, each combatant soon joined by the surrounding kingdoms until all the nations involved in the prophet’s vision are included. In Matthew 24 our Lord had the world in view. So He is saying, “When you see a war started by two single nations that is soon joined by the kingdoms of the world—followed by unprecedented famines, pestilence, and multiple earthquakes at the same time—you have the sign.”

We submit that is exactly what occurred in June 1914 when the Archduke of Austria, Prince Francis Ferdinand, was shot by a Serbian zealot in the very area of the world where in these days UN peacekeepers must be stationed to keep the Serbs and Croats from killing each other. One month later Austria declared war on Serbia, followed shortly by the other kingdoms of the world, until all but seven nations officially joined the conflict (and even the seven “neutral” countries sent mercenaries). At first historians officially called it “the Great War,” for indeed, to that point it was the greatest war in human history. The war involved more men in uniform (estimates total 53 million, 13 million of whom were killed) than all the troops in all the wars before it. But it didn’t end there, for an incalculable number of civilians on both sides were injured or killed in the bombings and skirmishes. Not many years later the war’s original title was replaced by the even more descriptive title, World War I, thus fulfilling the first idiom our Lord used to describe “the sign.”

If this were all that happened in 1914–1918, however, it would not be sufficient to fulfill all of our Lord’s prophecy. Remember, He added, “There will be famines, pestilences . . . in various places.” A look at history reveals that the flu epidemic of 1918 spread throughout Europe, Canada, and the United States and took more lives than were lost on the battlefields. In Europe, much of this vulnerability to disease was caused by malnutrition and famine as a result of the war. In fact, because of this acute lack of food due to the first World War, farmers were exempted from military service in World War II.

So three parts of the first sign Jesus gave His disciples—a special kind of war, famines, and plagues—were fulfilled at the beginning of the twentieth century. The fourth part, multiple earthquakes at the same time, is more difficult to pin down. However, as I stated in my 1972 book, The Beginning of the End:

 

I have read statistics that certain earthquakes, like the one in Baluchistan, West Pakistan, on May 31, 1935, was the “most devastating earthquake in all history,” but that record has been exceeded several times since then. Major earthquakes have occurred since World War I in such various places as Kansu Province, China; Tokyo, Japan; Persia; India; Peru; Taiwan; and southern California. The only known multiple earthquakes in history have been recorded since World War I. For example, during the Turkish earthquakes similar reports came in from Africa, South America, South Carolina, and southern California. During a prolonged quake in Helena, Montana, there were similar reports in New York and Honduras.5


Because of their frightening intensity, earthquakes have always been considered a sign of God’s judgment, at least since His destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah. Earthquakes have been God’s way of getting man’s attention. When things are going well and man feels secure, he rarely thinks of God. However, when his skyscrapers and “quakeproof” high-rises begin to sway, man looks for something bigger than himself. The shaking of terra firma terrifies him. And well it should!

One Christmas I spoke at the Rotary Club in San Diego at the invitation of Dr. Ron Jones, a dentist and recent convert to Christ. He had served as president for one year, and at his last meeting he wanted to “leave a testimony with the city fathers.” At least seven hundred persons were gathered at that luncheon. Most seemed bored with my gospel presentation . . . until an earthquake hit. The dishes rattled, water sloshed in dinner glasses, and the chandeliers swung back and forth. The lights even dimmed momentarily. Everyone in southern California recognizes that feeling because we have occasional tremors. Suddenly I had everyone’s rapt attention! Just as man’s life looks different from a hospital bed, so he feels more insecure during an earthquake. We believe that is why the end times, both before the Tribulation and during it, will be highlighted by an increase of these frightening tremors.

Earthquakes on the Rise

One glance at the statistics released by the United States Geological Survey should be enough to convince anyone about the reality of this being the last days. For example, during the period from 2000 to 2008, the total number of earthquakes worldwide each year that were recorded with a magnitude of 3.0 to 3.9 increased from 4,827 to an astonishing 11,735. Likewise, those with a magnitude of 4.0 to 4.9 increased in number from 8,008 in the year 2000 to 12,291 in 2008 while those measuring 5.0 to 5.9 rose from 1,344 to 1,768.

Clearly, the Bible’s prediction that earthquakes would increase in number and in power in the last days is happening before our eyes. The United States Geological Survey estimates that today several million earthquakes of varying sizes are occurring around the world each year! In fact, the rise of earthquakes in recent times has been so dramatic (and so time-consuming for those whose job it is to record the data), that the USGS National Earthquake Information Center decided in 2009 to discontinue its practice of keeping records of earthquakes that were smaller than magnitude 4.5, unless those earthquakes resulted in fatalities or significant damage.6

To say that the year 2010 got off to a shaky start would certainly be appropriate. During its first quarter alone, there were more than twenty major earthquakes measuring 6.6 or higher in the world. One of the areas hardest hit was the nation of Haiti. On January 12, 2010, 222,570 people lost their lives and another three hundred thousand were injured when a 7.0 earthquake rocked the area. Over ninety-seven thousand homes were destroyed and 1.3 million people displaced. A mere forty-five days later, an 8.8-magnitude earthquake slammed the country of Chile killing more than five hundred. This was the same area that had been hit by a 9.5 earthquake in 1960, the largest earthquake ever recorded.

I actually experienced firsthand another of these series of quakes on April 4, 2010, which happened to be Easter Sunday. A 7.2-magnitude earthquake centered in Baja California, Mexico, shook the region and was felt throughout southern California. Coincidentally, I had been compiling the material for this section of the book the night before. It was almost as if God was adding His own exclamation point to the information! Unfortunately, one of the buildings that sustained major damage in that quake was a growing, vibrant young church in El Centro, California, that had to be condemned by the city. Just four months earlier we had held one of our prophecy conferences there and had discussed this very topic.

Of course, certain parts of the world are more susceptible to deadly earthquakes than others. The island of Sumatra in Indonesia suffered four major earthquakes and countless aftershocks during the first decade of the new millennium, beginning in June of 2000 when the region was hit by a 7.9 quake, which resulted in 103 deaths. As severe as this was, nothing could compare to what would happen three and a half years later. On December 26, 2004, the day after Christmas, the same area was devastated by a 9.1 earthquake and subsequent tsunamis that killed 227,898 people. It was the worst earthquake-related disaster since the 1976 quake in Tangshan, China, took the lives of more than 255,000. 

The undersea megathrust earthquake of 2004 was centered just off Indonesia’s coast in the Indian Ocean and triggered a series of devastating tsunamis that inundated coastal communities with waves sometimes reaching over fifty feet high. Indonesia, of course, was the hardest hit, followed by Sri Lanka, India, and Thailand. People watched the televised coverage in horror as home video cameras and professional news crews captured entire towns being destroyed.

The 2004 Sumatra earthquake was one of the largest ever recorded on seismograph and had the longest duration of any quake ever observed. It lasted nearly ten minutes and triggered additional earthquakes in other parts of the world, some as far away as Alaska. 

The total amount of energy created by the tsunami waves was equivalent to approximately five megatons of TNT, more than twice the total explosive energy used throughout all of World War II, including the two atomic bombs. In some areas, the waves reached as far as a mile inland. The energy released on the Earth’s surface by the earthquake and tsunami combined was estimated to be equal to 26.3 megatons of TNT, which is more than 1,500 times that of the atomic bomb dropped on Hiroshima. However, the vast majority of the earthquake’s energy remained underground. That figure equalled 9,560 gigatons of TNT, or 550 million times the power of Hiroshima. Shock waves from the earthquake were felt halfway around the planet, as far away as the state of Oklahoma.7

Three months later the region was hit again with an 8.6 aftershock that killed another 1,313 Indonesian residents. And if that weren’t enough, two more massive earthquakes would strike the area yet again in 2007 and 2009 with magnitudes of 8.5 and 7.5 respectively. Tragically, an additional 1,142 people would die as a result. 

Earthquakes within the United States have of course increased in frequency and intensity during the past decade just as they have in the rest of the world. While most would assume that a state such as California would be the most at risk, that distinction actually belongs to the state of Alaska. In fact, Alaska holds the dubious honor of providing the location for three of the top ten highest-magnitude earthquakes on record: an 8.6 in 1957, a 9.2 in 1964, and an 8.7 in 1965.

Something unusual is transpiring with planet Earth! One seismologist at the Scripps Research Center in La Jolla, California, said, “It is almost as though the earth’s plates are gyrating in anticipation of the world’s greatest earthquake.” In the book of Revelation, the apostle John forewarned that the worst earthquakes ever to hit the planet will occur during the Tribulation. Whether the La Jolla seismologist was describing the earthquake in Revelation 6, 11, or 16 is yet to be determined. But who can doubt that we are seeing the earth being prepared for the coming judgments of God as foretold for the Tribulation?

When all four parts of this “sign” are considered together, we believe it is reasonable to conclude that our planet has already witnessed the beginning of the end.

The Second Hebrew Idiom

The mistake many students of prophecy make in rejecting World War I (and its subsequent catastrophes) as the fulfillment of “the sign,” mentioned in Matthew 24:3, concerns timing. Everyone realizes that “the Great War” did not usher in the time of the end, for only twenty-two years later the world was plunged into World War II. Jesus did not say the first sign would usher in the end, but said, “All these [the four parts of the one sign] are the beginning of sorrows” (Matthew 24:8). That is the second Hebrew idiom Jesus used. This term “beginning of sorrows” was used by four of the Hebrew prophets to describe a woman in labor and the pain Israel will endure at the end of the age.8

Unless a woman’s labor is medically induced, her “sorrows… in childbirth” mirror those of mother Eve after her sin and expulsion from the Garden of Eden. Her first birth pain does not mean her baby will be born immediately; in fact, she may have thirty or fifty birth pains, some of which are days apart, before giving birth. In most cases, these pains follow a pattern: The first birth pain warns her that her nine months of waiting are nearly over. Still, in most cases she does not look for the birth of the child immediately; she looks for another birth pain. And when it comes, she looks for another. When at last they become more intense and regular—usually three minutes apart for a period of ten minutes—then she and her husband know the birth is near.

World War I did not signal that we should look for the immediate coming of Christ or “the end of the age.” It signaled that we should look for more birth pains. And it is our thesis that many other signs, or birth pains, have arisen during these nearly one hundred years since that “Great War.” Many of them grew out of that first “sign,” until today the “birth pains” are very intense—and may even be in the last phase. If so, “the end” may be rapidly approaching. In fact, it may be as Jesus said: “Near, even at the doors” (Matthew 24:33, KJV).
  


5

 

Jerusalem and Israel: The Focus of World Attention

 

Has it ever seemed strange to you that almost every night on the evening news the eyes of the world focus on a little country of 6.5 million people in the Middle East? Only in recent years has China, a nation of 1.3 billion people, gained recognition on the international news airwaves. But seldom does Mexico City, one of the largest population centers in the world, draw international attention. Singapore is similarly out of the news, despite what a missionary in Singapore told me several years ago: “If you draw a two-thousand-mile circle around this island, you will encompass 50 percent of the world’s population.”

Those enormous centers of world population regularly stay out of the news—but when did a week last go by when Israel and Jerusalem did not fill the world’s headlines? Why this remarkable focus on a little country in the Middle East?

The answer is simply that the Hebrew and Christian prophets had so much to say about Israel and Jerusalem in the end times. The valley of Megiddo is there, probably the most famous valley in the world, where two end-time battles will be fought. The Mediterranean and the Arab allies of Russia will do battle there, and Jerusalem—mentioned in prophecy more than any other city on earth—will be a pain in the neck to the rest of the world, just as it seems to be today.

We have visited that city, and although it is home to many sacred places—such as the traditional Mount Calvary and the garden tomb where it is believed Jesus rose from the dead—it really is not a beautiful place. It is crowded, smelly, and extremely noisy. It has been built and destroyed and rebuilt more than any other city, and today is thriving. Unlike the great cities of the world, it is not famous for any great river that flows through it, nor does it have a harbor to connect it to the great shipping routes of the world; in fact, it is many miles even from the nearest airport. It is not the headquarters of any world government body or banking institution—yet it remains at the center of world attention.

Jerusalem Is a “Burdensome Stone”

Through Zechariah the prophet, God predicted that at the time of the end:

 

Behold, I will make Jerusalem a cup of drunkenness to all the surrounding peoples, when they lay siege against Judah and Jerusalem. And it shall happen in that day that I will make Jerusalem a very heavy stone for all peoples; all who would heave it away will surely be cut in pieces, though all nations of the earth are gathered against it. (Zechariah 12:2-3)


One of the biggest problems for the planners of the coming one-world order is what to do with Palestine. The 5.8 million Jews who live there are not about to surrender their sovereignty to the United Nations or the United States or anyone else; the smell of the Holocaust is still too fresh in their memories. The Jews have made their last move. They make that clear to anyone who will listen—and so does the God of prophecy.

The significance of Jerusalem’s end-time prominence was not lost on Dr. John Walvoord, dean of all prophecy experts. He wrote:

 

The prophecies about Jerusalem make it clear that the Holy City will be in the center of world events in the end time…The conflict between Israel and the Palestinian Arabs will focus more and more attention on Jerusalem. . . . In all of these situations Jerusalem is the city to watch, as the city of prophetic destiny prepares to act out her final role. The total world situation may be expected more and more to be cast into the mold that prophecy indicates. . . . It seems that the stage and the actors are ready for the final drama, in which Jerusalem will be the key.9


This fascination with Israel—at the geographical center of the world and at one point only nine miles wide—is not accidental. It was predicted long ago. Many ancient prophecies are unfolding before our eyes . . . but they could not be fulfilled until Israel was back in her land, as she is today.

God’s Time Clock

I call the regathering of nearly 6.5 million Jews back to the Holy Land and their becoming a nation in our generation “the infallible sign” of the approach of the end times. To fully see its significance you must first understand that the regathering of the nation, exactly as the prophets foretold, can be understood only in light of the fact that the Jews exist at all. Never has a nation been able to maintain its national identity, even three to five hundred years after being removed from its homeland—until Israel.

Today you will look in vain for descendants of the Hittite nation, the Assyrian nation, and the Babylonian nation, although all were major powers in the ancient world. In fact, were it not for the Bible, the Hittites would never have been remembered by history, so far into the sands of time had they sunk. At one time scoffers used to ridicule the Bible for even mentioning the Hittites; it was thought they were fictional. But archaeologists in the nineteenth century eventually confirmed the accuracy of Scripture when they uncovered irrefutable evidence of the extensive Hittite Empire. Still, you won’t find any Hittites today. Nor will you meet any Assyrians or Babylonians. All of these proud peoples have disappeared forever. They are extinct.

Not so the Jews! Although they were driven out of Israel by the Romans in AD 135 after the rebellion of Barchaba—the Roman government even issued a decree that any Jews found in Palestine could be killed on sight—they never ceased to be a people. Scattered throughout eastern Europe, Spain, and eventually to the Americas (where more than a third of the world’s Jews reside today), they maintained their national heritage through seventeen centuries of bloody exile.

Why have they continued to survive, when mighty Hittites and Assyrians and Babylonians have vanished? Because God promised! There are so many promises in the Scripture that God would eventually regather the children of Israel back into their land, that if none had been found in the twentieth century to be made into a nation, the Bible would have been revealed as a fraud.

O Lord God, You Know

The following is just one example of the many promises that could be named regarding the regathering of Israel.10 God showed the prophet Ezekiel the bones of the Hebrew nation and asked him if they could live. The godly prophet wisely replied, “O Lord God, You know” (Ezekiel 37:3). Then he writes:

 

So I prophesied as I was commanded; and as I prophesied, there was a noise, and suddenly a rattling; and the bones came together, bone to bone. Indeed, as I looked, the sinews and the flesh came upon them, and the skin covered them over; but there was no breath in them. Also He said to me, “Prophesy to the breath, prophesy, son of man, and say to the breath, ‘Thus says the Lord God: “Come from the four winds, O breath, and breathe on these slain, that they may live.”’” So I prophesied as He commanded me, and breath came into them, and they lived, and stood upon their feet, an exceedingly great army. Then He said to me, “Son of man, these bones are the whole house of Israel. They indeed say, ‘Our bones are dry, our hope is lost, and we ourselves are cut off!’”


 

“Then say to them, ‘Thus says the Lord God: “Surely I will take the children of Israel from among the nations, wherever they have gone, and will gather them from every side and bring them into their own land; and I will make them one nation in the land, on the mountains of Israel; and one king shall be king over them all; they shall no longer be two nations, nor shall they ever be divided into two kingdoms again. They shall not defile themselves anymore with their idols, nor with their detestable things, nor with any of their transgressions; but I will deliver them from all their dwelling places in which they have sinned, and will cleanse them. Then they shall be My people, and I will be their God.”’” (Ezekiel 37:7-11; 21-23)


How It Came About

The gradual growth of the Israeli nation from scattered skeleton to full body development is startling. As Ezekiel’s prophecy indicates: “There was a noise, and . . . a shaking, and the bones came together, bone to his bone” (37:7, KJV). Following this, “the sinews and the flesh came up upon them, and the skin covered them above: but there was no breath in them” (37:8, KJV, emphasis added). From the sound of an earthshaking event (World War I), the seemingly dead nation of Israel was to gradually formulate a body, after which the spirit would be breathed into it. We submit that history records the birth of the nation of Israel exactly in this manner, beginning in 1917.

The late Bible scholar Dr. David L. Cooper used to tell how he clearly remembered the astonishing events whose roots can be traced to World War I. By 1916 the war was going adversely for England. German machine guns and other advanced weaponry were cutting down the flower of Europe’s manhood. England was desperate to find a rapid method of manufacturing TNT and a smokeless gunpowder. A brilliant Jew named Chaim Weizmann invented such a formula that made possible the rapid production of these vital materials, thus changing the course of the war. In return, David Lloyd George, representing the British government, told Dr. Weizmann to name his price. Rejecting personal reward, Weizmann requested that Palestine be declared the international homeland for the Jewish people. Consequently the Balfour Declaration was drawn up and signed on November 2, 1917. A famous letter recounts what happened next:

 

Dear Lord Rothchild:


I have much pleasure in conveying to you, on behalf of his Majesty’s Government, the following declaration of sympathy with Jewish Zionist aspirations, which has been submitted to, and approved by, the Cabinet. His Majesty’s Government views with favor the establishment in Palestine of a national home for the Jewish people, and will use their best endeavors to facilitate the achievement of this object, it being clearly understood that nothing shall be done which may prejudice the civil and religious rights of existing non-Jewish communities in Palestine, or the rights and political status enjoyed by Jews in any other country.


I should be grateful if you would bring this declaration to the knowledge of the Zionist Federation.


 

Yours sincerely,


Arthur James Balfour11


Could it be mere coincidence of language that the impetus to officially start the regathering of Israel was prophesied as a “noise and shaking,” and that the fulfillment took place during the loudest war—due to the prodigious amounts of TNT and gunpowder used—the world had ever yet known? I was stationed in Germany after World War II and heard enough TNT exploded to know that it always generates a great shaking. Fearing that our former Russian allies would sweep down into Germany and confiscate our stockpiles of P-51, P-47, and P-38 aircraft, the U.S. government ordered the planes destroyed. For two months our airbase was shaken by the detonation of TNT as those once-mighty fighters were blown to bits. It is not necessary to be dogmatic on this point, but the parallel between dynamite and a “noise” and a “shaking” does seem noteworthy.

The gathering of the Jews into Palestine after the signing of the Balfour Treaty was indeed a gradual development—“bone to his bone.” In 1917 it is estimated that less than 25,000 Jews lived in the land. By 1922 there were 83,000; by 1932—180,000; by 1935—300,000; by 1937—430,000; and by 1945, more than 500,000. Today the population is 6.5 million and growing. In the same way the population has grown, so has the geographical size of the nation. In the early days the Jews purchased, with Zionist funds, 350,000 acres of land, primarily for agricultural purposes. Now it is a nation of about 7,992 square miles, with another approximately seven thousand square miles of occupied territory in the Golan Heights, in the West Bank, and in the Gaza Strip. Between 1917 and 1948, slowly but certainly, “bone came to [his] bone.”

But while God blessed Israel, Britain reneged on her 1917 treaty. In 1939, after much deliberation over the growing conflicts between Arabs and Jews, Britain issued a white paper that favored Arab independence and control of the area. After failing to keep peace between the Arabs and Jews following World War II, the British withdrew from Palestine; shortly thereafter the National Council and the General Zionist Council proclaimed from Tel Aviv the establishment of the sovereign state of Israel. The date was May 14, 1948. David Ben Gurion was appointed Prime Minister, and Dr. Chaim Weizmann was elected president of a provisional council. Both the United States and Russia recognized the new nation which, after much debate, was accepted as a member nation of the United Nations by a vote of 37 to 12.

Three Miracles for Israel

In Luke’s version of the Olivet discourse (Matthew 24–25, the most important two chapters on prophecy in the Bible), Jesus prophesied that “Jerusalem will be trampled by Gentiles until the times of the Gentiles are fulfilled” (Luke 21:24). In the next four verses, the Lord Himself put a time frame on the “times of the Gentiles,” which began with the Babylonian captivity in 606 BC and will continue to the end of the Tribulation and the coming of Christ.

How close are we to the end of “the times of the Gentiles”? Just a miracle away. That the Jews even exist today is a miracle, but it is just as miraculous that in 1967, for the first time since the Babylonian captivity, they took charge of Jerusalem. That has to be the most impressive fulfillment of Bible prophecy in twenty centuries!

In Israel’s famous Six Day War, the war hero General Moshe Dayan did a strange thing. After planting the Israeli flag on the Muslim Dome of the Rock (which now occupies the place where the Jews must rebuild their temple), he decided to be conciliatory toward his Muslim captives. Instead of keeping this site, coveted by every orthodox Jew in the world, he decided to take down the flag and give the Muslims control over that sacred spot.

Why? Apparently this general, a secularist Jew, was trying to placate the Arab world. Even though his armies had won the war, he knew his Arab neighbors outnumbered him fifty or more to one. Thinking he would make friends of the Arabs, he succeeded only in making his friends angry. It may be that the general thought it was safer to let the Arabs keep their holy place than to permit the religious Jews to have it, for he knew they would immediately dismantle the mosque and rebuild their temple. This would, of course, have ignited a holy war.

Some religious Jews still have not forgiven Dayan for his actions. But in so doing he may well have been fulfilling prophecy. For today, although the Israelis control most of Jerusalem, they still do not control the Arab quarter and the much coveted temple site. And so the “times of the Gentiles” have not yet come to an end.

The fact that the last sixty years has seen a worldwide regathering and reestablishment of the nation of Israel—which is now poised in precisely the setting required for the revealing of the Antichrist and the start of the Tribulation—is God’s grand indicator that many other current world developments are prophetically significant. Dr. John Walvoord wrote,

 

Of the many peculiar phenomena which characterize the present generation, few events can claim equal significance as far as Biblical prophecy is concerned with that of the return of Israel to their land. It constitutes a preparation for the end of the age, the setting for the coming of the Lord for His church, and the fulfillment of Israel’s prophetic destiny. Israel, God’s “super-sign” of the end times, is a clear indicator that time is growing short. God is preparing the world for the final events leading up to Israel’s national regeneration.12


Only a Breath Away

All that is left for Ezekiel’s vision to be fulfilled relates to the statement “but there was no breath in them” (Ezekiel 37:8). That expression is not difficult for Bible students to decipher, since “breath” or “wind” often refers to the Holy Spirit. That would indicate that, one of these days, Israel is going to have a fresh visitation of the Holy Spirit, when a mighty revival sweeps the land. This agrees with many passages that predict a great spiritual awakening when the Jews call upon the Messiah they rejected in AD 30 (see Joel 2:18-32; Zechariah 12:10–13:2; Romans 11:26-27; Revelation 7:1-10).

It is important to note that this revival is the only part of this prophecy that has not yet been fulfilled. Nearly seven decades have passed since Israel became a nation, and it still rejects Christ as Messiah. That is the reason the prophet challenged them to “hear the word of the Lord!” (Ezekiel 37:4). If the nation were to genuinely “hear” the scriptural testimony to the true identity of the Messiah, it would be forced to recognize Christ as the Lord.

Renewed Spiritual Interest

The last time I was in Israel, our Jewish guide, a college professor and major in the Israeli army, told me that many Jews are examining the messianic prophecies of the Old Testament as never before. The religious Jews are so concerned about this that they are themselves trying to learn the qualifications to expect of the Messiah. They are convinced that the time of Messiah’s revelation to the nation is near.

In my book Jesus, Who Is He?, I tell of one of the few rabbis in America who is expert in both the Old and New Testaments. He admitted on television that Jesus fulfilled so many messianic prophecies during His lifetime that He was the Messiah for the Gentiles—but the Jewish Messiah has yet to come. Some Jews are beginning to recognize that their Messiah will be just like Jesus Christ! That is how close the nation is to the “breath” stage. Israel is just “a breath away” from turning to her Messiah.

My friend David Hocking, with whom I hold several prophecy conferences each year, told me the story of another Jewish rabbi. David had presented this man with many of the messianic prophecies that speak unmistakably of the Messiahship of Jesus, such as Isaiah 53. He then asked his rabbi friend what he would say to the Messiah when he came and it turned out to be Jesus Christ. The rabbi replied, “I would say ‘I’m so glad it’s you!’” If only all Jews understood how easy it is to love Jesus as their Messiah.

The Generation That Sees Israel Reemerge

It is time now to learn a “parable from the fig tree”:

 

“Now learn this parable from the fig tree: When its branch has already become tender and puts forth leaves, you know that summer is near. So you also, when you see all these things, know that it is near, at the doors. Assuredly, I say to you, this generation will by no means pass away till all these things are fulfilled.” (Matthew 24:32-34)


Many prophecy students interpret this passage to mean that when we see the rise of Israel as a nation (as we did in 1948), we will know that the time of the end is “near—at the doors.” They reason that when a fig tree is used symbolically in Scripture, it usually refers to the nation Israel. If that is a valid assumption (and we believe it is), then when Israel officially became a nation in 1948, that was the “sign” of Matthew 24:1-8, the beginning “birth pains”—it meant that the “end of the age” is “near.” It was as if the tree were planted in 1914–1918 when the first “birth pain” was felt, but it did not grow into a full-blown tree capable of budding until 1948 when Israel was granted statehood, thus fulfilling Ezekiel 37:1-8.

If indeed this is what our Lord had in mind when He spoke of the fig tree in Matthew 24:32, then we can assume we are “in the season” of our Lord’s coming. For He said: “So you also, when you see all these things, know that it is near, at the doors” (Matthew 24:33). In other words, when all the signs mentioned appear—World War I, famines, pestilence, earthquakes, and Israel becoming a nation—you know that Jesus’ return is close at hand.

Two Sets of “These Things”

There are two sets of “these things” in Matthew 24:33-34. If you fail to distinguish between them, you will not understand what our Lord said. They are definitely not the same. The first “these things” in verse 33 refers to the tumultuous events begun by verses 7 and 8. The second “these things” refers to the prophetic future, including the Tribulation and the glorious appearing of Christ.

Therefore our Lord means in verses 32 and 33 that just as a budding tree indicates summer is coming, so the first “things” means the Lord’s coming is near, even “at the very doors.” We can thus know the season of His return.

Great care should be taken not to set dates in this connection! Jesus said, “But of that day and hour no one knows, no, not even the angels of heaven, but My Father only” (Matthew 24:36). The study of prophecy has probably suffered more from date setters than from anything else. On the other hand, this passage clearly indicates we can know the season. It is our belief that we are not only in the season but in the latter portion of it. We must not, however, make our interpretation any more specific than the Lord made His prophecy. As we shall see, He indicated the season could last as long as a “generation.”

The Key Generation

Now we are ready to examine the key to the timing of this whole passage and answer the disciples’ question of Matthew 24:3, “When will these things be?” The key is found in verse 34. Jesus said, “This generation will by no means pass away till all these things [the second “things”] are fulfilled.” The crucial issue concerns the meaning of “this generation,” for whatever generation He had in mind would not pass away until the Second Coming occurred.

In Greek, the demonstrative pronoun haute (this) always refers to the person or thing mentioned immediately before it. The thing mentioned just before “generation” involves those who see the sign of Israel as she either becomes a recognized nation or when she takes possession of most of Jerusalem. There seem to be only five generations from which to choose:

1. The disciples’ generation. But nothing like this happened historically during their lifetime. Their generation has passed, and the Lord has not yet come, so it doesn’t seem possible He had the disciples’ generation in mind.

2. The generation that saw World War I. It was thought at one time by many fine Bible teachers to be a possibility. That scenario however appears to be unlikely since that generation has likewise all but passed away. 

3. The generation that saw Israel officially become a nation in 1948. That generation was old enough to “see” the United Nations officially recognize Israel as a nation. Assuming this generation includes children ten years of age or older in 1948, it probably means the generation born around 1938—give or take five or ten years.

4. The generation that lived through the Six Day War of 1967. That war took place when the Israeli army marched into Jerusalem and raised its flag over the city. This would mean the generation born around 1957.

5. The generation that sees the Rapture and subsequent Tribulation. Any generation that witnesses these events, which are described in the books of Daniel and Revelation and by Jesus in Matthew 24, would of course see unmistakable evidence that they are living in the generation of His glorious appearing. Such knowledge will help fortify the faith of those who accept Christ during the Tribulation to hold on until the end, knowing that they will soon be delivered.

One thing is for sure: It’s dangerous to be dogmatic! Which is why we prefer to say we believe “this generation” refers to those alive in 1948. It may, however, mean those alive in 1967 or those alive during some yet future war when the Jews will once again gain total control of their holy city.

How Long Is a Generation?

The second major interpretive issue regarding this prophecy is the meaning of “generation.” How long is a biblical generation?

Shortly after Israel was recognized as a nation in 1948, many prophecy teachers predicted that Christ would return by 1988. They reasoned that since a generation was forty years, then all these things would be completed by 1988, including the return of Christ. Obviously they were mistaken! They earnestly wanted to promote the imminent coming of Christ, but instead their unscriptural speculation dulled interest in His return. One man wrote a book titled Eighty-Eight Reasons Christ Will Return in 1988. Even though he was wrong, he sold three hundred thousand copies of his book. When 1988 came and went, instead of admitting he was wrong, he refigured his calculations and decided he had erred by one year. So he rushed back into print to say Christ would return in 1989. I have been told there are thirty thousand unsold copies of that book in a warehouse somewhere. And that is where they belong! Such speculations bring only harm and disillusionment to the body of Christ.

This man erred in many ways, but particularly by assuming that a generation in the Bible is exactly forty years. It is not a safe assumption. The fact that Israel wandered in the wilderness for forty years, or that David and Solomon reigned in Israel for forty years, does not mean four decades is the biblical length of a generation. As my friend and prophecy scholar Dr. Arnold Fruchtenbaum has written, “The Bible nowhere limits the period of a generation simply to forty years. The one place where the term generation is given a specific time length, it is reckoned to be 100 years (Genesis 15:13-16). Actually, the term generation can mean 20, 40, 70, 80, or 100 years.”13

Psalm 90:10 tells us, “The days of our years are threescore years and ten; and if by reason of strength they be fourscore years, yet is their strength labour and sorrow” (KJV). Moses here suggests that a generation is seventy to eighty years. This does not mean that a generation is limited to seventy or eighty years; he is merely acquainting us with the general length of a generation.

We should weigh the Lord’s words very carefully here. He said, “This generation will by no means pass away till all these things are fulfilled” (Matthew 24:34). How many people make up a generation? No particular number—even one person who comprehended the significant events of 1948 would qualify to represent the “generation.” However, we should not expect the entire generation to pass away before Jesus returns! Jesus was aware that the last generation before His coming would be marked by longevity—we are acquainted with several ninety-year-old men and women—so “this generation” is not limited to eighty years.

Therefore, if we use either the 1948 or the 1967 date, apply the span of a person’s lifetime (give or take ten years for a person to “see” and comprehend the events), then subtract seven or more years for the Tribulation and an interim period between the Rapture and the signing of the covenant with Israel, we come to the same time period for the return of our Lord that many others have suggested: during the first half of the twenty-first century. In other words, our generation.

While we cannot be certain that ours is the last generation before our Lord returns, we are certain of one thing: our generation has more reason to believe He could return during our lifetime than any generation preceding us.

Israel, God’s Key to the Future

For many years Israel has been called “God’s timepiece” or “God’s time clock” by Bible prophecy teachers. Confirmation that these are indeed the end times is seen almost every night on the evening news as Israel’s over six million Jews occupy our attention. The miraculous return of the Jews to their homeland after nineteen hundred years in exile may well be the most significant of the end-time signs, even the “super sign.” Significantly, this return happened in our generation—more weighty evidence that we are indeed living in the end times.

That should remind us not only that God keeps His promises, but that God’s time clock has begun winding down to the midnight hour of this age. Something of enormous proportions is about to happen, just as Jesus and the prophets predicted.

Consider this: The nation of Israel, for its size, is one of the most militarily prepared nations on earth. It has the atom bomb and is suspected to possess the neutron bomb. It has a much improved antimissile defense system since the U.S.–made Patriot missiles did such a poor job of protecting the nation from Saddam Hussein’s SCUD missiles during the Gulf War. It has the latest weapons delivery systems and could wipe out any army or country that attacked it, a fact its Arab neighbors well understand. Frankly, we believe that is the only human reason the Arab countries do not attack; they know they are no match for Israel.

One of my longtime friends is a Navy reserve pilot, current in all F-16 and F-18 fighters. Through the years he has befriended many Israeli air force pilots, some of whom have risen to the highest rank. The last time my friend was in Israel, he and a general friend flew F-18s on a training mission. Afterward he told me that the Israelis have taken our best fighters and latest equipment and improved on them. Their planes, which are on constant alert, can probably perform better than our own and can deliver their bombs more accurately.

The Jews have their backs to the wall and will use any means necessary to defend their homeland against any aggressor. On the opposite side of the fence is an intense Arab hatred. Israel’s several Muslim neighbors are backed and armed by oil-rich countries who share their faith and their hatred of Israel. The Arabs will not rest until Israel is driven from the land—and Israel will not be driven from the land.

America lies in the middle. Although the levels have been reduced in recent years, a significant amount of our nation’s imported oil still flows from the Israel-hating nations of the Middle East. You have doubtless noted a sea change in the political attitude of federal officials who want Israel to surrender its land in the name of “negotiations.” That is madness—hostilities are doomed to erupt sooner or later.

Land for Peace

The unconditional promise of the land of Israel to the Jewish people is spelled out in Deuteronomy 30:1-10. The covenants of God cannot be broken and must therefore be viewed as being irrevocable (see Romans 11:29). There can be no legitimate claim to the land of Israel by any other people. This fact, however, hasn’t stopped Israel’s neighbors or countless political leaders in the last few decades from trying to strip this land from its rightful owners.

The Bible confirms that God will judge the nations based on their treatment of Israel. “I will bless those who bless you, and I will curse him who curses you; and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed” (Genesis 12:3). History bears witness to the reality of this proclamation. Those nations who have been against Israel have been dealt with severely by God. One can actually trace the rise and fall of various nations based on how they have treated the Jews and the Jewish claim to the land of Israel. 

The United States may very well find itself on the receiving end of God’s wrath should it continue in its policies that aim to negotiate the division of Israel’s land in a vain attempt to establish a “peace” with its enemies. Any effort to dismantle the very region that God Himself has brought His people back into during these last days will surely incur serious repercussions.

Beginning with Jimmy Carter, a few U.S. presidents have tried to broker a peace between Israel and her Arab neighbors by requiring Israel to give up part of the land God has given to her. Such an act is doomed to failure, but that hasn’t stopped these individuals from trying to force the issue again and again. For America to stand in direct opposition to God’s plan for the nation of Israel and its people is a dangerous position to be in and can only invite judgment.

 

I will enter into judgment with them there on account of My people, My heritage Israel, whom they have scattered among the nations; they have also divided up My land. (Joel 3:2)


The United Nations Security Council Resolution 242 was adopted unanimously by the UN Security Council on November 22, 1967, in the aftermath of the Six-Day War and forms the foundation of the “land for peace” agreement. It assumes that Israel’s withdrawal from certain regions is somehow linked to its neighbors’ willingness to formally offer peace. This however flies in the face of reason, since Israel’s neighbors have made it abundantly clear that they will not rest until the nation of Israel is no more. The Bible predicts the formation of a confederacy of nations during the last days that have their sights set on destroying Israel. The Scriptures even identify these regions by name:

 

For behold, Your enemies make a tumult; and those who hate You have lifted up their head. They have taken crafty counsel against Your people, and consulted together against Your sheltered ones. They have said, ‘Come, and let us cut them off from being a nation, That the name of Israel may be remembered no more.’ For they have consulted together with one consent; they form a confederacy against You: The tents of Edom [which are the Arab descendants of Esau] and the Ishmaelites [the father of the Arabs]; Moab [Jordan] and the Hagrites [Egypt]; Gebal [Lebanon], Ammon [also Jordan], and Amalek [the Sinai Peninsula]; Philistia [the Gaza Strip] with the inhabitants of Tyre [also Lebanon]; Assyria [Syria] also has joined with them. (Psalm 83:2-8)


On November 12, 2004, George W. Bush became the first American president to push for the creation of a Palestinian state within Israel. His goal was to see his plan fulfilled by the year 2009. Due to the intense pressure coming from the United States, Israel agreed to unilaterally give up the Gaza region as a peace offering to the Palestinians. Palestinian leaders and the terrorist organization Hamas claimed victory and immediately set about making demands for the city of Jerusalem with the slogan “Gaza today, Jerusalem tomorrow.” This should not have come as a surprise, for it is the goal of the Arab nations to see to it that Israel ceases to exist. 

The Gaza strip test case was quickly shown to be a complete failure. Rockets were launched against Israeli targets on the heels of their withdrawal, while Hamas and other anti-Israeli groups used Israel’s retreat from the area to begin building tunnels under the border for the purpose of smuggling weapons. 

Israeli Prime Minister Ariel Sharon precipitated a firestorm of criticism from the Bush administration by suggesting that the United States was doing to Israel what Czechoslovakia’s great-power allies, Great Britain and France, had done to her before World War II. At the time, President George W. Bush and his national security team were outraged at such an inflammatory comparison. Sharon backpedaled, claiming he had been misquoted. But in reality, his observations were correct. The governments of London and Paris had pressured Czechoslovakia into acceding to Hitler’s demand for their land in exchange for peace. And ultimately, Czechoslovakia was unable to defend herself against Hitler’s advances. These same types of demands are being made against Israel on an almost daily basis. In the March 10, 2002, edition of The Mail Peter Hutchins noted:

 

The phrase “land for peace” is interesting in itself. It is actually another way of describing the appeasement forced on Czechoslovakia by her supposed friends in 1938. This was also supposed to promise peace, but made the country impossible to defend and opened the gates for invasion a few months later. Those responsible for this cowardly stupidity are still reviled 60 years on. Those who urge it on Israel in the present day are praised. In normal life, it is a sign of being unhinged if you do the same thing over and over again and expect a different result. But in the business of Middle East diplomacy such behavior could earn you a Nobel Peace Prize. Since 1978, Israel has been urged to give up a little more land in return for the promise of peace which always seems to evaporate. The land, however, is gone for good.14


The point of all this is that Israel, which comprises only one one-thousandth of the world’s population, and her Arab neighbors are at the center of the world’s stage—just as the Bible said they would be in the end times.
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The Coming Great Apostasy

 

 

To say arbitrarily, Pontifex Maximus Peter wrote in an official Enigma Babylon declaration, that the Jewish and Protestant Bible, containing only the Old and New Testaments, is the final authority for faith and practice, represents the height of intolerance and disunity. It flies in the face of all we have accomplished, and adherents to that false doctrine are hereby considered heretics.


 

Tribulation Force, 401

 

Readers of our Left Behind series have been introduced to an oily character we named Peter Mathews, who after the Rapture becomes the head of an apostate one-world religion. Mathews doesn’t believe that Jesus rose physically from the dead, or that He was born of a virgin, that the Bible is any more inspired than any other religious sourcebook, or that Christianity offers the only way to God. Mathews, of course, is entirely a work of fiction.

Or is he?

What would you think of an Episcopal bishop who loudly championed the views that:

• the resurrection of Christ was not a real event but a legend

• there was no empty tomb, no angels, no appearances

• no reasonable person could believe in the literal interpretation of the Bible

• the virgin of a literal Bible—the virgin of annunciation, Bethlehem, and the manger—“will have to go”

• the church should actively endorse and even celebrate homosexual behavior, as well as heterosexual liaisons outside of marriage

John Shelby Spong, the Episcopal bishop of Newark, New Jersey, has enthusiastically promoted all of those heretical views in his many controversial books. In his latest work, Why Christianity Must Change or Die—which he says is the summation of his life’s work—he insists that the first-century ideas that shaped the New Testament are hopelessly outdated and provincial and must be discarded if Christianity is to survive in the modern world. He calls himself a “believer in exile.”

One reviewer of this book wrote, “Oddly enough, Spong’s views do not seem particularly new. In fact, his views seem very much in keeping with the religious humanist variety of Unitarianism. What is remarkable is not the beliefs themselves, but that an Episcopal bishop would be the one to embrace them.”15

Remarkable, yes—but certainly not unforeseen.

The Great Departing

The apostle Paul predicted that a time would come when men and women would turn away from the faith “once for all delivered to the saints” (Jude 1:3) and instead embrace heresy. He wrote to the young Thessalonian church:

 

Concerning the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ and our being gathered to him, we ask you, brothers, not to become easily unsettled or alarmed by some prophecy, report or letter supposed to have come from us, saying that the day of the Lord has already come. Don’t let anyone deceive you in any way, for that day will not come until the rebellion occurs. (2 Thessalonians 2:1-3, niv, emphasis added)


The apostle is saying that before the day of the Lord and the revelation of the man of sin, there will first be a “rebellion” or a “departing.” The Greek word translated “rebellion” is apostasia, the source word for our English term “apostasy.” It means a defection from the truth or a departure from that which was given at the first. The plain meaning of this prophecy is that before Christ returns, many who once were entrusted with the truth will depart from it.

Robert L. Thomas, writing in The Expositor’s Bible Commentary, explains that the word apostasia “points to a deliberate abandonment of a former professed position. . . . After the catching away of those in Christ (1 Thess. 4:17), all who are truly in him will be gone. Conditions will be ripe for people, especially those who call themselves Christian but are not really such, to turn their backs on God in what they do as well as in what they already have in thought. Then their insincerity will demonstrate itself outwardly. This worldwide anti-God movement will be so universal as to earn for itself a special designation: ‘the apostasy’—i.e., the climax of the increasing apostate tendencies evident before the rapture of the church.”16

This isn’t the only biblical passage that speaks of this “departing.” In 1 Timothy 4:1-2 Paul adds these additional details:

 

Now the Spirit expressly says that in latter times some will depart from the faith, giving heed to deceiving spirits and doctrines of demons, speaking lies in hypocrisy, having their own conscience seared with a hot iron.


The word translated “depart” means “to withdraw, become apostate.” Commentator Ralph Earle writes, “Instead of being led by the Holy Spirit, these apostates give their attention to deceiving spirits and the teaching of ‘demons.’ Since this last word occurs only here in the pastoral Epistles, we might pause to look at it. KJV has ‘devils,’ and British scholars still use this term (cf. New English Bible). But in the Greek there is a clear distinction between daimonion (‘demon,’ often in the pl.), and diabolos (‘devil,’ regularly in the sing.). The New Testament clearly teaches that there are many ‘demons’ but only one ‘devil.’ The plural of diabolos occurs only in the Pastorals (1 Timothy 3:11; 2 Tim. 3:3; Titus 2:3), where it is used for human ‘slanderers.’”17 And The New Bible Commentary says simply, “Over against the Spirit and the mystery of godliness stand misleading spirits and their false teaching.”18

This time of “departing,” says Paul, will be led by human “devils” who slander God and His work. Their teaching may drip with honey, but it is produced, packaged, and distributed by the demons of hell.

So much for the apostate teachers. But an apostasy can’t really get going unless the false teachers behind it are able to attract some loyal followers. So Paul also tells us about them:

 

For the time will come when men will not put up with sound doctrine. Instead, to suit their own desires, they will gather around them a great number of teachers to say what their itching ears want to hear. They will turn their ears away from the truth and turn aside to myths. (2 Timothy 4:3-4, niv)


False teachers rarely exist in a spiritual vacuum. They start appearing because people want to hear and act on their flesh-stroking doctrines. In many ways, spirituality is as much a commodity as is electronics or beef and is subject to similar laws of supply and demand. In this passage Paul says carnal people “gather around them a great number of teachers to say what their itching ears want to hear.” In other words, the people demand to hear ungodly fables, and soon false teachers start appearing to supply the demand—like flies to a garbage dump.

Paul instructed his young protégé, Timothy, that his primary responsibility as a pastor in Ephesus was to defend and proclaim sound doctrine. Why? Because the time would come when people would not listen to the truth but would heap to themselves false teachers eager to say whatever their patrons’ itching ears wanted to hear—ears that one commentator said “were always pricking with an uneasy desire for what would gratify the taste of a carnal, self-willed heart.”19

We get another sobering picture of this end-time departing when we study the Savior’s words about the church at Laodicea in Revelation 3. As I explain in my commentary Revelation Illustrated and Made Plain, the seven churches profiled in Revelation 2–3 furnish us with a picture of the church throughout history. Each of the seven churches represents a different era in church history. Laodicea, the final church in the series, illustrates what the church will be like just before the Rapture occurs. Here is what our Lord says about that apostate church:

 

I know your deeds, that you are neither cold nor hot. I wish you were either one or the other! So, because you are lukewarm—neither hot nor cold—I am about to spit you out of my mouth. You say, “I am rich; I have acquired wealth and do not need a thing.” But you do not realize that you are wretched, pitiful, poor, blind and naked. I counsel you to buy from me gold refined in the fire, so you can become rich; and white clothes to wear, so you can cover your shameful nakedness; and salve to put on your eyes, so you can see. (Revelation 3:15-18, niv)


Laodicea was a rich inland city located about forty miles from Ephesus. Greek to the core in both culture and learning, its industries made it a thriving center of commerce. We know that the church there must have been wealthy, since three church buildings dating to the early days of Christianity have been discovered among the city’s ruins. Unlike the church at Ephesus, which is well known for its evangelistic outreaches, Laodicea left no record of any gospel preaching in its area. Laodicea is the only church among the seven profiled in Revelation 2–3 about which the Lord had nothing good to say.

This church of the last days was neither zealous for good works nor lifeless. Instead it was indifferent. It claimed to represent Jesus Christ but never saw a soul transformed from darkness to life.

You tell me: Does today’s church look and smell like the church at Laodicea? Certainly the church of today is rich. Her church buildings are the best. She has wondrous architecture, multimillion-dollar buildings, and a large but unregenerate church membership.

I believe the church at large today is in the same plight as those religionists described by Jesus in Matthew 7:22-23: “Many will say to me on that day, ‘Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and in your name drive out demons and perform many miracles?’ Then I will tell them plainly, ‘I never knew you. Away from me, you evildoers!’” (NIV).

The Drift toward Apostasy

Of course, the true church of Jesus Christ has always been plagued by apostasy—but nothing like at present. The devil has a fiendishly clever way of sowing tares among the wheat (the church), just as our Lord predicted in His kingdom of heaven parables in Matthew 13. The Bible makes it clear that doctrinal confusion will rise to a crescendo in the latter days, leading many to depart from the faith as they eagerly follow deceiving spirits and willingly adopt doctrines of demons.

It has been well established that many of the false religions and cults of history have grown out of deceptions or “apostate” branches of Christianity. Through the centuries whenever the church permitted theological error to creep in, God raised up reformers to call His people back to the foundational doctrines of Scripture. Or He raised up others who led movements to separate themselves according to the Scriptures; that is how many of our present denominations were formed.

In the middle of the nineteenth century, almost all U.S. denominations had one branch, all of which were basically fundamental; they adhered to the orthodox doctrines of the founders of their group. The Civil War caused several of these denominations to split along geographical lines, but the issues were social, not theological. Little changed by the turn of the century. The church was still basking in the afterglow of the Charles A. Finney evangelistic crusades, followed by those of D. L. Moody and others.

At that time certain individuals educated in Europe and influenced by German rationalism began teaching in denominational seminaries. The devil knew the best way to inject his apostate doctrine into the churches was to infiltrate the seminaries, indoctrinate young ministers, and send them into the churches to spread his false concepts across the land. The degree of faithfulness to the Word of God found in these denominations today directly reflects the success of denominational leaders in keeping heretics out of their seminaries two generations ago. It is a constant fight! Some who won the battle during the first half of the twentieth century seem to be losing it now.

One illustration of the effectiveness of this devilish method is a now-deceased seminary professor. For more than twenty-five years he occupied “the chair of Christian ethics” in what was the largest seminary in the nation. He helped to orient the thinking of thousands of present-generation ministers. Several years ago this man was identified under oath as a member of the Communist party. Is it any wonder that his denomination is the most radical and unbelieving in Christendom? It wouldn’t take many such men, working consistently through the years, to turn an entire denomination away from the faith of the Bible.

This man’s forerunners must have been at work prior to and during World War I, because modernism became increasingly powerful shortly after 1920 and openly challenged fundamentalists for control of the seminaries and the denominations. Sad to say, in many cases they won.

Since those days fragmentation has been the result. Many churches and groups broke with their parent denominations to start their own; later some of these splintered again. Today there are hundreds of Protestant groups and denominations. One hundred and twenty years ago, the group of which I am a member had only one denomination in this country; at last count there were twenty-nine.

In some big denominations, local congregations have little to say about the calling of a minister, and power is centralized in the hands of a few. Under these conditions, aggressive apostates have gained much influence. Millions of members have faced the decision whether to stay in the denomination or pull out and start a new church. Most of those who have “stayed with the ship” have been unable to stop the continual drift toward apostasy.

The Deadening Effects of Apostasy

Liberal churchmen organized the Federal Council of Churches in the 1940s, but it became so ultraliberal and pro-Communist that laymen abandoned it in droves. It was dissolved, and the National Council of Churches of Christ in America became the spokesman for cultural Christianity. Although the structure was changed slightly, a close look at the people in charge revealed a game of musical chairs; many of the former leaders of the Federal Council directed the new National Council.

This religious organization has accelerated the church’s departure from the Bible and sent it deeper into apostasy. Through neglecting and rejecting Bible teachings, this group has been bringing in practices and programs that border on blasphemy.

The modernism of the first part of the twentieth century was too radical for many people and even some leaders, so a new group of theologians introduced neo-orthodoxy in the thirties. In this approach, leaders use some of the language of the fundamentalists but mean something quite different. This subterfuge has deceived many. Some in this apostate movement degenerated to the point that a number of its seminary professors launched the “God is dead” movement. They claim to be “Christian atheists,” whatever that means (probably something akin to “believer in exile”).

Relationships between socialistic politics and theological apostasy have been consistent. The early modernists rejected the basic teachings of Christianity, such as the virgin birth of Christ, His deity, His sinlessness, and many other essential doctrines. Since that left them no spiritual message for the people, they came up with the social gospel. This has been the one consistent chord of the apostate movement in America and has thrust its adherents into the forefront of the social revolution.

Today most liberal denominations are aligned with liberal social causes, while theological conservatives tend to align themselves with conservative government policy. In fact, today’s vicious attack on moral absolutes has not been led merely by secular humanists but has been advocated by liberal ministers of many mainline denominations and leaders of the National Council of Churches. Some of the religious leaders who are most aggressively pushing homosexuality are apostates on the doctrines of the Virgin Birth, the deity of Christ, and the inerrancy of Scripture. An apostate in theology will hardly adhere to the moral directives of the Scriptures!

Apostasy ruins whole denominations. The Methodist church could be seen as an illustration. When I started out in the ministry, Methodists outnumbered all other Protestant denominations, a carryover from the days of the holiness movement of the nineteenth century. Then apostates began taking over schools such as Union Theological Seminary and produced a generation of apostate ministers, who in turn went into Methodist and Presbyterian churches and seminaries, where they apostatized many of the churches. As a consequence, both of these denominations have suffered a serious drop in church attendance and membership; whole groups have split off and started new groups based on the Scriptures. Many members became so disillusioned with this liberal heresy that they quit attending church altogether.

Not only does apostasy kill Christian doctrine and practice, but God also gives up apostates to their reprobate minds, and they begin to die. Today these “mainline” churches, as they like to call themselves, have lost touch with mainline Christian doctrine. The liberal news media still contacts them when seeking comment from the Christian community, not because they stand for Christ, but because they share the same moral agenda as the media. However, these churches have lost enormous influence with the men and women in the pews.

The Emerging Apostasy

During the first few years of the twenty-first century, we have already witnessed countless attempts by various false teachers to alter the gospel in order to make it appear more fashionable and appealing to the surrounding culture. Some leaders within the church have felt compelled to soften the message (usually it’s the message of the cross and other absolute truths that get compromised) so as not to offend, forgetting that “the message of the cross . . . is the power of God” (1 Corinthians 1:18). This dilution of truth is simply another in a long line of end-time prophecies that are being fulfilled before our eyes:

 

For the time will come when they will not endure sound doctrine, but according to their own desires, because they have itching ears, they will heap up for themselves teachers; and they will turn their ears away from the truth, and be turned aside to fables. (2 Timothy 4:3-4)


This type of approach to ‘evangelism’ may result in an initial swell of church attendance from those who seek after words they want to hear. But more often than not, the goal to increase church growth by being more culturally relevant eventually backfires. With no meat at the table, people soon get hungry and turn away, many times disillusioned. The leaders who are responsible seem to close their eyes to the reality that the message of “Jesus Christ is the same yesterday, today, and forever” (Hebrews 13:8). It has already withstood the test of time intact for the last two thousand years and will most certainly survive the next wave of fads, trends, and other forms of deception. Our Lord warned that the closing days of time before He comes again will be marked by deception (Matthew 24:1-6). Who could deny this generation is marked by a great upsurge in deception? 

Ignoring these facts of history, a number of teachers have stepped forward in recent years. Many of these apostate teachings appear in the Emerging Church movement, which seeks to be more culturally sensitive than Biblically faithful. This movement claims that the evangelists of the world have failed with their presentation of the gospel and that we must now alter that presentation if we hope to see any church growth (which is not true for the spirit-filled, Bible-teaching church). Therefore, they assert, since we are now living in a post-Christian era, we must adapt our message accordingly. But rather than just adopting creative strategies, some leaders in this movement are abandoning orthodox belief in favor of a less stringent, more bendable brand of truth. They hope this neutralized gospel will resonate with sophisticated seekers who are interested in spiritual matters like mysticism, Eastern religions, and New Age philosophies. 

How exactly does one go about meeting mystics or occultists who practice antibiblical abominations on their own turf? Do we dare correct them, present them with the gospel, or ask if they wish to be cleansed from their sins? Or do we offer them merely a sensory-heavy spiritual experience similar to what they’re already used to?

The aim is to create “experiential multisensory worship gatherings” and to implement various methods of “preaching without words.” But while Christians’ lives are indeed testaments to God’s saving grace, the Bible is clear that faith comes through hearing the Word (see Romans 10:17). Can you imagine Jesus or His disciples trying to establish His church by preaching without words?

While some promoters of the Emerging Church may be sincere in their efforts to evangelize what they refer to as a postmodern generation, they should realize that pushing aside the Word of God in exchange for extrabiblical experiences, no matter how “worshipful,” can open the door to spiritual deception. 

According to the Web site of a leader in the Emerging Church, the planet is in the midst of a Deep Shift—a time of transition, rethinking, and reimagining. An organization even offers counseling for those Christian leaders who wish to be part of this transformation. While this movement seeks to bring a message of peace, many of its efforts to make the gospel more palatable to the world contradict basic tenets of Christianity. The goal is to recast the true gospel of Jesus into something more politically correct. In many of the letters that make up our New Testament, apostles like Peter, John, and Paul warn the church against this very line of thinking; back then, they were willing to call it what it is: heresy. A fundamental problem seems to be spreading through the Emerging Church: God’s Word is minimized and its infallible authority rejected. The Emerging Church faces a grave danger when it rejects the authority of the Word of God. As followers of Christ, we must not let the attitudes of the world shape our thinking and our practices. God’s Spirit and His inspired Word should direct the way His people think and act (see Romans 12:1-2).

Leaders in the Emerging Church have expressed a position on homosexuality, for example, that doesn’t hold up well when compared to the Word of God (Romans 1:20-32; Revelation 22:14-17): 

 

Frankly, many of us don’t know what we should think about homosexuality. We’ve heard all sides, but no position has yet won our confidence so that we can say “it seems good to the Holy Spirit and us.” . . . If we think that there may actually be a legitimate context for some homosexual relationships, we know that the biblical arguments are nuanced and multi layered, and the pastoral ramifications are staggeringly complex.20


The fact is, God is not vague in His Word. He is crystal clear. The multiple layers of complexity alluded to simply aren’t there.

 

For this reason God gave them up to vile passions. For even their women exchanged the natural use for what is against nature. Likewise also the men, leaving the natural use of the woman, burned in their lust for one another, men with men committing what is shameful, and receiving in themselves the penalty of their error which was due. (Romans 1:26-27)


While the Bible identifies homosexual activity as a sin, the Emerging Church provides it with a stamp of approval. The book A New Kind of Christianity has become a kind of handbook for this movement. It lays out a number of other important doctrinal issues that need to be closely examined against Scripture:

 

1) How should the Bible be understood? Not as a constitution with laws and rules and arguments about who’s right and wrong. Rather, we go to the Bible as a community library, where internal consistency is not presumed and we learn by conversation.


It is true that Christians live under grace, not under the law, but Jesus also made it abundantly clear that obedience to His teachings was paramount (see John 14:15). Rather than allow our surrounding culture to dictate what is true, we should look to God’s revealed Word and judge our thoughts and actions accordingly.

 

2) Who is Jesus and why is he important? Jesus did not come to save people from hell. Jesus is peace-loving and identifies with the weak and oppressed.


Just as Christ did, His followers should also identify with the downtrodden and work to help meet their needs. Christians certainly ought to pray and strive earnestly that God’s kingdom would come and His will be done here on earth as it is in heaven (Matthew 6:10). But we must also acknowledge people’s spiritual needs, remembering that hell awaits those who do not put their faith in Christ. Jesus taught about eternal consequences (see Luke 16:19-31), so we should include them as well. The depth of the Emergent deception is that they are willing to omit the gospel and as Peter said, only Jesus has the words of eternal life (John 6:68).

 

3) What is the gospel? It is not a message about how to get saved. The gospel is the announcement of a new kingdom, a new way of life, and a new way of peace that carried good news to all people of every religion.


In John 14:6 Jesus tells us in His own words, “No one comes to the Father except through Me.” While the gospel is certainly about new, abundant life in Christ now, not just in heaven, we should neither ignore nor scoff at the fact that it results in salvation (see Romans 1:16).

 

4) How should we view the future? No more “soul-sort” universe where our team goes to heaven and the bad guys go to hell. In the end, God’s mercy will triumph and all shall be well.


Does this mean that lost people will now be able to get to heaven without faith in Jesus as the Son of God? If so, I must disagree, for the Bible clearly states that only Jesus can rescue people from their sins, and without Him, they are doomed to damnation. I believe God will balance His perfect mercy and judgment when it comes to those who never had a chance to believe in Christ, but it is heresy to claim that all will be saved. Revelation clearly states otherwise, as we have outlined in detail in this book.

 

5) How should followers of Jesus relate to people of other religions? Christianity has a nauseating, infuriating, depressing record when it comes to encountering people of other religions. Jesus accepted everyone and so should we.


While the Emerging Church has an admirable desire to bring all people into God’s family, the truth is that, while everyone is invited and Jesus welcomes all who respond to Him, some people will not accept God’s gracious invitation. Jesus’ parables show that some will feast with the Master, and some will remain outside. Clearly, some beliefs are truth, while others are deception. Look at Matthew 22 and 23, where Jesus weeps over Jerusalem for its unbelief. When people mistakenly believe a lie, we have a responsibility—even a commission (Matthew 28:18-20)—to gently and lovingly point them to God’s truth.

What is truth? It is that God alone is the one means of forgiveness of sin. He alone is the one way to eternal life. “I am the way, the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through Me” (John 14:6). Almost all men want eternal life, for God has put eternity in the hearts of all mankind (Ecclesiastes 3:11), but not all religions lead to eternal life. God only has one Son whom He gave for all—so He and He alone must be the object of worship and the means of forgiveness from sin. 

The new, twisted, Emergent theology is not only heresy; it is false! Jesus could say He is the (only) way to eternal life—because He is the only way! 

The opinions of the Emerging Church may appeal to those without discernment because they sound pleasant, but they are, in fact, antithetical to the truth of the Word of God. Many young, sincere ministers today have found themselves vulnerable to the teachings of the Emergent Church and have subsequently adopted a philosophy known as ‘antinomianism’ which questions the Bible and the fundamentals of the faith. Aided by the influences of a left-leaning media, a humanist public education, or even a secularized Christian education, these new Christian leaders seem to be focused on attacking the authority of the Bible—a clear sign of apostasy. No longer do they claim, “Thus says the Lord” when preaching (even though this phrase is expressed over two thousand times in the Bible) for fear it might offend those who feel all opinions have equal validity.

Because past forms of liberal Christianity have resulted in churches becoming empty, Emerging Church leaders have had to find new ways to repackage their liberalism. But the packaging doesn’t matter if it is not founded on God’s truth (see Psalm 127:1 and Matthew 7:24-27). It is time we in the church point out these people as the false teachers they are “who love not the truth but take pleasure in unrighteousness.”

 

But you, beloved, remember the words which were spoken before by the apostles of our Lord Jesus Christ: how they told you that there would be mockers in the last time who would walk according to their own ungodly lusts. (Jude 1:17-18)


The Emerging Church movement is a classic example of 2 Timothy 4, where those who have itching ears have turned away from sound doctrine. Although millions are currently being led astray by this liberal agenda, honest seekers of truth should not only be prepared to avoid these heresies but also to decry them publicly as many are now beginning to do. How? By comparing their teachings to the clear Word of God.

How Close Are We?

The story of how God overruled apostasy in the past is too lengthy to detail here, but it is a thrilling story. Toward the end of the nineteenth century and throughout the twentieth century, D. L. Moody and others were burdened to start Bible institutes, Christian training centers, and Christian colleges, which have prepared an army of ministers who hold tenaciously to the Scriptures. This and other movements of the Spirit caused phenomenal growth among conservative churches until a recent Gallup poll indicated that 40 percent of the American population claims to be “born again,” a doctrine seldom or never mentioned by the apostate denominations.

Were it not for the moving of the Holy Spirit and the obedience of millions of Christians to the plain teaching of Scripture, America would today be a totally secularized nation, thus destroying the greatest source of world missions in history. Instead, even in this day of much denominational apostasy, the Holy Spirit is working in the hearts of enormous numbers of true believers. It has intrigued me that those churches that teach the Bible, depend upon the ministry of the Holy Spirit, do the work of evangelism, and love His appearing are growing, dynamic congregations. At the same time, apostate churches are dying by the thousands—another sign of the end times.

Some prominent leaders contend that the evangelical church is dying, but this is far from true. Quite the contrary! While many congregations are less than vibrant, my experience has shown that where the Word is taught, the Spirit of the Lord is present.
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Blooming in the Desert

 

 

The humble man called himself a botanist, but he was in truth a chemical engineer who had concocted a synthetic fertilizer that caused the desert sands of Israel to bloom like a greenhouse.


“Irrigation has not been a problem for decades,” the old man said. “But all that did was make the sand wet. My formula, added to the water, fertilizes the sand.”


Buck was not a scientist, but he knew enough to shake his head at that simple statement. Rosenzweig’s formula was fast making Israel the richest nation on earth, far more profitable than its oil-laden neighbors. Every inch of ground blossomed with flowers and grains, including produce never before conceivable in Israel. The Holy Land became an export capital, the envy of the world, with virtually zero unemployment. Everyone prospered.


 

Left Behind, 8

 

While most of the major events depicted in our Left Behind series are based directly on specific biblical prophecies about the Tribulation and the end times, a few significant plot elements depend less on careful prophetic interpretation than on pure imagination. One such imaginative element in the first novel was the development by an Israeli scientist (Chaim Rosenzweig) of a secret chemical compound that could make the desert bloom and its inventors rich—and by consequence, its neighbors envious and angry.

While the invention of such a chemical compound has no basis in Scripture, as a literary device it did enable us to develop two plot lines with definite prophetic bloodlines:

1. The extraordinary blessing of God on the physical land of Israel;

2. A plausible “trigger” for the surprise attack of Russia and her allies against Israel (see chapter 8).

That God intends to shower His remarkable blessing upon the land of Israel in the future is made obvious in several passages from the prophet Isaiah:

 

The desert and the parched land will be glad; the wilderness will rejoice and blossom. Like the crocus, it will burst into bloom; it will rejoice greatly and shout for joy. . . . Water will gush forth in the wilderness and streams in the desert. The burning sand will become a pool, the thirsty ground bubbling springs. In the haunts where jackals once lay, grass and reeds and papyrus will grow. (Isaiah 35:1-2, 6-7, niv)


 

I will make rivers flow on barren heights, and springs within the valleys. I will turn the desert into pools of water, and the parched ground into springs. I will put in the desert the cedar and the acacia, the myrtle and the olive. I will set pines in the wasteland, the fir and the cypress together, so that people may see and know, may consider and understand, that the hand of the Lord has done this, that the Holy One of Israel has created it. (Isaiah 41:18-20, niv)


 

See, I am doing a new thing! Now it springs up; do you not perceive it? I am making a way in the desert and streams in the wasteland. (Isaiah 43:19, niv)


God is determined to show the world that He has not forgotten about Israel, nor has He taken His eye off the land of promise. In our time we have seen several areas of the world turn from fertile grassland and productive farmland into barren, scorched wilderness; the Sahara Desert in northern Africa, for example, continues year by year to swallow ever more acreage. But when was the last time we saw a desert turn into a lush garden? That, however, is exactly what God has promised to do in the land of Israel!

While we believe God will accomplish this great feat during the reign of the millennial kingdom, already we see hints of what He has in mind. In the years since Israel became a nation, rainfall has increased remarkably throughout Palestine. As a consequence, the nation has produced crops of astounding proportions. In fact, when we were in Israel some time ago, we saw fruit and vegetables larger than those grown in the famed Imperial Valley of California!

Rainfall in Israel

In an article titled “The 1800-year Israeli Drought” dated November 21, 2007, WorldNet Daily founder Joseph Farah notes that Israel, a land described in the Scriptures as flowing with milk and honey, essentially became a wasteland soon after the Jews were driven away from it following the destruction of Jerusalem by the Romans in AD 70. And for 1800 years, this land remained as such with almost no rain falling until the Jews began returning to the land in significant numbers at the beginning of the twentieth century.

During this 660,000-day stretch, the land remained mostly vacant. Very few lived there. No one really wanted to. Why? Because it was an arid wasteland. Neighboring Arabs could have easily established themselves there if they had so desired, but they chose not to. That this same region is now the most hotly contested piece of real estate in the entire world is truly amazing. But it didn’t become that way until the Jews started to resettle in their homeland. Joseph Farah decided to investigate the rumors of whether or not the climate really had changed to coincide with the influx of Jews to the area.

 

I decided to check this out as best I could and examined the rainfall data for 150 years in Israel beginning in the early 1800s and leading up to the 1960s. What I found was astonishing—increasing rainfall almost every single year—with the heaviest rainfall coming in and around 1948 and 1967. Is this just a coincidence? I’ll be quite honest with you: I don’t think so.21


One thing is for sure: The Israeli desert certainly appears ready to be “glad,” to “rejoice” and “blossom,” and to “burst into bloom” like the crocus. How could it be otherwise? For when the hand of God caresses a blessed piece of land, the earth has no choice but to explode into a breathtaking display of life.
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A Disastrous Sneak Attack

 

 

The radio was alive with reports from Israeli pilots. They had not been able to get airborne in time to do anything but watch as the entire Russian air offensive seemed to destroy itself.


Miraculously, not one casualty was reported in all of Israel. Otherwise Buck might have believed some mysterious malfunction had caused missile and plane to destroy each other. But witnesses reported that it had been a firestorm, along with rain and hail and an earthquake, that consumed the entire offensive effort.


Had it been a divinely appointed meteor shower? Perhaps. But what accounted for hundreds and thousands of chunks of burning, twisted, molten steel smashing to the ground in Haifa, Jerusalem, Tel Aviv, Jericho, even Bethlehem—leveling ancient walls but not so much as scratching one living creature? Daylight revealed the carnage and exposed Russia’s secret alliance with Middle Eastern nations, primarily Ethiopia and Libya.


Among the ruins, the Israelis found combustible material that would serve as fuel and preserve their natural resources for more than six years. Special task forces competed with buzzards and vultures for the flesh of the enemy dead, trying to bury them before their bones were picked clean and disease threatened the nation.


 

Left Behind, 13–14

 

The Hebrew prophet Ezekiel was given a detailed prophecy twenty-five hundred years ago foretelling that Russia would become a dominant player on the world scene in the last days (Ezekiel 38–39). He even predicted that her allies would march with her against the mountains of Israel. Their objective would be to finish what Adolf Hitler had been unable to accomplish, the destruction of the Jews from the face of the earth.

Yet these invaders will be even less successful than the Nazis, for Ezekiel also predicted that God would supernaturally destroy the attacking armies of Russia in order to show His omnipotent power to the world and to demonstrate that He has unfinished plans for the nation of Israel.

When and Who?

These two prophecies in Ezekiel are among the most specific and easy to understand in the prophetic word. They not only pinpoint the time of their fulfillment by immediately following chapter 37—a description of the gradual regathering of Israel—but the prophet also states expressly that the events will occur “after many days . . . in the latter years” (Ezekiel 38:8). Few if any prophecy scholars question that the potential fulfillment of this text comes in the end times and that Russia and her allies will go down to the little nation of Israel “to take a spoil” (Ezekiel 38:13, KJV).

 

Now the word of the LORD came to me, saying, “Son of man, set your face against Gog, of the land of Magog, the prince of Rosh, Meshech, and Tubal, and prophesy against him, and say, ‘Thus says the Lord GOD: “Behold, I am against you, O Gog, the prince of Rosh, Meshech, and Tubal. I will turn you around, put hooks into your jaws, and lead you out, with all your army, horses, and horsemen, all splendidly clothed, a great company with bucklers and shields, all of them handling swords. Persia, Ethiopia, and Libya are with them, all of them with shield and helmet; Gomer and all its troops; the house of Togarmah from the far north and all its troops—many people are with you.


 

“Prepare yourself and be ready, you and all your companies that are gathered about you; and be a guard for them. After many days you will be visited. In the latter years you will come into the land of those brought back from the sword and gathered from many people on the mountains of Israel, which had long been desolate; they were brought out of the nations, and now all of them dwell safely. You will ascend, coming like a storm, covering the land like a cloud, you and all your troops and many peoples with you. . . .


 

“Then you will come from your place out of the far north, you and many peoples with you, all of them riding on horses, a great company and a mighty army. You will come up against My people Israel like a cloud, to cover the land. It will be in the latter days that I will bring you against My land, so that the nations may know Me, when I am hallowed in you, O Gog, before their eyes. . . .


 

“And it will come to pass at the same time, when Gog comes against the land of Israel,” says the Lord GOD, “that My fury will show in My face. For in My jealousy and in the fire of My wrath I have spoken: ‘Surely in that day there shall be a great earthquake in the land of Israel.’ . . . I will call for a sword against Gog throughout all My mountains,”says the Lord GOD. “Every man’s sword will be against his brother. And I will bring him to judgment with pestilence and bloodshed; I will rain down on him, on his troops, and on the many peoples who are with him, flooding rain, great hailstones, fire, and brimstone. Thus I will magnify Myself and sanctify Myself, and I will be known in the eyes of many nations. Then they shall know that I am the LORD.”’” (Ezekiel 38:1-9, 15-16, 18-19, 21-23)


Etymologically, the Gog and Magog of Ezekiel 38 and 39 can only mean modern-day Russia. “Magog was the second son of Japheth who, according to Josephus, the great historian, settled north of the Black Sea. Tubal and Meshech were the fifth and sixth sons of Japheth, whose descendants settled south of the Black Sea.”22 These tribes intermarried and became known as Magog. Several historians (Pliny, Josephus, Herodotus, and others) point out they were also known as the Scythians and referred to them as “a barbarous people.”23

We are not dependent solely on the study of etymology for proof of Gog’s identity. In Ezekiel 39:2 God says to Gog, “I will turn you around and lead you on, bringing you up from the far north, and bring you against the mountains of Israel.” All Bible directions are given in relation to Israel. “North” means north of Israel, “south” means south of Israel, etc. Any map will show that Russia is indeed north of Israel. The text reaffirms this by referring to the attacking nation as from “the far north” (38:15).

We have, then, both internal and external evidence for believing that Russia indeed is the nation that will fulfill the prophet Ezekiel’s warning for the last days.

What is even more remarkable is that Gog’s allies—Persia, Libya, Gomer [thought to be Turkey], Ethiopia, and Togarmah—are all Arab Muslim countries today and they “just happen” to be Russia’s faithful allies. Their binding, overriding, passionate, and common hatred is Israel. Indeed, 55 million of Russia’s own 250 million people are Arabs, most of whom hate Israel. For centuries prophetic scholars have been convinced that Russia and those who control her will lead the march of the Arab world down to the mountains of Israel, where God will show Himself powerful to all the world by destroying their armies.

Bodies, Bodies Everywhere

 

“And you, son of man, prophesy against Gog, and say, ‘Thus says the Lord GOD: “Behold, I am against you, O Gog, the prince of Rosh, Meshech, and Tubal; and I will turn you around and lead you on, bringing you up from the far north, and bring you against the mountains of Israel. Then I will knock the bow out of your left hand, and cause the arrows to fall out of your right hand. You shall fall upon the mountains of Israel, you and all your troops and the peoples who are with you; I will give you to birds of prey of every sort and to the beasts of the field to be devoured. . . .”’


 

“Then those who dwell in the cities of Israel will go out and set on fire and burn the weapons, both the shields and bucklers, the bows and arrows, the javelins and spears; and they will make fires with them for seven years. . . . It will come to pass in that day that I will give Gog a burial place there in Israel, the valley of those who pass by east of the sea; and it will obstruct travelers, because there they will bury Gog and all his multitude. Therefore they will call it the Valley of Hamon Gog. For seven months the house of Israel will be burying them, in order to cleanse the land.” (Ezekiel 39:1-4, 9, 11-12)


God’s judgment on these invading hordes will be sure and swift. While Israel’s friends apparently see the attack coming, all they do is send a delegation to ask about Russia’s intentions: “Sheba, Dedan, the merchants of Tarshish, and all their young lions will say to you, ‘Have you come to take plunder? Have you gathered your army to take booty, to carry away silver and gold, to take away livestock and goods, to take great plunder?’” (Ezekiel 38:13). But that is the extent of their response. They offer no help, no aid to Israel—and then God steps in.

The Lord Almighty sends an earthquake and a mighty shaking so great that “mountains shall be thrown down” (Ezekiel 38:20). He rains on Gog great hailstones and fire and brimstone, along with flooding rain and pestilence. And when it’s all over, none of the enemies of God are left standing. Instead their corpses lie on the ground, food for the birds of prey and the beasts of the field.

So great will be the carnage that the people of Israel will spend seven months finding and burying the dead troops. An enormous common grave will be dug in what will be called the Valley of Hamon Gog (“the hordes of Gog”). The implements of war left behind by the decimated armies also will be gathered up, not to be reused but to be burned. So many weapons will be recovered that to burn them all will take seven years.

This seven-year period prophesied for the burning of Russian weapons is the reason why in Left Behind we placed Russia’s attack on Israel some three and a half years before the beginning of the Tribulation. Scripture teaches that in the second half of the seven-year Tribulation, Israel once more will be forced out of her homeland; therefore, if she is to spend seven years burning these weapons, the Russian invasion must take place at least three and a half years before that time.

Some readers of this prophecy have stumbled on the reference to burning weapons. While such an activity might have made sense in the days of wooden spears and arrows and chariots, they reason, it certainly does not in these days of steel tanks and planes and guns. How do you burn steel?

The answer is, you may not have to. For some years the Russians have been using Lignostone in the manufacture of many of their weapons of war. Lignostone, invented by a Dutchman in Ter Apel, is a special kind of wood used for “coke breakers.” It is stronger than steel, is very elastic . . . and burns better than coal.24

From the Ash Can of History

Russian history goes back to the tenth chapter of Genesis, some two thousand or more years before Christ. For most of that time Russia amounted to little. At best she could be described by one historian as “a barbarous people, who dwelt in the Moschian Mountains.” Otherwise the Russians received scant mention in history until Peter the Great in the eighteenth century tried unsuccessfully to pull the people together and make them a cohesive power. By European standards, the Russians were always a backward people. As late as 1905, so impotent was Russia that she could not even best the emerging Asian nation of Japan in the Russo-Japanese War.

Three years into the First World War, the Bolsheviks overthrew the czar and executed his family, putting an end to the monarchy forever. Since then the Soviet people suffered under seventy-plus years of the most inhumane repressions known to man. It is estimated that their successive communist dictators killed as many as 65 million people. During those years of suffering and want, the elitist Communists spent the country into virtual bankruptcy in a vain attempt to make the nation into a superpower equal to the United States.

It is interesting that Russia has little history of Christian evangelism until recently, when after World War II and the fall of the Soviet Empire, evangelistic efforts were made by shortwave radio. Since then millions have come to faith in Christ. Unfortunately, these new Christians represent the very group that Russian leaders would like to eliminate, but it is the one group that, if given freedom, would best improve the life and culture of Russia.

Today Russia is allied with a number of Muslim nations—including those that were formerly part of the Soviet Union, just as outlined by Ezekiel—and together they have the capabilities to do just what the prophet predicted. It is significant that all these capabilities can be traced to World War I and the Bolshevik Revolution that produced the Russian communist empire. Everything started as a result of the Russian government’s involvement in World War I in 1917, the very year the Jews began migrating back to Israel.

The Potential Collapse of Russia

Russia’s current capability to do what Ezekiel predicted makes that nation a significant “sign” or “birth pain” of the return of Christ and the end of the age.

In the days of the so-called cold war between the superpowers, the U.S. and Russia, Israel was always a thorn in the Russian side. Soviet officials could not plot their tactics based solely on the U.S.; they always had to consider Israel, in some ways the third most powerful state in the world. As an ally of America, she was armed to the teeth. Russia could never consider attacking the U.S. without taking Israel into consideration. We believe the reason the Soviets spent billions of rubles (that she could ill afford) to arm the Arab world was to offset the power of the Jewish state.

The problem is that ever since the fall of the Berlin Wall and the breakup of the Soviet Union, Russia has been on shaky ground. The nation’s former leader, the late Boris Yeltsin, was rendered all but ineffective by his alcoholism and his serious heart condition. His successor, Vladimir Putin, was unable to keep the country’s economy from falling further into shambles as officials have refused to adopt full-scale free enterprise. Russia has retained enough socialist policies to stultify its economy. The unstable government makes it vulnerable to a takeover by hard-line Communists, who are waiting in the wings to regain control. At risk is the peace of the world, because Russia and her satellite countries still have thousands of nuclear missiles pointed at the West.

Our point is that Russia is in precarious straits. She could have a revolution, become a dictatorship, or simply collapse under her own bureaucratic weight and become a fifth-rate power. Her army is no longer the fearful monster it was once pictured to be; witness what happened in Afghanistan and the little independent country of Chechnya.

It does not seem as if time is on Russia’s side. If she is going to be the major power that Ezekiel forecasts her to be, she had better make her move to attack Israel soon, or she won’t be able to do so. 

And indications are that Russia is getting ready to do just that. According to many reports coming out of that region of the world, Russia and her Muslim allies are doing everything they can to foment war in Israel. That millions of lives are in jeopardy is inconsequential to them; they want to stamp out Israel at any cost.

For years one of the most trusted sources of geopolitical intelligence, particularly about Europe and the Middle East, has been the Intelligence Digest. In the September 19, 1997, issue titled “The Next, and Final, Arab-Israeli War,” the editors published this incredible report. Although the scenario they outlined did not come to pass, notice just how closely these events would have paralleled the fulfillment of Bible prophecy had they occurred: 

 

There is now evidence to support the view that the Middle East’s moment of truth could come as early as the second half of 1998—and the reason for this is as dramatic as the news itself. There is every possibility that Moscow, for whatever reasons of its own, has taken a decision to precipitate an Arab-Israeli war, within that time frame. Arab-Israeli War Has Been Brought Considerably Closer By Recent Russian Actions. The next 18 months in the Middle East will be fraught with danger, and it will take state craft of the highest possible order on the part of the United States if a catastrophic war in the Middle East involving chemical, biological, and nuclear weapons is to be avoided. An Arab-Israeli war could come as early as the second half of 1998.


 

There are reasons why we have previously argued that the next Arab-Israeli war is unlikely to occur before 2000. The first of these is that there is no logic in going to war before every possible concession has been wrung out of Israel by peaceful means, and for all their public opposition to the peace process, those in the Arab/Iranian war party have always understood that negotiating the return of the Gaza Strip, West Bank, and possibly even the Golan Heights made much more sense than fighting for them. So, we have argued, war was never likely to come before the end of 2000. Now, however, the feeling in the war camp is that most of the major concessions have been gained. No one believes any longer that the Israeli army will come down off the West Bank watershed, abandon the Jordan Valley, or retreat from the Golan Heights—all or any of which would be worth waiting for.


 

There are now 40,000 armed Palestinians in the West Bank and Gaza. Recent intelligence has shown that Syria has far more SCUD C missiles (armed with advanced-type chemical warheads) than previously thought. Most important, the latest intelligence shows that Syria has an unusually high proportion of launchers to missiles. . . . This will enable Syria to launch a barrage of missiles at Israel in one go. With such capability, Syria might legitimately think that Israel would not dare use its nuclear arsenal.25


Of course, 1998 came and went, and this attack did not occur. But Russia still remains on the horns of a miserable dilemma. Either she strikes against Israel in the very near future or she falls into the economic trash bin of history, in which case she would no longer have the capability and the allies to do what the prophet Ezekiel predicted. 

How long does Russia have before her economy destroys her from within? Based on her rate of decline since dismantling her empire, experts give maybe twenty-five or thirty years. With the shelf life and subsequent effectiveness of their stockpiled warheads on the decline, Russia may wake up to find its missiles dead in their silos in the not-too-distant future and would no longer be able to fulfill prophecy. However . . .

Russia on the Move

In May of 2010, two significant events occurred in the Middle East exactly one week apart that had the potential to kick Ezekiel’s prophecy into high gear. Neither item received much attention in the news, but even if they had, the media would have certainly missed the parallels between these events and their significance to Bible prophecy.

The first event took place on May 10, 2010. For the first time in history, a Russian or Soviet head of state, in this case President Dmitry Medvedev, met with the leaders of Syria. Syrians were over the moon with excitement as Russia announced it would be resuming its role as the “defender of Arab rights” in the Middle East.

Prior to this time, the Obama administration had promised to help Syria wrestle the Golan Heights area away from Israel as part of their attempts to negotiate a land-for-peace deal. However, by the spring of 2010, it became apparent to the Syrians that Obama wasn’t going to make good on his promises. So the Syrians felt they had no choice but to turn to the Russians for help . . . and Russia responded. As reporter Joshua Landis wrote in Foreign Press magazine the day after Medvedev’s visit to Syria, Russia now plans to provide weapons to two terrorist organizations whose history of hatred toward Israel is well documented:

 

(Israel) insists that it will not give up its claim to the Golan or its right to resist occupation. This means arming Hezbollah and Hamas. Getting Russia on board Syria’s efforts to resist will be key, as Russia is the most likely country to help with more sophisticated missiles and anti-tank weapons, as well as anti-aircraft defense. From Syria’s point of view, it must improve its ability to defend against Israel’s periodic incursions and raise the cost of Israeli refusal to return the Golan.26


Russia simultaneously announced its plans to rebuild the port of Tartus off the Syrian coast for use as a docking and repair station for its Russian fleet. Not only that, Landis also noted that Syria was beginning to take a lead role in continuing the formation of the alliance between various anti-Israeli countries. Is it a mere coincidence that, together with Russia, these are the same countries that the prophet Ezekiel predicted thousands of years in advance would join together in their wish to see Israel wiped out once and for all?

 

Syria is doing everything it can to build up what it is calling a “northern alliance” between Turkey, Iran, Iraq, and Syria. This is the primary building block in Syria’s strategy for countering Israel’s overwhelming military superiority. Rapidly improving relations with Turkey are at the heart of the alliance.27


Following his meetings in Syria, Medvedev also met with the leaders of Turkey in order to discuss bilateral arms trading between the two countries as well as Iran’s nuclear program. And this brings us to the event that occurred one week later. On May 17, 2010, Iran’s tyrannical leader Mahmoud Ahmadinejad managed to successfully negotiate a nuclear alliance with Turkey, using the Obama administration’s own policy to do it. This action virtually guarantees that Iran will now be able to build nuclear weapons very soon with the expressed purpose of using them against Israel. The Wall Street Journal didn’t pull any punches when it described Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton’s role in the deal as “a fiasco” and a “debacle.”

 

What a fiasco. That’s the first word that comes to mind watching Mahmoud Ahmadinejad raise his arms yesterday with the leaders of Turkey and Brazil to celebrate a new atomic pact. . . . The deal is a political coup for Tehran and possibly delivers the coup-de-grace to the West’s half-hearted efforts to stop Iran from acquiring a nuclear bomb. Full credit for this debacle goes to the Obama Administration and its hapless diplomatic strategy. . . . The White House (had) concocted a plan to transfer some of Iran’s uranium stock abroad for enrichment. If the West couldn’t stop Iran’s program, the thinking was that maybe this scheme would delay it. The Iranians chose yesterday to accept the deal on their own limited terms while enlisting the Brazilians and Turks as enablers and political shields . . . turning Mr. Obama’s own most important foreign-policy principle against him. . . . In her first game of high-stakes diplomatic poker, Secretary of State Hillary Clinton is leaving the table dressed only in a barrel.28


According to U.S. intelligence sources, Iran continues to acquire nuclear components, such as trigger mechanisms for bombs. Israel of course will now have to remain on high alert for any signs of a nuclear attack coming from this newly reinforced alliance of Russian-backed Arab neighbors. From the looks of things, the fulfillment of Ezekiel 38 and 39 can’t be too far off.

Just one more reason for believing Christ could come in our generation.
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Snatched Away!

 

 

Local television stations from around the world reported bizarre occurrences, especially in time zones where the event had happened during the day or early evening. CNN showed via satellite the video of a groom disappearing while slipping the ring onto his bride’s finger. A funeral home in Australia reported that nearly every mourner disappeared from one memorial service, including the corpse, while at another service at the same time, only a few disappeared and the corpse remained. Morgues also reported corpse disappearances. At a burial, three of six pallbearers stumbled and dropped a casket when the other three disappeared. When they picked up the casket, it too was empty.


 

Left Behind, 47–48

 

One of the most compelling prophetic events in the Bible is called the “rapture” of the church. It is taught clearly in 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18, where the apostle Paul provides us with most of the available details:

 

But I do not want you to be ignorant, brethren, concerning those who have fallen asleep, lest you sorrow as others who have no hope. For if we believe that Jesus died and rose again, even so God will bring with Him those who sleep in Jesus. For this we say to you by the word of the Lord, that we who are alive and remain until the coming of the Lord will by no means precede those who are asleep. For the Lord Himself will descend from heaven with a shout, with the voice of an archangel, and with the trumpet of God. And the dead in Christ will rise first. Then we who are alive and remain shall be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. And thus we shall always be with the Lord. Therefore comfort one another with these words.


It is clear that the rapture of the church as taught in this passage will consist of the following five events:

1. “The Lord Himself will descend from heaven with a shout, with the voice of an archangel, and with the trumpet of God.”

2. “The dead in Christ will rise first.”

3. “Then we who are alive and remain shall be caught up together with them in the clouds.”

4. We shall “meet the Lord in the air.”

5. “We shall always be with the Lord.”

A Great Mystery

The word rapture comes from a fourth century Latin vulgate translation of the Greek word harpadzo (occurring in 1 Thessalonians 4:17) and has been picked up by many as the best single word to express the event it describes. Some translators have rendered that word “caught up,” which is a good term—but you can see how “rapture” is more appealing. A preacher friend of mine translates it “snatched,” for Christians in that day will indeed be translated instantly from natural flesh to “incorruptible heavenly bodies” and “snatched” up to be with Christ. But the terms “snatched” or “caught up” are simply not as appealing as “raptured.”29

In 1 Corinthians 15:51-52 Paul unveiled what he called a “mystery”—that Christians “shall all be changed [transformed] in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye.” This mystery was revealed primarily by the apostle Paul; it is not mentioned either in the Old Testament or by Jesus in the Olivet discourse. Some think John alludes to it in Revelation 4:1-2.

Enoch in the Old Testament provides an illustration of this transforming experience. The Bible says “Enoch walked with God; then he was no more, because God took him away” (Genesis 5:24, NIV). A day is coming when all believers will be transformed like the godly Enoch, whose earthly body was suddenly made fit to be in heaven with God. In Paul’s terms, this happens when “this corruptible [our bodies] has put on incorruption, and this mortal has put on immortality” (1 Corinthians 15:54).

The Rapture, then, is not only for those Christians who “are alive and remain” at the coming of Christ, but includes all believers from the day of Pentecost (when the church began) to the day Christ returns for His church. The clear teaching of this text is that in a moment of time, in response to Christ’s “shout,” both the dead believers and the living saints will be taken up to meet their Lord. En route they will meet each other in the clouds.

Rapture, the Blessed Hope

We prefer to call this miraculous event “the blessed hope,” the term Paul uses in Titus 2:13: “Looking for the blessed hope and glorious appearing of our great God and Savior Jesus Christ.” That is exactly what the Rapture is, a blessed hope.

When the Bible uses the word “hope” here, it does not mean a nice thing we earnestly suspect might happen, but rather a certified fact of the future, promised by God’s unfailing Word. In this case, “hope” means a present, confident expectation of a certain future event. It is this hope that has characterized believers in Christ for two thousand years. When a loved one dies (or “sleeps in Jesus,” to use the biblical phraseology), he awaits this resurrection when the dead rise first and then those believers who are still alive are transformed to go to be with the Lord. And this is no temporary respite, a brief vacation from earthly difficulties! Paul adds, “so shall we ever be with the Lord.” Now, that’s hope!

Two Phases to Christ’s Second Coming

When the more than three hundred Bible references to the Second Coming are carefully examined, it becomes clear that there are two phases to His return. There are far too many conflicting activities connected with His return to be merged into a single coming. We are indebted to Dr. Thomas Ice, the executive director of the Pre-Trib Research Center, for designing two charts, one that lists the contrasting events and the other giving the Scripture texts that refer to each.

 

Locating the Tribulation Period

 

[image: images/chart10a.jpg]
 

 

Matt. 24:29-31

 

Since we know there are no contradictions in the Word of God, our Lord must be telling us something here. Most scholars who take the Bible literally wherever possible believe He is talking about one “coming” in two stages. First, He will come suddenly in the air to rapture His church and take believers to His Father’s house, in fulfillment of His promise in John 14:1-3. There they will appear before the judgment seat of Christ (2 Corinthians 5:8-10) and participate in the marriage supper of the Lamb (Revelation 19:1-10). Second, He will finish his second coming by returning to earth gloriously and publicly in great power to set up His kingdom.

 

The Second Coming of Christ
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While many passages describe both the Rapture and the Glorious Appearing, five primary passages illustrate how very different those events are. The best passages to describe the Rapture are John 14:1-3; 1 Thessalonians 4:16-17; and 1 Corinthians 15:50-58. The best that detail our Lord’s glorious appearing are Jesus’ own description of His coming in Matthew 24:27-31 and the one given in Revelation 19:11–20:6. Note the details carefully!

Events of the Rapture

1. The Lord Himself will descend from His Father’s house, where He is preparing a place for us (John 14:1-3 and 1 Thessalonians 4:16).

2. He will come again to receive us to Himself (John 14:1-3).

3. He resurrects those who have fallen asleep in Him (deceased believers whom we will not precede; 1 Thessalonians 4:14-15).

4. The Lord shouts as He descends (“loud command,” 1 Thessalonians 4:16, NIV). All this takes place in the “twinkling of an eye” (1 Corinthians 15:52).

5. We will hear the voice of the archangel (perhaps to lead Israel during the seven years of Tribulation as he did in the Old Testament; 1 Thessalonians 4:16).

6. We will also hear the trumpet call of God (1 Thessalonians 4:16), His last trumpet for the church. (Don’t confuse this with the seventh trumpet of judgment on the world during the Tribulation in Revelation 11:15.)

7. The dead in Christ will rise first. (The corruptible ashes of their dead bodies are made incorruptible and joined together with their spirit, which Jesus brings with Him; 1 Thessalonians 4:16-17.)

8. Then we who are alive and remain shall be changed (made incorruptible by having our bodies made “immortal”; 1 Corinthians 15:51, 53).

9. Then we shall be caught up [raptured] together (1 Thessalonians 4:17).

10. With them in the clouds (where dead and living believers will have a monumental reunion; 1 Thessalonians 4:17).

11. To meet the Lord in the air (1 Thessalonians 4:17).

12. To “receive you to Myself.” Jesus takes us to the Father’s house “that where I am, there you may be also” (John 14:3).

13. “And thus we shall always be with the Lord” (1 Thessalonians 4:17).

14. The judgment seat of Christ (2 Corinthians 5:10). At the call of Christ for believers, He will judge all things. Christians will stand before the judgment seat of Christ (Romans 14:10; 2 Corinthians 5:10), described in detail in 1 Corinthians 3:11-15. This judgment prepares Christians for . . .

15. The marriage supper of the Lamb. Just prior to His coming to earth in power and great glory, Christ will meet His Bride, the church, and the marriage supper will take place. In the meantime, after the church is raptured, the world will suffer the unprecedented time of the wrath of God which our Lord called the great tribulation (Matthew 24:21).

(Note: Only the pre-Tribulation position allows sufficient time for the judgment seat of Christ and the marriage supper of the Lamb.)

Events of the Glorious Appearing

1. Immediately after the Tribulation (Matthew 24:29)

2. Cosmic phenomena in sun, moon, and stars (Matthew 24:29)

3. Heaven opens, Christ appears on white horse (Revelation 19:11)

4. Followed by armies of heaven (Revelation 19:14)

5. Sign of Son of Man in heaven, seen by everyone (Matthew 24:30)

6. Coming in power and great glory (Matthew 24:30)

7. Unbelievers will mourn, for they are not ready (Matthew 24:30)

8. Beast (Antichrist) and his armies confront Christ (Revelation 19:19)

9. Christ casts Beast and false prophet into the lake of fire (Revelation 19:20)

10. Christ’s rejecters killed (Revelation 19:21)

11. Satan cast into bottomless pit for a thousand years (Revelation 20:1-3)

12. Resurrection of Old Testament and Tribulation saints (Matthew 24:31; Revelation 20:4)

13. Christ judges nations and establishes His kingdom (Matthew 25)

Even a casual reading of these two lists reveals they describe two totally different events. One is a select coming for His church, a great source of comfort for those involved; the other is a public appearance when every eye shall see Him, a great source of regret and mourning for those whose Day of Judgment has come. Study the next chart and imagine, if you can, that these events are simultaneous; we think you will see there must be a period of time between them. Seven years would allow sufficient time for all these things and the Tribulation to take place.

The coming of Christ must occur in two installments because they are for two different groups of people and fulfill two different purposes. The first is the Rapture, when all living and dead Christians will be snatched up to be with Christ in the Father’s house. The second is for all the people of the world, who will be judged for rejecting Christ. The first is secret, for a special group; the second is public, for everyone left on the earth. They are entirely distinct events!

Dr. David L. Cooper often compared the Second Coming to a two-act play separated by a seven-year intermission (the Tribulation). The apostle Paul distinguished these two events in Titus 2:13 by designating them “the blessed hope and glorious appearing.”

“The blessed hope” could very well refer uniquely to the snatching up of believers just prior to the beginning of the Tribulation. On the other hand, it could also refer to the Resurrection when all believers will be raised to live with God for eternity, where they will be with their loved ones who share their faith in Christ. Or it could be both, for they are both a “blessed hope” to Christians and are designed by God to “comfort” His children (1 Thessalonians 4:18). This doctrine brings comfort and hope both when we lose our loved ones to death, and as we examine the signs of the times and conclude that the Tribulation could be rapidly approaching.

The Timing of the Rapture

For almost two hundred years there has grown a much too bitter controversy over the timing of the Rapture. Sometimes the debate has become acrimonious—a most regrettable circumstance, since all these teachers (whatever their interpretations) love the Lord and long for His return. In fact, we have several friends with whom we agree on most other Bible doctrines, yet on this point we differ.

In fairness to them, I should point out that they usually take literally the other important teachings of the Bible; only in prophetic passages do they opt for a more symbolic approach. For that reason, they tend to believe that the Tribulation is not going to be as severe as a literal reading of the many passages on the subject indicate.

I have often kidded these friends, “Don’t worry, we are all going at the same time, according to His schedule, not yours or mine.” I think they secretly hope we are right, for no one in his right mind would want to go through the traumas of the Tribulation.

Three Alternative Positions

Most (if not all) premillennialists believe in a Rapture. They differ in that some think they will be raptured in the middle of the Tribulation; the “pre-wraths” think the Rapture will occur about three-fourths of the way through; and the post-Tribs believe in a yo-yo type of Rapture (snatched up to come right back down). We are convinced that the only view that takes into consideration all the Scriptures on the Blessed Hope and the Glorious Appearing is that Christ will rapture His church before the Tribulation. What is at stake here is whether the church will go through any, part, or all of the Tribulation.

 

Contrasting Second Coming Events
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The chart above graphically reveals where in the timeline most prophecy teachers place the Rapture and the Glorious Appearing. You will notice only seven years separate the two events; consequently, from the standpoint of the human timeline, they are not terribly far apart. However, because the Tribulation is such a traumatic time of trouble, the like of which has never existed before or ever will again, it becomes extremely important for those left behind to locate the exact time of the Rapture. Whether the church misses the entire Tribulation or goes through half of it, millions of people living at that time will be distinctly affected.

 

Three Views of the Rapture
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Why the Rapture Must Be Pre-Tribulation

So when will the Lord come back for His church, before, in the middle, or at the end of the Tribulation? When properly understood, the Scriptures are quite clear on this subject. I believe they teach that the Rapture will occur before the Tribulation begins. Consider four reasons why this is so:

1. The Lord Himself promised to deliver us.

One of the best promises guaranteeing the church’s rapture before the Tribulation is found in Revelation 3:10: “Because you have kept My command to persevere, I also will keep you from the hour of trial which shall come upon the whole world, to test those who dwell on the earth” (emphasis added). This verse is Christ’s own promise to one of His seven churches, the church of Philadelphia.

The seven churches of Asia Minor were selected out of the hundreds of young churches at the time because they were types of the seven church ages that would exist from the first century to the present. The message of Revelation 2 and 3 is to the churches (plural), not just the seven churches of Asia Minor. Otherwise, the majority would have been excluded. The message of Christ to the church at Philadelphia was not only for that little church but also to the “open door” church—that is, the evangelistic, missionary-minded church, which started about 1750 and will exist right up to the time Christ comes to rapture His church.

During the past fifty years or so, some opposition to this interpretation has arisen. One of our Left Behind readers even wrote to question that our Lord’s promise to the church of Philadelphia in Revelation 3:10 included the present-day, Bible-believing church. She claimed that the promise was given only to the little church of Philadelphia, nothing more. We wrote her back and suggested that it couldn’t mean merely that little church, because it was completely destroyed by the Turkish invasion in 1382, long before “the hour of trial which shall come upon the whole world”! That period still has not come! It is the same period our Lord calls the “great tribulation, such as has not been since the beginning of the world until this time, no, nor ever shall be” (Matthew 24:21). He predicted that it would be such a horrible time that if God didn’t shorten it, “no flesh would be saved” (Matthew 24:22). Obviously the church of Philadelphia has end-time significance, for it is referred to as “alive” during the last days.

Adherents to the mid- and post-Trib positions suggest God will keep us on earth through the Tribulation. This is difficult to reconcile, however, with other passages that teach that few, if any, believers will populate the earth when He comes “with power and great glory” at the end of the Tribulation. Instead, the saints who have been kept from wrath are with Him as He descends to this earth.

The word “from” (Greek, ek) in Revelation 3:10 literally means “out of.” God is saying, “I will keep you out of the wrath to come.” The editor of Our Hope Magazine wrote in August, 1959:

 

Ek is rendered “out of” hundreds of times, as for example: “Out of Egypt have I called my Son” (Matthew 2:15, KJV); “First cast out the beam out of thine own eye” (Matthew 7:5, KJV); “For out of the heart proceed evil thoughts” (Matthew 15:19, KJV); “And [many bodies of the saints] came out of the graves after his resurrection” (Matthew 27:53, KJV); “I will spew thee out of my mouth” (Revelation 3:16, KJV); etc.30


This verse teaches that the faithful church of the open door, which will not deny His name but will practice good works, evangelism, and missions, will be kept “out of” the hour of trial (the Great Tribulation) that shall try the whole earth. The guarantee of Rapture before Tribulation could hardly be more powerful. No wonder one writer labeled it “a cardinal Scripture.”31

Failure to recognize this truth has Christians believing they are going into the Tribulation, contrary to our Lord’s promise.

2. The church is to be delivered from the wrath to come.

The promise in 1 Thessalonians 1:10 (“Jesus . . . delivers us from the wrath to come”) was given by the Holy Spirit through the apostle Paul to a young church planted on his second missionary journey. He had only three weeks to ground this church in the Word of God before being driven out of town. Many of his teachings during that brief period evidently pertained to Bible prophecy and end-time events, since this letter—one of the first books of the New Testament to be written—emphasizes the Second Coming, the imminent return of Christ, the Rapture, the Tribulation, and other end-time subjects. These topics may indicate what subjects Paul considered essential for new converts.

Paul wrote this epistle upon the death of some of the church’s loved ones. Since the apostle had predicted that believers would be raptured, the Thessalonians wondered about loved ones already buried. Evidently they wrote Paul a letter of inquiry, and in answer he extended his commentary to prophetic questions for the saints of all ages.

Paul mentions the Second Coming in every chapter, so there is no doubt about the main subject of his letter. After complimenting his readers on their faith and testimony, he commends them for turning “to God from idols to serve the living and true God, and to wait for His Son from heaven, whom He raised from the dead, even Jesus who delivers us from the wrath to come” (1 Thessalonians 1:9-10, emphasis added).

The context of this passage is the Rapture, for Christians are not waiting for the Glorious Appearing (see chapter 15). Paul tells them in 2 Thessalonians 2:1-12 that the latter will not occur until Antichrist (or “lawless one,” see chapter 21) is revealed (verse 8). No, the Christians in Thessalonica were awaiting the coming of Christ for His church—that is, the Rapture. They already knew the Tribulation (or “wrath to come”) would follow the Rapture, and that is the part that God has promised to keep the Christians “out of.”32

3. Christians are not appointed to wrath.

According to 1 Thessalonians 5:9, “God did not appoint us to wrath, but to obtain salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ.” Again, this passage, which follows the strongest passage on the Rapture in the Bible, must be considered in light of its context.

After teaching the Rapture, Paul takes his readers to “times and . . . seasons” of “the Day of the Lord.” Some suggest this refers to the single day on which Christ returns to this earth to set up His kingdom, but that is not consistent with other biblical references to “the Day of the Lord.” Sometimes this phrase does refer to the Glorious Appearing, but on other occasions it encompasses the Rapture, the Tribulation, and the Glorious Appearing (see chapter 2).

For our purpose here, 1 Thessalonians 5:9 makes it clear that God did not “appoint us to wrath” (the Tribulation) but to “obtain salvation,” or deliverance from it. Since so many saints will be martyred during the Tribulation, there will be few (if any) alive at the Glorious Appearing of Christ. This promise cannot mean, then, that He will deliver believers during the time of wrath, for the saints mentioned there (the Tribulation saints) will not be delivered; in fact, most will be martyred. To be delivered out of it, the church will have to be raptured before it begins.33

Since the Tribulation is especially the time of God’s wrath, and since Christians are not appointed to wrath, then it follows that the church will be raptured before the Tribulation. In short, the Rapture occurs before the Tribulation, while the Glorious Appearing occurs after it.

4. The church is absent in Revelation 4–18.

The church is mentioned seventeen times in the first three chapters of Revelation, but after John (a member of the church) is called up to heaven in chapter 4, he looks down on the events of the Tribulation—and the church is not mentioned or seen again until chapter 19, when she returns to the earth with her bridegroom at His glorious appearing. Why? The answer is obvious: She isn’t in the Tribulation. She is raptured to be with her Lord before it begins!

5. Who will be left to populate the Millennium?

The Millennium is the thousand-year period of peace on earth that the Bible refers to, which will be ruled over by a returned Jesus Christ, and it begins once the Tribulation has concluded. The people that are to be ruled over by Jesus are those who initially missed the Rapture but nevertheless came to recognize Him as their Messiah and Savior during the Tribulation and managed to survive the ordeal. It will be the job of these individuals who remain in their earthly bodies to repopulate a decimated earth following the Tribulation. 

Now, if the Rapture were to occur at the end of the Tribulation, all those who believe in Jesus would be raptured, causing their earthly bodies to instantly be transformed into heavenly ones. Under this scenario, there would be no people remaining on earth with earthly bodies to enter the Millennium. Who would Jesus rule over, and who would repopulate the earth?

There are other reasons besides these five for believing that the Rapture occurs prior to the Tribulation. I have cited many of these in another book titled The Rapture: Who Will Face the Tribulation?

Is the Pre-Trib View a Recent Theory?

For several years opponents of the pre-Trib position have argued that it was invented by John Darby in the mid-1800s and was never mentioned before that. Quite simply, this argument is false—a fact that cost one post-Trib writer a bundle of cash. This author offered five hundred dollars to anyone who could prove that the pre-Trib Rapture theory was known before John Darby began to popularize it in the 1840s. When it was discovered that the Reverend Morgan Edwards saw it back in 1742, the writer had to pay off his costly challenge. He has since had to admit his error and withdraw his offer.

The Reverend Morgan Edwards was a Baptist pastor in Philadelphia who described a pre-Trib return of Christ for His church in his 1788 book Millennium, Last Days Novelties. Although he saw only a three-and-a-half year Tribulation, he definitely saw the Rapture occur before that Tribulation. What is even more interesting is that he claimed he had preached and written the same thing as early as 1742. He may have been influenced by John Gill before him or by others whose writings or teachings were available at that time but have not been preserved.

What is known is that the Protestant Reformation resulted in a proliferation of Bibles being translated, printed, and made available to common people for the first time in seventeen hundred years. As believers began reading the Scriptures, they were impressed with the many prophetic teachings it contained. I have a copy of a commentary of the book of Revelation written by Sir Isaac Newton in the mid-seventeenth century. He was an avid Bible scholar (as well as one of the greatest scientists in history) and was obviously influenced by others before him. So the gradual development of prophetic understanding through history is understandable—it progressed along with the availability and study of the Bible.

By the nineteenth century, the Bible was available and being read by millions in the English-speaking world. It is said that “prophecy was in the air,” particularly at Trinity College of Dublin, Ireland, where John Darby and other prophecy scholars attended between 1800 and 1830. Doubtless some of the Bible teachers on the faculty had a strong influence on Darby’s thinking, as perhaps did S. R. Maitland, who developed the case for futurism (the position that the Bible’s end-time prophecies are yet future). Maitland wrote his first book on that subject in 1826.

Darby claimed he got the inspiration for his understanding of a pre-Trib rapture in 1828 after he saw the distinction between Israel and the church in his study of the book of Ephesians. Few scholars who do not make that distinction see a pre-Trib rapture of the church. In fact, separating Israel and the church is one of the major keys to rightly understanding Bible prophecy. Second is taking the prophetic Scriptures literally whenever possible.

Grant Jeffrey, a current prophecy scholar and speaker, has done extensive research into the writings of many prophecy teachers prior to the eighteenth century. In his book Apocalypse, he quotes many who had a definite understanding of the difference between the two phases of our Lord’s coming, particularly His coming for His people prior to the Tribulation and the revealing of the “man of sin.”

Jeffrey’s most important contribution was his electrifying discovery of a statement in an apocalyptic sermon from the fourth century. Designated Pseudo-Ephraim, there is some question that it was really written by Ephraim of Nisibis, (AD 306–373), a prolific Syrian church father. Some prefer a later date for this homily, called “Sermon on the End of the World,” and suggest it may not have been written until AD 565–627. For our purpose, the real date is immaterial, for allowing its composition as late as the seventh century proves that even at this early date (eleven hundred years before John Darby), some Christians saw the Rapture occurring before the Tribulation. In challenging Christians to holy living (always a result of Rapture teaching), the ancient author wrote:

 

Why therefore do we not reject every care of earthly actions and prepare ourselves for the meeting of the Lord Christ, so that he may draw us from the confusion, which overwhelms all the world? . . . All the saints and elect of God are gathering together before the tribulation, which is to come, and are taken to the Lord, in order that they may not see at any time the confusion which overwhelms the world because of our sins.34


There can be no doubt that this fourth- (or at the latest, seventh-) century Bible scholar saw the saints gathered before the Tribulation. His statement has all the marks of a pre-Trib rapture of the saints distinct from the Glorious Appearing. While Ephraim (or whoever the true author was) saw the Tribulation lasting only three and a half years, the fact remains that he saw a pre-Trib rapture of the church long before that view became popular in the nineteenth century. Considering that less than 10 percent of ancient Christian documents have been preserved, we have no doubt there must have been other Bible students who also discovered the teaching of the Blessed Hope.

How Long before the Tribulation?

Since the Scriptures teach that the Rapture occurs prior to the Tribulation, it is reasonable to ask, How long before the Tribulation? The answer is simple: No one knows! One of the greatest misconceptions about the pre-Trib rapture is that it starts the Tribulation. It does not. Daniel 9:27 is clear: The signing of the covenant between the Antichrist and Israel begins the seven-year Tribulation, not the Rapture. The Rapture could happen a day, a week, or several years prior to the signing of that covenant.

In Left Behind we arbitrarily put the Rapture two weeks prior to that signing. We must confess, we just assumed that would give Nicolae Carpathia (the name we gave to the Antichrist) time to organize his takeover of the One World Government. In actuality, it may take three or more years.

The Rapture Is Imminent

One of the chief characteristics of the Rapture of the church is that it will be sudden, unexpected, and will catch people by surprise. Some students of Scripture will anticipate “the season” or general period, but as our Lord said, “No man knows the day or the hour.” Which is why we should so live as to “be ready, for the Son of Man is coming at an hour when you do not expect Him” (Matthew 24:44). Only the pre-Tribulation rapture preserves that at-any-moment expectation of His coming.

God, in His wise providence, has designed Bible prophecy in such a manner that the Rapture has appeared imminent to Christians of every generation. Nothing is a better motivator than to believe Jesus could come at any moment! An imminent Rapture moves us to greater consecration, to holy living in an unholy age, and to evangelism and missions (both giving and going). Frankly, that is why two hundred and fifty prophecy scholars, authors, and teachers joined me in founding the Pre-Trib Research Center twenty years ago, to help popularize the biblical teaching that Christ could come at any time. We do not see any of the other Rapture theories having such an effect on the body of Christ.

While we do not assert that our brethren who are looking for the Savior after the Tribulation are deceived by the devil, we do not think their positions do anything to motivate the body of Christ to heed the Savior’s words, “occupy till I come” (Luke 19:13, KJV).

The Great Lie

Scripture teaches that a great lie will be published and believed by the masses left behind after the Rapture. The apostle Paul describes it like this:

 

The coming of the lawless one [the Antichrist] 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 Thessalonians 2:9-12)


This passage teaches that the people left behind on earth after the Rapture will believe “the lie,” a gargantuan, bald-faced untruth presented to the public with “all unrighteous deception among those who perish, because they did not receive the love of the truth, that they might be saved.”

No one knows for sure what this “lie” will be, but in Tribulation Force we imagined that it would be a carefully designed fabrication created to “explain away” the Rapture. We imagined that the religious-minded would be given an “explanation” like this:

 

Those who opposed the orthodox teaching of the Mother Church were winnowed out from among us. The Scripture says that in the last days it will be as in the days of Noah. And you’ll recall that in the days of Noah, the good people remained and the evils ones were washed away.35


For the more secular and irreligious crowd, we created another “explanation”: some confluence of electromagnetism in the atmosphere, combined with an unknown atomic ionization process generated by the world’s nuclear power and weaponry stockpiles, was triggered by some natural cause such as lightning, resulting in the instantaneous disappearance of millions of persons worldwide.

The actual lie that will be perpetrated is unknown to us, but we do know its purpose: to discount and discredit the work of God in the world and to allow men and women to follow their own evil lusts. Whatever the lie is, that’s what it does.

Are You Ready?

This “blessed hope” of ours contrasts sharply with the “no hope” of the unbelievers referred to in 1 Thessalonians 4:13. What a vast gulf stretches between that “blessed hope” of Christians and the “no hope” of non-Christians! And the gulf can be bridged only by a true salvation experience.

This “no hope” lifestyle is unnecessary to anyone reading this book. For as the apostle said, “If we believe that Jesus died and rose again, even so God will bring with Him those who sleep in Jesus” (1 Thessalonians 4:14). And what is it that all must do to have this blessed hope? Believe in the death of Christ for our sins and His resurrection! If you do not believe that, we urge you to confess your sins directly to Christ and invite Him into your life to become your Lord and Savior. If you would like to receive Christ by faith but are not sure how, we suggest you pray the following prayer or one like it:

 

Dear Heavenly Father, I believe you sent your Son Jesus to die on the cross for my sins and the sins of the world. I also believe you raised Him from the dead and that He is soon coming again to set up His kingdom. Therefore, today I confess my sin of rebellion to you and invite Jesus into my heart to become my Lord and Savior. The best I know how, I give myself to Him and declare that I would like to serve Him as long as I live. Amen.


This matter is of such great importance that we urge you to examine your heart to make sure you have invited Him into your life. If you have any doubt about ever having done so, erase it today by calling on the name of the Lord, and receive His salvation. Accepting Christ’s offer of salvation helps you avoid the traumas of the Tribulation on earth even as it allows you to enjoy eternity with Christ.

If you already are a Christian, may we suggest that in light of what you have just read, you surrender your life to Him and cooperate with Him in making you holy. As the apostle Peter looked ahead to the coming of the Lord, he gave the following advice to all Christians:

 

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? Nevertheless we, according to His promise, look for new heavens and a new earth in which righteousness dwells. Therefore, beloved, looking forward to these things, be diligent to be found by Him in peace, without spot and blameless; . . . but grow in the grace and knowledge of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. To Him be the glory both now and forever. Amen. (2 Peter 3:11-14, 18)
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The Temple Rebuilt

 

 

“Who but Messiah could ask devout Muslims to move the shrine that in their religion is second in importance only to Mecca, the birthplace of Mohammed? But you see, the Temple Mount, the Dome of the Rock, is built right over Mount Moriah, where we believe Abraham expressed his willingness to God to sacrifice his son Isaac. Of course we do not believe Mohammed to be divine, so as long as a Muslim mosque occupies the Temple Mount, we believe our holy place is being defiled.”


“So this is a great day for Israel.”


“A great day! Since the birth of our nation, we have collected millions from around the world for the rebuilding of the temple. Work has begun. Many prefabricated walls are finished and will be shipped in. I will live to see the reconstruction of the temple, and it will be even more spectacular than in the days of Solomon!”


 

Tribulation Force, 295

 

All prophecy teachers who interpret the Scriptures literally agree that the Jewish temple in Israel will be rebuilt.

The first temple, built by Solomon, was destroyed by the Babylonians in 586 BC. The second temple—begun in 535 BC and completed in 516 BC, then lavishly renovated by Herod the Great starting in 19 BC—was destroyed by the Romans in AD 70. That there will be a third temple is predicted by the prophet Daniel, the apostles Paul and John, and none other than the Lord Jesus Himself. They all taught that Israel’s third temple will be rebuilt either before the Tribulation begins or soon thereafter, for it is seen in complete operation by the middle of the Tribulation, when it will be desecrated. Obviously, since Israel does not now have a temple, the third temple must be rebuilt for such an event to occur.

The Scripture Speaks

In the Olivet discourse, Jesus said, “Therefore when you see the ‘abomination of desolation,’ spoken of by Daniel the prophet, standing in the holy place” (Matthew 24:15).

Our Lord had in mind the passage in Daniel where it is written: “Then he [Antichrist] shall confirm a covenant with many for one week [in this context, a seven-year period]; but in the middle of the week he shall bring an end to sacrifice and offering. And on the wing of abominations shall be one who makes desolate” (Daniel 9:27). And a little later, “and forces shall be mustered by him, and they shall defile the sanctuary fortress; then they shall take away the daily sacrifices, and place there the abomination of desolation” (Daniel 11:31).

The apostle Paul said it this way: “Let no one deceive you by any means; for that Day will not come unless the falling away comes first, and the man of sin is revealed, the son of 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” (2 Thessalonians 2:3-4).

And the apostle John wrote this: “Then I was given a reed like a measuring rod. And the angel stood, saying, ‘Rise and measure the temple of God, the altar, and those who worship there. But leave out the court which is outside the temple, and do not measure it, for it has been given to the Gentiles. And they will tread the holy city underfoot for forty-two months’” (Revelation 11:1-2).

Both Daniel and John place this awful event in the middle of the Tribulation, at the start of what our Lord called “Great Tribulation.” Clearly, if the temple is to be desecrated at that point, it must be built earlier. When the Antichrist commits the ultimate blasphemy by appearing in the temple to declare that he is God, the real Lord of heaven responds by inflicting on the Antichrist’s earth the worst judgments in history—the Great Tribulation.

When Will the Temple Be Rebuilt?

Anyone interested in end-time events has his eyes on the temple project. Ever since the Jews took temporary possession of the temple site after the Six Day War in 1967, there have been rumors that various groups have been working clandestinely to prepare all the materials it needs—from the robes of the priests to the tapestry in the temple. I have even heard reports that all the elaborate worship utensils have been prefabricated in preparation for the day that permission is granted to begin construction of the third temple. There have been reports that a detailed model of the temple has been traveling throughout the United States to raise money for the project. That would make sense, for more than a third of world Jewry lives in North America, and doubtless the richest Jews in the world reside in this country. American Jews have a long history of providing generous donations to the needs and causes of fellow Jews, particularly those in Israel.

One of the most active individuals gathering materials for the Tribulation temple has been Gershom Salomon of the Temple Mount Faithful, who uses activist measures in an attempt to motivate fellow countrymen to rebuild the temple. Salomon’s group has been given much American press, particularly about its tour of the United States to advance such a project. During that tour Salomon was a guest on Pat Robertson’s 700 Club and was interviewed on many Christian radio stations throughout the country.

Salomon has also received some bad press in Israel and throughout the world for his efforts to organize prayer meetings on the site of the first two temples. On one occasion he even tried to lay a four-and-a-half ton cornerstone upon the Temple Mount, but he was halted by the Israeli government. Officials know that the Middle East is a tinder box waiting for a spark to thrust the nation into another war; and nothing would start it sooner and protract it longer than to desecrate this Muslim holy site.

In their excellent pocket book series The Truth about the Last Days Temple, researchers Thomas Ice and Timothy Demy wrote, “Many plans are being made for a rebuilt Temple and many diverse groups in Israel are preparing for it.”36 One of the groups they mention is Salomon’s Temple Mount Faithful. Salomon is quoted as saying:

 

In the right day—I believe it is very soon—this stone will be put on the Temple Mount, and be worked and polished . . . and will be the first stone for the Third Temple. Just now this stone lies not far from the Temple Mount, very close to the walls of the Old City of Jerusalem, near the Shechem Gate . . . and this stone watches over the Temple Mount. But the day is not far that this stone will be in the right place—it can be today . . . or tomorrow, we are very close to the right time.37


Another group Ice and Demy cite is the Temple Institute, led by Israel Ariel. This organization has made almost all of the 102 utensils needed for temple worship according to biblical and rabbinic standards. These are on display for tourists to see at the Temple Institute tourist center in the Old City in Jerusalem. The Ateret Cohanim has established a yeshiva (religious school) for the education and training of temple priests. Their task is to research regulations, gather qualified Levites, and train them for a future priesthood. Many yeshivas have arisen throughout Jerusalem to prepare for the eventuality of a rebuilt, fully functioning temple service. Clothing is being made, and some rabbis are deciding what modern innovations can be adopted into a new temple. Also, an effort is well underway to secure kosher animals for sacrifice, including red heifers. And some people continue to see daily prayer upon the Temple Mount to help prepare the way.38

One of the ingredients necessary for reactivating Old Testament-style temple worship is the ashes of a red heifer. Early in 1997 the press of the Western world showed pictures of a rare red heifer in Israel. Efforts are being made to breed such animals. We would not be surprised to find that cloning experiments are currently being conducted, for to have an operational temple, workers would need several such animals.

Ice and Demy conclude by saying, “Many other preparations are currently underway for Israel’s return to all aspects of Temple worship.”39 There is little doubt that faithful Jews all over the world are preparing all the necessary materials so that they will be ready to begin construction at the first opportunity. It is doubtful they have already cut the yellow limestone rock for the temple, for it would be impossible to hide such a huge number of such stones in Israel. But who is to say that agents have not already prepared such stones in various parts of the world, ready to be shipped at a moment’s notice?

The point is that with thorough preparations and modern shipping and building equipment, the temple could be rebuilt in nine months to one year—fully functional and performing the daily sacrifices before the Antichrist desecrates it near the middle of the Tribulation.

Possible Scenarios for Temple Rebuilding

Some observers see an insoluble problem to the rebuilding of the temple because the Muslim Dome of the Rock is yet located on the only possible site. But careful students of the prophetic Scriptures see several possible solutions. Consider these suggestions:

1. The temple could be rebuilt sometime between Russia’s attack on Israel (Ezekiel 38–39) and the beginning of the Tribulation.

Precisely when Russia and her Muslim allies will attack Israel is not possible to determine. It could happen prior to God’s last soul harvest just before the Rapture. Or it could come after the Rapture and before the Tribulation. Keep in mind, there could be a period of days to several years between the Rapture and the beginning of the Tribulation. Since the Jews will burn the remains of the war—described in Ezekiel 38–39—for seven winters (39:9) and because they will be driven out of the Holy Land by the Antichrist during the last three and a half years of the Tribulation (Revelation 12:6, 14), it would seem logical that the destruction of Russia and her allies will occur at least three and a half years prior to the Tribulation. If that deduction is correct, there will be ample time for the Jews to rebuild their temple. In one moment God will have broken the back of the Muslim hordes who hate Israel so intensely, freeing Israel to rebuild her temple. This would be a drawing card to Jews around the world to return to the Holy Land to worship in their third temple.

2. The Antichrist could negotiate an agreement between Israel and the remnants of the Arab world to relocate them to other countries.

Since the Antichrist will come on the world scene after the strength of Russia and her Arab allies has been broken, he could talk the Muslim survivors into moving their sacred mosque somewhere else.

3. One provision of the covenant between the Antichrist and Israel might permit the Jews to rebuild their temple.

The Tribulation officially begins when the Antichrist signs a seven-year covenant with Israel (Daniel 9:27). He will not fully honor that covenant but will break it in the middle of the seven years, desecrate the new temple, then launch the most anti-Semitic crusade in history.

No one knows exactly what is in the covenant. In our Left Behind series we imagined that as part of the covenant he promises to dismantle and move the Dome of the Rock to his new capital in Babylon, where the mosque will be set up as a Muslim holy place. That would solve the tension between the Jews and Arabs over the Temple Mount and allow the Jews to rebuild their temple.

Which of these scenarios (if any) is the real one, no one knows. As Ice and Demy acknowledge:

 

From a Christian perspective, there is nothing biblically that prohibits or teaches that the Temple cannot be rebuilt prior to the Rapture or in our own day, even though all biblical references to the Tribulation Temple occur during the future seven-year period known as the Tribulation. The Temple may be rebuilt prior to the Rapture and Tribulation—like the way Israel, in our own day, returned to the land before events of the Tribulation have begun.


 

The fact that there are many movements and organizations in Israel today that are planning and preparing for the third Temple only heightens our expectation that problems will soon be resolved and construction may soon begin. The only biblical requirement is that the Temple has to be rebuilt and functioning by the midpoint of the seven-year tribulation.40


How Close Are We?

Israel’s temple plays an important role in several end-time prophecies of the Tribulation. The Antichrist is going to desecrate that temple halfway through the Tribulation—but to do so, it must first be rebuilt.

Fifty years ago we would not have been discussing the possibility of reconstructing the Jewish temple. It was impossible. Today that is no longer true. For the first time since the destruction of the second temple in AD 70, we are on the verge of seeing a third temple built in fulfillment of prophecy—another powerful evidence that we have more reason to believe Christ could return in our lifetime than any generation before us!
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The Rise and Fall of Babylon

 

 

“The logistics alone are incredible, the cost, the . . . everything.”


“What?”


“He wants to move the U.N.”


“Move it?”


Steve nodded.


“Where?”


“It sounds stupid.”


“Everything sounds stupid these days,” Bailey said.


“He wants to move it to Babylon.”


“You’re not serious.”


“He is.”


“I hear they’ve been renovating that city for years. Millions of dollars invested in making it, what, New Babylon?”


“Billions.” 


 

Left Behind, 352

 

Long before Saddam Hussein became a household name, he was busy fulfilling Bible prophecy. As early as 1971, he was given 30 million dollars by an oil-rich citizen of Iraq to commence the rebuilding of the ancient city of Babylon. The donor was probably a sun worshiper, for the first building constructed was a temple to the sun god. Prior to his execution in December 2006, Hussein spent untold millions more to rebuild the twenty-one-square-mile ancient city that historically was one of the oldest and certainly one of the most important cities in history.

The Importance of Babylon

Babylon is mentioned 280 times in the Bible—more than any city except Jerusalem. It is easily the most important pagan city that ever existed, for there is hardly any city in the world that it has not in some way influenced—whether religiously, governmentally, or commercially. Her influence spread not only west to Rome, where it shaped all the developing nation states and most cities during the next two and a half millennia, but also to the east and south. Long before the word for it had been coined, socialism had been a Babylonian philosophy for the conduct of government, commerce, and religion. Most of the governments that followed it adopted many of its policies—a form of organized living independent of God.

Babylon is where Satan located his headquarters and began his centuries-old battle against God for the conquest of the souls of men. It was there that the seeds were planted for all the major religions of the world. There, government had its earliest beginnings, eventually producing Nebuchadnezzar, considered by some to have been the most autocratic dictator in history. According to both Daniel the prophet and secular history, all world governments from that time on have been inferior to Babylon.

Since the demise of Rome fifteen hundred years ago, no other world government has arisen—just as the prophet foretold (Daniel 2, 7). Not that many haven’t tried! But they all failed, for God revealed that there would be only four world governments. Then at the “time of the end,” the world would unite once more under ten kings who would loan their authority to one man—a Nebuchadnezzar-type, if you will—who would do as he pleased, even “changing the times and seasons” . . . for a very short time.

 

And in the days of these kings the God of heaven will set up a kingdom which shall never be destroyed; and the kingdom shall not be left to other people; it shall break in pieces and consume all these kingdoms, and it shall stand forever. (Daniel 2:44)


These great events will occur when God puts an end to the conflict that has been raging for millennia between Him and Satan for the allegiance of human hearts. God woos us through His Word and His Spirit to walk by faith; Satan woos us through government, commerce, and religious idolatry to walk by sight.

When Christ comes to set up His kingdom, He will destroy the city of Babylon, as well as Babylonian religion, commerce, and government. Then He will rule the world forever (Revelation 17–18). But first . . .

The City of Babylon Must Be Rebuilt!

Once Satan moved his religious, commercial, and governmental capital to the city of Rome (in the first century before Christ), he lost interest in the original site of Babylon, located in the present country of Iraq. The city was abandoned many years later and was gradually covered by the winds and sands of time.

Around the turn of the twentieth century, some Bible teachers began to popularize the idea that the abandoned ruins of the city fulfilled prophecy. To support their position they quoted some of the prophecies relating to the eventual destruction of the city, particularly those that predict that it will never again be built. It made for colorful preaching, but as we shall see, Babylon was never destroyed as the Bible says it would be, in a single day as God destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah.

The failure to take literally these prophecies about Babylon has led otherwise good men to make some fanciful attempts to identify the Babylonian cities of Revelation 17 and 18. I well recall hearing a noted prophecy teacher expound on those texts, predicting that New York City was the new Babylon of the twentieth century and would soon be destroyed. Again, it made for colorful preaching . . . but it was wrong.

Many of us who take a literal approach to Bible prophecy have felt for years that the city of Babylon must be restored before the Second Coming. In fact, when I wrote my commentary on the book of Revelation thirty years ago, I predicted that Babylon would be rebuilt. Little did I realize that Saddam Hussein, one of the cruelest dictators of our time, was launching such an undertaking as a monument to himself!

Why Must Babylon Be Rebuilt?

The main reason for believing that Babylon must be rebuilt depends on some unfulfilled prophecies concerning the city’s destruction. Let’s briefly consider five sets of these prophecies.

1. Isaiah 13 and 14 and Jeremiah 50 and 51 describe the destruction of Babylon at “the day of the Lord.”

A careful reading of these four chapters will reveal that the prophecies concerning the destruction of Babylon use the law of double reference; that is, they refer to two overthrows of Babylon. The first occurred in the seventieth year of Israel’s captivity. The second will occur on the day of Yahweh, that is, the seven-year Tribulation. At that time Babylon will be the headquarters of the world’s governmental, commercial, and religious systems—in opposition to the will of God. And at that time it will be utterly destroyed, never to rise again.

2. The ruins of Babylon have been used to build other cities, contrary to Jeremiah 51:26.

Jeremiah predicted of Babylon, “They shall not take from you a stone for a corner nor a stone for a foundation, but you shall be desolate forever.” It is reliably reported that at least six cities bear the marks of ancient Babylon in their buildings: Seleucia, built by the Greeks; Ctesiphon, by the Parthians; Allmaiden, by the Persians; Kufa, by the Caliphs; Hillah, just a twenty-minute walk from ancient Babylon, built almost entirely from Babylon’s ruins; and Baghdad, fifty miles north of Babylon, also used materials from the ancient city.

These facts alone demand the rebuilding of Babylon, because when God destroys it as recorded in Revelation 18, no part of it will ever be used to build another city.

3. The prophecies of Jeremiah and Isaiah indicate that Babylon will be suddenly and totally obliterated.

“Babylon is suddenly fallen and destroyed” says the prophet in Jeremiah 51:8 (KJV). And Isaiah 13:19 states, “And Babylon, the glory of kingdoms, the beauty of the Chaldeans’ excellency, shall be as when God overthrew Sodom and Gomorrah” (KJV).

A look at history reveals the city was never destroyed in the way these Hebrew prophets predicted it would be, which guarantees it must be rebuilt. Babylon declined gradually, over hundreds of years, and never was devastated in anything like the sudden conflagration that consumed Sodom and Gomorrah. Through the centuries Babylon gradually lost influence and population as the seat of world government changed to the Medes, then the Greeks, and finally to the Romans, who already had established their capital in Rome. We know that Babylon existed during the time of Christ, for Peter wrote his epistles from there (1 Peter 5:13). As late as AD 917 it was a small village.

An interesting aspect to Isaiah’s prophecy is that, like the city of Sodom, Babylon is built over vast supplies of bituminous asphalt and pitch. When my friend, prophecy preacher Dr. Charles Pak, led a tour to Babylon in 1975, he was told that the asphalt is only ten feet below the surface of the earth throughout the whole city. And while that may indicate there is oil underground, it is also an ideal condition to produce its ultimate destruction by fire and brimstone. A volcanic eruption could easily fulfill the destruction of the city as described in Revelation 18.

Taking all this into account, we see that Babylon must be rebuilt in order to be destroyed and made a desolation in the way the Bible predicts.

4. Isaiah 13:20 states that the ruins of Babylon are never to be inhabited.

The prophet declared of the devastated Babylon, “It will never be inhabited, nor will it be settled from generation to generation; nor will the Arabian pitch tents there, nor will the shepherds make their sheepfolds there.”

But as we just saw, Babylon was inhabited for much of ancient history even after the Medes and Persians conquered the Babylonian Empire. In fact, one writer records that about AD 1100, under the name of Hillah, Babylon was enlarged and fortified; in 1898 Hillah boasted ten thousand inhabitants.

And certainly it has never been true that “nor will the Arabian pitch tents there, nor will the shepherds make their sheepfolds there.” Both still occur to this day. Neither can it be said of Babylon, “Her cities are a desolation, a dry land and a wilderness, a land where no one dwells, through which no son of man passes” (Jeremiah 51:43). Throughout history the site has been surrounded by fertile lands, with abundant date groves stretching along the banks of the Euphrates River. And these days, visitors pass through there on a regular basis.

No, in order for this prophecy to be fulfilled, Babylon must be rebuilt, then destroyed in a mighty display of God’s righteous power.

5. An ancient rabbinic rule of interpretation says that when the Bible mentions an event twice, it means the event will happen twice.

If this rabbinic guideline is correct, then we can be assured that Babylon will be rebuilt, for both Isaiah and the apostle John use the same double verbs to describe its destruction:

 

Babylon is fallen, is fallen! And all the carved images of her gods He has broken to the ground! (Isaiah 21:9)


 

Babylon is fallen, is fallen, that great city, because she has made all nations drink of the wine of the wrath of her fornication. (Revelation 14:8)


 

Babylon the great is fallen, is fallen, and has become a dwelling place of demons, a prison for every foul spirit, and a cage for every unclean and hated bird! (Revelation 18:2)


Since the word “fallen” is used twice in each of these passages, the rabbinic rule demands that the city fall twice. But if it is to fall again, it must first be rebuilt.

Babylon Already Lives

During the early eighties I began hearing stories of rebuilding in Babylon. Several times I tried to inquire how to make a visit there so I could see for myself. My friend Dr. Joe Chambers was invited in 1989 to make an official visit to the rebuilt city as a guest of the Iraqi government. When he returned, he wrote a book titled A Palace for the Antichrist, complete with pictures of the walls, the magnificent gate of Ishtar (the female goddess whose history dates to the mother of Nimrod, the worship of whom is growing in the Western world), the palace of Nebuchadnezzar, and three pagan temples.

On June 28, 1990, Diane Sawyer and Sam Donaldson took the nation to this incredible city of Babylon via their television program Prime Time Live. They pointed out that Saddam Hussein had spent over a billion dollars of his oil wealth rebuilding the city as a monument to himself. During the program Sawyer said:

 

This is Babylon, twenty-five hundred years ago, the dazzling center of a rich civilization. There were the hanging gardens, the palaces, all built by a man who managed to unite the country and rule with an iron hand. In fact, right over here there are bricks that bear an ancient stamp. It says, “I am King Nebuchadnezzar, King of Babylon, king of everything from sea to far sea.” But there are new bricks here too, imprinted with a different stamp. This one says [the camera pointing at a brick with Arabic inscriptions], “I am Saddam Hussein, president of the Republic of Iraq.”41


The very fact that Saddam had added bricks with his name to the foundation of the rebuilt city that once ruled the world was evidence that he had envisioned becoming, before his death, the modern counterpart to his lifetime hero, King Nebuchadnezzar. However preposterous it may have appeared to Westerners at the time, there was little doubt that Hussein dreamed of becoming the next leader of the Arab world.

Saddam: the Butcher of Baghdad

Before he ever declared the eight-year-long war on his closest neighbor, Iran—a conflict that cost both sides over a million lives and crippled thousands of others—he had already earned the title “the butcher of Baghdad” for slaughtering his own people. His attempt to control the oil of the Middle East by invading his own former ally Kuwait in 1990 would ultimately end in failure. He had grossly underestimated the resolve of the West. His use of SCUD missiles, poisonous gas, and chemical weapons during the Gulf War demonstrated his knack for unimpaired ruthlessness.

Religiously, Saddam may have given lip service to Muhammad and acted like a devoted Muslim, but there were indications he may have in fact been more closely aligned with Satanism. Dr. Charles Pak visited Babylon and saw firsthand the rebuilding of that ancient city, which he documented in his 1975 report. While there, Dr. Pak witnessed ritual devil worship taking place at a reconstructed temple dedicated to a pagan sun god. Hussein’s micromanagement of the rebuilding of Babylon insured that such activity would never have been permitted without his approval.

Hussein’s satanically inspired ruthlessness was seen in a number of other documented incidents that simply defied comprehension. On one occasion, he took out his revolver and blew the brains out of one of his own generals, who had merely asked to be excused from a staff meeting because his wife had just called to say she was about to have a baby. On another occasion, Hussein murdered his sons-in-law in cold blood after promising safety to them if they would bring his daughters back to Iraq.

Dr. Charles Dyer, another author who has been to Babylon, said in his book The Rise of Babylon that Hussein’s utter ruthlessness and disregard for his own people were not news; it was standard procedure for him by 1978 when he assumed the position of president, a move made possible by his friends and followers in the Baath Party. So it was no surprise when:

 

A few weeks after becoming president of Iraq in 1979, Saddam Hussein executed some of his closest friends and fellow members of the ruling Baath Party. Videotapes of the meeting at which the “traitors” were named show Hussein reading their names from a list, pausing to puff on a cigar while members of his audience squirmed in their seats. Once their names were called, the supposed conspirators were marched off and killed. Saddam Hussein had begun his pattern of rule by force.42


Hussein’s bizarre behavior was again seen in late 1997 and early 1998 when he refused to comply with the Gulf War agreements, once more defying the United Nations by refusing to permit UN inspectors access to his munitions plants and warehouses. He even threatened to shoot down the U-2 spy planes of the United States.

Hussein’s abnormal hatred of Jews, Christians, and anyone else who stood in the way of his world conquest provided the world with a virtual foretaste of the Antichrist. Clearly, Saddam Hussein saw himself as the replacement for Nebuchadnezzar; as the man whose destiny it was to rule the world. However, his execution in December 2006 cut short any intended plans he may have had for world domination.

In many ways, the liberation of Iraq has now made it easier for a coming world leader to assume control and use the rebuilt ancient city of Babylon as his commercial and governmental headquarters, which we refer to in our Left Behind novels as “New Babylon.” That city will be more than a replica of an ancient wonder of the world and the capital of the last satanic world empire; it will be the most technologically advanced, earthquake-proof city in the modern world.

Rebuilding Babylon—Post Hussein

For a while following the death of Saddam Hussein, it looked as if the rebuilding of the city of Babylon might be in jeopardy. However it appears now that the government of Iraq is moving forward once again with its plans to safeguard the architectural remains of ancient Babylon while continuing on with the city’s modernization. And in early 2009, in a move that received almost no media attention here in the West, the Obama administration ordered the State Department to contribute $700,000 in U.S. taxpayer funds to the effort. 

Launched in January of 2009, the goal of “The Future of Babylon Project” is to “map the current conditions of Babylon and develop a master plan for its conservation, study, and tourism.” As reported by Reuters:

 

Officials hope Babylon can be revived and made ready for a rich future of tourism, with help from experts at the World Monuments Fund (WMF) and the U.S. Embassy.43


Of course, the future city of Babylon will be of far greater importance than a mere tourist attraction filled with cultural and archeological interest. The books of Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and Revelation describe in detail the rebuilt Babylon as being the wealthiest and most powerful city on earth during the last days. How long will it take to complete the construction? “It all depends on funds,” says Mariam Omram Musa, head of the Iraqi government rebuilding inspection team. However, with the U.S. and Iraqi governments working together, that really shouldn’t be a problem. 

As Sure As God Keeps His Word

As sure as there is a God in heaven who keeps His word, Babylon will live again as “the seat of Satan.” You can be sure that any city mentioned seven times in two chapters, as is Babylon in Revelation 17 and 18, will be a literal city. And since it is seen there as an enormously influential city, perhaps even the capital of government, commerce, and religion, it must yet be rebuilt.

Babylon will again become Satan’s headquarters for a short time, serving as the governmental and commercial capital of the world during the first half of the Tribulation. Then, after the kings of the earth destroy religious Babylon near the middle of the Tribulation, Satan will move his religious headquarters from Rome to Babylon, setting the stage for the second three-and-one-half-year period, called “the Great Tribulation.”

Even now, in our lifetime, Babylon is being prepared for its final appearance on the stage of human history. The ancient prophecies about Babylon are unfolding before us—just like so many other prophecies of the end times.
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The Tribulation: An Overview

 

 

Bruce pulled up the first blank sheet on a flip chart and showed a time line he had drawn. “I’ll take the time to carefully teach you this over the next several weeks, but it looks to me, and to many of the experts who came before us, that this period of history we’re in right now will last for seven years. The first twenty-one months encompass what the Bible calls the seven Seal Judgments, or the Judgments of the Seven-Sealed Scroll. Then comes another twenty-one-month period in which we will see the seven Trumpet Judgments. In the last forty-two months of this seven years of tribulation, if we have survived, we will endure the most severe tests, the seven Vial Judgments. That last half of the seven years is called the Great Tribulation.”


 

Left Behind, 309

 

Jesus warned His disciples that in the last days just prior to His second coming, there would be “great tribulation, such as has not been since the beginning of the world until this time, no, nor ever shall be” (Matthew 24:21). Our Lord was referring to the shortest—but most traumatic—of the prophetic events scheduled for human history.

A Thorn by Any Other Name

The disciples were not unfamiliar with this prophesied time of anguish, for many of the Hebrew prophets had warned Israel that a period of intense national suffering was coming because the nation had refused to obey God’s commands. Jeremiah the prophet had called it “the time of Jacob’s trouble” (Jeremiah 30:7; the New American Standard Bible calls it “the time of Jacob’s distress”). It will certainly be far worse than the Spanish Inquisition of the sixteenth century or even the Holocaust of Adolf Hitler in the twentieth century. Other prophets called it “the day of His wrath” or “the day of Yahweh’s wrath,” and on one occasion Isaiah referred to it as “the day of vengeance of our God” (Isaiah 61:2). Interestingly, when Jesus quoted from Isaiah 61, He stopped reading right before He came to this phrase. Here is Luke’s account:

 

He went to Nazareth, where he had been brought up, and on the Sabbath day he went into the synagogue, as was his custom. And he stood up to read. The scroll of the prophet Isaiah was handed to him. Unrolling it, he found the place where it is written: “The Spirit of the Lord is on me, because he has anointed me to preach good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim freedom for the prisoners and recovery of sight for the blind, to release the oppressed, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.” Then he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant and sat down. (Luke 4:16-20, niv)


The passage in Isaiah actually reads, “to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor and the day of vengeance of our God” (Isaiah 61:2, NIV, emphasis added). Why did Jesus stop with “the year of the Lord’s favor”? Why did He not mention “the day of vengeance”? Because the day of grace had come; the day of vengeance was yet future.

Dr. Arnold Fruchtenbaum, a Hebrew scholar, has this to say of the Tribulation:

 

In every passage of the Scriptures that the term the “Day of Jehovah” or the “Day of the Lord” is found, it is always and without exception a reference to the tribulation period. This is the most common name for this period in the Old Testament, and it is also found in various passages of the New Testament.


 

But there are a number of other names or designations for this time period found in the Old Testament. Following the 1901 American Standard Version of the Bible, these names include:


The Time of Jacob’s Trouble—Jeremiah 30:7

The Seventieth Week of Daniel—Daniel 9:27

Jehovah’s Strange Work—Isaiah 28:21

Jehovah’s Strange Act—Isaiah 28:21

The Day of Israel’s Calamity—Deuteronomy 32:35; Obadiah 1:12-14

The Tribulation—Deuteronomy 4:30

The Indignation—Isaiah 26:20; Daniel 11:36

The Overflowing Scourge—Isaiah 28:15, 18

The Day of Vengeance—Isaiah 34:8; 35:4; 61:2

The Year of Recompence—Isaiah 34:8

The Time of Trouble—Daniel 12:1; Zephaniah 1:15

The Day of Wrath—Zephaniah 1:15

The Day of Distress—Zephaniah 1:15

The Day of Wasteness—Zephaniah 1:15

The Day of Desolation—Zephaniah 1:15

The Day of Darkness—Zephaniah 1:15; Amos 5:18, 20; Joel 2:2

The Day of Gloominess—Zephaniah 1:15; Joel 2:2

The Day of Clouds—Zephaniah 1:15; Joel 2:2

The Day of Thick Darkness—Zephaniah 1:15; Joel 2:2

The Day of the Trumpet—Zephaniah 1:16

The Day of Alarm—Zephaniah 1:16

 

The New Testament names and designations include:


The Day of the Lord—1 Thessalonians 5:2

The Wrath of God—Revelation 15:1, 7; 14:10, 19; 16:1

The Hour of Trial—Revelation 3:10

The Great Day of the Wrath of the Lamb of God—Revelation 6:16-17

The Wrath to Come—1 Thessalonians 1:10

The Wrath—1 Thessalonians 5:9; Revelation 11:18

The Great Tribulation—Matthew 24:21; Revelation 2:22; 7:14

The Tribulation—Matthew 24:29

The Hour of Judgment—Revelation 14:744

The prophet Daniel specified a time frame for this “day of vengeance,” as did John in the book of Revelation. Daniel 9:24-27 says it will last a “seven.” In this context, years are the subject, which indicates the Tribulation will last seven years. Verse 27 tells us that the evil prince that shall come (Antichrist) will “make a covenant” with Israel to begin that seven-year period, then break it in the middle of the seven years by desecrating the rebuilt temple in Jerusalem. John divided those same seven years into two three-and-a-half-year periods, neatly paralleling the distinction our Lord made in the Olivet discourse between “tribulation” and “Great Tribulation” (Matthew 24:15-21).

No one wants to think of a future period—even a short one of seven years—that will be the greatest time of suffering and terror in all of human history. But the Bible is clear on the traumas of this period. Those Christians who believe in a mid-Tribulation, post-Tribulation, or pre-Wrath view of the end times do not realize how much suffering will be packed into those entire seven years. It is unrealistic to spiritualize away the devastations God is going to unleash on this world during the Tribulation. While that period may be short, the judgments will seem endless to those caught in them in order to draw a maximum number of the spiritually undecided to put their faith in His Son Jesus Christ. Get out your Bible and read the following Scriptures that describe the judgments God plans to send upon the earth at that time:

• Seal Judgments: Revelation 6

• Trumpet Judgments: Revelation 8–9

• Vial (KJV; also called Bowl) Judgments: Revelation 16

The following chart is taken from my (Tim’s) book The Rapture: Who Will Face the Tribulation? and is based on the three series of judgments outlined in Revelation 6–16. Since these judgments follow each other as shown in the chart, it is plain that the whole seven years constitute “tribulation,” with the last three and a half years even worse than the first three and a half. Even a casual examination of this chart and reading of the Scripture text should convince you it will be what Jesus predicted: “great Tribulation, such as has not been since the beginning of the world until this time, no, nor ever shall be” (Matthew 24:21).

 

The Tribulation Period
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One Astonishing Event after Another

No other event in the Bible, except perhaps the Second Coming itself, is mentioned more frequently than the Tribulation. It is so important that we cannot cover it all, even in the sixteen books of the Left Behind series. There is no end of astonishing events from this awful period. Consider the following that are clearly described in Scripture:

1. The four horsemen of the Apocalypse (including a world war that wipes out 25 percent of the world’s population)

2. The two witnesses who have the power to stop the rain and call down fire from heaven

3. The 144,000 servants of God who preach the gospel

4. A soul harvest which no one can number

5. Unprecedented martyrdom

6. Another world war that kills one-third of the world’s remaining population

7. Uncounted assassinations and murders

8. Supernatural activities beyond description

No wonder Jesus said the Tribulation was unique from anything that has ever happened or would happen again!

Why a Seven-Year Tribulation?

All of this horror prompts the question “What is the purpose of the Tribulation?” The prophet Daniel does not leave us guessing:

 

Seventy ‘sevens’ are decreed for your people and your holy city to finish transgression, to put an end to sin, to atone for wickedness, to bring in everlasting righteousness, to seal up vision and prophecy and to anoint the most holy. (Daniel 9:24, niv)


Daniel was told that the special “seventy ‘sevens’ [or 7×70 = 490 years]” were decreed for “your people [Israel] and your holy city.” This period was designed to:

1. finish transgression and to put an end to sin

2. atone for wickedness (the first coming and death of Christ will culminate in His second coming)

3. bring in everlasting righteousness (establish Christ’s kingdom)

4. seal up vision and prophecy (complete all prophecy)

5. anoint the Most Holy—the second coming of Messiah (forcing billions of people to choose between Christ or Antichrist, a decision with eternal consequences)

And what are we to make of the 490 years prophesied to accomplish all these things? Gleason Archer writes:

 

Verse 25 is crucial: “From the issuing of the decree to restore and rebuild Jerusalem until the Anointed One [masiah], the ruler, comes, there will be seven ‘sevens’ and sixty-two ‘sevens.’” It should be observed that only sixty-nine heptads are listed here, broken into two segments. The first segment of seven amounts to forty-nine years, during which the city of Jerusalem is to be “rebuilt with streets and a trench, but in times of trouble.” [This probably occurred in 457 BC when Artaxerxes I authorized Ezra the scribe to return to Jerusalem to reestablish temple worship.]


 

Verse 26 specifies the termination of the sixty-nine heptads: the cutting off of the Messiah. That is to say, after the appearance of Messiah as Ruler—483 years after the sixty-nine weeks have begun—he will be cut off.45


In other words, 483 of the 490 years “decreed” for Daniel’s people have already elapsed; the divine “counter” stopped just before the death of Jesus, with seven years still left to go. That remaining seven-year period is what we call the Tribulation.

From several other prophetic passages we are told that the Tribulation will be a time of:

1. judgment on men who reject the Savior

2. ending of the millennia-old rebellion of mankind against God by the establishment of Christ’s kingdom of righteousness

3. decision in which men and women will be forced to make up their mind whom they will serve, Christ or Antichrist. If they choose Antichrist, they will be killed; if they choose God, they will be subject to martyrdom, except for a few who “endure to the end” and go into the Millennium.

4. chaotic, worldwide conditions designed by God to shake man’s false sense of security and cause many to look to Him for deliverance. In short, it will be a seven-year conflict between God and Satan for the souls of men at a time of enormous world population.

5. ushering in a worldwide revival of unprecedented proportions, resulting in the conversion of “a great multitude which no one could number, of all nations, tribes, peoples, and tongues” (Revelation 7:9). This will be known as the greatest soul harvest in all of human history.

Locating the Tribulation 

The big question is: Where in time do we locate the Tribulation? Fortunately, we are able to pinpoint the exact spot from the words of Jesus Himself in the Olivet discourse: “Immediately after the tribulation of those days . . . the sign of the Son of Man will appear in heaven . . . and they will see the Son of Man coming on the clouds of heaven with power and great glory” (Matthew 24:29-31).

 

Locating the Tribulation Period

 

 

Matt. 24:29-31
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It is obvious the Tribulation must occur immediately before the glorious appearing of Christ. This location in time was confirmed by the apostle Paul in 2 Thessalonians 2:1-10, where he predicts that the coming of Christ to earth will not occur until the “man of sin . . . the son of perdition” is revealed, and that Christ will “consume [him] with the breath of His mouth and destroy [him] with the brightness of His coming.”

We believe that the time for God’s seven-year “clock” to start ticking again is drawing very near. Are you ready?

Judgment . . . and Mercy

The Tribulation is a terrifying period of seven years in which God pours out His wrath on a rebellious and unbelieving mankind. It is also “the time of Jacob’s trouble,” in which the Lord will once again deal specifically with the nation of Israel, bringing the Jewish people to faith in Jesus Christ, the Messiah they rejected almost two thousand years ago.

Yet while this period is primarily a time of wrath and judgment, it also features a very strong note of mercy and grace—a note that too often gets overlooked. Sometimes we think God gets a “bad rap” when people focus exclusively on the judgments and terrors to come. They see the Lord as some kind of angry monster, heaping up catastrophes and pouring them on the heads of defenseless, innocent men and women, like an obnoxious child might pour gasoline down a teeming anthill with one hand while getting ready to drop a lit match with the other.

But this is all wrong! First, those who suffer the judgments of God in the Tribulation are not “innocent men and women.” As we will see in chapter 26, the rebels alive at that time will not only reject God and His offer of salvation but will run greedily toward every vile sin known to man, including blasphemy of a kind beyond description. And second, despite their gross sin, God intends that these Tribulation judgments might lead even these wicked sinners to faith in His Son, Jesus Christ!

That is the reason we had one of our characters in the novel Tribulation Force say to a congregation of men and women about to enter the Tribulation,

 

“These judgments, I believe, are handed down for the purposes of shaking us loose from whatever shred of security we might have left. If the Rapture didn’t get your attention, the judgments will. And if the judgments don’t, you’re going to die apart from God. Horrible as these judgments will be, I urge you to see them as final warnings from a loving God who is not willing that any should perish.”46


We believe with all our hearts that the Tribulation judgments of God serve a dual purpose: to punish hardened sinners and to move others to repentance and faith. The Tribulation will be God’s ultimate illustration of the truth found in Romans 11:22: “Therefore consider the goodness and severity of God.” It is true that the Tribulation will demonstrate God’s severity, but it is equally true that it will showcase His goodness.

The Old Testament prophet Joel clearly saw these two aspects of God’s nature working side by side in the Tribulation. In Joel 2:28-32 the Lord said through him,

 

And it shall come to pass afterward that I will pour out My Spirit on all flesh; your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, your old men shall dream dreams, your young men shall see visions. And also on My menservants and on My maidservants I will pour out My Spirit in those days. And I will show wonders in the heavens and in the earth: blood and fire and pillars of smoke. The sun shall be turned into darkness, and the moon into blood, before the coming of the great and terrible day of the Lord. And it shall come to pass that whoever calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved.


We believe these verses teach that there will be a great “soul harvest” during the Tribulation. Uncounted millions of men and women and girls and boys will recognize that, although they missed the Rapture and thus will have to endure the terrors of the Tribulation, yet God is still calling them, wooing them to His side. And through the ministry of the Holy Spirit, these individuals will respond in repentance and faith and will choose to forsake their rebellion and instead commit their lives and their futures into the hands of the Lord Jesus Christ. That is why the apostle John could write,

 

After these things I looked, and behold, a great multitude which no one could number, of all nations, tribes, peoples, and tongues, standing before the throne and before the Lamb, clothed with white robes, with palm branches in their hands. (Revelation 7:9)


We believe these “Tribulation saints” could well number into the billions. And do not forget: Every one of these new believers will have been left behind after the Rapture precisely because he or she had (to that point) rejected God’s offer of salvation. Yet even then, the Lord will not give up on them! Even then, He will use whatever means necessary—fire, blood, earthquakes, plague, war, famine, persecution—to jolt them out of their spiritual slumber and into the waking enjoyment of His glorious light.

Far from being a stomach-turning display of divine meanness, the Tribulation demonstrates beyond all doubt that our holy God is also a God who loves beyond all human reckoning. No wonder the apostle Peter could write that the Lord is “not willing that any should perish but that all should come to repentance” (2 Peter 3:9)! No wonder the apostle Paul could write that “our great God and Savior Jesus Christ . . . gave Himself for us, that He might redeem us from every lawless deed and purify for Himself His own special people, zealous for good works” (Titus 2:13-14)! And no wonder Jesus Himself told us, “For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life a ransom for many” (Mark 10:45)!

Scripture teaches that a fantastically large number of those “many” Jesus came to ransom are what we call “Tribulation saints.” Yes, the Tribulation is a time of fury and wrath and terrifying judgments, but it is also a time of long-suffering grace and mercy. Only God could hold both extremes in perfect balance.

And in the Tribulation, He does exactly that.
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The Tribulation: The First Half

 

 

With handshakes, embraces, and kisses on both cheeks all around, the treaty was inaugurated.


And the signers of the treaty—all except one—were ignorant of its consequences, unaware they had been party to an unholy alliance.


A covenant had been struck. God’s chosen people, who planned to rebuild the temple and reinstitute the system of sacrifices until the coming of their Messiah, had signed a deal with the devil.


Only two men on the dais knew this pact signaled the beginning of the end of time. One was maniacally hopeful; the other trembled at what was to come.


At the famed Wall, the two witnesses wailed the truth. At the tops of their voices, the sound carrying to the far reaches of the Temple Mount and beyond, they called out the news: “Thus begins the terrible week of the Lord!”


The seven-year “week” had begun.


The Tribulation.


 

Tribulation Force, 373–74

 

Former president George H. W. Bush did not originate the idea of a “new world order” when he led the nations of the world in attacking Saddam Hussein and the Iraqi armed forces during the Gulf War. He merely popularized the phrase. Satan, the master conspirator, had just such a world government in mind centuries ago. God revealed that hellish plan to His servant-prophet Daniel more than five centuries before Christ was born—and history has unfolded exactly as predicted.

Daniel’s Prophecy of the End

Daniel was the first prophet to write about the Antichrist’s one-world government, and interestingly enough, the prophecy was given in a dream to the man whom historians consider the most absolute dictator in world history.

In his dream King Nebuchadnezzar saw a beautiful statue with four distinct parts, each part inferior to the section above it. Under pain of death, the king demanded that his astrologers and soothsayers tell him the vision and its interpretation—something they could not do. Daniel the Hebrew prophet, however, inquired of the living God, who revealed both the dream and its interpretation. Daniel prefaced his remarks to the king by saying, “There is a God in heaven who reveals secrets” (Daniel 2:28). He then predicted there would be four successive world governments, and in the last days just before the Messiah came to establish His kingdom, ten kings would form one final world government. This prophecy is so significant that it is worth your time to read both the vision and its interpretation.

 

You, O king, were watching; and behold, a great image! This great image, whose splendor was excellent, stood before you; and its form was awesome. This image’s head was of fine gold, its chest and arms of silver, its belly and thighs of bronze, its legs of iron, its feet partly of iron and partly of clay. You watched while a stone was cut out without hands, which struck the image on its feet of iron and clay, and broke them in pieces. Then the iron, the clay, the bronze, the silver, and the gold were crushed together, and became like chaff from the summer threshing floors; the wind carried them away so that no trace of them was found. And the stone that struck the image became a great mountain and filled the whole earth. This is the dream.


 

Now we will tell the interpretation of it before the king. You, O king, are a king of kings. For the God of heaven has given you a kingdom, power, strength, and glory; and wherever the children of men dwell, or the beasts of the field and the birds of the heaven, He has given them into your hand, and has made you ruler over them all—you are this head of gold. But after you shall arise another kingdom inferior to yours; then another, a third kingdom of bronze, which shall rule over all the earth. And the fourth kingdom shall be as strong as iron, inasmuch as iron breaks in pieces and shatters all things; and like iron that crushes, that kingdom will break in pieces and crush all the others.


 

Whereas you saw the feet and toes, partly of potter’s clay and partly of iron, the kingdom shall be divided; yet the strength of the iron shall be in it, just as you saw the iron mixed with ceramic clay. And as the toes of the feet were partly of iron and partly of clay, so the kingdom shall be partly strong and partly fragile. As you saw iron mixed with ceramic clay, they will mingle with the seed of men; but they will not adhere to one another, just as iron does not mix with clay.


 

And in the days of these kings the God of heaven will set up a kingdom which shall never be destroyed; and the kingdom shall not be left to other people; it shall break in pieces and consume all these kingdoms, and it shall stand forever. Inasmuch as you saw that the stone was cut out of the mountain without hands, and that it broke in pieces the iron, the bronze, the clay, the silver, and the gold—the great God has made known to the king what will come to pass after this. The dream is certain, and its interpretation is sure. (Daniel 2:31-45)


The Historical Accuracy of Daniel

Daniel wrote his book long before this prophecy came to pass; yet here we are, twenty-five hundred years later, and it has been fulfilled exactly as he predicted. In fact, his prophecy was so specific that for many years it was fashionable by liberals and critics to suggest that an unknown author wrote it long after the four world governments were in place. Skeptics said the reason the prophecies were so accurate was that the writer (whoever he was) was merely writing history, not prophecy.

Unfortunately for those skeptics, archaeologists have discovered copies of Daniel’s prophecy dated from well within the period of the second (or Medo-Persian) kingdom. There is no question today that Daniel’s prophecy was accurate history written in advance. And that, of course, can happen only by divine revelation.

It is important to note that many have tried to conquer the world and become a fifth world leader. Genghis Khan, Napoleon, Kaiser Wilhelm, Adolf Hitler, Joseph Stalin, and many others have tried, all to no avail. The Bible said there would be four world governments, and history reveals there have been only four.
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Babylon, the first kingdom in the prophecy and the one that made Daniel a captive, was to be the most despotic empire that ever existed, and it was. It was to be followed by the Medo-Persians, then the Greeks under Alexander the Great. When Alexander died, his generals divided the world into four kingdoms, which eventually were absorbed by Rome, the fourth kingdom “made of iron” that stamped its imprimatur on all forms of government. Today, even though Rome is no longer an empire, virtually all western nations have taken their basic principles of government from Rome. The laws, statutes, senate, and other debating bodies have continued in what is called “Cesarean imperialism.”

The Democracies of the Last Days

Most prophecy scholars see the ten-toed image of Daniel’s vision as a prediction of democracy in the end times. Iron and clay do not mix well, and they provide a picture of weaker government. What do we mean by “weaker government”? For example, Communist China, a dictatorship, in many ways has a much stronger government than that of the United States. Its leaders do what they want to do, and no one opposes them. The U.S. government, on the other hand, changes from liberal to conservative depending on the mood of the voters, and politicians who want to ensure their election cannot focus on what is best for their country but on what will garner them the most votes. This does not lend itself to a strong, stable government.

In the thirteenth chapter of Revelation the apostle John describes Daniel’s ten kings as “horns” on the seven heads of a “beast.” Don’t let this imagery confuse you; while Nebuchadnezzar saw the future governments of man as a beautiful image or statue, God (in parallel descriptions found in Daniel 7 and 8) saw them as beasts. This contrasts the human and divine views of government. Man sees government as beautiful and impressive and worships it, while God sees the governments of the world as beasts.

The seven heads John describes in Revelation (12:3; 13:1; 17:3, 7, 12-14, 16) probably refer to the seven stages of the Roman Empire, the embodiment of evil government. While Revelation 17:9 says they refer to “seven mountains” (possibly a reference to the seven hills on which Rome is said to be built), the next verse says they also refer to seven kings, of whom “five have fallen, one is, and the other has not yet come.” I believe the five “fallen” kings were the five Roman emperors before John’s time; the sixth (“one is”) was Domitian, the emperor at the time John wrote; and the seventh, (who “has not yet come”) will be the Antichrist himself—the evil genius who will inaugurate the Tribulation by signing a seven-year treaty with Israel (Daniel 9:27), only to break the accord after three and a half years when he desecrates the rebuilt temple by declaring himself to be God.

Three Kings Defeated

Daniel reveals that the ten kings pictured in Nebuchadnezzar’s dream will not always obey every whim of the Antichrist. In fact, three of them rebel against him—and are quickly crushed. Here is how he describes their rebellion and defeat:

 

I was considering the horns, and there was another horn, a little one, coming up among them, before whom three of the first horns were plucked out by the roots. And there, in this horn, were eyes like the eyes of a man, and a mouth speaking pompous words. (Daniel 7:8)


 

Then I wished to know the truth about the fourth beast, which was different from all the others, exceedingly dreadful, with its teeth of iron and its nails of bronze, which devoured, broke in pieces, and trampled the residue with its feet; and about the ten horns that were on its head, and about the other horn which came up, before which three fell, namely, that horn which had eyes and a mouth which spoke pompous words, whose appearance was greater than his fellows. (Daniel 7:19-20)


 

The ten horns are ten kings who shall arise from this kingdom. And another shall rise after them; he shall be different from the first ones, and shall subdue three kings. (Daniel 7:24)


Daniel makes it plain that these ten kings will “arise” before the Antichrist makes his own rise to power. Three of them will not like his rapid ascent and will try to resist him, but they will quickly be defeated; Daniel says they will be “plucked out by the roots,” “fall,” and be “subdued” by the Antichrist, the horn with eyes and a pompous mouth, “whose appearance was greater than his fellows.”

In Tribulation Force we imagined that one of these kings was the president of the United States; he was joined by the leaders of England and Egypt. Of course, all three were quickly defeated. “This was all part of the foretold future,” we wrote. “The uprising against Antichrist would be crushed and would initiate World War III, from which would come worldwide famine, plagues, and the death of a quarter of the earth’s population.”47

A Twentieth-Century Obsession

We are rapidly approaching the time when the ten kings of Daniel and Revelation are to appear. How did we get to this point? Would it surprise you to learn that the stage was beginning to be set at the conclusion of World War I?

Like nothing before it, World War I prompted millions across the globe to clamor for “peace in our time.” President Woodrow Wilson, who promised the American people he would keep the nation out of the war, soon led the nation into it. Not only did he break his promise, he also promised it would be “the war to end all wars”—a grand idea but one that obviously never took root.

Right after the war, Wilson and his most trusted advisor, Colonel Mandell House (an obsessed socialist), went to the Geneva Peace Conference and tried to set up the League of Nations, the first broadscale step toward a one-world government. But when they returned to the United States, their hopes were dashed by Senate conservatives, who in 1919 prevented America’s involvement in the League. Still, House and his associates did not give up. In 1921, House and others founded the Council on Foreign Relations (CFR), probably the most influential organization in this century. It has consistently promoted a one-world government.

The council was the prime mover in establishing the United Nations in 1945, promising to halt man’s ancient nemesis, war. Unfortunately, the UN’s track record has been less than reassuring. In the past sixty-five years we have endured more wars and war-related deaths than during any other similar period in history. That, of course, does not deter the socialists, who are convinced that if they could just have more power, they would succeed.

Since then the Club of Rome Conference, featuring the elite leaders of the world, announced that a one-world government was the only hope for our planet. Its members are convinced that overpopulation is going to destroy the earth; thus they insist that humanity must change its attitude about children and the need to preserve the environment. They, of course, advocate population control through abortion, contraceptives, and government-directed “progress.” They also insist that the rich nations of the world subsidize third world countries so that all become equal, thus removing greed as a motivation for war.

During the nineties a major change occurred in the CFR and other one-world advocates: They became more visible and open about their intentions. The Gulf War provided exhibit A of what could be done through world unity when a dictator like Saddam Hussein flexed his muscles. The master planners could not possibly permit him to continue his grab for the world’s oil, so in the name of the United Nations, the United States Army, Navy, and Air Force put on what may be one of its last demonstrations of power. At the rate America is disarming and the UN is increasing its stature and power, it is only a matter of time until the UN is capable of controlling the world.

Ten Kings on the Drawing Board?

One idea from the Club of Rome suggested that a stepping stone to world government might be to divide the world into ten regions with a “head” appointed to lead each area, with representation at the UN. The Security Council could be expanded to ten; consequently, the world would be governed by what a major U.S. newspaper described as “ten wise men”!

Already there is almost universal acceptance among elite insiders that the governments of the world will relinquish their sovereignty to one head, an international world leader. This is clearly predicted in Revelation 13, Daniel 2, 2 Thessalonians 2, and other prophetic passages. Already many secret societies and organizations are working tirelessly to make that come to pass. During the past few years, shocking revelations have been confirmed that, for over two hundred years, many influential leaders of some of the most powerful countries of the world have been committed to ushering in a one-world government.

What is important about these organizations is that whenever their membership comes to light, it includes those who control government, banking, education, and media. Few Christians are ever found in such groups, which often display overt hostility to Judeo-Christian culture and values.

The Global Agenda Shifts into High Gear

On November 5, 2009, in an article published on the project-syndicate.org Web site, globalist billionaire financier George Soros announced to the world that the economy of the United States, based as it is upon the concept of capitalism, was about to come to an end. He called for “a new multilateral system based on sounder principles” to be implemented in its place. The International Monetary Fund (IMF) would make the necessary recommendations as to a suitable replacement for the U.S. dollar, which would of course be a type of international currency. 

By implementing such a plan, all world economies would now find themselves on a “level playing field.” Soros also called for the United Nations and its Security Council to serve as the overseeing enforcement body for this new financial system. Unfortunately, this would be a direct violation of the United States Constitution. But globalists don’t seem to care. Soros of course understands that in order for the world’s economies to unite globally, other institutions such as a world government, a world police force, and a world court would also have to be in place.

 

Reorganizing the world order will need to extend beyond the financial system and involve the United Nations, especially membership of the Security Council. That process needs to be initiated by the U.S. . . . The system cannot survive in its present form, and the U.S. has more to lose by not being in the forefront of reforming it.48


Over the years, George Soros has been able to amass a vast personal fortune by utilizing an extremely predatory form of trading known as currency speculation. Due to his elite status as one of the wealthiest men in the world, Soros is able to know in advance which world currencies are about to rise or fall prior to making his investments. By coordinating with the very people who are in the know, his trades are all but guaranteed. Such activity has had a negative impact on numerous economies around the world. In fact, his currency trades in England (1992), in Denmark (1993), and in Russia (1998) all resulted in damage to those country’s financial infrastructures while simultaneously providing Soros with billions of dollars in profits. Fortunately for Soros, his Quantum Fund’s offshore status exempts him from the U.S. Securities and Exchange Commission’s rules and regulations.49

George Soros sees himself as a philanthropist and for decades has been using his vast wealth to fund pro-liberal, anti-conservative media campaigns. His financing of numerous hard left, pro-global information outlets such as The Center for American Progress, MoveOn.org, and The Nation have resulted in massive amounts of misinformation being disseminated into the public consciousness. Soros has also used his unlimited source of funds to finance various far-left causes including the legalization of drugs, unrestrained immigration, assisted suicide, pro-abortion rights, sex-ed for kids, and gay marriage. Yet his true passion is to see a one-world economy along with a one-world government in the very near future. And he is spending whatever needs to be spent in order to accomplish this goal.

In the fall of 2009, Soros began the Institute for New Economic Thinking at a personal cost of $50 million. Its purpose is to advance the idea that a global government and a global economy are absolutely necessary for our survival. And the sooner the governments of the world wake up to this fact and submit to the sovereignty of a central organization the better. The Institute has this to say about itself:

 

Founded in October 2009 with a $50 million pledge by George Soros, the New York City–based Institute for New Economic Thinking is a nonprofit organization providing fresh insight and thinking to promote changes in economic theory and practice through conferences, grants and education initiatives. The Institute recognizes problems and inadequacies within our current economic system and the modes of thought used to comprehend recent and past catastrophic developments in the world economy. The Institute embraces the professional responsibility to think beyond these inadequate methods and models and will support the emergence of new paradigms in the understanding of economic processes.50


Groups such as this are working in one way or another for a world government and world economy. No doubt when Satan does prepare the world for uniting under one master controller, he will use a system of interlocking, secret organizations that seek to control the economy, the religion, and the media of the world. With this power he will be able to control all world leaders.

For decades, the world planners have been talking about a “world tax,” a “world court,” a “world police force,” a “world standard for nations,” a “world economy,” and even a “world religion.” One suggested recently that since religion has proven to be so divisive, we have come to the point when we need a one-world religion that will “unite the people.” We predict that will come about immediately after Christ raptures His church.

We are rapidly approaching—indeed, we are already on the brink of—a time when the world will be divided into ten regions whose leaders form a one-world government. This, in the name of world peace. Who could oppose that? Only Christians who know their Bible and know that this is the predicted world condition just before the Antichrist comes to power.

When will these things culminate? No one really knows. Some one-world optimists have suggested that such a time could be just around the corner. We are convinced that unless God intervenes, the one-worlders will not give up until they make the United Nations or its successor the ruling force of the world by at least 2050—or possibly sooner!

One World Religion

Before we briefly consider the judgments and plagues of the first half of the Tribulation, we would do well to understand something of the reason for the ferocity of God’s Tribulation judgments. One of the major causes of His divine wrath is the corrupt one-world religion that will arise at that time.

Revelation 17 gives us a graphic picture of this global “church.” John calls it “MYSTERY, BABYLON THE GREAT, THE MOTHER OF HARLOTS AND OF THE ABOMINATIONS OF THE EARTH” (verse 5). He says she committed fornication with the kings of the earth, clothed in purple and scarlet and adorned with gold and precious stones and pearls. She also held a golden cup full of “abominations and the filthiness of her fornication” (verse 4)—all symbols of her great wealth and corrupt influence. John tells us in verse 3 that she sits on a “scarlet beast”—the same beast identified in Revelation 13 as the Antichrist. And he adds this in verse 16:

 

And the ten horns which you saw on the beast, these will hate the harlot, make her desolate and naked, eat her flesh and burn her with fire.


These verses describe a one-world religion that, in the first half of the Tribulation, will exercise significant control over even the ten kings who rule the world under Antichrist. The fact that this “harlot” rides the beast indicates that even the Antichrist will not be free of her controlling influence—at least, not for the first three and a half years of the Tribulation. At that point, John tells us the harlot is finally and violently overthrown; she will be made “desolate and naked,” and the ten kings who serve Antichrist will “eat her flesh and burn her with fire” (Revelation 17:16).

Mystery Babylon’s Long History

Every false religion in the world can be traced back to Babylon. Even before its citizens tried to build the Tower of Babel, Satan had made that city his headquarters and introduced idolatry, the first secret societies, and many of the religious practices that continue to the present day. These eventually appeared as the foundational teachings for Hinduism, Buddhism, Taoism, Gaia worship, and a host of other cultic systems summed up in the Bible as “Mystery Babylon.” These false religions consistently violate the first four commandments, those that concern man and his relationship to God (“You shall not worship other gods!” “Make no graven images, nor worship them or serve them!” “Do not take the name of the Lord in vain!” “Remember the Sabbath day to keep it holy!”; see Exodus 20). In short, all pagan religions depend on the worship of images, or as some call them, “aids to worship.”

If Babylon is the mother of all false religions and Jerusalem is the mother of true faith (since Jesus Christ was crucified, buried, and resurrected there), then Rome is the mother of an unholy mixture of the two. One of the things that impresses tourists visiting that city is its incredible religious history. It existed long before the Romans rose to power and today displays the ruins of many pagan religions, all of them received from Babylon. By the time Paul and other Christians got to Rome, the city had become not only the capital of a world empire—thus the center of civilization and the most important city in the world—but also the center of pagan “Mystery Babylon” religion. Satan had moved his spiritual headquarters from Babylon to Rome even before the birth of Christ.

When Constantine made his “confession of faith” in the fourth century (if indeed that is what it was), he turned over to the Christian leaders the temples of the pagans that, according to the official tour books of Rome, included:

 

The Greek divinities, Athena, that had become Minerva, Ares became Mars, Aphrodite became Venus. Apollo retained its Greek name, thus the Greek god of mythology became the Roman Olympus. The temple of Isis [straight from Babylon] was there, along with the Egyptian Campus Martius, many oriental divinities including Mithras, the Persian God of the Sun.51



The city of Rome around AD 320 was filled with temples, idols, and shrines to almost every god in the pantheon of pagan religions. Turning these temples over to the Christians proved to be the worst thing Constantine did and the worst thing to happen to the early church. It is said the church retained much of the statuary in the pagan temples; it simply rededicated them to Christianity, then chiseled off the names of the pagan deities and replaced them with the names of the apostles, Jesus, and Mary. Gradually the pagan practices and teachings of Babylon began to worm their way into Christianity. These included prayers for the dead, making the sign of the cross, worship of saints and angels, instituting the mass, and worship of Mary—which in the church of Rome was followed by prayers directed to Mary, leading to the 1950 doctrine of her assumption into heaven and in 1965 to the proclamation that Mary was the “Mother of the Church.”52

As pagan teachings increased, biblical authority decreased. Just over one hundred years after Constantine, the brilliant Augustine came along with his brand of Greek humanism and introduced “man’s wisdom” along with “God’s wisdom,” further paving the way for more pagan thought and practice. Although he did not intend it, his spiritualizing of Scripture eventually removed the Bible as the sole source of authority for correct doctrine. At the same time, the Scriptures were kept locked up in monasteries and museums, leaving Christians defenseless against the invasion of pagan and humanistic thought and practice. Consequently, the Dark Ages prevailed, and the Church of Rome became more pagan than Christian.

Had it not been for Wycliffe, Tyndale, and other valiant pre-Protestant heroes of the faith, Christianity would have been destroyed, and Satan’s Babylonian mysticism would have prevailed, effectively destroying true Christianity. Instead, because of the courageous efforts of a few Christian scholars—some within the Catholic church itself, including many priests and bishops who disapproved of the infusion of pagan doctrine and practice, along with many splinter groups like the Moravians and Waldensians, who carefully adhered to the teachings of Scripture—the sixteenth century spawned the Protestant Reformation. Under intellectual and spiritual giants such as Luther, Calvin, and many others, the Reformers called Christianity back to the Bible and at the same time condemned many of Rome’s pagan practices, including selling indulgences, teaching the doctrine of purgatory, and praying to Mary.

In the Middle Ages and in premodern times true believers were subjected to martyrdom on an incredible scale. It is estimated that as many as 40 million persons were killed during that period when Babylonian mysticism controlled the church.

France, the most advanced country of the seventeenth century, is an example of the effects of Babylon on the seven-hilled city of Rome. Consider how the pope and Catholic authorities worked with the Catholic kings of France to produce the St. Bartholomew Square massacre, in which forty thousand born-again Christians were killed in a single day. That was followed by other massacres that eliminated up to 4 million Huguenots, who would be called evangelical Christians if they were living today. Their destruction so angered skeptics like Voltaire and Rousseau that they became anti-Christian thinkers and began to propagate an atheistic socialism born out of French skepticism, which ultimately merged with German rationalism. Today their intellectual descendants champion a philosophy called “secular humanism.”

To this day the Catholic church has never truly repented of those massacres perpetrated “in the name of Christ and His church.” These tragic events make it difficult for many Christians to trust current efforts at reestablishing unity between Protestants and Catholics.

Our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ, is the only dispenser of salvation, which can come only by personal faith in Him, never by works of righteousness. His work of redemption was finished for all time on the cross. True Christians will never “unite” for the sake of religious unity with those who will not acknowledge the supremacy of Jesus Christ. We take Peter’s admonition very seriously: “Nor is there salvation in any other, for there is no other name under heaven given among men by which we must be saved” (Acts 4:12).

The Religions of the World Unite

However much we may agree with the late Pope John Paul II on his stand against abortion, homosexuality, and other aspects of morality, we were opposed to his promotion of unity among Christ-denying religions of the world. Back in 1986 he convened a conference for 130 religious leaders of the world in Iccese, Italy, to “pray for world peace.” In attendance were Muslims, Buddhists, Hindus, pantheists, the Dalai Lama, and a host of others who reject Jesus Christ. Who could they all pray to? They don’t agree on who (or even what) God is or in whose name we should pray. Of one thing we are certain: You can’t reject or ignore God’s Son and still expect to have your prayers answered.

The idea that all religions point to the same god is blasphemy. So is the idea that there are many ways to God. Buddha, Mary, Gaia, Muhammad, and Christ are not in the same category. They do not all carry equal weight with the triune God of the Bible. Just one was God’s “only begotten Son,” and only He gives us access to God through prayer.

Despite being on record as having believed in the Trinity, the late Pope John Paul II was nevertheless infatuated with the vision of Fatima and a reverence for Mary (whom he claimed saved him from an assassin’s bullet). And although his successor, Pope Benedict XVI, has said, “Open wide the doors to Christ—and you will find true life,” he too holds Mary in high esteem. In 1984 as Cardinal Joseph Ratzinger, he articulated “six reasons for not forgetting Mary” in an article published in The Ratzinger Report. 

Could this church and the other religions of the world be setting up the fulfillment of Revelation 17, where “Mystery Babylon, the mother of harlots” unifies the religions of the world during the first half of the Tribulation?

How Close Are We?

All it would take for the world’s religions to unite under the leadership of Rome would be the Rapture of all true Christians. That would successfully strip the Catholic Church, the Orthodox church, liberal Protestantism, and the evangelical church of any true believers and would make religious unity without respect for doctrinal differences instantly possible. It was exactly this in our novel Tribulation Force that enabled the eventual leader of the one-world church to say:

 

“We are all, every one of us, in total unanimity. Our religions themselves have caused as much division and bloodshed around the world as any government, army, or weapon. From this day forward we will unite under the banner of the Global Community Faith. Our logo will contain sacred symbols from religions that represent all, and from here on will encompass all. Whether we believe God is a real person or merely a concept, God is in all and above all and around all. God is in us. God is us. We are God.”53


Have you heard all the contemporary voices calling for religious unity on the basis of “tolerance”? They are merely a harbinger of what is predicted for the first half of the Tribulation. Given today’s religious climate, that could come within days or at most a few weeks of the departure of half a billion or so true Christians in the Rapture.

What we find interesting is that the only religious group not tolerated today is Bible-believing Christians. They are seen as intolerant because they insist that “Jesus is the only way.” Once we are removed by the Rapture, nothing on the religious horizon would impede the idolatrous worshipers of the world from uniting and becoming the Babylonian harlot that has for centuries been “drunk with the blood of the saints and with the blood of the martyrs of Jesus” (Revelation 17:6). It is clear from Revelation that these idolatrous religionists will continue to hate Jesus Christ and His followers right into the Tribulation. In fact, the enormous persecution and martyrdom of the Tribulation saints during that period (see chapter 25) will be instigated by the religious system labeled by the apostle John as “Mystery Babylon.”

In June of 1995, an Interfaith Summit Conference was held in San Francisco for the purpose of “uniting the world’s religions into one global organization.” At this gathering, the groundwork was laid for what would soon become the United Religions Initiative (URI), an international, interfaith bridge-building organization modeled after the United Nations whose goal would be to “create social change by promoting interfaith cooperation.” The Ecumenical News Service reported in 1996 that this new global organization would be designed in such a way as to “cooperate closely with the UN and its organizations to complement the UN’s political, diplomatic and social mandates, influence UN policy, and support its programs.” 

The URI Charter was signed by more than two hundred people present at a ceremony in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, on June 26, 2000, and today boasts a membership of over a million people worldwide. According to the organization’s Web site, the URI’s purpose is to “focus on compassion,” promote a “global spirit,” and “prepare a new generation of young leaders for interfaith social action.” The organization’s president, Anglican Bishop William E. Swing, had this to say regarding the challenges that “the new global citizens” would have to face:

 

We stand on the threshold of a new world order that may be defined either by an increasing polarization that fuels a spiral of escalating conflict and violence, or by growing global cooperation that calls the human race to work across national, ethnic and religious boundaries to serve a larger global good.54


Naturally, for any such “unity” to work, all concepts of Jesus as being “the only way” would have to be eliminated. Nevertheless, the religions of the world today seem to be obsessed with the idea of joining together rapidly, with many of those who claim to be evangelicals leading the way. This, of course, is a significant indication that we are living in or very near the end times.

The Seal Judgments: It All Begins

One of the worst horrors of the Tribulation is the many plagues that will strike the world’s people, particularly those who reject the Savior and refuse to have their name written in the Lamb’s Book of Life. The Greek word translated “plague” appears eight times in the book of Revelation and is a part of the first “birth pain” mentioned by Jesus in His Olivet discourse. Most of these plagues are the result of man’s inhumanity to man, like the plagues that usually follow wars.

The many plagues of the Tribulation will be so extensive that only a small percent of the world’s population will remain by the time Christ returns. Considering together the Rapture, the four horsemen of the Apocalypse, the many judgments of God, and the martyrdom of the saints during the second half of the Tribulation, it is unlikely that half a billion people will still be living on the planet when Jesus Christ returns. Probably billions will die of the plagues. Others will die from wars, earthquakes, changes in nature, and the other judgments of God. Unsanitary conditions will be everywhere during that time, doubtlessly exacerbating the many infectious diseases that already will be out of control.

Let’s now take a brief look at each of the judgments of God that are to strike the earth and its inhabitants in the first half of the Tribulation.

1. The first seal: A white horse (Revelation 6:1-2)

The first seal introduces the initial member of the famous “four horsemen of the Apocalypse.” The rider is said to have a bow but no arrows, indicating that although he is militarily strong, in the beginning he does his conquering by diplomacy. Since he wears a crown, we know he is successful in his efforts. And who is this rider on a white horse? There can be no doubt that it is the Antichrist, who through deceit and clever maneuvering will bring a false peace to the world. But that peace will not last.

2. The second seal: A red horse (Revelation 6:3-4)

John writes of the second horseman, “It was granted to the one who sat on [the red horse] to take peace from the earth, and that people should kill one another; and there was given to him a great sword.” We believe this seal represents a great conflagration we might call World War III. When Daniel’s “three kings” oppose the Antichrist, he will respond in deadly fashion, swiftly crushing his enemies and bringing death to earth on a massive scale never before known.

It is easy for modern readers to imagine the reality behind this second seal. The ability of modern armies to inflict staggering casualties on their enemies is well known but almost beyond comprehension. Only since the advent of the atomic age has it been possible to bring this kind of unimaginable, swift destruction to bear on widely scattered portions of the globe.

Did you know that the Soviet Union at the time it collapsed had thirty thousand atomic or neutron warheads, many aimed at population centers? Since the breakup of that “evil empire,” no one knows what has happened to all those weapons. Russia claimed it was too poor to dismantle the ones in Yugoslavia and other struggling republics, and the host countries could not afford to man them, dismantle them, or protect them from terrorists. So what did they do? These cash-poor countries began selling them to rogue nations like Iran, Iraq, China, India, and only God knows who else. Over ten thousand nuclear scientists from Russia are reported to have migrated with these warheads to other countries. A case could be made that the world is in a much more precarious condition today than when the Soviet Communists controlled all their weapons!

Former president Ronald Reagan was once quoted as saying, “We see around us today the marks of a terrible dilemma, predictions of doomsday. Those predictions carry weight because of the existence of nuclear weapons and the constant threat of global war . . . so much so that no president, no congress, no parliament can spend a day entirely free of this threat.” Our leaders fear not only rogue nations but also world domination by another Joseph Stalin. In addition, there is always the threat of nuclear proliferation by some terrorist group that, if it acquired a delivery system, could blackmail cities or whole countries. And that possibility is not as far-fetched as some people might think.

General Alexander Lebed, former national security advisor to the late Russian president Boris Yeltsin, shocked the world some time ago by announcing that one hundred suitcase-size nuclear bombs were missing! The bombs in question were one-kiloton weapons developed by the KGB for special forces operations during the cold war. Weighing between sixty and a hundred pounds, each is easily transported and could be set up and detonated by a single man in less than half an hour. Detonated in a city, a single bomb could kill up to 100,000 people. No one has any idea where they are; neither do they know if the bombs have been destroyed, stored, sold, or stolen.55

Reports coming out of the former Soviet Union indicate that since the fall of the empire, security measures have been so lax that as many as 250 such bombs are missing. It is only a matter of time before these KGB-manufactured bombs, or more sophisticated miniaturized bombs, fall into the hands of the wrong people.

Of course, nuclear weapons are not the only technological threat to mankind today. The late Dr. George Wald, Nobel prize–winning scientist and biology department head at Harvard University, was quoted as saying, “I think human life is threatened as never before in the history of this planet. Not by one peril, but by many.” French biologist Dr. Jacques Monod is equally pessimistic: “I don’t see how we can survive much later than 2050.”

We are not suggesting that these doomsday prophecies will be fulfilled in our lifetime or even before Christ returns; in fact, they most assuredly will not. My point is that since Christ is going to return to a populated earth, He will have to return soon, or some man or nation will try to destroy all humankind. Such a holocaust is now conceivable for the first time in human history. Certainly this must point to a soon coming of Jesus Christ!

3. The third seal: A black horse (Revelation 6:5-6)

Rampant inflation—a common aftermath of war—is suggested by John’s words, “A quart of wheat for a denarius, and three quarts of barley for a denarius; and do not harm the oil and the wine.” Since in biblical days a denarius was a common wage for a day’s work, and a quart of wheat or three quarts of barley are basically subsistence diets, John is indicating that a man will have to work all day just to get enough food to eat, with nothing left over for his family or the elderly. On the other hand, the call to not “harm the oil and the wine”—symbols of wealth—indicates that the rich will do just fine.

The third horseman of the Apocalypse, who rides out early in the Tribulation, will take a heavy toll in deaths and sickness. The black horse he rides is an obvious symbol of famine and disease, which often follow war.

Although we don’t have medical descriptions of these Tribulation plagues, already today we have identified some diseases, such as the Ebola virus, AIDS, and STDs (sexually transmitted diseases), which have similar effects. Four decades ago, the medical profession thought it had eliminated sexually transmitted diseases. Yet today these scourges have returned with a vengeance. Penicillin and antibiotics worked for a time, but the diseases developed stronger strains, too powerful for the usual drugs to contain, and today they are worse than before.

AIDS is one of the most frightening diseases of our times, particularly for the sexually promiscuous. Once it is contracted, it is usually fatal. It spreads like wildfire, and no cure seems to be on the horizon. In 1981, the United States reported its first case. Since then, nearly six hundred thousand people have died from the disease here in America. Today, there are over 1.1 million people living in the U.S. infected with HIV/AIDS. However, the continent hardest hit by the epidemic is Africa, which currently houses more than 22 million people who are carriers. Two-thirds of all cases of people living with this disease today can be found in sub-Saharan Africa, even though this region contains only 10 percent of the world’s population. To date, more than 15 million Africans have died from AIDS and more than 11 million children have been orphaned as a result.

We mention AIDS, not because we believe it fulfills some prophecies in Revelation, but because it is similar to the plagues that Revelation describes. We already have Revelation-type plagues on our hands, and the most advanced scientific laboratories of our day have been able to do little or nothing to halt them.

Twenty-five years ago a doctor alerted me to chlamydia, a genital disease I had never heard of. At the time, he explained that there were a million cases around the world. Today there are actually more than 1.1 million cases in America alone and nearly 100 million cases worldwide!

And sexually transmitted diseases aren’t the only ones spreading; there are many others. “In the last 15 years, diseases that seemed to be in decline, such as dengue [fever] and tuberculosis, or diseases that had disappeared, such as cholera, have once again begun to take a toll on the population,” said Dr. George Alleyne, director of the Pan American Sanitary Bureau of the World Health Organization (WHO). Dengue fever is an infectious viral disease transmitted by mosquitoes and marked by severe pains in the joints. “Infectious diseases are the world’s leading cause of death, killing at least 17 million people—most of them young children—every year. Diseases that seemed to be subdued, such as tuberculosis and malaria, are fighting back with renewed ferocity. . . . This world has not seen the end of new epidemics, because the bugs are smarter than we are.”56

This official report, based on WHO studies, indicates that cholera, dysentery, and malaria are also returning with a vengeance, and the new strains are resistant to present medication. The golden day of medical cures for man’s sins seems about over.

All that is needed for Tribulation plagues to sweep this earth, as Scripture teaches they will, is for Christ to rapture His church, the Antichrist to sign his covenant with Israel, and the four horsemen to begin their march to doomsday. Many of the Tribulation-type plagues are already here!

4. The fourth seal: A pale horse (Revelation 6:7-8)

Why is the fourth horse pale? Because its colorless appearance symbolizes death. John says the rider who sat on this horse “was Death, and Hades followed with him. And power was given to them over a fourth of the earth, to kill with sword, with hunger, with death, and by the beasts of the earth.” One quarter of the earth’s population—well over a billion people—will die as a result of World War III. That Hades follows Death shows that those slain are unbelievers, for upon death believers do not go to Hades but straight to the Savior’s side.

One man who heard about these first four seals was so impressed with the possibility of the soon second coming of the Lord that he said, “I sometimes think I hear the hoofbeats of the four horsemen of the Apocalypse.” I replied, “Don’t listen for hoofbeats, because the shout of the Savior from heaven to call His church to be with Himself comes first!” It can’t be far off!

5. The fifth seal: The martyrs (Revelation 6:9-11)

When the fifth seal is opened, John sees “under the altar the souls of those who had been slain for the word of God and for the testimony which they held.” Shortly after the beginning of the Tribulation there will be a great “soul harvest” in which millions will come to faith in Christ, many as a result of the preaching of the 144,000 witnesses described in Revelation 7 (see chapter 24). Most of these Tribulation saints will be killed by the forces of Antichrist. These martyred souls will cry out for God to avenge their deaths, but they will be told to “rest a little while longer, until both the number of their fellow servants and their brethren, who would be killed as they were, was completed.” Imagine! Despite the desperate evil of the Antichrist, despite the horrors of war and famine and pestilence and death, God is still so much in control of earthly events that even the number of believing martyrs has been fixed by divine decree. Astonishing!

6. The sixth seal: The great earthquake (Revelation 6:12-17)

The first four seals described judgments largely inflicted by man; the sixth seal describes a judgment clearly supernatural in origin. John tells of an earthquake so massive that “every mountain and island was moved out of its place.” Probably he also has in mind enormous volcanic activity, for he says “the sun became black as sackcloth of hair, and the moon became like blood.” Particulate matter scattered in the atmosphere after a volcanic eruption has often turned the sky black and made the moon seem to turn red; recall the 1980 eruption of Mount St. Helens in Washington State or the gigantic explosion of Krakatau on August 27, 1883. John also foresaw meteorites crashing into the earth (verse 13) and what may be huge mushroom clouds of undetermined origin (verse 14). The people of earth will recognize these phenomena as coming from the hand of God, for they are said to cry out to the mountains where they take cover, “Fall on us and hide us from the face of Him who sits on the throne and from the wrath of the Lamb! For the great day of His wrath has come, and who is able to stand?” (verses 16-17).

7. The seventh seal: The trumpet judgments (Revelation 8:1-2)

The seventh seal is different from all its predecessors in that it introduces the next series of divine judgments, the seven trumpet judgments. While five of the seal judgments feature devastations wrought by man, all of the trumpet judgments come directly from heaven. They are so severe that verse 1 says, “When He opened the seventh seal, there was silence in heaven for about half an hour.” In the rest of Revelation heaven is seen to be a joyous and worshipful place, with choruses singing, trumpets blaring, celestial beings crying out—but suddenly there comes this ominous silence. As horrible as the seal judgments were, the trumpet judgments will be worse.

The Trumpet Judgments: From Bad to Worse

While the seal judgments occur in roughly the first twenty-one months of the Tribulation, the trumpet judgments take place in the second twenty-one months. In the first period of the Tribulation the earth has known the wrath of the Antichrist; now it will begin to feel the wrath of God Almighty.

1. The first trumpet: Hail, fire, and blood (Revelation 8:7)

In this opening salvo, ice and fire rain from the sky, burning up a third of all the earth’s trees and all of its grass. This is an ecological disaster without parallel to this point in the history of mankind; its results are incalculable. To make matters even worse, John also adds that “blood” arrives with the hail and fire, as the prophet Joel had predicted: “And I will show wonders in the heavens and in the earth: blood and fire and pillars of smoke” (Joel 2:30). And this is but the first trumpet!

2. The second trumpet: A mountain of fire (Revelation 8:8-9)

When the second trumpet is blown, John sees “something like a great mountain burning with fire”—likely an enormous meteorite crashing through the atmosphere—“thrown into the sea, and a third of the sea became blood.” As a result, a third of everything living in the sea dies, and a third of the ships on the sea are destroyed.

The World Health Organization report just cited also says that “nearly half of the world’s people are affected by diseases related to insufficient and contaminated water,” which is why the WHO is trying to improve the water supplies of the world. We shudder to think of the plagues that will be spread when the water supply turns bitter, then to blood in that “great and terrible Day of the Lord.”

3. The third trumpet: A star called Wormwood (Revelation 8:10-11)

When the third angel blows his trumpet, another meteorite crashes to earth, “burning like a torch.” It does not fall on the sea but on a third of the earth’s rivers and springs, turning them “bitter” and poisonous. As a result of this plague, “many men” die.

4. The fourth trumpet: Darkness descends (Revelation 8:12)

All life on this earth depends on the sun: If it were to explode, the earth would incinerate; if it were to go cold, the earth would freeze solid. Neither of those extremes is in view with the fourth trumpet judgment, but in some way God does reduce by a third the amount of radiant energy reaching earth from the sun and all other celestial bodies. John writes, “A third of the sun was struck, a third of the moon, and a third of the stars, so that a third of them were darkened; a third of the day did not shine, and likewise the night.”

This naturally reminds us of the plague sent on Pharaoh as described in Exodus 10:21: “Darkness over the land of Egypt, darkness which may even be felt.” And it gives detail to our Lord’s prediction, “There shall be signs in the sun, and in the moon, and in the stars; and upon the earth distress of nations, with perplexity; the sea and the waves roaring; men’s hearts failing them for fear, and for looking after those things which are coming on the earth: for the powers of heaven shall be shaken” (Luke 21:25-26, KJV).

5. The fifth trumpet: The locusts of Apollyon attack (Revelation 9:1-11)

The fifth trumpet judgment is also the first of three “woes” pronounced by the angel of Revelation 8:13—a frightening sign of the ferocity of the coming judgments. When this trumpet is sounded, an angel unlocks the “bottomless pit,” and out of the pit belches smoke and “locusts” with the scorpion-like power to sting and torment unbelievers for five months. Their sting is never fatal—in fact, John says, “In those days men will seek death and will not find it; they will desire to die, and death will flee from them”—but the pain they cause will be unbearable. Victims of scorpion bites say the animal’s venom seems to set one’s veins and nervous system on fire, but the pain is gone after a few days; not so with these locusts. They are given power to torment “those men who do not have the seal of God on their foreheads” for five long months. Yet unlike normal locusts, these beasts attack only unregenerate human beings, never foliage.

The appearance of these locusts is both frightening and repulsive (verses 7-10), and they do not act in an unorganized way; in fact, John says, “They had as king over them the angel of the bottomless pit, whose name in Hebrew is Abaddon, but in Greek he has the name Apollyon” (verse 11). Both names mean “Destroyer.”

This seems to be one of the plagues that God sends on the followers of Antichrist to hinder them from proselytizing among the uncommitted of the world. It may also give Tribulation saints some time to prepare themselves for the horrors of the soon-to-come Great Tribulation. In our novel Apollyon we used the attack of the locusts for just this purpose. A character named Mac writes to a fellow Tribulation saint:

 

A few of us believers have been able to pretend we are simply recuperating more quickly, so we don’t lie around the infirmary twenty-four hours a day listening to the agony. Carpathia has sent me on some missions of mercy, delivering aid to some of the worst-off rulers. What he doesn’t know is that David has picked up clandestine shipments of literature, copies of Tsion’s studies in different languages, and has jammed the cargo hold of the Condor 216 with them. Believers wherever I go unload and distribute them.57


6. The sixth trumpet: The four angels released (Revelation 9:13-19)

At the blowing of the sixth trumpet, the second “woe” is unleashed: the release of “the four angels who are bound at the great river Euphrates” (verse 14). These angels apparently lead an army of 200 million “horsemen” who kill a third of mankind through the plagues of fire and smoke and brimstone. When you combine this third with the quarter of humanity killed in the seal judgments, by this point in the Tribulation half of the world’s population (after the Rapture) already has been destroyed.

Who are these 200 million horsemen? In the May 21, 1965, issue of Time magazine, the author of an article on China threw a hand grenade into the laps of prophecy preachers by stating that the Chinese had the potential of raising an army of “200 million troops.”58

That this number of troops matches exactly the number found in Revelation 9:16 triggered an outbreak of speculation that caused some interpreters to suggest the 200 million would come with the kings of the east to do battle with Christ at the consummation of the end of this age, known as the Battle of Armageddon. But while there is no question that the armies of the Orient coming to that battle at the very end of the Tribulation will be enormous, due to the incredible population of those countries, they definitely are not the Revelation 9:16 army. Consider the following reasons:

• The 9:16 army goes out during the sixth trumpet, which occurs near the middle of the Tribulation; the 16:12 army goes out at the end of the Tribulation.

• The 200 million in 9:16 are not humans but demons, doing things men cannot do. These “horsemen” have a supernatural effect on the earth.

• The Time article included all the men and women under arms in China, including their local militias or defense forces. There is no way the communist government could risk committing all its military and armament to the Middle East, for they know their freedom-hungry citizens would revolt before they returned. Besides, the logistics of moving an army of 200 million from the Orient across the Euphrates and the Arabian Desert to the little land of Israel seems impossible. Such an army would consist of four times as many troops as were utilized in all of World War II—and that stretched from the South Pacific through Europe and into the Near East and lasted over five years. This battle is over in a matter of days.

For these and other reasons not mentioned, it is not realistic (and scripturally unnecessary) to assume that the armies of 16:12 are synonymous with those of 9:16.

The 200 million horsemen who come on the scene in this text will obviously be supernatural—creatures that are so awesome to look on, as we portrayed them in Assassins, that they actually frighten some people to death. And their sting “is in their mouth and their tails”—and with them they kill one-third of the world’s population of those who reject Christ and commit themselves to Antichrist (9:4).

7. The seventh trumpet: Loud voices in heaven (Revelation 11:15-19)

The third “woe,” the blowing of the seventh trumpet, is like the breaking of the seventh seal in that it introduces the next series of divine judgments. The seventh trumpet is not in itself a judgment but rather shows all heaven rejoicing at the soon-to-be consummated victory of Christ over the Antichrist. John records that “loud voices” in heaven shouted, “The kingdoms of this world have become the kingdoms of our Lord and of His Christ, and He shall reign forever and ever!” (verse 15). Great rejoicing and loud worship fill heaven, and on earth many lightnings, noises, thunderings, hail, and an earthquake announce the approaching end.

But first, the Great Tribulation.
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The Great Tribulation

 

 

Rayford wanted to vomit. “So now you’re some sort of deity?”


“That is not for me to say, though clearly, raising a dead man is a divine act. Mr. Fortunato believes I could be the Messiah.”


Rayford raised his eyebrows. “If I were you, I’d be quick to deny that, unless I knew it to be true.”


Carpathia softened. “It does not seem the time for me to make such a claim, but I am not so sure it is untrue.” 


 

Soul Harvest, 86

 

In the first half of the Tribulation, vicious plagues sweep the earth, flaming meteorites poison a third of its water, warring armies kill millions, demonic beings torture the unredeemed, darkness swallows a third of the sun, and half the world’s post-Rapture population dies horribly.

And then it gets worse.

As it is the Antichrist who begins the terrors of the Tribulation by signing a godless seven-year treaty with Israel, so it is the Antichrist who starts the Great Tribulation by using the rebuilt temple in Jerusalem as the stage to proclaim his divinity. In so doing he breaks the treaty after three and a half years and brings upon his kingdom the terrible wrath of God. So unspeakably dreadful is the period he triggers that Jesus said of it, “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. And unless those days were shortened, no flesh would be saved; but for the elect’s sake those days will be shortened” (Matthew 24:21-22).

The Wrath of God

Chapter 15 of Revelation provides a fitting introduction to the Great Tribulation, which we might rightly call forty-two months of hell on earth. The chapter begins and ends with the wrath of God, a holy wrath so intense and hot that verses 7-8 tell us, “one of the four living creatures gave to the seven angels seven golden bowls full of the wrath of God who lives forever and ever. The temple was filled with smoke from the glory of God and from His power, and no one was able to enter the temple till the seven plagues of the seven angels were completed.”

Imagine! The rebellion and arrogance of the Antichrist and his followers has reached such staggering proportions that neither angel nor man can enter the temple in heaven until God’s wrath is poured out in full strength.

While it is the “abomination of desolation” (the defiling of the temple by Antichrist) that triggers the Great Tribulation, it is not this vile event alone that merits the divine judgments to come. The sins of the “man of sin” have been piling high ever since his appearance on the world scene a few years before.

The Rise of Commercial Babylon

All the Antichrist’s sins find their source in a single ultimate wickedness: the desire to live independently of God and even supplant Him. This supreme iniquity is reflected even in the economic system set up by the Antichrist. Commercial Babylon, as I call it, is every bit as much opposed to God in the realm of daily life as is religious Babylon in the realm of spiritual life—and it will be judged just as severely.

During these days of Tribulation, New York, London, and Brussels will no longer be the commercial hubs of the universe. Instead, the elite and superrich movers and shakers of the world will have offices and villas in Babylon, from which they will direct their worldwide commercial empires. The Antichrist will move the world’s commercial center to the headquarters of his new world empire, New Babylon. This will happen sometime during the transition period between the Rapture and the Tribulation.

It is very clear from studying Revelation 13, 17, and 18 that the Antichrist will have total control of the world’s economy during the last three years of the Tribulation. His primary tool will be absolute domination of the money supply. And how will he accomplish this great feat? Through a famous means commonly known as “the mark of the beast.”

The Mark of the Beast

One of the best known prophecies of the Tribulation is that the “Beast,” or Antichrist, will have the ability to put his mark “666” on the forehead or hand of the world’s people. According to Revelation 13:17, during the second half of the Tribulation, Antichrist will have such total control of the earth “that no one may buy or sell except one who has the mark . . . or the number of his name.” There can be no greater human control than total control of the supply and flow of money. Whoever has the power to decide who can work, buy, or sell—has absolute power.

Revelation 13:13-18 teaches that after the midpoint of the Tribulation, all men and women will be ordered to bow down before the image of the Beast and worship him. Those who do will receive “a mark . . . on their foreheads” that is “the name of the beast, or the number of his name”—later identified as 666. This will identify them as worshipers of the Beast. All those without that mark will be killed.

Scripture makes it clear that receiving the mark of the Beast is no accident but the result of a deliberate choice made during the Tribulation. That choice involves rejecting the teaching of the two witnesses, the 144,000 Jewish witnesses, the outpouring of the Holy Spirit (Joel 2:28-32), and the angel with the everlasting gospel (Revelation 14:6-7). Twice in chapter 14 an angel warns that “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.” Those who accept the mark will be cast into hell “and shall be tormented with fire and brimstone. . . . And the smoke of their torment ascends forever and ever; and they have no rest day or night, [those] who worship the beast and his image, and whoever receives the mark of his name” (verses 9-11).

Concerned believers sometimes worry that they might somehow inadvertently receive this devilish mark. But this is impossible. First, we should remember that our God is loving and merciful; He proved that forever in the gift of His Son. We should see Him as our heavenly Father who stands at the gate of heaven, letting men and women into His paradise, not trying to keep them out. It would be totally out of character for Him to send someone to hell for accidentally standing in the wrong line and getting the mark of the Beast, when he really wanted the mark of the Father. Second, the aforementioned verses show that the mark is obtained only by those who sell their soul to the Beast and the devil who gives him his power. This involves a willful rejection of God—something a true Christian could never do.

A couple of years ago a Los Angeles Times reporter called me when an Air Force captain stationed in Hawaii refused to accept a government-mandated identification tag, for fear he would be taking the “mark of the beast” of Revelation 13. We can give the good captain an A+ for dedication to his Lord and his desire to serve Him, even if it meant the loss of his military career. But we must give him a D- on a proper understanding of the prophetic Scriptures. For the Bible is quite clear that a person cannot take the mark of the Beast accidentally. In fact, it will become the external sign of a deliberate decision to give one’s self to the devil. Also, since the mark of the Beast does not appear until the middle of the Tribulation—which is at least three and a half years after the Rapture, and maybe even ten or more years after that world-shaking event—no Christian alive need worry about inadvertently taking the mark and becoming a follower of the Beast and the devil.

The only people who should be concerned are those who miss the Rapture and are left behind to go through the Tribulation. For if they live into the Tribulation, they had better be prepared to make a choice. But they should understand this: Once the choice is made, it is eternal!

Taking the Mark—Irreversible

I have one word of caution for any reader who may not yet know the Lord. It seems quite clear that once the decision is made to worship the Antichrist and receive his mark or his name, it is an irreversible decision. It appears that receiving the mark of the Beast is an unpardonable sin—which is why we should warn the unsaved never to consider taking that mark or worshiping the Antichrist. During the Tribulation the Holy Spirit will convict men and warn them of sin and of their need to receive the gospel. You can be sure He will be there to protect anyone from making an inadvertent mistake!

The important thing, however, is that no one reading this portion of the book ever has to make such a decision. By accepting Jesus Christ by faith as your Lord and Savior, you can keep yourself from ever being put into this terrible situation. That’s what the Bible means when it says, “Now is the accepted time; . . . [today] is the day of salvation” (2 Corinthians 6:2, emphasis added).

The Cashless Society

Thinking people who read Revelation 13 have long wondered how the Antichrist could exercise such total control over billions of people. How could it be possible that they could not buy or sell without his mark?

For the first time in two thousand years, it is now technologically possible to enforce such a system. We are all familiar with the scanner at the checkout counter of most stores. All it would take is a computer program that required the “666” number on people’s accounts (or hands or foreheads) in order for them to “buy or sell.” Mark-of-the-Beast technology is already here!

Still, technology by itself is nearly powerless. It will finally become prophetically potent in the coming worldwide move to a cashless society.

For years, many have taught that we were moving to a single world currency. Some time ago plans were laid to divide the world into three currencies: the Japanese yen for the Orient; the Euro for Europe; and the U.S. dollar for the Americas. Today those plans are obsolete! The one-world planners are on a fast track toward a cashless society.

Officials of the world already have begun using both natural and man-made catastrophes as a basis to call for a cashless society. For example, they know it would help solve the burgeoning crime problem. Last night on the evening news I heard how a local robber held up five 7-Eleven stores and picked up nine thousand dollars for his trouble. That would be impossible in a cashless society! All it would take is for you to agree to “direct-deposit” your paycheck (two-thirds of Americans already do); then you would use a “smart card” to purchase everything you buy, from bread to gas. You alone could use that card; microchips the size of a single hair would be encoded with your fingerprints and secret number. Such a card would solve the alarming rate of crime, for there would be no cash in banks or shops to steal. It would put an end to counterfeiting, racketeering, or anything that involves the flow of cash.

When my wife got me an ATM card, she canceled my old checkbook because it was “obsolete.” With that card I am never very far from cash, even in primitive countries. But that card is already out-of-date. Now we talk of debit cards, electronic transfers, bar codes, credit cards, microchips, and the availability of a single smart card that will last for life. It will contain your identification, history, health records, financial status, and more things than we could have imagined just ten years ago.

Grant Jeffrey, a cutting-edge prophecy writer and speaker, was a financial consultant in Canada before dedicating his life to teaching prophecy. He believes that international bankers introduced the credit and ATM cards not just for speeding up transactions but to condition the public for a cashless society in which everything will be bought or sold by a smart card; even deposits and withdrawals will be made through a machine and a card.

Terry Cook, a careful investigator and expert on modern technology, suggests the following:

 

The New World Order economists are not ignorant of the importance of cash and its ability to inhibit their total control of the world. They are aware that in order to completely control, track, and monitor the global population, they must first eliminate the use of cash. With cash, there is no way to know how people are using their finances, whether for or against the government and its agenda. Because control of one’s finances in essence means control of one’s entire life, advocates of world government have for decades been promoting a move toward cashless transactions via a myriad of banking plans, ATM machines, credit cards, point-of-sale machines, credit data—all funneled through massive computer systems. Eventually, the goal is control of all these computers by the economic leaders of the New World Order system of government.59


Do governments want this technology to be compulsory? Absolutely! In America alone, millions of people are doing business under the table on a cash-only basis in order to bypass the enormous tax rate. Eliminating this possibility could net the United States treasury an estimated 200 billion to a trillion additional dollars a year. Just think how fast the national debt could be paid with an increase of close to a trillion a year in currently unpaid taxes! Or just think of the bureaucracies that could be set up to provide more control over the American people. Look soon for the government to begin calling for legislation that will do away with cash. This may well be a dominant feature in upcoming political debates and future presidential elections.

The serious drawbacks to such a system, of course, will not be mentioned. The chief loss will be the death of freedom. Once the government has mandated a cashless society, it will have total control of purchasing, labor, wages, and everything else. Financial control of the people translates to total control. In addition, “Big Brother” will know everything about you. And national “Big Brother” is just one step away from “International Big Brother”—the number of his name is 666!

The Technology Is Already Here

If there is any question as to whether we are really in (or about to enter) the last days as recorded in the Bible, the information contained within the next few pages should dispel all doubt. There is no need to wait for the emergence of new technologies to make possible a one-world commercial system. In fact, such technology already exists. We are witnessing at this very moment the unveiling of what can only be described as the final stage of development for the mark of the beast. Whether or not the final version of the mark described in Revelation 13 will have the same characteristics as the item we are about to describe, the fact remains that the technology for it is here right now, as is the desire to carry out its implementation on a worldwide scale. This is not something that could have even been possible a few decades ago. 

In November of 2005, the United States Senate passed the Wired for Health Care Quality Act with very little fanfare. This law identified a Wall Street company out of Delray Beach, Florida, known as VeriChip Corp. as the government’s acting partner hired to help modernize information technology within the health-care industry. The Obama administration had its eye on using this law, which was already in place when he took office, as part of its massive plan to overhaul the health-care system.

Simply put, VeriChip Corp. is the manufacturer of a device that contains every characteristic needed by the Antichrist to carry out the fulfillment of Revelation 13’s prophecy. Currently the size of a grain of rice, the VeriChip itself is a glass-encapsulated radio-frequency identification microchip designed to be implanted in the human body and remain permanently imbedded under the skin. When the chip (which contains a personal ID number) comes within range of a scanner, radio signals are emitted, thereby identifying the individual and accessing his or her records.

The implants have been used in the past as a means of tracking and identifying animals. Only recently have they begun injecting the device into humans. VeriChip Corp. has recommended marketing its human version of the product for use in a number of ways—as an auto-debit payment device, as a means of controlling admittance to a secure area, and as a method of accessing personal medical information. Some fear that, should the current health-care reforms proceed to their ultimate conclusion, all people in the United States would be required to take the implant in order to be properly identified and thereby receive the appropriate health care. However, such a scenario is unlikely given the public outcry that would certainly result, primarily from Christians.

A September 2009 MSN article by Jay MacDonald that appeared on the CreditCards.com Web site attempted to marginalize the prophetic implications of such an implant:

 

It’s a simple concept, really: You inject a miniature radio frequency identifier the size of a grain of rice between your thumb and forefinger and, with a wave of your hand, unlock doors, turn on lights, start your car, or pay for your drinks at an ultrachic nightspot. The problem is, the whole concept is a little geeky for most of us, nauseating for some, Orwellian for a few, and even apocalyptic for a smattering of religious fundamentalists.60


The implantation process is an outpatient procedure that typically takes about fifteen minutes. People have been implanted in doctors’ offices, at convention booths, and even in European nightclubs. MacDonald continues:

 

One VeriChip distributor in Spain sold the concept to the ultratrendy Baja Beach Club, which offered its patrons in Barcelona and Amsterdam the option of having an implant inserted in their upper arms to pay for their drinks without having to carry wallets in their swimsuits.61


Rome Jett, vice president of the smart card division at Versatile Card Technology in Illinois, has noticed that many young people don’t have a problem at all with the idea of “getting chipped.”

 

With the implanting in the nightclubs, there is a cachet of exclusivity there, especially among a certain demographic where people are piercing themselves and getting tattoos. But those are things that really only 20-somethings do a lot.62


Today, most implants are placed in the triceps area of the arm between the elbow and shoulder. Even so, the hand appears to be the region of choice because of convenience. But due to the Bible’s warning, the hand is presently being avoided so as not to raise unwanted public concerns. However, there are “hobbyists” who have chipped themselves with RFID implants obtained from sources such as veterinarians who have inserted the chips into their own hands. As one individual put it, “It’s a lot easier to open your door or unlock your car by waving your hand rather than by wiggling your bicep.”

As one can imagine, VeriChip Corp. has found itself saddled with a public relations nightmare. While on one hand wanting to proclaim the countless possibilities of its technology, it has instead had to distance itself from those items that line up with biblical prophecy or appear to be too Big Brother–ish. Such applications are virtually limitless:

1) Captured military personnel that have been chipped can be located with its GPS tracking program, courtesy of VeriChip’s sister company Digital Angel. Likewise, children implanted with an RFID who get lost or are kidnapped can easily be traced.

2) The medical records of unconscious or mentally incapacitated individuals who have been chipped can be accessed in an emergency.

3) Businesses can control which computers their chipped employees log on to. 

4) Sexual predators and other criminals can be chipped and monitored. 

5) Access to classified buildings and files can be regulated.

6) And of course, all purchases and debits can be made without cash or credit card.

Despite the obvious convenience and potential life-saving abilities of these applications (which will no doubt be used to sell the idea to an unsuspecting public), those who are concerned with the potential for abuse and ultimate loss of freedoms have become quite vocal in their opposition to the implant. VeriChip CEO Scott Silverman has even been vilified as a type of antichrist himself and has been forced to publicly state that the implant’s main function, for now, should remain within the health-care system: 

 

A lot of the negative press that we received was a direct result of people having a misconception of what this technology is all about. We believe that the medical application was and still is the best application for this technology. That said, if and when it does become mainstream and more patients are utilizing it for their medical records or for diagnostic purposes, if they want to elect to use it for other applications, certainly they’ll be able to do that.63


In November 2009, VeriChip Corp. merged with Steel Vault Corp. forming a new company called Positive ID. Steel Vault had been a leader in the identity and credit card monitoring industry prior to teaming up with the microchip implant manufacturer. Theoretically, if the Antichrist were to arrive on the scene today, Positive ID would be ready to implement his plan immediately so that no one could buy or sell without his mark. 

Tommy Thompson, former secretary of health and human services and one-time candidate for the 2008 Republican presidential nomination, was in charge of the FDA when they approved the VeriChip for medical purposes in 2004. He then went on to become a member of the VeriChip board of directors and remained there until March 2007. Thompson has been at the forefront of recommending that all Americans receive the microchip injections in order to link themselves to their electronic medical records:

 

It’s very beneficial and it’s going to be extremely helpful. And it’s a giant step forward to getting what we call an electronic medical record for all Americans.64


U.S. Vice President Joe Biden has been a proponent of human implants for years and has knowledge of the government’s desire to move forward with its plan for full implementation. However, he is also aware that a legal precedent will have to be set at some point before the “chipping” of American citizens begins. And he believes that time is just around the corner. During the confirmation hearings of Supreme Court Justice John Roberts on September 12, 2005, Biden asked, and then answered his own rather ominous question:

 

Can a microscopic tag be implanted in a person’s body to track his every movement? There’s actual discussion about that. You (Judge Roberts) will rule on that—mark my words—before your tenure is over.65


After numerous delays, the United States switched its television broadcast status from analog to digital on June 12, 2009. The reason behind the switch, we were told, was so that consumers could receive clearer pictures and higher-fidelity sound via their televisions. In actual fact, however, the government was simply trying to free up radio frequency airwave space. While the government claims the airwaves had become overcrowded due to the proliferation of mobile phones and wi-fi internet connections, Patrick Redmond, an insider who worked for IBM for 31 years, believes the real reason behind the switch will prove to be far more serious. The motivation for the mandatory switchover he says, which continues to take place in countries all over the world, is to allow airspace for RFID microchips and their radio frequency emitting scanners to expand into our society on a massive scale. 

When will that expansion begin? Once the troublesome Christians are out of the way as a result of the Rapture, full global implementation of the mark, in whatever form it ends up being, will take place at a pace that will make the heads spin of those who have been left behind.

I Repeat—The Technology Is Already Here

As mentioned before, the most frightening part of all this is that there is no need to wait for the emergence of new technologies to make possible to one-world commercial system. In fact, it already exists. We need only to wait for a change in public opinion and appropriate government legislation. And there is plenty of time, prophetically, to accomplish that! Right after the Rapture, liberals and socialists will unite and elect their leaders—the commercial, governmental, and eventually the religious leaders of the world.

Since the world already possesses the necessary technology to make this a reality, all it would take is an economic crash to spur its implementation—and the aftermath of the Rapture could well provide just such a worldwide crisis. Such a program could be implemented in three to five years or less.

The Stage Is Set

The greatest threat to the stability of the global economy manifested itself during the fall of 2008. Beginning in October, the New York Stock Exchange’s Dow Jones Industrial Average experienced eight consecutive days of negative trading that would ultimately prove to be unprecedented in American history. From October 1 to October 10, the Dow dropped 2,400 points, losing nearly a quarter of its value in the process. Following a brief reprieve, the Dow lost another 733 points on Oct 15. The downward trend would continue with no end in sight, and by March 2009, the market had crashed to a level of 6,470, a staggering loss of 7,728 points from its high of 14,198 on October 9, 2007. Overall, the stock market had lost more than 50 percent of its worth and had erased all of its gains made since 1997. Many Americans watched helplessly as their stock portfolios and retirement accounts dwindled to less than half their value right before their eyes. Interestingly, global elitist George Soros claims to have made billions during this same period (see chapter 13). 

In the years leading up to the collapse, individuals with poor credit ratings were given access to home loans they really could not afford (a practice initiated under the Clinton administration). As long as housing prices continued to rise, lenders believed they could afford to write these bad loans. If borrowers failed to pay back their loans, the banks could always foreclose on the home, and receive an asset in return that had an ever-increasing value. 

Fallout from this practice began in the fall of 2007 as housing prices (due to overbuilding) began to decline. Soon, borrowers found themselves owing more than their homes were worth, and many simply stopped making their house payments.

As the mortgage defaults began to rise, the credit market started to destabilize along with the national economy. In early 2008, Bear Stearns became the first U.S. investment bank to go under. Over the next two years, more than two hundred U.S. banks would fail. 

In September 2008, a month prior to the market crash, large lending organizations such as Freddie Mac, Fannie Mae, Merrill Lynch, Lehman Brothers, and AIG would all fall victim to the liquidity crisis. To counteract the potential for a full-on national economic collapse, the federal government began to take control of many such failing institutions while simultaneously pumping trillions of dollars into financial relief efforts. The long-term consequences of such government actions on the freedoms and stability of our nation remain to be seen. 

The enormous effects of such failures in the United States rapidly evolved into a worldwide crisis. Bank failures in Europe along with sharp reductions in global financial markets quickly followed. The failure of banks in Iceland threatened the entire country with bankruptcy. A number of stock markets around the globe were forced to temporarily close. Indonesia, for example, halted trading on their exchange following a one-day drop of 10 percent. Commodities worldwide were experiencing record reductions in value. On October 24, 2008, most of the world’s stock exchanges experienced the worst declines in their history. By the end of that day, the deputy governor of the Bank of England, Charles Bean, suggested, “This is a once-in-a-lifetime crisis, and possibly the largest financial crisis of its kind in human history.” The worst financial disaster since the Great Depression had finally occurred. 

These series of events should prove beyond any doubt that we have a global economy so interdependent that if Wall Street gets a cold, Japan, Hong Kong, London, Frankfort, and other key markets start to sneeze. That should not be surprising, for the Bildeberg, the Trilateral Commission, the CFR, and other secret and semisecret organizations have been working for years to set up an interdependent world economy. Two motivations spur them to action:

1. It is far more profitable to have the world as your market than one nation or even one region. This is what is behind the foolhardy investment of western capital to improve the economies of socialist China, Russia, and other failing countries.

2. The one-hundred-year-old (or older) idea that economic interdependence would make it economically impossible for nations to go to war with one another.

The recent passage in the United States of GATT, NAFTA, and other fast-track trading agreements proves we have reached the point of no return. This world is going to have world trade because the insiders who control our media, banking, government, and trade agreements want it that way, whether the voters do or not.

They probably don’t realize it, but they are greasing the skids that will usher in the most charismatic, slick politician the world has ever known. The Antichrist will take the reigns of world leadership and make it “work” commercially. The threat of bankruptcy or the loss of oil is all it would take to bring the most rebellious nation into line. Prophecy scholars have predicted for many years that this world of very independent nations would move toward commercial interdependence. Some have been surprised at the lightning pace and new technology that makes this possible, but many of us have expected it.

All this means that there is nothing from an economic or technological standpoint to hinder the Rapture from occurring at any time. What is exciting to Christians who are ready for the Rapture (and scary for those who are not) is that the world already has the technology to accomplish all this. And it could all happen in our generation!

The Destruction of Commercial Babylon

It sometimes appears to us as though God turns a blind eye to sin and injustice, that He just doesn’t seem to care about human wickedness. How often have we asked, as did the prophet, “O Lord, how long shall I cry, and You will not hear? Even cry out to You, ‘Violence!’ and You will not save. . . . Why do You look on those who deal treacherously, and hold Your tongue when the wicked devours one more righteous than he?” (Habakkuk 1:2, 13).

The Bible makes it clear that finite perceptions like this are very human but never accurate. As the apostle Peter reminds us, “He is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance” (2 Peter 3:9, NIV). And yet the time inevitably comes when the day of patience gives way to the day of recompense. So will it be for commercial Babylon.

Revelation 18 describes in graphic detail the destruction of Babylon, the Tribulation capital of worldwide commerce. Just read the following prediction of Babylon’s ultimate destruction at the very end of the Tribulation, and you will see what we mean:

 

The kings of the earth who committed fornication and lived luxuriously with her will weep and lament for her, when they see the smoke of her burning, standing at a distance for fear of her torment, saying, “Alas, alas, that great city Babylon, that mighty city! For in one hour your judgment has come.”


 

And the merchants of the earth will weep and mourn over her, for no one buys their merchandise anymore: merchandise of gold and silver, precious stones and pearls, fine linen and purple, silk and scarlet, every kind of citron wood, every kind of object of ivory, every kind of object of most precious wood, bronze, iron, and marble; and cinnamon and incense, fragrant oil and frankincense, wine and oil, fine flour and wheat, cattle and sheep, horses and chariots, and bodies and souls of men. The fruit that your soul longed for has gone from you, and all the things which are rich and splendid have gone from you, and you shall find them no more at all.


 

The merchants of these things, who became rich by her, will stand at a distance for fear of her torment, weeping and wailing, and saying, “Alas, alas, that great city that was clothed in fine linen, purple, and scarlet, and adorned with gold and precious stones and pearls! For in one hour such great riches came to nothing.” (verses 9-17)


Such will be the end of commercial Babylon at the close of the Great Tribulation. Rebuilt Babylon, the capital city of both the Antichrist and Satan himself during the Tribulation will be wiped out by God according to Revelation 17 and 18. This religious, economic, and governmental archenemy of God will be destroyed in a single day. But before her utter destruction, the world will see horrors we can now only dimly imagine. Let us now consider the final seven judgments of God.

The Bowl Judgments: The Wrath of God

Daniel chapter 3 tells the famous story of the three Hebrew men who refused to bow down and worship the image of gold that King Nebuchadnezzar had set up on the plain of Dura. The king was so infuriated by their refusal that he had them tossed into a furnace heated seven times hotter than normal. But before he did so, he threatened them with exactly this punishment, then made an unwise challenge: “And who is the god who will deliver you from my hands?” (verse 15)

The foolish king soon found out the answer to his arrogant question, because the God of heaven not only spared the lives of His three faithful servants, He even prevented the smell of smoke from soiling their untouched clothes. And so Nebuchadnezzar, an ancient type of the Antichrist, discovered that his feeble hands were no match for the hands of God Almighty.

You might say that the seven last plagues of the Great Tribulation are God’s final response to Nebuchadnezzar’s insolent boast—yet this time, the question is reversed. Now God is asking the Antichrist, “What god will deliver you from My hands?” And the answer, of course, is, “No one.” For although the Antichrist may proclaim himself to be God and though he may receive his power from Satan himself, in the end he is revealed to be nothing before the true God of the universe—and therefore he will be thrown not into a furnace heated seven times hotter than normal, but into the lake of fire, which burns forever and ever.

1. The first bowl: Foul and loathesome sores (Revelation 16:2)

When men choose to worship Antichrist rather than Christ and demonstrate their allegiance by accepting the mark of the Beast, God responds by sending on them a plague of “foul and loathesome” sores. The Greek word for these sores is the very term the Septuagint (the Greek translation of the Old Testament) used to translate the Hebrew term for “boils” in the story of the Egyptian plagues in Exodus 9. John makes it clear that these awful sores afflict only those who worship the Antichrist and who have accepted the mark of the Beast; no Tribulation saint suffers from the least hint of them.

2. The second bowl: The sea turns to blood (Revelation 16:3)

Earlier in the Tribulation God had turned a third of the sea into blood; now He commands that the entire sea become “blood as of a dead man”—that is, corrupt, decaying, stinking, putrid. No wonder “every living creature in the sea died”! How is it possible to imagine a disaster this enormous, this all-encompassing? Dead sea creatures rise to the surface, spreading their corruption to the four winds. Think of an ocean full of such filth! It staggers the imagination. And this is only the second of the seven bowls of judgment!

3. The third bowl: The rivers and springs turn to blood (Revelation 16:4-7)

By this point in the Tribulation the Antichrist and his forces have martyred millions of believers. Therefore God seems to say to him, “You like blood? Very well. Then you may have it to drink!” Is this literal blood? Who knows for sure? But if Jesus could turn water into wine at the marriage feast of Cana, surely He would have no problem turning water into blood. Whatever the case, because of its rebellious, murderous ways, the world will find itself without drinking water. And so the prayer of the martyred saints in Revelation 6:10 will be abundantly answered. They asked, “How long, O Lord, holy and true, until You judge and avenge our blood on those who dwell on the earth?” This plague of blood is God’s answer.

4. The fourth bowl: The sun scorches men (Revelation 16:8-9)

Their mouths already parched from lack of water, those who are unrepentant suffer even more intense thirst when God causes the sun to “scorch” them with “great heat.” But even this does not drive the rebels to their knees in repentance. Instead, they blaspheme the name of God “who has power over these plagues; and they did not repent and give Him glory.” How right the angel was who said to God, “true and righteous are Your judgments” (16:7)!

5. The fifth bowl: Darkness on the Beast’s kingdom (Revelation 16:10-11)

Is it God’s mercy that causes Him to follow the plague of scorching heat with cooling darkness? Perhaps, but even this does not cause rebellious mankind to repent, for verse 11 says: “They blasphemed the God of heaven because of their pains and their sores, and did not repent of their deeds.” This verse reveals that the sores of the first bowl still afflict the people, and verse 10 appears to indicate that the darkness exacerbates their pain: “And they gnawed their tongues because of the pain.” This is a special judgment focused particularly on the “throne of the beast” and on his “kingdom,” thus demonstrating to the whole world where the source of its trouble lies. When the Antichrist proclaimed himself God, he made himself the focus of God’s wrath. And now the world will see without question who the real God is.

6. The sixth bowl: The Euphrates dries up (Revelation 16:12)

The sixth bowl judgment comes in two stages:

1. The drying up of the Euphrates River, in preparation for the armies of the kings from the east (verse 12);

2. The activity of demonic forces in bringing the armies of the world to the valley of Megiddo, where they will try vainly to oppose the Lord Jesus (verses 13-14).

It is likely that when the Euphrates River—the natural boundary between east and west for sixteen hundred miles—is “dried up,” the “kings from the east” will march a sizable army across to battle with the King of kings. That army will probably be three to five million strong. These forces will be joined in the valley of Meggido by huge armies from all over the world, and while that valley is vast (as Napoleon has said, “the most ideal, natural battlefield in the world”), even it has a limit to how many people it can hold.

These “kings from the east” have befuddled Bible prophecy scholars for many years, for few scholars mentioned anything about them. That is, until the communist takeover of China after World War II. Since then it has become apparent that this largest of all countries (by population) has a prophetic role, however minor it may be, in end-time events. While China had been content to stay within its vast borders for thousands of years and keep largely to itself, its communist dictators have changed all that. They seem to have the same obsession that characterized Communists before them—world conquest.

Two hundred years ago Napoleon Bonaparte said, “When China awakens, the world will tremble.” You don’t have to be a prophet to recognize that time of trembling has already come to Asia and soon will probably come to the whole world.

No longer is China the paper tiger she was for almost five thousand years. In our lifetime she has startled the world and frightened many in the military complex with her enormous economic and military potential. Many observers recognize that China has the potential to threaten the entire world, even more so than the Soviet Union did during its zenith. She already has the nuclear bomb and a delivery system that alarms every country in the Orient. She traffics in arms beyond belief, buying them from Russia and any of the impoverished satellite countries that will sell them, then turning around and selling whatever she doesn’t want to any of her oil-rich allies, like Iran or Turkey, another Muslim stronghold.

The Red Chinese demand for Taiwan and the Spratly Islands indicates that China has a strategy to control all of Asia. Whoever controls the Spratlys controls not only the oil checkpoints to the oil-dependent countries of the East like Japan, Taiwan, and the Philippines, but also Australia, Indonesia, and Singapore—where 50 percent of the world’s population lives. Basing their claims to these almost uninhabitable islands on centuries-old documents, they are probably more interested in the suspected rich oil fields under them than in the islands themselves. They know that no country can prosper today or in the foreseeable future without oil.

But it is not merely the Orient the Chinese are interested in. In 1997 they almost negotiated an incredible coup in the Americas. It was disclosed they had leased an important pier in Long Beach, California, that was being vacated by the U.S. Navy. Their government-owned COSCO company wanted to speed their enormous imports into the United States. As of the year 2000, the American balance of payments with China already showed a deficit of $50 billion—a tribute to the greed of American capitalists whose concern for profits exceeds their concern for human rights or the safety of our country. However a mere ten years later, that number would appear to be almost negligible. 

By 2009, the amount of U.S. Treasury debt held by China had risen above $800 billion, making China the largest holder of U.S. debt in the world. But those are just the official numbers released by the U.S. government. Simon Johnson, former chief economist for the International Monetary Fund believes the figure is closer to $1 trillion, while Eswar Prasad, a leading economist from Cornell University, places China’s ownership of U.S. debt at around $1.7 trillion—nearly two-thirds of all U.S. debt held by foreign entities!66

Keep in mind, China is controlled by some of the most dedicated Communists in the world. They are not “agrarian reformers” or “progressives” as our media tried to represent them a few years ago. They are a ruthless group of elite gangsters who have never wavered in their plan to use China as a military platform from which to conquer the world. The events of the next two decades—if indeed we have that long—will prove that point.

Of one thing we can be certain: China is not going to go away. We cannot fail to recognize that the present leaders of China are real threats to the world—and 1.3 billion people will not be denied! More important, John the Revelator saw them as players on the world scene in the end times.

Even so, the Bible has very little to say about China. In fact, what is said includes more than just China, for the term “kings from the east” really means “kings from the rising sun,” which would include Japan and possibly other Asian countries. As Dr. John Walvoord, considered the dean of prophecy scholars of the twentieth century, wrote of this expression:

 

There has been some tendency to take the expression “the kings of the east”—literally, “the kings of the sunrise”—as referring specifically to Japan where the rising sun is a symbol of its political power. However, it is more natural to consider the term “rising sun” as a synonym for east.67


Geographically, the Euphrates River, one of the first rivers mentioned in the Bible, has served for centuries as the natural dividing line between East and West. While Judaism and Christianity had an enormous impact on the world west of the Euphrates River, it had very little influence on the East. The story of missionary efforts in China during the eighteenth century is a heroic tale, but not nearly as successful as in other countries where the people were not so exposed to demons and spirits of devils. After more than one hundred years of courageous efforts, there are somewhere between 40 and 100 million Christians in China today. We all rejoice at this number of born-again souls, but that is only about 5 percent of the total Chinese population. Few countries boast of more continuous persecution of Christians than China—even today. There is a satanic struggle in the Orient today between the spiritual “powers of the air”—Satan against the Spirit of God.

When we were in Beijing, we secretly interviewed several Christians. They know what it is like to be persecuted and to live under the constant threat of persecution. Several of the Christians we talked with indicated they first heard the gospel over shortwave radio, through which the Spirit of God witnessed to their empty hearts. Several were former Buddhists, one a committed Communist. All admitted emptiness in their hearts prior to turning on the shortwave radio to hear gospel broadcasts out of Hong Kong. There is something satanic to the opposition to which Christians are subjected behind the Bamboo Curtain. We learned that the Chinese have two kinds of churches:

1. The approved (or mainline) churches that agree not to teach the forbidden doctrines of the inerrancy of Scripture and the second coming of Jesus Christ (two doctrines Satan has always opposed!).

2. The underground (or house) churches whose leaders teach the whole Bible, until they are discovered and imprisoned. It is in these house churches that thousands are coming to Christ each week.

Joseph Lam puts it in perspective:

 

In the West, we think of bomb-making instructions on the Internet as dangerous. Not to the dragon. To him, the “most dangerous” message on the Internet is the “Second Advent of Christ.” The soon return of Christ is the message the thought-police most want to censor out. In fact, in many areas the police are registering modems and even fax machines in order to keep the end-time message of Christ’s return from being circulated. You see, Chinese Christians believe passionately that Christ is coming again, not just someday—but “in this generation.” The dragon knows he must stop this Apostolic message of hope. If somehow he can stop these New Testament-style Bible studies, he knows he will cripple church growth in China.


 

The kingdom of God and the second coming of Christ are the rarest sermon topics preached in China’s government-controlled pulpits. . . . The dragon persecutes the house churches because he is terrified of the end-time gospel they preach. This message liberates the people from bondage to their control and so it has to be denounced as “anti-revolutionary” superstition.


• Christians are consistently forbidden the right to do any public evangelism of any kind. Private worship is reluctantly permitted, but gospel preaching is banned.

• Directives to the state-controlled churches warn pastors not to preach the message of Revelation.

• Pastors in congregations of the “Three Self Patriotic movement” skip liturgical readings about the second coming of Christ such as Hebrews 9:28 and Revelation 19 and 22:20-21.

• Sunday school teachers are not allowed to discuss the “Day of the Lord” predicted in both the Old and New Testaments.

• The Olivet Discourse, recorded in three of the four Gospels, is forbidden (it’s the most important outline of prophecy in Scripture).

• Many Chinese hymns of advent, missions, judgment, and the millennial reign of Christ are no longer sung in registered Chinese churches. Such music isn’t politically correct.

 

Nothing so upsets the dragon as the mention of Christ’s return, and nothing so comforts the Chinese church and missions.68


We could not help thinking that in America, where pastors have the freedom to preach anything they please, thousands of churches never hear that Second Coming message—not because they are forbidden by the government to preach it but because they were tricked by seminary professors into thinking it is “confusing” or “not relevant for today.” Satan uses different tactics in different cultures—anything that will produce silence on the blessed hope of Christ’s soon return. Why? Because there is no more spiritually motivating teaching in the Bible!

Instead, the master deceiver has damned the billions of souls of the peoples of the East with a succession of false religions. The dragon, the official symbol of China, overpowered its first settlers with the polytheism and pantheism common there today. Dr. Henry Morris writes of the Chinese:

 

For ages they have been dominated by religions (Buddhism, Confucianism, Hinduism and others) which are fundamentally evolutionary religions. That is, they all envision an eternal universe, with no concept of a transcendent, omnipotent, personal God who created all things. Their emphasis is solely on present behavior. To them history consists mostly of interminable cycles, without beginning or ending.


 

Associated with these pantheistic systems was (and is) always the worship of spirits. Whether these are understood as spirits of ancestors or as the spirits of trees and other natural objects, such worship is in reality worship of demons, or fallen angels. Such religions thus are also commonly associated with idolatry. This eastern religion—whatever specific form it may assume in a particular time or place—is essentially the same old worship of idols, which God’s prophets continually condemned. Comprising a monstrous complex of evolutionary, pantheistic, polytheistic, idolatrous, astrological, animistic humanism, it is merely a variant of the primeval religion introduced by Nimrod at Babel and promulgated throughout the world by the confusion of tongues and subsequent worldwide dispersion from Babel.


 

By its very nature, it lends itself to control of its devotees by demonic influence.69


Author Joseph Lam writes:

 

The Himalayan Mountains of Tibet and Nepal gave Lucifer the high ground he adores (Isaiah 14:13-14). He dwells in high places like the sacred mountains of Taishan in Shandong province. All his false temples are amazingly similar—reaching upward to heaven. Be it at the Tower of Babel, the pyramids of Egypt, the Inca copies of ancient Ziggurats in Mexico, Egypt, or the stupas of Burma—all exalt the concept of man and demons reaching upward. It is no surprise that so many forms of animism, demon worship, Hinduism, and Buddhism have been born in the Himalayan Mountains.70


It is not difficult to see how at the end of the Tribulation the master deceiver will easily deceive “the kings from the east” and their followers into making the long trek west to the Meggido Valley to do battle with the King of kings. Already steeped in pagan religions for centuries and currently controlled by humanistic Communists with an obsession for world conquest, their vision of spreading their might and culture over the entire world will make them easy targets for one last gigantic deception—Armageddon.

The rise of China as a dominant world force during the past few decades has enormous significance from a prophetic point of view. Many students of prophecy believe it signifies a trend that world geopolitical conditions are shaping up for the world’s last great conflict, described over nineteen hundred years ago by the Apostle John: “Then the sixth angel poured out his bowl on the great river Euphrates, and its water was dried up, so that the way of the kings from the east might be prepared” (Revelation 16:12, emphasis added).

The significance of the rise of China to become a principal player among the nations of the world was not lost on Dr. John Walvoord. He saw the prophetic significance of the Chinese rise to prominence back in 1967 when he wrote:

 

The fact that the rise of Asia has occurred in our twentieth century with so many rapid and unexpected developments is another evidence that the world is moving toward its final climax and the end of the times of the Gentiles. In Asia, as in other parts of the world, the stage is being set for the final drama in which the kings of the east will have their important part.71


If he were writing on that subject today, he might be inclined to say the curtain is about to rise. We are the first generation to witness the sleeping giant of China reach the potential of fulfilling this prophecy. No one doubts that unless something drastic and unforeseen occurs soon, China will gain control of most of the countries of the East, with whom she shares many religious and cultural similarities. It is realistic to believe that she could be led in these very days by her master, the dragon, “that old serpent, the devil,” to so rebel against God that she would actually join the armies of the world in opposition to the coming of Jesus Christ.

What is needed to bring her to that point? Very little! Merely the deceiving spirit forewarned by John the Revelator. She is almost there today and could gain control of the entire Orient in ten or twenty years. And remember, the events of Revelation 16:12 do not take place until seven years after the rise of Antichrist, which follows the Rapture of the church. More than enough time to be fulfilled—and just one more reason to believe Christ may return for His church in our generation.

7. The seventh bowl: The greatest earthquake in history (Revelation 16:17-21)

With the pouring out of this final bowl judgment, a voice from the heavenly temple cries out, “It is done!” But what a finish it is! The most severe earthquake the world has ever known “since men were on the earth” shakes the planet to its foundations, crumbling Babylon into three parts and leveling the cities of the world. Babylon is struck particularly hard, for it is “remembered before God, to give her the cup of the wine of the fierceness of His wrath” (verse 19). And that is not all! Enormous hailstones weighing about 135 pounds each rain out of the sky, striking men all over the planet. But do they repent? No. They “blasphemed God because of the plague of the hail, since that plague was exceedingly great” (verse 21).

And with that, the bowl judgments are over. With the cessation of this plague, only one significant event remains before the kingdom of Christ can be established. The most famous battle in history is about to be fought.
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The Glorious Appearing

 

 

On the border of the city, Carpathia stood exposed atop his personnel carrier, sword at his side, stared at by saints standing side by side. 


“You can see them now! Charge! Attack! Kill them!” 


But as his petrified, lethargic soldiers slowly turned back to the matter at hand, the brilliant multicolored cloud cover parted and rolled back like a scroll from horizon to horizon. Rayford found himself on his knees on the ground, hands and head lifted. 


Heaven opened and there, on a white horse, sat Jesus, the Christ, the Son of the living God.


 

Glorious Appearing, 203

 

Some news stories are so enormous that ordinary headlines and bold print just won’t cut it. For outsized events and cataclysmic happenings, newspapers for decades have resorted to what came to be known as “Second Coming type”—that is, a style and size of lettering that jumps off the page, grabs a reader by the throat, and demands, READ ME!

Second Coming type has been used to announce such major events as the Allied victory over Hitler, the end of World War II, and even (in one of the biggest blunders in American journalism history) Thomas Dewey’s “defeat” of Harry S. Truman in the 1948 presidential election.

But why give the name “Second Coming type” to the fonts used for such tremendous events? Why not just call it “Big News type” or “Major Event type” or “Can You Believe This? type”?

The reason, of course, is that there IS no bigger event than the second coming of Christ, and even the most irreligious journalist at the most liberal newspaper in the most ungodly city in the world knows it. Ironically, when He comes, Second Coming type will sit unused on the presses. Why? Because there will be no time left to put out a flash street edition to announce His return!

The Second Coming: The Cornerstone of Prophecy

At the second coming of Christ, Jesus will come back to this earth to judge His enemies, set up His kingdom, and rule over the earth for one thousand years.

Among the 318 New Testament predictions of Jesus’ return, the Holy Spirit used many terms to describe His second coming, from “the coming [again] of our Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Corinthians 1:7; 1 Thessalonians 3:13, KJV) to “coming . . . with great power and glory” (Mark 13:26) to our favorite, found in Titus 2:13, the “glorious appearing.” This latter term seems to us to best describe that magnificent event.

The Glorious Appearing will end the time of Satan’s deception of mankind and will usher in Christ’s kingdom of peace on earth. It is the very cornerstone of Bible prophecy and is one of the most loved and believed doctrines in the Bible, accepted by almost every denomination that still considers itself Christian. It is so much a part of the Christian faith that a recent Gallup poll commissioned by U.S. News and World Report indicated that 61 percent of the American people believe that Jesus Christ is physically coming back to this earth in the future—over 20 percent more than claim to be “born again.”

Belief in Christ’s second coming is much more prevalent among those who profess to be Bible-believing Christians because it is basic to our faith and has been a significant declaration of all official church councils since the third century. Only the doctrine of salvation is mentioned in Scripture more than is the Second Coming—and salvation is the only way to prepare for His coming.

How the Bible Views It

The most detailed description of the Second Coming was given by our Lord Himself in Matthew 24:

 

“For as the lightning comes from the east and flashes to the west, so also will the coming of the Son of Man be.” (verse 27)


 

“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.” (verses 29-31)


Notice several things about our Lord’s description of His return. First, it will be public, obvious, and not restricted to some little group. He says His coming will be like lightning that flashes from the east to the west—everybody will see it, and there will be no hiding it. Second, He says it will occur “immediately after” the Great Tribulation. Therefore we never have to check out someone’s claim that Christ has really appeared in the desert somewhere before that time, for the Lord Himself said He would return after the Tribulation, not before. Third, His return will be accompanied by “mourning” on the part of “all the tribes of the earth”—the mourning of sadness on the part of the Jewish nation, that it so long rejected Christ as Messiah (see Zechariah 12:10-12), as well as the mourning of despair on the part of the ungodly, who reject Him as King even as He appears in the sky.

Just before He was crucified, Jesus gave another thrilling description of His second coming. At His illegal trial before Caiaphas the high priest, false witness after false witness was brought forward to accuse Jesus of many things, but our Lord replied to none of the charges. A frustrated Caiaphas asked Jesus, “Do You answer nothing? What is it these men testify against You?” (Matthew 26:62). But still Jesus remained silent. Finally the high priest demanded, “I adjure You by the living God that you tell us if You are the Christ, the Son of God!” Jesus said to him, “It is as you said. Nevertheless, I say to you, hereafter you will see the Son of Man sitting at the right hand of the Power, and coming on the clouds of heaven” (26:63-64). Immediately Caiaphas tore his clothes (a way of signaling his horror) and exclaimed, “He has spoken blasphemy!” (26:65).

Now, why did Caiaphas claim that Jesus had spoken blasphemy? Because he and everyone else in the room instantly recognized Jesus’ claim to be the divine person described in Daniel 7:13-14:

 

I was watching in the night visions, and behold, One like the Son of Man, coming with the clouds of heaven! He came to the Ancient of Days, and they brought Him near before Him. Then to Him was given dominion and glory and a kingdom, that all peoples, nations, and languages should serve Him. His dominion is an everlasting dominion, which shall not pass away, and His kingdom the one which shall not be destroyed.


In His exchange with the high priest, Jesus was claiming to be Daniel’s “Son of Man”—that is, God in human flesh who would return to earth with the “clouds of heaven” to be worshiped and be given a kingdom that would never pass away. Neither Daniel nor Jesus had in mind here a mere “spiritual” coming, and if the disciples were at all confused on that point, their questions were erased the day the resurrected Christ was taken up into heaven. Luke writes that on that amazing day, Jesus “was taken up, and a cloud received Him out of their sight. And while they looked steadfastly toward heaven as He went up, behold, two men stood by them in white apparel, who also said, ‘Men of Galilee, why do you stand gazing up into heaven? This same Jesus, who was taken up from you into heaven, will so come in like manner as you saw Him go into heaven’” (Acts 1:9-11). The angels made it plain that our Lord would “come” in the same way the apostles saw Him “go”—physically, visibly, and with clouds. Interestingly, He will also “touch down” on the same mountain from which He left, the Mount of Olives. Zechariah 14:3-5 says,

 

Then shall the Lord go forth, and fight against those nations, as when he fought in the day of battle.


 

And his feet shall stand in that day upon the mount of Olives, which is before Jerusalem on the east, and the mount of Olives shall cleave in the midst thereof toward the east and toward the west, and there shall be a very great valley; and half of the mountain shall remove toward the north, and half of it toward the south. 


 

And ye shall flee to the valley of the mountains; for the valley of the mountains shall reach unto Azal; yea, ye shall flee, like as ye fled from before the earthquake in the days of Uzziah king of Judah: and the Lord my God shall come, and all the saints with thee. (kjv)


When Jesus returns to our planet, His feet will touch down on the Mount of Olives, and it will split in two. Geological reports indicate there is a fault under the Mount; the touch of our Lord’s feet upon the ground will cause that fault to split the mountain wide open, yet another powerful announcement of His coming.

But what of His “fight against those nations”? The apostle John gives dramatic details of this one-of-a-kind future event in Revelation 19:11-21:

 

I saw heaven standing open and there before me was a white horse, whose rider is called Faithful and True. With justice he judges and makes war. His eyes are like blazing fire, and on his head are many crowns. He has a name written on him that no one knows but he himself. He is dressed in a robe dipped in blood, and his name is the Word of God. The armies of heaven were following him, riding on white horses and dressed in fine linen, white and clean. Out of his mouth comes a sharp sword with which to strike down the nations. “He will rule them with an iron scepter.” He treads the winepress of the fury of the wrath of God Almighty. On his robe and on his thigh he has this name written: King of kings and Lord of lords.


 

And I saw an angel standing in the sun, who cried in a loud voice to all the birds flying in midair, “Come, gather together for the great supper of God, so that you may eat the flesh of kings, generals, and mighty men, of horses and their riders, and the flesh of all people, free and slave, small and great.”


 

Then I saw the beast and the kings of the earth and their armies gathered together to make war against the rider on the horse and his army. But the beast was captured, and with him the false prophet who had performed the miraculous signs on his behalf. With these signs he had deluded those who had received the mark of the beast and worshiped his image. The two of them were thrown alive into the fiery lake of burning sulfur. The rest of them were killed with the sword that came out of the mouth of the rider on the horse, and all the birds gorged themselves on their flesh. (niv)


John here calls Jesus a righteous Judge, a righteous Warrior, and a righteous King. He is accompanied by the armies of heaven—but they are dressed as no other army in history. Usually soldiers are clothed in camouflage fatigues, but here they are all in white, symbolizing both their purity and Jesus’ unconcern that their “uniforms” would be soiled. There is no fear of this, for they will not lift a finger in the battle to come; Jesus will accomplish all by the power of His almighty word.

John saw in this vision the most famous engagement in history, the battle of Armageddon. The Antichrist and the false prophet and all the godless armies of the world will gather there to fight each other, but when they see Christ “coming on the clouds of heaven,” they will turn their feeble weapons against the King of kings and Lord of lords. The word battle in this text really means “campaign” or “war,” and several other Bible passages indicate that the “battle of that great day of God Almighty” (Revelation 16:14) actually consists of at least four “campaigns” and spreads over almost all the land of Palestine:

1. The Lord first goes to Edom to rescue Israel from the hand of the Antichrist; here He soils His clothing in the blood of His enemies (Isaiah 63:1-6).

2. The Lord then goes to the Valley of Megiddo, where He defeats many of the armies of the world (Revelation 16:12-16).

3. Next the Lord defeats most of the remainder of the world’s evil forces in the Valley of Jehoshaphat (Joel 3:1-2, 9-17; Revelation 14:14-20).

4. Last, the Lord will come to Jerusalem to defeat the advance guard of the Antichrist, who will attempt to wipe out the Holy City (Zechariah 12:1-9; Revelation 16:17-21).

On the great day of His return, Christ will defeat all His enemies, capture alive the Antichrist and the false prophet, and cast them into the lake of fire, where they will be tormented day and night forever and ever (Revelation 20:1-3). The birds of the air and the beasts of the field will feast on the corpses of the slain, and no one who resists Christ will remain alive.

When you read those passages, you can understand why Paul called the return of Christ to earth the “Glorious Appearing” and why we prefer that title to all others! Yet even that designation does not adequately describe this most magnificent happening in human history, for it will change the course of this world forever.

Different from the First

During His first coming our Lord endured persecution, mockery, rejection, and physical abuse, leading up to His crucifixion. He purposely humbled Himself and made Himself a human servant so that He could taste death for all human beings. In His first coming He made himself “lower than the angels” (Hebrews 2:7). Even so, He was more than a mere man, for He was God in human flesh. And though He had supernatural powers, He permitted himself to be persecuted, rejected, abused, and finally crucified, so He could become “the sin bearer” of God and thus save the world.

His Glorious Appearing will be a much different story, for then He will come in “power and great glory.” He will never come in weakness again! All men will bow before Him; He will be “the King of kings” and “Lord of lords,” and “every tongue will confess that He is Lord” (see Philippians 2:11)! All the angels and even Satan himself will be subject to His authority.

The Bible gives many incredible details of that Glorious Appearing—and all 318 predictions must be analyzed to fully understand this awesome event that we believe may well take place in the early part of the twenty-first century.

 

The Glorious Appearing

 

[image: images/chart2.jpg]
 

The world will never be the same after Jesus’ glorious appearing! After he destroys the armies of the Antichrist on the mountains of Israel, He will chain Satan in the bottomless pit for the duration of the Millennium, judge the nations of the world according to the way they have treated His chosen people (Matthew 25), and finally usher in a time of peace that men and women of goodwill have yearned for throughout the centuries.

The Marriage Supper of the Lamb

The church will already have enjoyed a taste of that kingdom to come at what the Bible calls “the marriage supper of the Lamb,” described in Revelation 19:7-10. After the Rapture and following the judgment seat of Christ, where the members of the church will be rewarded for their faithful service (see 1 Corinthians 3:10-15; 2 Corinthians 5:10), a marriage will take place. The church (“the bride of Christ”) and our Lord Jesus Christ will be officially married in heaven. While the earth is suffering through the last throes of the Tribulation, the church will enjoy a heavenly wedding. And then a feast!

Revelation 19:9 says, “Then he said to me, ‘Write: “Blessed are those who are called to the marriage supper of the Lamb!”’ And he said to me, ‘These are the true sayings of God.’”

Who are these guests invited to the marriage supper of the Lamb? Not the members of the church, for they are the bride. We get one clue from John 3:29, where John the Baptist identified himself as a “friend of the bridegroom.” We believe the guests will be faithful Old Testament saints, including those who died or were martyred in the Tribulation. All these will glory in what God has done through Christ in bringing to Himself a people for His name.

Even So, Come Quickly

The apostle John ends the book of Revelation with several pointed reminders of Christ’s return:

 

“Behold, I am coming quickly!” (22:7)


 

“And behold, I am coming quickly, and My reward is with Me, to give to every one according to his work.” (22:12)


 

“Surely I am coming quickly.” (22:20)


Friends, He is coming again, and He will do so quickly! Are you ready? John was, so he could write with gladness, “And the Spirit and the bride say, ‘Come!’ And let him who hears say, ‘Come!’” (22:17). But he wasn’t content to leave it at that. He knew some might be reading his book who weren’t ready for the Lord’s return. So to them he writes, “And let him who thirsts come. And whoever desires, let him take the water of life freely” (22:17).

Are you thirsty? Then come to Christ, so that you will be ready for Him when He comes. Do you desire to quench your thirst at the great fountain of God? Then come and take that water “freely.” Drink deeply of His cool, refreshing waters. Cast yourself wholly upon His grace, and ask Jesus to satisfy your soul.

Then you, too, will be ready to say with John, “Even so, come, Lord Jesus!”
  


16

 

The Millennium

 

 

“If we somehow make it through the seven terrible years, especially the last half, the Glorious Appearing will be all that more glorious. Christ will come back to set up his thousand-year reign on earth.”


“The Millennium.”


“Exactly.”


 

Left Behind, 309

 

When the United Nations was established by charter on October 24, 1945, the leaders of the world hoped it would help to end the kinds of wars that had so recently devastated the planet. They were so hopeful that they had the following words of the Old Testament prophets inscribed on their building in New York:

 

They shall beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears into pruning hooks; nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any more (Isaiah 2:4 and Micah 4:3).


Great idea, bad timing. Despite more than sixty-five years of effort, the UN has not been able to teach the nations to beat their swords into plowshares nor their spears into pruning hooks. Nation has lifted up sword against nation, and they continue to eagerly learn war.

So were the prophets deceived? Mistaken? Did they somehow get the wrong message?

No, there’s nothing wrong with the message. The problem is that neither the United Nations nor any other merely human organization will be able to bring in the peace envisioned by Isaiah and Micah. That peace will come only when the Prince of Peace, Jesus Christ, returns to this world to establish His kingdom of peace. Then and only then will the kingdom of harmony foreseen by the prophets take shape.

Jesus Christ is the only one who has been given the authority to bring such a kingdom into being—and He is the only one who has the power to enforce that peace from the first day and throughout eternity. His coming kingdom will truly be the utopia that has eluded mankind since the Fall. It will be a time of peace, righteousness, prosperity, and conversion and will abundantly fulfill all that the prophets have said about it.

Satan Chained in the Pit

Before such a kingdom can begin, however, the one who has for long ages caused so much devilish mischief must be put out of commission. And that is exactly what happens immediately after the glorious appearing of Jesus Christ. The apostle John tells us that an angel will descend from heaven with “the key to the bottomless pit and a great chain in his hand.” This mighty angel will lay hold of Satan, bind him with the chain, cast him into the bottomless pit, imprison him there, and place a seal over his jail cell “so that he should deceive the nations no more” (Revelation 20:1-3).

Can you imagine what the world would be like without the deceiver around to whisper his lies into susceptible human ears? What would life be like if the tempter were not skulking nearby to prod us into this or that sin? How much would our lives improve if the accuser were not present to cast his accusations in our faces? Gone would be counterfeit truths, counterfeit promises, counterfeit angels, counterfeit gods! What a world that would be!

And that will be the world of the Millennium.

How Long Will It Last?

We are not left in doubt about the duration of the kingdom age, for Revelation 20 mentions six times that it is to last for “one thousand years”—a millennium (from the Latin, mille = thousand and annum = year). One thousand years of peace on earth!

Hundreds of verses throughout the Bible describe different aspects of Christ’s coming kingdom—far too many to consider here. But to gain some understanding of the basic outlines of the Millennium, let’s briefly look at a few passages from both Testaments. Daniel 2:44 says:

 

The God of heaven will set up a kingdom which shall never be destroyed; and the kingdom shall not be left to other people; it shall break in pieces and consume all these kingdoms, and it shall stand forever.


Just before this, Daniel had seen a golden image, representing the four world kingdoms to come, smashed into nothingness by “a stone . . . cut out without hands” (Daniel 2:34). This stone was none other than the coming kingdom. And who will lead this kingdom? Psalm 2 gives the answer. That passage has long been known as a “messianic psalm,” that is, a prediction about the Messiah. The Lord says to His Son in this psalm:

 

Ask of Me, and I will give You the nations for Your inheritance, and the ends of the earth for Your possession. You shall break them with a rod of iron; you shall dash them in pieces like a potter’s vessel. (2:8-9)


In the book of Revelation the apostle John has this text in mind at least three times, first when he reports the words of Jesus to the one “who overcomes”: “‘He shall rule them with a rod of iron; they shall be dashed to pieces like the potter’s vessels’—as I also have received from My Father” (Revelation 2:27). In 12:5 John speaks of a “male Child who was to rule all nations with a rod of iron,” who “was caught up to God and to His throne”—an obvious allusion to Jesus. And last the apostle pictures Jesus on a white horse coming to conquer His enemies and says of Him, “He Himself will rule them with a rod of iron” (19:15).

The astonishing thing is that Jesus will invite His people to rule His kingdom with Him. That is the message of Revelation 2:27 just quoted, and that is the message of Daniel 7: “A judgment was made in favor of the saints of the Most High, and the time came for the saints to possess the kingdom. . . . Then the kingdom and dominion, and the greatness of the kingdoms under the whole heaven, shall be given to the people, the saints of the Most High. His kingdom is an everlasting kingdom, and all dominions shall serve and obey Him” (verses 22, 27). And John says:

 

And I saw thrones, and they sat on them, and judgment was committed to them. And I saw the souls of those who had been beheaded for their witness to Jesus and for the word of God, who had not worshiped the beast or his image, and had not received his mark on their foreheads or on their hands. And they lived and reigned with Christ for a thousand years. . . . Blessed and holy is he who has part in the first resurrection. Over such the second death has no power, but they shall be priests of God and of Christ, and shall reign with Him a thousand years. (Revelation 20:4, 6)


No wonder our Savior is called “King of kings and Lord of lords”!

Three Competing Views

Not every Christian believes that Jesus Christ will literally return to this earth to set up a kingdom of peace and security that will last for a thousand years. At least two other views of the Millennium have arisen over the centuries.

Amillennialism is the belief that there is no future Millennium but that prophecy will be fulfilled in eternity. This belief crept into the church after Augustine introduced the practice of spiritualizing and allegorizing Scripture, which opened the door to many pagan doctrines and practices and helped to plunge the Western world into the Dark Ages for over eleven hundred years. Times were dark because people had little access to or knowledge of the Scriptures; consequently they lost the hope of Christ’s second coming.

Postmillennialism is the notion that the church will evangelize this world, making it progressively better until it finally ushers in the kingdom. This belief was popularized by a seventeenth-century Anglican named Daniel Whitby. Since then it has waxed and waned in popularity according to the times. After the barbarities of World War I the doctrine suffered a sharp decline, and the catastrophe of World War II nearly finished it off. Today only a few groups still cling to the position, including those known as Reconstructionists. But the savagery of the twentieth century makes it difficult to maintain postmillennialism today.

Generally speaking, whenever people have taken the Bible at face value and interpreted it as it reads, they believe the second coming of Christ is scheduled before the Millennium unfolds; thus they are called premillennialists.


From the days of the apostles into the fourth century, the early church held to the premillennial view of future events. Before John wrote Revelation, his followers understood that Christ would establish His kingdom on this earth when He returned. In Matthew 24 our Lord’s disciples asked a question that merged His coming with “the end of the age,” indicating that Jews at that time expected their Messiah to set up His kingdom when He came. Since the first century church was predominantly Jewish, early on its members also merged Christ’s coming with the establishment of His kingdom.

The following chart will illustrate:

 

Early Church Pre-Millennial View

 

[image: images/chart1.jpg]
 

It is that King and kingdom that will reign over the earth for a thousand years, bringing in the peace that the prophets Isaiah and Micah so eloquently predicted thousands of years ago.

A Staggering Population

So many prophecies exist about the Millennium that we can only skim the surface here even in outline form. What will that kingdom be like?

Zechariah 14 tells us that Jerusalem will be the capital of the kingdom and that the world’s peoples will regularly journey there to worship the king. The last two chapters of Isaiah tell us that major changes in the earth’s climate, geography, flora, and fauna will occur. Of the latter change Isaiah says, “The wolf and the lamb shall feed together, the lion shall eat straw like the ox, and dust shall be the serpent’s food. They shall not hurt nor destroy in all My holy mountain, says the Lord” (Isaiah 65:25). Isaiah also predicts that God will create “new heavens and a new earth”—a topic about which the apostle Peter gives us some details:

 

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 Peter 3:10)


According to both Isaiah and the apostle John, the population of the earth will mushroom during this thousand years of peace and safety. Isaiah 65:20 says, “No more shall an infant from there live but a few days, nor an old man who has not fulfilled his days; for the child shall die one hundred years old, but the sinner being one hundred years old shall be accursed.”

We believe this means that believers will live throughout the entire period but that the unregenerate will be given one hundred years to repent and accept Christ as their Lord; if they refuse to do so, they will die. This will result in an enormous population by the end of the Millennium, the vast majority of whom will be saved. In fact, we believe that because of the Millennium, there may be more people in heaven than in hell.

And so God will once more show His amazing grace in yet another breathtaking way!

Jesus Wins!

The story is told of a humble Bible-believing custodian of a liberal seminary who was waiting for the students to finish a pickup basketball game so he could dust the gym floor. While the custodian was reading his Bible, one of these future ministers saw him and asked what he was reading. “Revelation,” he replied. The young man, who evidently didn’t believe anyone could understand prophecy—particularly a man who had never graduated from high school—asked, “Do you understand what you are reading?”

“I sure do!” the man replied.

Surprised at his answer, the seminarian asked, “What does it say?”

With a triumphant smile, the custodian declared, “Jesus wins!”

That is the premillennial message of all prophecy, especially the book of Revelation: “Jesus wins!” And we win with Him!
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The Last Rebellion

 

There is a reason that the study of prophecy is often called the examination of “last things.” When we peer into the future through the lens of God’s prophetic glasses, we see how events and movements and groups will “turn out” in the end. And while we like to focus on the attractive part of “last things,” not everything that’s called “last” is good.

So it is with the last rebellion.

The Answer to a Long Debate

For many years a debate has raged over what has the most influence on the behavior of human beings, “nurture” or “nature.” Are human beings born basically good, only to have their environment corrupt them? Or are they born with a grave spiritual defect that no amount of good environment can cure?

Despite the Bible’s many pronouncements about the corrupt nature of mankind since the Fall, many “experts” have claimed that human beings are basically good; the problem, they say, is that the human environment has been corrupted. If men and women lived in an environment free of such corrupting influences, they claim, such individuals would always display their inherent good nature.

The Millennium decisively proves the bankruptcy of such an unbiblical idea.

As astonishing as it may seem, Scripture teaches that when the thousand years of the Millennium have run their course, the unredeemed human beings alive at that time will rebel against His lordship and even try to attack His capital. John describes the troubling scene like this:

 

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, Gog and Magog, to gather them together to battle, whose number is as the sand of the sea. They went up on the breadth of the earth and surrounded the camp of the saints and the beloved city. (Revelation 20:7-9)


All it takes for the wicked hearts of the unredeemed to be exposed is the release of the deceiver from his thousand-year imprisonment. To that point millions of men and women probably will have concealed their true spiritual allegiance from public view. But when the devil is released, the desperate wickedness of their hearts suddenly becomes obvious. We believe this rebellion will be essentially a youth movement, since people in the Millennium will be given a hundred years to make their decision for the Savior. That means that everyone in this army will have to be under a hundred years old—and still their forces will be “as the sand of the sea”! Once again this points to the enormous population on earth by the end of the Millennium.

John tells us these young rebels will be deceived by the devil into believing that they can actually attack and overthrow the King of kings and Lord of lords. . . . But their deception will not last long. They will muster their forces from one corner of the globe to the other and will march on Jerusalem, where they will “surround the camp of the saints and the beloved city.”

But there will be no battle. No call to arms. No defensive strategy or late-night negotiations or propaganda campaign or deploying of gigaton nuclear weapons.

There will, however, be massive destruction: “And fire came down from God out of heaven and devoured them” (Revelation 20:9).

And that’s it. In a ball of celestial flame, the rebellion is over. There will be no repeat of the plagues of the Tribulation nor of the judgments of the Great Tribulation. Once and for all, human rebellion will have been wiped out of existence.

And once and for all, it will be crystal clear to a watching universe that the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ is absolutely essential for making the unrighteous human heart into a receptacle of God’s holiness. The Millennium will prove that even the best of conditions—a thousand years of peace, prosperity, safety, long life, health, abundance—cannot change the wickedness of the unredeemed human heart. Only the Lord Jesus Christ can do that!

We believe that God may allow this final rebellion to go this far, and no further, to showcase one last time the centrality of the cross. The Millennium will make it clear that the only way for men and women to be made righteous is to put their trust in the Christ of Calvary, who shed His blood for their sins. And so the long argument of “nature” vs. “nurture” will be conclusively answered—to the glory of God and His Son, Jesus Christ!

The End . . . of the Beginning

With the obliteration of this final rebellion, God seizes Satan and throws him into the lake of fire and brimstone “where the beast and the false prophet are. And they will be tormented day and night forever and ever” (Revelation 20:10). This verse alone should give pause to those who think that eventually everyone will be saved. They will not! Jesus Himself spoke of a sin that would not be forgiven “either in this age or in the age to come” (Matthew 12:32), and this unholy trinity serves to illustrate the eternal fate of those who refuse to bow the knee before the Savior.

 

The History of Man and God’s Plan for His Future
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And so end both the final rebels against God and the first rebel who deceived them. Next on God’s prophetic calendar: the final judgment at the great white throne.
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The Great White Throne Judgment

 

If you had to vote for the most awesome passage in the Bible, what passage would you choose? Before you answer, consider that “awe” is defined as “an overwhelming feeling of reverence, admiration, fear, etc., produced by that which is grand, sublime, extremely powerful, or the like . . . fear or dread.” What passage would you name as the most awesome in the Scriptures?

I know what passage would get my vote. Revelation 20:11-15 never fails to make my skin tingle and my heart beat a little faster:

 

Then I saw a great white throne and Him who sat on it, from whose face the earth and the heaven fled away. And there was found no place for them. 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.


This awesome passage describes the final judgment of unredeemed mankind. While the martyred Tribulation saints had been resurrected just before the Millennium, and Christians were resurrected at the Rapture, Revelation 20:5 tells us that “the rest of the dead did not live again until the thousand years were finished.” Now is their time.

John includes all the unsaved in this passage, for he speaks of the “small” and the “great,” of the dead who were in the sea and those who were in Death (the grave) and Hades (the place of torment)—that is, every unsaved person who ever lived. They will all be resurrected in order to stand for judgment before God at the great white throne.

The Books Are Opened

John speaks of “books” being opened and of “another book” being opened. He tells us that “the dead were judged . . . by the things which were written in the books. . . . They were judged, each one according to his works” (20:12-13).

These statements immediately call our attention back to the words of the Lord Jesus: “What you have said in the dark will be heard in the daylight, and what you have whispered in the ear in the inner rooms will be proclaimed from the roofs” (Luke 12:3, NIV). And “There is nothing hidden that will not be disclosed, and nothing concealed that will not be known or brought out into the open” (Luke 8:17, NIV).

We also remember Ecclesiastes 12:14, which promises, “God shall bring every work into judgment, with every secret thing, whether it be good, or whether it be evil” (KJV), as well as Romans 2:5-6, where Paul speaks of the day of God’s wrath “when his righteous judgment will be revealed. God will give to each person according to what he has done” (NIV).

It is a fearful thing even to imagine standing before God, “from whose face the earth and the heaven fled away” (Revelation 20:11), and have nothing but your own wicked works to show for the time on earth the Almighty had given you. I have often heard the ungodly boast that on the Day of Judgment they would demand that God justify Himself for the wrongs of the world, but this is sheer, wicked fantasy. It will never happen. If beloved Daniel collapsed in fear and utter weakness when he saw a vision of a heavenly being (and those with him did not even see it but still hid themselves in terror, Daniel 10:4-8); if the apostle John fell like a dead man when he saw a vision of the resurrected Christ (Revelation 1:10-17); if righteous Job, who had been demanding an audience with God, would say, “I have heard of You by the hearing of the ear, but now my eye sees You. Therefore I abhor myself, and repent in dust and ashes” when his demand was met (Job 42:5-6)—then what madness is this for the wicked to imagine they will justify themselves before God on the day they stand before Him at the great white throne!

No, on that day the words of Paul the apostle will come true: “Now we know that whatever the law says, it says to those who are under the law, so that every mouth may be silenced and the whole world held accountable to God” (Romans 3:19, NIV). The final word, of course, will be God’s.

After these unsaved men and women are judged from the books of their works, another book is opened, the Book of Life. The New Testament refers to this book eight times, while three times the Old Testament mentions a book in which names are written. John says that “anyone not found written in the Book of Life was cast into the lake of fire” (Revelation 20:15). And so their story ends.

When this is completed, only one last event is scheduled for the Great White Throne Judgment. John writes, “Then Death and Hades were cast into the lake of fire. This is the second death” (Revelation 20:14). In this way the glorious words of the apostle Paul will be fulfilled: “The last enemy that will be destroyed is death” (1 Corinthians 15:26).

Awesome Is the Word

It probably is not humanly possible to meditate on these awesome truths for extended periods of time. Who can long ponder the lake of fire, an eternal place of torment, millions of unredeemed souls, a divine Person “from whose face the earth and the heaven fled away,” or fearsome books of judgment that seal the fate of the unsaved?

And yet our Lord tells us of these awesome events. Why? To give us every opportunity to escape the terrible judgment to come. Remember, no believer in Christ will stand before God at the great white throne. That terrible spot is reserved for those who have rejected Christ as Savior, who have decided to crown themselves king, and who have refused to accept Jesus Christ as their true Lord.

Do not make that terrible mistake! Instead, place your faith in the Lord Jesus and ask Him to forgive your sins; then you will be ready “to stand before the Son of Man” (Luke 21:36) at the judgment seat of Christ.

One thing is sure: You will stand in one place or the other. Hell or heaven. Make sure it’s the latter!
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The Eternal State

 

How do you describe eternity? How can you begin to picture an unending moment of happiness and contentment and joy in the presence of an eternally smiling God? When some bright youngsters were asked that question recently, here’s what they said:72

 

The best part of heaven is the party Jesus is going to give us. Lots of babies will be in heaven. If we need our dolls in heaven, Jesus will have them there.


Micah Leake, age 3


 

There are roads of gold, gates of pearl, and after you have walked through the gates of pearl, I think you might see a humongous throne. I think the throne is made out of bricks of gold and outlined with pearls, decorated with emeralds—maybe even rubies! I don’t know if I’m right, but I do know you will have to have bare feet.


Emily Edwards, age 7


 

I think heaven would have fences in it with strawberries. David who fighted Goliath would be there too. I think heaven would have blueberries and gold in it. Old people will be there and God’s angels. There also will be a big, big feast that keeps everybody full.


Andrew Edwards, age 3


 

Heaven will be like living in the clouds with Christ and you can roller-blade on streets of gold. Peter will give you fishing lessons. We’ll all be able to fly. We’ll play tag in the sky. The trees will be made of gold and the leaves of silver. My point is, heaven is going to be wonderful!


Isaac Allen Jones, age 11


Yes, heaven is going to be wonderful (and who can tell about the strawberries?). We get our most expansive peek into what heaven will be like in Revelation 21–22, but other amazing hints and glimpses can also be found throughout the Scriptures.

For our purposes here, let’s focus on a few of the highlights. For a more thorough exploration of what the Bible says about heaven, I suggest you refer to my book Revelation Unveiled or one of several other books on heaven, such as Randy Alcorn’s Heaven.

The Splendor of Heaven

The apostle John sets the stage for our contemplations of heaven in the first part of Revelation 21:

 

Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and there was no longer any sea. I saw the Holy City, the new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride beautifully dressed for her husband. And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “Now the dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them. They will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be their God. He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away.” (verses 1-4, niv)


What a place God has prepared for us from before the foundation of the world! John spotlights for us the best part of any description of eternity when he writes that a loud voice from the throne of God shouts, “Now the dwelling of God is with men, and he will live with them. They will be his people, and God himself will be with them and be their God.”

What a wonder this will be—to continually see God’s face (Revelation 22:4) and to walk in the light of His presence (21:23; 22:5)! No wonder John tells us there is no temple in heaven (21:22), for as Paul wrote, who hopes for what one already has (see Romans 8:24)? What need could you have for a temple when everywhere you go is God?

But a temple is not the only thing missing in heaven. What else does it lack? Consider the following short list:

• no more sea (21:1)

• no more tears, death, sorrow, crying, or pain (21:4)

• no more sinners (21:8)

• no more fear (21:12)

• no more sun or moon (21:23)

• no more night (21:25)

• no more sin or evil (21:27)

• no more disease or injuries (22:2)

• no more curse (22:3)

It would be enough to call this place “heaven” just from that list of what it lacks. But that wouldn’t tell the half of the story! Now consider some of the remarkable features eternity will boast:

• unending fellowship with God (21:3, 7, 22)

• unending newness (21:5)

• unending water of life (21:6; 22:1)

• unimaginable beauty (21:11, 21)

• uncompromised security (21:12)

• unbroken unity between believers (21:12, 14)

• unlimited holiness (21:16)

• unparalleled size (21:16)

• untold wealth (21:18-21)

• unending light (21:23; 22:5)

• unrestricted access (21:25)

• unending fruit from the tree of life (22:2)

• unceasing service to God (22:3)

• unending reign (22:5)

Beyond these thrilling descriptions from the book of Revelation, we know from other Bible texts that heaven will be a place of:

• rest (Hebrews 4:1-11; Revelation 14:13)

• full knowledge (1 Corinthians 13:12)

• holiness (Hebrews 12:14; Ephesians 2:21)

• joy (1 Thessalonians 2:19; Jude 1:24)

• glory (2 Corinthians 4:17)

• worship (Revelation 7:9-12; 19:10)

With all that heaven and eternity have to offer, it is hard to see why anyone would deliberately choose to miss it. Yet many will, according to Revelation 21:8, 27 and 22:11, 15. Make sure you’re not one of them!

We Can Hardly Wait!

God has prepared a place for His children that is beyond their wildest imaginations. John the apostle and the other Bible writers could only hint at its true wonder, for the only way to fully appreciate the place will be to experience it personally. That’s exactly what eleven-year-old Heather Knepper wants to remind all of us:

 

Heaven will be the greatest place ever, but mainly because Jesus will be there. To get to this great place, though, you must believe in Christ our Lord.73
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Satan, the Dragon

 

 

Buck had never been so close to the prophets and had to resist the urge to touch them. “Show thyself not to thine enemy,” Eli said. “Be sober, be vigilant; because your adversary the devil, as a roaring lion, walketh about, seeking whom he may devour.”


Buck could not speak. He tried to nod, to indicate he had heard and understood, but he could not move. Moishe leaned between him and Eli and added, “Whom resist stedfast in the faith.”


 

Apollyon, 191

 

You’ve probably seen the television ads, perhaps in a commercial for a national sandwich chain. A young man seems torn between two options, one good for him, the other bad. On one shoulder stands a tiny being in white, complete with wings and halo, who urges the young man to make a healthy decision. On the other shoulder stands a tiny being in red, complete with horns and pitchfork, who urges the young man to cast off restraint and choose a greasy alternative.

In the minds of the ad’s creators, you’ve just witnessed another round in the conflict of the ages: good vs. evil, angels vs. Satan. According to this view, Satan is not much more than a mischievous imp, an almost cuddly little fellow who tempts us with chocolates and fatty foods.

Really?

The real Satan, the devil of the Bible, is far more than that. The Word of God tells us he is an immensely powerful, unutterably malevolent spirit being who lives to murder and deceive mankind. He will do everything he can to usurp the worship and glory that belong to God alone—and we do mean “everything.”

The Original Sinner

Satan is the original sinner. Although he was created as “the anointed cherub who covers” (Ezekiel 28:14), perfect in beauty and enormous in power and wisdom, at some point he despised his position as next to God and lusted after the place of God Himself. The prophet Ezekiel writes, “Your heart was lifted up because of your beauty; you corrupted your wisdom for the sake of your splendor; I [the Lord] cast you to the ground” (Ezekiel 28:17). Isaiah further explains, “How you are fallen from heaven, O Lucifer, son of the morning! How you are cut down to the ground, you who weakened the nations! For you have said in your heart: ‘I will ascend into heaven, I will exalt my throne above the stars of God; I will also sit on the mount of the congregation on the farthest sides of the north; I will ascend above the heights of the clouds, I will be like the Most High’” (Isaiah 14:12-14).

Much of the horror of the Tribulation directly results from the devil’s desire to supplant God and to be worshiped as God. Satan is the guiding force behind the pagan religions of the world, as the apostle Paul makes clear: “The sacrifices of pagans are offered to demons, not to God” (1 Corinthians 10:20, NIV). The devil made it clear that his ultimate goal is to be worshiped when he said to Jesus in the wilderness, “All these things [the kingdoms of the world] I will give You if You will fall down and worship me”—to which our Lord responded, “Away with you, Satan! For it is written, ‘You shall worship the Lord your God, and Him only you shall serve’” (Matthew 4:9-10).

Jesus called Satan a “liar and the father of lies” in whom is no truth, and a “murderer from the beginning” (John 8:44). The writer of Hebrews says the devil holds “the power of death” (2:14) while the apostle Peter says, “Your enemy the devil prowls around like a roaring lion looking for someone to devour” (1 Peter 5:8, NIV). John warned the church at Smyrna that “the devil is about to throw some of you into prison, that you may be tested, and you will have tribulation ten days” (Revelation 2:10) and commended the church at Pergamum because they held “fast to My name, and did not deny My faith even in the days in which Antipas was My faithful martyr, who was killed among you, where Satan dwells” (Revelation 2:13).

We learn a great deal about the nature and activities of Satan by looking at his various names as they appear in Revelation chapter 12. He is called:

• A “great red dragon” (verse 3, KJV). He is red because he is the motivating force behind much of the world’s bloodshed. He is a dragon because he is a vicious destroyer.

• An “old serpent” (verse 9, KJV). This name alludes to his first appearance in the Bible in Genesis 3, when he tempted Eve in the Garden of Eden, leading directly to the fall of man.

• The “Devil” (verse 9). This name means “slanderer” or “accuser,” as in verse 10, where he is called “the accuser of our brethren, who accused them before our God day and night.”

• Satan (verse 9). This name means “adversary,” the enemy of all God’s people.

In other portions of Scripture Satan is called “the prince of the power of the air” (Ephesians 2:2) and “the ruler of this world” (John 14:30). Paul tells us Satan can disguise himself “as an angel of light” (2 Corinthians 11:14, NIV) and warns us to “put on the whole armor of God, that you may be able to stand against the wiles of the devil” (Ephesians 6:11).

When you take all these descriptions together, you learn that our adversary is a brutally strong, immensely intelligent spirit being who every moment is consumed by intense hatred for God and all that belongs to Him. And yet He is not God’s rival! The Bible has no place for the eastern idea of two opposite but equal forces in the world, one good and one bad. Although Satan was created as the pinnacle of all God’s works, he is still infinitely below God Almighty. And although human history has been a contest between the forces of good led by God and the forces of evil led by Satan, there has never been any doubt about how it will all turn out. And if you have any doubt about that, read what Revelation 12 has to say:

 

And another sign appeared in heaven: behold, a great, fiery red dragon having seven heads and ten horns, and seven diadems on his heads. His tail drew a third of the stars of heaven and threw them to the earth. (Revelation 12:3-4)


The seven heads described here probably refer to the seven heads of the Roman government, the epitome of human evil, that would appear through history. Five emperors had come and gone by the apostle John’s time; one ruled during his time; and the seventh represents the Antichrist to come. The ten horns symbolize the ten kings at the time of the end who would rule the world under Antichrist.

When John tells us that the devil’s tail drew a third of the stars of heaven and threw them to earth, he is probably describing the original demonic uprising against God. Satan somehow managed to convince a third of all God’s angels to join him in his rebellion; these beings we now call “demons” or “fallen angels.” They serve Satan and play an important role in the judgments of the Tribulation.

We are given a glimpse into the future of the devil and his evil forces starting in verse 7:

 

And war broke out in heaven: Michael and his angels fought against the dragon; and the dragon and his angels fought, but they did not prevail, nor was a place found for them in heaven any longer. So the great dragon was cast out, that serpent of old, called the Devil and Satan, who deceives the whole world; he was cast to the earth, and his angels were cast out with him. Then I heard a loud voice saying in heaven, “Now salvation, and strength, and the kingdom of our God, and the power of His Christ have come, for the accuser of our brethren, who accused them before our God day and night, has been cast down. . . . 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.” (Revelation 12:7-10, 12)


John tells us that even as tribulation breaks out on the earth below, a cosmic battle breaks out in heaven above. In a desperate attempt to overthrow God’s throne, the devil and his angels make war on the armies of heaven, led by Michael the archangel. What kind of warfare this might be no mortal can imagine, but the result is never in doubt: Satan and his minions are defeated and thrown out of heaven permanently. Remember, until this very moment Satan has enjoyed access to the throne of God, where he accuses you and me before the Father. But the day is soon coming when even this access will be denied, and the devil and his demons will be ejected from heaven and confined to earth.

This is a cause of great rejoicing in heaven: “Now salvation, and strength, and the kingdom of our God, and the power of His Christ have come, for the accuser of our brethren, who accused them before our God day and night, has been cast down. . . . Therefore rejoice, O heavens, and you who dwell in them” (Revelation 12:10, 12)! But it is not a cause of great rejoicing on earth: “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” (Revelation 12:12).

We believe this great conflict occurs at the midpoint of the Tribulation. After Satan is defeated, evicted from heaven, and banished to earth, he personally indwells the Antichrist and through “the Beast” receives the worship he has always lusted after. This begins with the “abomination that causes desolation” when the Antichrist defiles the rebuilt temple by taking his seat there, declaring himself to be God. This event, as we have seen, triggers the “Great Tribulation” and the outpouring of the wrath of the Lamb. Satan knows that at this point he has but three and a half years before his incarceration and final doom, and that certain knowledge fills him with “great wrath.”

Is it any wonder the second half of the Tribulation will be the most awful period in the history of humankind?

The special object of his hatred will be (as it has been throughout history) the chosen people of God. Why this blinding hatred for the Jews? Because it was through the Jews that the Lord Jesus Christ was born into this earth. Revelation 12:13 says, “When the dragon saw that he had been cast to the earth, he persecuted the woman [Israel] who gave birth to the male Child [Jesus Christ].”

Satan will try to finish in the Great Tribulation what he was unable to accomplish through Hitler’s Holocaust, but once more he will be prevented from wiping out the Jews. Revelation 12:14-17 tells how God will miraculously protect the people of Israel for the last three and a half years of the Tribulation. This so enrages the devil that he goes off “to make war with the rest of her offspring, who keep the commandments of God and have the testimony of Jesus Christ” (12:17).

The End of the Dragon

At the very end of the Tribulation Jesus returns to earth in the Glorious Appearing, defeats the armies of the Antichrist and the kings of the earth, and directs a mighty angel to seize Satan and bind him in the bottomless pit for a thousand years (Revelation 20:1-3). At the end of that period Satan is released for a little while, that he might go throughout the earth and deceive the unbelievers who have grown up at the end of the Millennium. These young people try to attack the Holy City, but fire from heaven destroys them all. And then, at long last, the devil himself—the deceiver, the tempter, the accuser, the liar, the murderer, the god of this world—is hurled into the lake of fire, where he will be tormented day and night forever and ever (Revelation 20:7-10).

Such is the end of Satan . . . not with a bang, but with a splash.

 

“Then He will also say to those on His left, ‘Depart from Me, you cursed, into the everlasting fire prepared for the devil and his angels.’” (Matthew 25:41)
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The Antichrist

 

 

“Scripture indicates that there will be a great lie, announced with the help of the media and perpetrated by a self-styled world leader. Jesus himself prophesied about such a person. He said, ‘I have come in My Father’s name, and you do not receive Me; if another comes in his own name, him you will receive.’


“Let me warn you personally to beware of such a leader of humanity who may emerge from Europe. He will turn out to be a great deceiver who will step forward with signs and wonders that will be so impressive that many will believe he is of God. He will gain a great following among those who are left, and many will believe he is a miracle worker.


“The deceiver will promise strength and peace and security, but the Bible says he will speak out against the Most High and will wear down the saints of the Most High. That’s why I warn you to beware now of a new leader with great charisma trying to take over the world during this terrible time of chaos and confusion. This person is known in the Bible as Antichrist. He will make many promises, but he will not keep them. You must trust in the promises of God Almighty through his Son, Jesus Christ.”


 

Left Behind, 212–13

 

Here are two trivia questions for you:

1.Who are the only two characters in the Bible named “the son of perdition”?

2.Who are the only two persons in the Bible whom Satan himself is thought to possess?

If to both questions you answered, “Judas Iscariot and the Antichrist,” you get a gold star.

The Son of Perdition

We all know who Judas Iscariot was—the traitor who with a kiss betrayed Jesus for thirty pieces of silver. Wherever the Gospels mention his name, some form of the phrase, “who betrayed him,” is added.

It is not as well known that twice in the Gospels, Judas is said to be possessed by Satan:

 

Then Satan entered Judas, surnamed Iscariot, who was numbered among the twelve. So he went his way and conferred with the chief priests and captains, how he might betray Him to them. (Luke 22:3-4)


 

Jesus answered, “It is he to whom I shall give a piece of bread when I have dipped it.” And having dipped the bread, He gave it to Judas Iscariot, the son of Simon. Now after the piece of bread, Satan entered him. Then Jesus said to him, “What you do, do quickly.” (John 13:26-27)


For this satanic activity Judas is called “the son of perdition” in John 17:12 (“the one doomed to destruction,” NIV). This Semitic phrase denotes “an abandoned character, one utterly lost and given over to evil.”74

Interestingly, this same phrase is used to describe the Antichrist in 2 Thessalonians 2:3, where he is called “the man of sin . . . the son of perdition” (“the man doomed to destruction,” NIV).

And while nowhere in Scripture does the Bible ever explicitly say that the Antichrist is indwelt by the devil, that has been the conclusion of many Bible scholars who have carefully compared the predicted events of Revelation 12 and 13. They believe that after the devil is defeated by the angelic forces and forcibly ejected from heaven at the midpoint of the Tribulation, he enters the body of the Antichrist and in God’s temple declares himself to be God.

It should be obvious why both men are called “the son of perdition.” Judas openly revolted against Jesus and set himself against our Lord at His first advent; the Antichrist will openly revolt against Jesus and set himself against our Lord just before His second advent. Of course, others during the days of Jesus’ earthly ministry openly opposed Him—the Pharisees, the Sadducees, the scribes, the High Priest, Pilate, and the Romans—but the sin of these two is so awful and heinous and personal that their guilt is blatant—and so is their punishment. After Judas hanged himself, Scripture says, he went “to his own place” (Acts 1:25), and after the Antichrist is captured at the Battle of Armageddon, he will be thrown directly into the lake of fire (Revelation 19:20).

The Little Horn

The wicked activities of the Antichrist were first foreseen by the prophet Daniel, who saw him as a “little horn.” In the following passages note the character of this “little horn”:

 

There was another horn, a little one. . . . And there, in this horn, were eyes like the eyes of a man, and a mouth speaking pompous words. (Daniel 7:8)


 

I watched then because of the sound of the pompous words which the horn was speaking; I watched till the beast was slain, and its body destroyed and given to the burning flame. (Daniel 7:11)


 

I was watching; and the same horn was making war against the saints, and prevailing against them. (Daniel 7:21)


 

He shall speak pompous words against the Most High, shall persecute the saints of the Most High, and shall intend to change times and law. Then the saints shall be given into his hand for a time and times and half a time. But the court shall be seated, and they shall take away his dominion, to consume and destroy it forever. (Daniel 7:25-26)


Several items stand out in Daniel’s vision of the Antichrist, among them:

• He will speak pompously and arrogantly.

• He will persecute and “make war” against the saints of God for three and a half years.

• He will intend to change the times and laws.

• He will eventually be destroyed and his body thrown to the flames.

That is not the end of Daniel’s vision of the Antichrist, however. In chapter 11 he is given a fuller picture of events that will take place at the very end of the age. In this vision the Antichrist is called “the king”:

 

Then the king shall do according to his own will: he shall magnify and magnify himself above every god, shall speak blasphemies against the God of gods, and shall prosper till the wrath has been accomplished; for what has been determined shall be done. He shall regard neither the God of his fathers nor the desire of women, nor regard any god; for he shall magnify himself above them all. But in their place he shall honor a god of fortresses; and a god which his fathers did not know he shall honor with gold and silver, with precious stones and pleasant things. Thus he shall act against the strongest fortresses with a foreign god, which he shall acknowledge, and advance its glory; and he shall cause them to rule over many, and divide the land for gain.


 

At the time of the end the king of the South shall attack him; and the king of the North shall come against him like a whirlwind, with chariots, horsemen, and with many ships; and he shall enter the countries, overwhelm them, and pass through. He shall also enter the Glorious Land, and many countries shall be overthrown; but these shall escape from his hand: Edom, Moab, and the prominent people of Ammon. He shall stretch out his hand against the countries, and the land of Egypt shall not escape.


 

He shall have power over the treasures of gold and silver, and over all the precious things of Egypt; also the Libyans and Ethiopians shall follow at his heels. But news from the east and the north shall trouble him; therefore he shall go out with great fury to destroy and annihilate many. And he shall plant the tents of his palace between the seas and the glorious holy mountain; yet he shall come to his end, and no one will help him. (Daniel 11:36-45)


In this passage we learn several more details about the Antichrist:

• He will “magnify himself above every god” (verse 36).

• He will blaspheme the true God (verse 36).

• He will be a thoroughgoing secularist who puts full confidence in his great military strength (verse 38).

• He will be a brutal conqueror (verses 39-42).

• He will control the world’s finances (verse 43).

• He will meet his end “between the seas and the glorious holy mountain” (that is, in Israel, verse 45).

Daniel gives us a few more valuable pieces of information about the Antichrist in chapter 9. Verses 26-27 read, “And after the sixty-two weeks Messiah shall be cut off, but not for Himself; and the people of the prince who is to come shall destroy the city and the sanctuary. The end of it shall be with a flood, and till the end of the war desolations are determined. Then he shall confirm a covenant with many for one week; but in the middle of the week he shall bring an end to sacrifice and offering, and on the wing of abominations shall be one who makes desolate, even until the consummation, which is determined, is poured out on the desolate” (emphasis added).

From this crucial passage we learn that Antichrist will be of the racial stock of those who destroyed the city and the temple in AD 70 (“the people of the prince who is to come”). From history we know this “people” refers to the Romans, so Antichrist’s heritage must also be “Roman,” that is, from the eastern Mediterranean. (This is one of the main reasons why we believe it is impossible that a resurrected Judas Iscariot could be the Antichrist, as some have suggested. Judas was a Jew, not a Roman, and therefore he simply doesn’t fit Daniel’s prophecy.) In Left Behind we imagined that the Antichrist, whom we named Nicolae Carpathia, would come from Romania, a former eastern-bloc nation that retains much of its ancient Roman heritage.

This passage in Daniel 9 is also where we hear for the first time of the “abomination of desolation,” in which Antichrist halts the sacrifices in the rebuilt temple and proclaims himself to be God, thus starting the Great Tribulation.

The Man of Sin

The apostle Paul tells us a little more about the coming Antichrist. His name for this wicked ruler is “the man of sin.” To the Thessalonians who were worried that the Day of the Lord had already arrived, Paul wrote:

 

That Day will not come unless . . . 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 mystery of lawlessness is already at work; only He who now restrains will do so until He is taken out of the way. And then the lawless one will be revealed, whom the Lord will consume with the breath of His mouth and destroy with the brightness of His coming. The coming of the lawless one is according to the working of Satan, with all power, signs, and lying wonders, and with all unrighteous deception among those who perish. (2 Thessalonians 2:3-4, 7-10)


Paul agrees that the Antichrist will sit in the temple of God and there proclaim himself to be God. He also says the demonic influence that will sweep Antichrist to power is “already at work,” although it is being kept in check by the Holy Spirit working through the church. Once the Rapture takes place (and the Holy Spirit is “taken out of the way”), the Antichrist will be revealed to the world. Soon after he will begin to astonish men and women through “lying wonders” and “signs” and “power”—all made possible by “the working of Satan.” Most of the world will be deceived by his counterfeit miracles and will willingly follow and eventually worship the Antichrist. But in the end, the man of sin will be “consumed” with the breath of the Lord and “destroyed” with the brightness of His coming at the end of the Tribulation.

The Beast

The apostle John gives us many more details about the Antichrist in the book of Revelation. John’s special name for this godless world leader is “the Beast,” although he first introduces the Antichrist not as a beast but as a conquering king:

 

And I looked, and behold, a white horse. And he who sat on it had a bow; and a crown was given to him, and he went out conquering and to conquer. . . . Another horse, fiery red, went out. And it was granted to the one who sat on it to take peace from the earth, and that people should kill one another; and there was given to him a great sword. (Revelation 6:2, 4)


We have already seen that the rider on the first two horses of the Apocalypse is none other than the Antichrist. At first he conquers through diplomacy (the apparent meaning of the bow without arrows). He is a master diplomat and resolves disputes between countries by charisma and tact. But soon he turns his fearsome military machine on his enemies in a horrific World War III, and the result is a catastrophic loss of human life: a quarter of the world’s population is wiped out. Can you see why he is called “the Beast”?

In Revelation 11 we meet “two witnesses” who arise to oppose Antichrist’s evil activities; they prophesy against him for three and a half years. But John says, “When they finish their testimony, the beast that ascends out of the bottomless pit will make war against them, overcome them, and kill them” (Revelation 11:7).

Eventually the Beast turns this unbridled animosity toward all the people of God, as Revelation 13:5-7 makes clear: “And he was given a mouth speaking great things and blasphemies, and he was given authority to continue for forty-two months. Then he opened his mouth in blasphemy against God, to blaspheme His name, His tabernacle, and those who dwell in heaven. And it was granted to him to make war with the saints and to overcome them.”

Earlier in that chapter John makes it plain that the beast’s power and authority and kingdom are given to him by Satan (verse 2). And John also tells us something revealed to no one else:

 

I saw one of his heads as if it had been mortally wounded, and his deadly wound was healed. And all the world marveled and followed the beast. So they worshiped the dragon who gave authority to the beast; and they worshiped the beast, saying, “Who is like the beast? Who is able to make war with him?” . . . And authority was given him over every tribe, tongue, and nation. And all who dwell on the earth will worship him, whose names have not been written in the Book of Life of the Lamb slain from the foundation of the world. (Revelation 13:3-4, 7-8)


The apostle predicts that the Beast will receive a mortal wound that is somehow healed. Some commentators stress that the wound only seems fatal (“as if it had been mortally wounded”), insisting that only God—and never the devil—could raise someone from the dead. In fact, the entire death and resurrection of the Beast could be staged in order be able to add credence to the claim that the Antichrist must be God. Under this scenario, the potential assassins could actually be followers of Antichrist hired to make the event look so real that the world is fooled into believing he really has been killed. With the use of modern technology under controlled circumstances, such an act could be easily accomplished. In this manner, the true resurrection of Jesus Christ can be vilified, since the Antichrist is apparently capable of the same thing. However, we are inclined to believe the Beast really is killed, for John twice says that he “ascends out of the bottomless pit” (11:7; 17:8); we believe this means that the Beast is killed, descends to the pit, and ascends from there to the earth when he is resurrected—an evil counterfeit of the Lord’s own death and resurrection. It should be understood that there are good and faithful Bible teachers on each side of this issue, and whatever the truth, it is this event that causes the world to “marvel,” to follow the Beast, and to worship him. 

At this point in his career the Beast will have total control of the world, for he will command ten “kings” who rule the nations of the earth: “The ten horns which you saw are ten kings who have received no kingdom as yet, but they receive authority for one hour as kings with the beast. These are of one mind, and they will give their power and authority to the beast” (Revelation 17:12-13).

As the world careens wildly to the end of the age, staggering under the wrath-filled judgments of God, the Beast’s kingdom starts to come apart. He hears rumors of insurrection, which fill him “with great fury to destroy and annihilate many,” in Daniel’s terminology (Daniel 11:44). He marches to the Valley of Megiddo, where he meets other armies of the world—and there they do an amazing thing. John describes the scene:

 

And I saw the beast, the kings of the earth, and their armies, gathered together to make war against Him who sat on the horse and against His army. (Revelation 19:19)


These armies are no longer concerned about each other; now they are united in opposition to Jesus, the Lamb of God! But the battle is swiftly over, and “then the beast was captured, and with him the false prophet. . . . These two were cast alive into the lake of fire burning with brimstone” (Revelation 19:20). They are still there, completely conscious, over a thousand years later when the devil himself is thrown into the lake of fire:

 

The devil, who deceived them, was cast into the lake of fire and brimstone where the beast and the false prophet are. And they will be tormented day and night forever and ever. (Revelation 20:10)


A Poor Imitation

The Antichrist is scheduled to be the last ruler of this world—just before Jesus comes. While the unredeemed people of the world will fall down to worship him during the second half of the Tribulation, by the end of the Tribulation only one name will be worshiped: Jesus Christ, the King of kings and Lord of lords. At His return, the whole world will know it made a gargantuan error by mistaking Satan’s cheap imitation for the Real Thing.

Aren’t you glad that there is no reason for us to make such a colossal error? Even now we can join with the choirs of heaven and sing:

 

Great and marvelous are Your works, Lord God Almighty! Just and true are Your ways, O King of the saints! Who shall not fear You, O Lord, and glorify Your name? For You alone are holy. For all nations shall come and worship before you. (Revelation 15:3-4)
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The False Prophet

 

 

“You are using a title that has for generations been limited to religious leaders and royalty for Carpath—uh, Nicolae Carpath—, Potentate Carpathia.”


“Yes, and I believe the time has come to refer to him in that manner. The potentate has contributed more to world unity than anyone who ever lived. He is beloved by citizens of every kingdom. And now that he has demonstrated supernatural power, Excellency is hardly too lofty a title.”


 

Soul Harvest, 142

 

Every ruthless dictator has to have one. Joseph Goebbels served in the role for Adolf Hitler, becoming his minister of propaganda in 1933 when the Nazis came to power. From that point on, Goebbels increasingly began to rule Germany’s cultural life. A brilliant orator and one of the original spin doctors, he masterfully shaped public opinion and must be credited with winning a great deal of Hitler’s early popularity. Goebbels allowed only one vision of the future—Hitler’s—to reach the masses. He once explained his intolerance of differing opinions by writing simply, “Politics corrupts the character.”75

But as masterful as Goebbels was at encouraging the German nation to embrace the “glorious reich” envisioned by Hitler, Scripture indicates that his skills and charisma pale by comparison to another powerful and dangerous toady who is yet to burst upon the world scene.

The Beast with Two Horns

The apostle John is the only prophet in either Testament who tells us about this coming Goebbels-like figure. The man he describes fits amazingly well with the warning Jesus gave His disciples in Matthew 24:24: “There shall arise false Christs, and false prophets, and shall shew great signs and wonders; insomuch that, if it were possible, they shall deceive the very elect” (KJV). Here is how John describes this greatest of false prophets, a master of “great signs and wonders”:

 

Then I saw another beast coming up out of the earth, and he had two horns like a lamb and spoke like a dragon. And he exercises all the authority of the first beast in his presence, and causes the earth and those who dwell in it to worship the first beast, whose deadly wound was healed. 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 in the sight of the beast. (Revelation 13:11-14)


This figure is elsewhere called “the false prophet” (Revelation 16:13; 19:20; 20:10). Most commentators believe he is of Jewish descent, since John says he comes up “out of the earth” (Palestine) rather than out of the “sea” (the Gentile world) as does the Beast. That he has two horns “like a lamb” suggests he will try to appear as gentle as “the Lamb of God,” but this is nothing but a sham, for he speaks “like a dragon,” eager to declare the very words of the devil. The false prophet will be the Antichrist’s primary minister of propaganda, just as Goebbels was for Hitler. Unlike Goebbels, however, the false prophet will have the power to do “great signs” while in the presence of the Antichrist, even calling down fire from heaven—just as the two witnesses of Revelation 11 are said to do. In this way he will deceive the unregenerate masses of the earth to worship the Beast.

In fact, John says that in Babylon the false prophet will imitate the image vision of Nebuchadnezzar (Daniel 2) by building an image to the Antichrist, demanding that people around the world bow down and worship him through it.

The Image That Speaks

And what an image this is! One of the most incredible prophecies in the book of Revelation predicts that in the middle of the Tribulation the false prophet—the number two man behind only the Antichrist himself—builds a great image, most probably in the likeness of the Antichrist. The population will be forced to bow down and worship this image. Then the incredible happens: “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” (Revelation 13:15).

For centuries this passage has puzzled teachers of prophecy. Everyone knows Satan and his demons do not have the power to create life or human beings. This passage, however, says that “he was granted power to give breath to the image.” There have been many fanciful suggestions of how Satan and the Antichrist would deceive the people with such a creature who could actually speak. But in the last few years the prophecy has come to appear a good deal less like science fiction than it used to.

I well remember thirty-five years ago visiting Independence Hall at Knott’s Berry Farm in Buena Park, California, where I saw life-size images of the Founding Fathers of our country and heard them talking about what should go into the U.S. Constitution. That display was remarkably lifelike, using handmade replicas of the founders’ bodies and best-known facial features together with electronically activated movement and recordings to provide them a means of speech. They were so lifelike I whispered to my wife, “That is the way the false prophet will get the Antichrist’s image to speak during the Tribulation.”

And that was thirty-five years ago! Today technology has advanced to the point that we could make an image so lifelike that through voice-activated computers it could answer preprogrammed questions so convincingly that people (particularly the millions from technologically unsophisticated countries) would think they were actually talking to a living person.

And do not forget: People will not worship this image solely because it talks but because the false prophet will kill “as many as would not worship the image of the beast.” Nebuchadnezzar’s image in Daniel 3 didn’t speak, but he had no trouble getting “all the people, nations, and languages” to fall down and worship the image at his command—all, of course, except for the three Hebrew young men who refused to go along with the king’s program. Nebuchadnezzar tried to kill them, but the Lord preserved their lives . . . just as He will do for many of His choice servants during the Tribulation.

The Mark of the Beast

It is interesting that the famous “mark of the beast” is actually administered by the false prophet. John writes:

 

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. 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. (Revelation 13:16-18)


Everything the false prophet does is calculated to increase the power and authority of the Antichrist. That is not surprising, for he receives his own power and authority from the Antichrist. Since elsewhere in this book we considered at length the “mark of the beast,” we will not say much about it here except to point out that this is yet another potent way to increase the might and control of the Antichrist. Total economic control is a potent motivator indeed.

The Satanic Trinity

Satan has always been a counterfeiter of spiritual realities, and in the Tribulation he hones his devilish art to a fine point. As God is a Trinity, so the devil tries to create his own kind of trinity: Satan in the role of the Father, Antichrist in the role of the Son, and the false prophet in the role of the Holy Spirit. Just as the Holy Spirit does not call attention to Himself but directs all worship to the Son, so the false prophet does not call attention to himself but directs all false worship to the Antichrist. The three members of this unholy trinity work together to accomplish their foul ends.

The best example of this evil cooperation is found in Revelation 16:13, where John writes, “And I saw three unclean spirits like frogs coming out of the mouth of the dragon, out of the mouth of the beast, and out of the mouth of the false prophet.” These demons go forth to gather the kings of the earth to the final battle “of that great day of God Almighty” (16:14). The point to notice is that all three members of this unholy trinity act in concert; they function as a single unit, with a single goal and a single vile determination.

A Common Destiny

It is appropriate, then, that the members of this satanic trinity share the same destiny. At the conclusion of the Battle of Armageddon the false prophet and the Antichrist are plucked alive from the battlefield and tossed bodily into the lake of fire, where they are joined a thousand years later by Satan. There they will (together, but very much alone) be tormented day and night forever and ever—not ruling over the damned, as some think, but “punished with everlasting destruction from the presence of the Lord and from the glory of His power” (2 Thessalonians 1:9).

For three and a half short years the false prophet will force the unredeemed multitudes to worship the Antichrist; for eternity he will be punished. For three and a half short years he will seek to usurp Christ’s glory; for endless ages he will be excluded from that glory. For three and a half short years he will wage war against the saints and take away their earthly lives; for an infinity of years he will suffer destruction and the agonies of the second death.

Not a very good trade, is it?

It never is.
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The Two Witnesses

 

 

No one ever saw them come or go; none knew where they were from. They had appeared strange and weird from the beginning, wearing their burlap-like sackcloth robes and appearing barefoot. They were muscular and yet bony, with leathery skin; dark, lined faces; and long, scraggly hair and beards. Some said they were Moses and Elijah reincarnate, but if Buck had to guess, he would have said they were the two Old Testament characters themselves. They looked and smelled centuries old, a smoky, dusty aroma following them. Their eyes were afire, their voices supernaturally strong and audible for a mile without amplification. . . .


Eli erupted again. “Tempt not the chosen ones, for to come against the voices crying in the wilderness is to appoint one’s own carcass to burn before the eyes of other jackals. God himself will consume your flesh, and it will drip from your own bones before your breath has expired!”


 

Apollyon, 134–36

 

Two of the most colorful characters in all of Bible prophecy have to be the two supernatural prophets that burst on the scene during the first 1,260 days of the Tribulation. God calls them “My two witnesses.” They dress in sackcloth, they prophesy, they dispense astonishing miracles, and they witness to the grace of God in a hostile Jerusalem culture.

Of course, this does not make them popular with the authorities or with the unredeemed multitudes. And it sets up a final confrontation that leaves the world breathless.

Who Are They?

Revelation 11:3-4 describes these two witnesses: 

 

“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. 


Some try to identify one of the witnesses with Enoch (because he never died, Genesis 5:24) and the other with either Elijah (who also never died, 2 Kings 2:11-12) or Moses. For three reasons we are inclined to think they are Moses and Elijah:

1. Moses and Elijah are the two most influential men in the history of the Jews. Moses introduced God’s written law to Israel and wrote the first five books of the Old Testament. Elijah was the first of the writing prophets and started the school of the prophets. Whenever the Jews said, “Moses and Elijah,” they usually meant “the law and the prophets.”

2. Moses and Elijah accompanied Jesus and the three disciples when He was “transfigured before them” on the mount and where He discussed His impending sacrifice on the cross (Matthew 17). How fitting that Moses and Elijah would return to Jerusalem to commence these last seven years of the Tribulation to “witness, testify and prophesy.” Readers of the Left Behind series will recognize them as the two most intriguing characters in the first five volumes.

3. The two witnesses are said to reproduce the very miracles that Moses and Elijah performed while on this earth. John said of them, “And if anyone wants to harm them, fire proceeds from their mouth and devours their enemies. . . . 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” (Revelation 11:5-6).

Elijah is famous for calling down fire from heaven. The most famous instance occurs in 1 Kings 18:36-38 in the account of the contest between the prophets of Baal and Elijah. The Lord sent fire on Elijah’s altar on Mt. Carmel in response to his simple prayer: “Lord God of Abraham, Isaac, and Israel, let it be known this day that You are God in Israel, and that I am Your servant, and that I have done all these things at Your word. Hear me, O Lord, hear me, that this people may know that You are the Lord God, and that You have turned their hearts back to You again.” Not so well remembered are the accounts in 2 Kings 1 in which two army captains, escorted by fifty soldiers each, arrogantly demand that Elijah come down off a hill where he’s sitting, to accompany them to see the king. In both incidents Elijah says, “If I am a man of God, then let fire come down from heaven and consume you and your fifty men” (1:10, 12). And it does! That is why a third captain of fifty, along with his soldiers, carefully climbs the hill, falls on his knees before the prophet, and pleads, “Man of God, please let my life and the life of these fifty servants of yours be precious in your sight. Look, fire has come down from heaven and burned up the first two captains of fifties with their fifties. But let my life now be precious in your sight” (1:13-14).

The two witnesses have this kind of power, and then some. In Tribulation Force we imagined that one of these hostile encounters might happen like this:

 

The two witnesses stopped preaching and stood shoulder to shoulder, glaring at the gunman as he approached. He ran full speed, firing as he ran, but the preachers stood rock solid, not speaking, not moving, arms crossed over their ragged robes. When the young man got to within five feet of them, he seemed to hit an invisible wall. He recoiled and flipped over backward, his weapon clattering away. His head smacked the ground first, and he lay groaning.


 

Suddenly one of the preachers shouted, “You are forbidden to come nigh to the servants of the Most High God! We are under his protection until the due time, and woe to anyone who approaches without the covering of Yahweh himself.” And as he finished, the other breathed from his mouth a column of fire that incinerated the man’s clothes, consumed his flesh and organs, and in seconds left a charred skeleton smoking on the ground. The weapon melted and was fused to the cement, and the man’s molten necklace dripped gold through the cavity in his chest.76


Elijah is connected to divinely caused drought as well as to judgments of fire. In fact, the very first time he is mentioned in the Scriptures he is heard saying to wicked King Ahab, “As the Lord God of Israel lives, before whom I stand, there shall not be dew nor rain these years, except at my word” (1 Kings 17:1). And there wasn’t; God honored the prophet’s word.

Moses, of course, is intimately connected with the ten plagues that struck Egypt just before the Exodus (Exodus 7–12). In the very first plague God turned the waters of Egypt into blood—including the Nile, all streams, rivers, ponds, pools, and even the water in buckets of wood and stone. The water-turned-to-blood killed the land’s fish and caused the water to stink, and conditions did not return to normal for a week.

The two witnesses of Revelation 11 will have awesome power and impact, together with the 144,000 witnesses, in producing the enormous soul harvest of the first forty-two months of the Tribulation described in Revelation 7. They will provide the millions of Jews in the Holy Land a theological and spiritual bridge to the Christian gospel. Many of the souls harvested at that time will be the sons and daughters of Abraham. We believe these two witnesses will also use some plagues to protect new believers from the Antichrist in the first half of the Tribulation.

The supernatural works entrusted to these two witnesses during the first half of the Tribulation is a testimony to the power of the living God. It is as though He once again demonstrates His mighty power and existence through these two witnesses, over whom the Antichrist has no power until the due time.

The Assassination of the Two Witnesses

We might wish that these two witnesses would oppose and finally overthrow Antichrist, as Moses did Pharaoh and Elijah did Ahab and Jezebel. But that is not their destiny:

 

When they [the two witnesses] 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. . . . And those who dwell on the earth will rejoice over them, make merry, and send gifts to one another, because these two prophets tormented those who dwell on the earth. (Revelation 11:7-10)


The two prophets make mortal enemies of the Antichrist and those who reject Christ and worship the Beast during the first half (or 1,260 days) of the Tribulation. For reasons known only to God, the Lord allows the Antichrist to overcome and kill the two witnesses once they “finish their testimony.” Before that time they are untouchable; anyone who threatens them must be killed by flaming fire out of their mouths. But after they have accomplished the mission God entrusts to them, the Antichrist “makes war” on them and kills them.

And then the unsaved people of the world who so hate the witnesses commit an incredibly evil deed. They refuse them a decent burial, leaving their dead bodies to decay in the streets of Jerusalem. They even make a Christmas-like celebration out of their murders by sending and receiving gifts “in honor” of the occasion.

Then an even more incredible thing happens. John prophesies that “those from the peoples, tribes, tongues, and nations will see their dead bodies three and a half days” (Revelation 11:9, emphasis added). How could the whole world see their dead bodies? A quarter century ago it was impossible to fulfill that prophecy—but today it could happen at any moment.

It took the Panama invasion for me to wake up to the fact that we are the first generation that could see the fulfillment of this prophecy. My wife and I were on vacation in Mexico and watched the whole invasion on CNN. During that brief attack, CNN proudly announced it was broadcasting in “fifty-five countries of the world, live.”

In 1990 the world experienced an all-time first; TV news cameras broadcast the bombing of Baghdad, enabling billions of television viewers to experience it as it happened. This time CNN proudly announced that it was “live in 109 countries of the world.” Today it claims to broadcast in more than two hundred countries.

CNN was originally founded in 1980 and was the first network ever to provide twenty-four-hour news coverage. Since then, countless other cable news stations have sprung up, including ratings leader FOX News. Such televised news saturation, combined with a steady stream of information pouring into our PCs, laptops, phones, iPads, and other personal electronic communication devices, means that anyone can now have instant access to any news item anywhere in the world.

These media sources will allow the entire world to view the dead bodies of the two prophets of God killed by the Antichrist in the middle of the Tribulation. We are the first generation ever to have that capability! The prophetic significance of this fact cannot be overexaggerated. For the first time in history man has the technology to fulfill that Revelation prophecy. This, of course, did not take God by surprise—over nineteen hundred years ago He prophesied that such an event would be shared worldwide.

As the unredeemed “peoples, tribes, tongues, and nations” gaze on the putrefying corpses of the two witnesses, no doubt they will think, Ha! Take that, you miserable troublemakers!

But they rejoice too soon.

That’s Not All, Folks!

Why God allows the Antichrist to kill the two witnesses, we are not told. But we do know the story doesn’t end with their deaths! God predicted that while the world is watching, He will do a mighty miracle:

 

Now after the three and a half days the breath of life from God entered them, and they stood on their feet, and great fear fell on those who saw them. And they heard a loud voice from heaven saying to them, “Come up here.” And they ascended to heaven in a cloud, and their enemies saw them. In the same hour there was a great earthquake, and a tenth of the city fell. In the earthquake seven thousand men were killed, and the rest were afraid and gave glory to the God of heaven. (Revelation 11:11-13)


The most supernatural event of those times will be televised instantly around the world—to the “peoples, tribes, tongues, and nations.” Among other things, this will be a loving gesture by God Almighty, not only to resurrect and take to heaven His two prophets, but also to make known His existence and power around the world. We have no doubt that millions of souls to whom the 144,000 Jewish witnesses will be speaking and whom the Holy Spirit will be convicting will see this demonstration of the divine and respond to the Savior.

The people of Jerusalem will have even more reason to respond, for John tells us of a mighty earthquake that strikes at precisely that time, toppling a tenth of the ancient city and killing seven thousand persons. Very often in Revelation, after a divine judgment hits the earth, we read some version of “but they refused to repent and blasphemed the God who has power over these plagues.” But not this time. John tells us that “the rest were afraid and gave glory to the God of heaven.”

Please don’t miss the significance of this verse! God intends that the terrible plagues and judgments of the Tribulation might cause the people of the world to repent and turn to Him. He tells us over and over in His Word that He has “no pleasure” in the death of the wicked (e.g., Ezekiel 18:32; 33:11) but instead desires that they turn from their sin and place their trust in Him. In our novel Left Behind we had a pastor make the following speech in a videotape intended for those who miss the Rapture:

 

“Strange as this may sound to you, this is God’s final effort to get the attention of every person who has ignored or rejected him. He is allowing now a vast period of trial and tribulation to come to you who remain. He has removed his church from a corrupt world that seeks its own way, its own pleasures, its own ends.


 

“I believe God’s purpose in this is to allow those who remain to take stock of themselves and leave their frantic search for pleasure and self-fulfillment, and turn to the Bible for truth and to Christ for salvation.”77


God is a loving Father who is “not willing that any should perish but that all should come to repentance” (2 Peter 3:9). That “all” means those left behind after the Rapture as well as those who have the privilege of responding in faith before it occurs. And the two witnesses are a big part of God’s means in the first half of the Tribulation to see that many men and women do, in fact, repent and enter into eternal life.

One Final Chance

God’s mercy is no weak thing. It is not some soft, fuzzy, warm trifle that merely overlooks human sin because it can’t stand to see men and women suffer under the righteous judgments of God. No, God’s mercy is a robust, strong, towering demonstration of His grace that reaches out to those who don’t deserve it and uses any means necessary to bring them to their senses and into the glorious light of heaven.

In a very real sense, that is the ministry of the two witnesses of Revelation 11. The drought they bring and the plagues with which they smite the earth are really “severe mercies,” to use author Sheldon Vanauken’s striking phrase. So said the prophet Jeremiah long centuries ago:

 

It is good that one should hope and wait quietly for the salvation of the Lord. It is good for a man to bear the yoke in his youth. Let him sit alone and keep silent, because God has laid it on him. Let him put his mouth in the dust—there may yet be hope. Let him give his cheek to the one who strikes him, and be full of reproach. For the Lord will not cast off forever. Though He causes grief, yet He will show compassion according to the multitude of His mercies. For He does not afflict willingly, nor grieve the children of men. (Lamentations 3:26-33)


No, God will not willingly afflict or grieve the children of men. But He will do it, if that is the only way left for Him to get their attention. And the proof of that is the two witnesses of Revelation 11.

Call them the sons of Severe Mercy.
  


24

 

The 144,000 Jewish Witnesses

 

 

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Tsion continued, spreading his feet and hunching his shoulders as he gazed at his notes, “never in my life have I been more eager to share a message from the Word of God. I stand before you with the unique privilege, I believe, of addressing many of the 144,000 witnesses prophesied in the Scriptures. I count myself one of you, and God has burdened me to help you learn to evangelize. Most of you already know how, of course, and have been winning converts to the Savior every day. Millions around the world have come to faith already.”


 

Apollyon, 47

 

Every spiritual revival in history has shared some common features: earnest prayer, a deep sense of God’s holiness, a chastened people of God. But every revival I know of has also featured something else: one or more “on fire” evangelists, men deeply committed to the truth of God’s Word and zealous to bring that truth home to the hearts of those who listen, whether they be skeptics or seekers.

George Whitefield, one of the greatest evangelists of the eighteenth century, preached three or four times a day from the time he was twenty-two until his death at fifty-five. It was his habit to arise at 4 a.m., spend an hour with God and His Word, and begin preaching at 5 A.M. He evangelized throughout England, often to Wales, fifteen times to Scotland, twice to Ireland, and seven times to the American colonies, from New Hampshire in the north to Georgia in the south. His basic message to everyone—the poor and unlearned as well as the aristocracy of England—was, “Ye must be born again!” He preached it more than thirty thousand times in his lifetime, mostly in open-air meetings, and was a major reason for the success of the Great Awakening.

Imagine what might happen in this world if it were visited not by one or a dozen or even a hundred Whitefields, but by 144,000 of them! What kind of soul harvest might be reaped?

According to the Bible, the world may soon find out.

Evangelists by the Thousands

One of our Lord’s well-known promises about the end of the age is found in Matthew 24:14: “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.” Most prophecy scholars locate this worldwide preaching of the gospel during the Tribulation.

It is assumed this feat will be accomplished through the ministry of the 144,000 witnesses described in Revelation 7, who reach a “multitude which no one could number, of all nations, tribes, peoples, and tongues” (verse 9). John tells us that God has a special ministry for these thousands of future Jewish converts to Christ, and that the Lord will prepare their way in a supernatural exercise of divine power:

 

After these things I saw four angels standing at the four corners of the earth, holding the four winds of the earth, that the wind should not blow on the earth, on the sea, or on any tree. Then I saw another angel ascending from the east, having the seal of the living God. And he cried with a loud voice to the four angels to whom it was granted to harm the earth and the sea, saying, “Do not harm the earth, the sea, or the trees till we have sealed the servants of our God on their foreheads.” And I heard the number of those who were sealed. One hundred and forty-four thousand of all the tribes of the children of Israel were sealed. (Revelation 7:1-4)


This passage suggests that before the world is plunged into the plagues and disasters ushered in by the sixth seal judgment at the end of the first quarter of the Tribulation, God will raise up an army of 144,000 Jewish evangelists to spread across the globe and bring in a soul harvest of unimaginable proportions. Each of these “servants” of God will receive a “seal” on his forehead. While we don’t know exactly what this seal will be, the text seems to suggest it will be visible. Certainly the “mark of the beast” that unbelievers will receive is visible, and both are irreversible. In our novel Soul Harvest we speculated that the believer’s mark would be visible to other believers but not to its owner or to unbelievers. And we imagined its sudden appearance might prompt an exchange between believers something like the following:

 

“Look at me,” Tsion said. He pointed to Buck’s forehead.


 

Buck said, “Well, look at yourself! There’s something on yours, too.”


 

Tsion pulled down the visor mirror. “Nothing,” he muttered. “Now you are teasing me.”


 

“All right,” Buck said, frustrated. “Let me look again. OK, yours is still there. Is mine still there?”


 

Tsion nodded.


 

“Yours looks like some kind of a 3-D thing. What does mine look like?”


 

“The same. Like a shadow or a bruise, or a, what do you call it? A relief?”


 

“Yes,” Buck said. “Hey! This is like one of those puzzles that looks like a bunch of sticks until you sort of reverse it in your mind and see the background as the foreground and vice versa. That’s a cross on your forehead.”


 

Tsion seemed to stare desperately at Buck. Suddenly he said, “Yes! Cameron! We have the seal, visible only to other believers.”


 

“What are you talking about?”


 

“The seventh chapter of Revelation tells of ‘the servants of our God’ being sealed on their foreheads. That has to be what this is!”78


Whatever the seal is, it affords these 144,000 Jewish witnesses “of all the tribes of the children of Israel” some kind of supernatural protection, at least until the great soul harvest of Revelation 7:9 can be accomplished. Oh, how we love that verse! Without question it leads off our favorite passage in all of Revelation:

 

After these things I looked, and behold, a great multitude which no one could number, of all nations, tribes, peoples, and tongues, standing before the throne and before the Lamb, clothed with white robes, with palm branches in their hands, and crying out with a loud voice, saying, “Salvation belongs to our God who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb!”


 

And all the angels stood around the throne and the elders and the four living creatures, and fell on their faces before the throne and worshiped God, saying: “Amen! Blessing and glory and wisdom, thanksgiving and honor and power and might, be to our God forever and ever. Amen.”


 

Then one of the elders answered, saying to me, “Who are these arrayed in white robes, and where did they come from?” And I said to him, “Sir, you know.” So he said to me, “These are the ones who come out of the great tribulation, and washed their robes and made them white in the blood of the Lamb. Therefore they are before the throne of God, and serve Him day and night in His temple. And He who sits on the throne will dwell among them. They shall neither hunger anymore nor thirst anymore; the sun shall not strike them, nor any heat; for the Lamb who is in the midst of the throne will shepherd them and lead them to living fountains of waters. And God will wipe away every tear from their eyes.” (Revelation 7:9-17)


Some interpreters have a hard time believing that the Tribulation could usher in such an enormous soul harvest, but we are convinced this text shows that more men and women will be won to Christ in this period than at any time in history. That God could pour out His Spirit in a flood of conversions, even in an Old Testament setting, was proved in Jonah’s day when the Lord spared the city of Nineveh after the prophet Jonah preached to its people, “Yet forty days, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!” (Jonah 3:4). The Bible says the inhabitants of that wicked Assyrian city heard Jonah and “believed God, proclaimed a fast, and put on sackcloth, from the greatest to the least of them” (verse 5). And how did God respond to such earnest repentance? “Then God saw their works, that they turned from their evil way; and God relented from the disaster that He had said He would bring upon them, and He did not do it” (verse 10).

And do not forget that it was another Old Testament prophet, Joel, who predicted a worldwide soul harvest for the time of the end:

 

And it shall come to pass afterward that I will pour out My Spirit on all flesh; your sons and your daughters shall prophesy, your old men shall dream dreams, your young men shall see visions. And also on My menservants and on My maidservants I will pour out My Spirit in those days. And I will show wonders in the heavens and in the earth: blood and fire and pillars of smoke. The sun shall be turned into darkness, and the moon into blood, before the coming of the great and terrible day of the Lord. And it shall come to pass that whoever calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved. (Joel 2:28-32)


A partial fulfillment of this prophecy took place on the day of Pentecost (Acts 2:16-21), but its full manifestation awaits the day of these 144,000 Jewish witnesses of Revelation 7. Their preaching of the everlasting gospel will be so clear and so powerful that it will result in the conversions of “a great multitude which no one could number” from every people group on the face of the earth!

Daniel and the Time of the End

We are indebted to Daniel, the great Hebrew prophet, who asked the same questions we would ask about spiritual conditions during the end times. In his very important twelfth chapter he asked, “How long shall the fulfillment of these wonders be?” and “What shall be the end of these things?” He was told that “the words are closed up and sealed till the time of the end” (Daniel 12:9). Then he was told something often overlooked by prophecy students about end-time events: “Many shall be purified, made white, and refined, but the wicked shall do wickedly.”

In other words, there is going to be an enormous divide at the time of the end between the many who shall become “purified, made white, and refined” and the “wicked.” Of course, the only way to become purified and made white is by the “blood of the Lamb.” The wicked will stubbornly reject the Savior and continue in their wickedness.

This passage will find its complete fulfillment in the Tribulation when the gospel will be preached around the world by the 144,000 witnesses and the angel with the everlasting gospel (Revelation 14:6), but even now it accurately describes our world. Sad to say, it is exactly the condition we see in the present day. Many are coming to Christ all over the world and turning from their wickedness, while many others reject the Savior and seem bent on continuing and even intensifying their wickedness. Can the end be far off?

The Goal Is Close

Jesus predicted in Matthew 24:14 that the gospel would be preached throughout the world during the Tribulation, yet already we are coming close to evangelizing all the world! At the 1992 convention of the National Religious Broadcasters, the heads of three worldwide Christian shortwave radio ministries described their current evangelistic strategy. The presidents of Far Eastern Broadcasting ministries; HCJB in Quito, Ecuador; and Trans-World Radio, which covers Europe, announced a plan to take the gospel via shortwave radio to the entire world! With more than 720 translations under their belts, the Wycliffe Bible Translators are now working on a program to complete the task and translate the Bible into every language of the world by 2025.

The late Dr. Bill Bright, a longtime visionary for Christ, was one of the most effective teachers of soul winning of the twentieth century. He and the twenty five thousand workers under Campus Crusade for Christ long had the goal of “helping to win the world for Christ.” Now under the leadership of Steve Douglass, Campus Crusade continues to accelerate their plans.

The JESUS film, a dramatized version of the life of Christ narrated from the Gospel of Luke, has yielded incredible results. First produced in English, it had such remarkable effects that the script was translated into many other languages. Prior to his passing in 2003, my wife and I were present at the National Religious Broadcasters convention when Bill Bright, the film’s originator, was presented a golden copy of the four-hundredth language translation of the film. He told me that Campus Crusade has recorded 500 million professions of faith in Christ from showing the film around the world. The film has been copied and presented in more countries than they can keep track of. Only God knows how many people have seen and responded to that film.

The church has produced many powerful soul winners and influential Christian leaders. We have had evangelists like George Whitefield, John Wesley, D. L. Moody, Billy Sunday, and many others. Yet the leading evangelist of the last half of the twentieth century, Billy Graham—frequent winner of the title “the most admired man in the world”—has preached the gospel to more people than any man in history. Because of his access to modern means of communication, he has probably preached the gospel to more people than all the evangelists of preceding centuries combined.

One of Graham’s last messages was carried by video to more countries simultaneously than ever before; one reporter estimated that the evangelist preached the gospel that day to 281 million people. Even if that estimate was half right, that is an astonishing number. When you add that to the millions who have attended his crusades during the past fifty years, seen the TV programs of his crusades, watched his movies, read his books, or been influenced by his other efforts to get the gospel out, it is possible that he alone has presented the gospel to more than two billion souls.

The true missionary and evangelistic outreach of the church is one of the best-kept secrets of our times. The prince of the power of the air, the god of this age, would have us believe that the whole world is following him. That is probably the biggest lie of our day. In reality, millions from all over the world are coming to Christ. Even in China, the Holy Spirit is bringing millions to faith in Christ through the ministry of faithful “house” churches. Countless others are hearing the gospel for the first time via the internet. And in the remotest parts of the world where there is no electricity, dedicated missionaries, equipped with solar powered DVD players, are taking the JESUS film and the God’s Story film to people who are hungry for the Word.

I read the International World Religion Report twice a month, and I am continually amazed at the moving of the Holy Spirit in leading millions of souls all over the world to the Savior. Since the fall of the Soviet Union, God is opening whole countries to gospel preaching, countries that have been closed for over seventy years.

Central and South America, too, have seen millions come to faith in Christ. During the Reagan years, when Communists tried to overpower the young democracies of Central America, all five countries elected conservative presidents who were either professing Christians or favorable to Christianity. One of those presidents told me that it was “the evangelicals that got me elected.” The number of Christians had grown fourfold in his country, and it was the Christians who went to the polls and elected him over his communist opponent. Similar reports come from the other countries. It can accurately be said that the amazing soul harvest in Central and South America in the last two decades is what saved those regions from turning communist.

Even now we are seeing a new trend as hundreds of leaders in the body of Christ from all over the world are doing what Jesus commanded us to do: “Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations” (Matthew 28:19). Using available technology, these leaders and mission heads are multiplying their efforts in getting the gospel out as a prelude to “the time of the end.”

Universal Gospel Preaching Yet to Come

Matthew 24:14 is not now being fulfilled, and it won’t be until the Tribulation. Yet even if present trends were allowed to continue, the task of worldwide evangelism could be accomplished in one or two decades! Technology is helping to spread the gospel. Forty years ago it took a translator most of his lifetime to break down a tribal language into writing and then translate the New Testament into a tongue the people could understand. Now, with the aid of computers, one translator has been known to translate the New Testament into five languages! The task is getting smaller, not greater, even with an increasing world population.

Consequently, the rapid spread of the gospel is one more powerful evidence that we may be the generation that turns that task over to those who will complete it—the 144,000 Spirit-filled witnesses who will preach to the world shortly after Jesus raptures His church.
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Tribulation Saints and Martyrs

 

 

“Remember my telling you about the 144,000 Jewish witnesses who try to evangelize the world for Christ? Many of their converts, perhaps millions, will be martyred by the world leader and the harlot, which is the name for the one-world religion that denies Christ.”


Rayford was furiously taking notes. He wondered what he would have thought about such crazy talk just three weeks earlier. How could he have missed this? God had tried to warn his people by putting his Word in written form centuries before. For all Rayford’s education and intelligence, he felt he had been a fool. Now he couldn’t get enough of this information, though it was becoming clear that the odds were against a person living until the Glorious Appearing of Christ.


 

Left Behind, 312

 

In October 1998 the Oregonian newspaper did something unheard of among most U.S. metropolitan dailies. It began running a five-part, in-depth series on the persecution of Christians worldwide, focusing on the plight of believers in Pakistan, Burma, Sudan, Egypt, and China. The paper spent nine months in its investigation, turning to “people with the deepest ties to underground Christian movements around the world”79 to help gain reliable information. The first installment of the remarkable series, headlined “Christian Persecution: Widespread, Complex,” started like this:

 

A Presbyterian pastor overlooks threats and builds the first Christian church in his region of Pakistan. A mob destroys the church. Masked men invade the pastor’s home and stab him to death.


 

A man leaves Islam to become a Christian. Egyptian secret police arrest him without a formal charge and torture him with an electric probe to make him inform them about other converts.


 

A Roman Catholic boy in southern Sudan plays in the trees with his friends. Soldiers waging a holy war capture him and send him into slavery, where he is given an Islamic name and beaten with sticks by his master’s wives. . . .


 

Around the world, Christians are being tortured, beaten, raped, imprisoned, enslaved, forced out of their homes and killed—in large part because of what they believe.


 

There are Christians clinging to their faith in countries where laws are stacked against them and their beliefs. Yet they continue to praise and worship their God in the midst of extreme hardship.80


The entire eye-opening series brings true stories and actual faces and real people into focus and forces us to consider that although it still may be “safe” to be a Christian in America, in many other places around the world that is simply not true. Persecution and martyrdom are constant threats to millions of Christians around the world.

And the staggering truth is that it will only get worse. Much worse.

Believers in the Time of Wrath

The Scriptures do not tell us much about believers in Christ during the time of the Tribulation, but what they do say both thrills and chills us. We thrill to the prophecies about millions of men and women coming to the Savior during this coming seven-year period of wrath—but a cold wind chills our souls when we read of the shocking persecution and martyrdom that will fill those years. Just consider a few prophesies from Daniel and Revelation:

 

The same horn [the Antichrist] was making war against the saints, and prevailing against them. (Daniel 7:21)


 

He . . . shall persecute the saints of the Most High, and shall intend to change times and law. Then the saints shall be given into his hand. (Daniel 7:25)


 

When He opened the fifth seal, I saw under the altar the souls of those who had been slain for the word of God and for the testimony which they held. And they cried with a loud voice, saying, “How long, O Lord, holy and true, until You judge and avenge our blood on those who dwell on the earth?” And a white robe was given to each of them; and it was said to them that they should rest a little while longer, until both the number of their fellow servants and their brethren, who would be killed as they were, was completed. (Revelation 6:9-11)


 

It was granted to him to make war with the saints and to overcome them. (Revelation 13:7)


 

Then I heard a voice from heaven saying to me, “Write: ‘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.” (Revelation 14:13-14)


 

I saw the woman [the one-world church], drunk with the blood of the saints and with the blood of the martyrs of Jesus. And when I saw her, I marveled with great amazement. (Revelation 17:6)


Several important points should be emphasized from these texts to help us understand God’s program for His people during the Tribulation.

1. The Tribulation will see a great soul harvest.

Assumed by these passages and explicitly according to Joel 2:28-32, the Holy Spirit will be alive and well on planet Earth during the Tribulation, convicting all who are open to God with the gospel truth that Jesus died for their sins according to the Scriptures, that He rose again from the dead, and that they can be saved through faith in Him. The key then will be exactly what it is today and always has been—repentance and faith.

2. God is still in control.

Despite the horrific numbers of saints who will lose their lives in the Tribulation, God is still very much in control throughout the whole period. Note the careful language both Daniel and John use to describe the Antichrist’s power over the people of God:

Daniel: “The saints shall be given into his hand” (Daniel 7:25, emphasis added).

John: “It was granted to him to make war with the saints” (Revelation 13:7, emphasis added).

Both of these texts stress that the Antichrist does nothing without the permission of God. The Beast does not tear the saints from God’s grasp, nor does he somehow outmaneuver the Lord. The Tribulation saints are in the same position as was the Lord Jesus when He stood before the Roman governor Pilate. The arrogant Pilate demanded of a silent Jesus, “Do you refuse to speak to me? . . . Don’t you realize I have power either to free you or to crucify you?” To which Jesus replied authoritatively, “You would have no power over me if it were not given to you from above” (John 19:10-11, NIV).

That is exactly the situation of these Tribulation saints. The Antichrist would have no power over them unless it had been given to him from above. In fact, God’s control of His people’s lives extends to the exact number of believers who will be martyred. That is what Revelation 6:11 has in mind when it reports that the martyred saints will be told in heaven to “rest a little while longer, until both the number of their fellow servants and their brethren, who would be killed as they were, was completed.” Friends, that is total control!

3. The death of a believer is blessed.

“Blessed are the dead who die in the Lord,” declares Revelation 14:13. The world will believe these martyrs are ignorant, foolish, idiotic. They will be thankful (if that word fits) that they are not among the ones marked for death. Some of the more tenderhearted (if there be any) may even pity these saints who would rather die than deny their Lord.

But God does not pity them. He blesses them! He will feel toward them just as He has felt all along toward all His people: “Precious in the sight of the Lord is the death of His saints” (Psalm 116:15). And this blessing of God comes with more than well-wishes. The apostle John says these martyrs will be granted “rest” (granted to no one living on earth) and that their works will “follow them”—that is, they will be richly rewarded for their perseverance even unto death.

4. God will avenge the death of His children.

When the slain saints cry out in heaven, “How long, O Lord, holy and true, until You judge and avenge our blood on those who dwell on the earth?” (Revelation 6:10), the Lord does not rebuke them. Instead He tells them to wait a little while longer. Our God is an avenging God, as the apostle Paul reminds us: “It is a righteous thing with God to repay with tribulation those who trouble you, and to give you who are troubled rest with us when the Lord Jesus is revealed from heaven with His mighty angels, in flaming fire taking vengeance on those who do not know God, and on those who do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ” (2 Thessalonians 1:6-8). “The angel of the waters” makes a similar statement when God turns the seas and rivers and springs to blood near the end of the Tribulation: “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” (Revelation 16:5-6).

When the psalmist considered how the wicked prospered while he suffered, it almost broke his spirit. He admits he nearly lost his faith when he stewed over the seeming futility of faithfully serving God—“until I went into the sanctuary of God; then I understood their end. Surely You set them in slippery places; You cast them down to destruction” (Psalm 73:17-18). In other words, it encouraged this man to see that injustice would not always triumph.

The same encouragement is given at least twice in the book of Revelation. Revelation 13:9-10 says, “If anyone has an ear, let him hear. He who leads into captivity shall go into captivity; he who kills with the sword must be killed with the sword. Here is the patience and the faith of the saints.” What gives persecuted saints “patience”? What assurance does their “faith” give them? That God is a righteous judge who will settle all accounts. The idea is found again in Revelation 14:12. After a graphic description of the eternal torments awaiting those who worship the Beast and receive his mark, the text says: “Here is the patience of the saints; here are those who keep the commandments of God and the faith of Jesus.” In many such ways throughout Scripture God says, “It is mine to avenge; I will repay” (see Deuteronomy 32:35; Romans 12:19; Hebrews 10:30; et al.).

Victory Is Theirs

We should thank God that His Word does not leave the story of the Tribulation saints with their earthly demise, but loudly proclaims their ultimate victory through the blood of the Lamb. Consider first this stirring passage: “They overcame him by the blood of the Lamb and by the word of their testimony, and they did not love their lives to the death” (Revelation 12:11).

Often the Bible displays a logic that seems backwards to the world. Jesus says that whoever wants to be greatest must be least of all. He says that whoever is first will be last and that the last will be first. And in the book of Revelation He says that the overcomers are not those who wield the weapons of mass murder but those who lose their lives for Jesus’ sake. Every time a faithful Tribulation saint depends upon the power of God and keeps his testimony to the end, he overcomes the Antichrist and the devil. These saints love the Lord more than they love their own necks, and for that they will be richly rewarded:

 

But the saints of the Most High shall receive the kingdom, and possess the kingdom forever, even forever and ever. (Daniel 7:18)


 

A judgment was made in favor of the saints of the Most High, and the time came for the saints to possess the kingdom. (Daniel 7:22)


 

But the court shall be seated, and they shall take away his [Antichrist’s] dominion, to consume and destroy it forever. Then the kingdom and dominion, and the greatness of the kingdoms under the whole heaven, shall be given to the people, the saints of the Most High. His kingdom is an everlasting kingdom, and all dominions shall serve and obey Him. (Daniel 7:26-27)


 

And I saw something like a sea of glass mingled with fire, and those who have the victory over the beast, over his image and over his mark and over the number of his name, standing on the sea of glass, having harps of God. They sing the song of Moses, the servant of God, and the song of the Lamb, saying: “Great and marvelous are Your works, Lord God Almighty! Just and true are Your ways, O King of the saints! Who shall not fear You, O Lord, and glorify Your name? For You alone are holy. For all nations shall come and worship before You, for Your judgments have been manifested.” (Revelation 15:2-4)


 

And I saw thrones, and they sat on them, and judgment was committed to them. And I saw the souls of those who had been beheaded for their witness to Jesus and for the word of God, who had not worshiped the beast or his image, and had not received his mark on their foreheads or on their hands. And they lived and reigned with Christ for a thousand years. . . . Blessed and holy is he who has part in the first resurrection. Over such the second death has no power, but they shall be priests of God and of Christ, and shall reign with Him a thousand years. (Revelation 20:4-6)


Whatever doubts might have plagued these saints during their trials on earth will vanish into nothingness the moment they stand before the King to rule and reign with Him in the millennial kingdom. Is it a reward vastly out of proportion to what they deserve? Of course! But that is the nature and the glory of our God. His grace knows no bounds, and His joy in blessing His people knows no limit.

So has it always been, and so shall it always be.

Not Worthy to Be Compared

The truths of Scripture do not change. Since God is its author, the message of the Bible can never show any “variation or shadow of turning” (James 1:17). So David said, “Your word, O Lord, is eternal; it stands firm in the heavens” (Psalm 119:89, NIV).

For that reason we suspect that the saints of the Tribulation will cling to one verse out of Romans with every bit of strength in them. It could well become the most important verse to them in all the arsenal of God’s Word. As much as this verse comforts us now, we can imagine that it will bring untold comfort then. See if you agree.

 

For I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worthy to be compared with the glory which shall be revealed in us. (Romans 8:18)
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The Unredeemed Multitudes

 

 

“On virtually every other channel, I saw—in that split second before the signal changed—final proof that society has reached rock bottom.


“I am neither naïve nor prudish. But I saw things today I never thought I would see. All restraint, all boundaries, all limits have been eradicated. It was a microcosm of the reason for the wrath of the Lamb. Sexuality and sensuality and nudity have been part of the industry for many years. But even those who used to justify these on the basis of freedom of expression or a stand against censorship at the very least made them available only to people who knew what they were choosing.


“Perhaps it is the very loss of the children that has caused us not to forget God but to acknowledge him in the worst possible way, by sticking out our tongues, raising our fists, and spitting in his face. To see not just simulated perversion but actual portrayals of every deadly sin listed in the Scriptures left us feeling unclean.


“My friend left the room. I wept. It is no surprise to me that many have turned against God. But to be exposed to the depths of the result of this abandonment of the Creator is a depressing and sorrowful thing. Real violence, actual tortures and murders, is proudly advertised as available twenty-four hours a day on some channels. Sorcery, black magic, clairvoyance, fortune-telling, witchcraft, seances, and spell casting are offered as simple alternatives to anything normal, let alone positive.”


 

Soul Harvest, 325–26

 

Any rational person might assume that the people living at the time of the Tribulation would fall on their knees before God and call on Him for mercy. After all, that is one of the main purposes behind the severity of God’s judgments, to get the attention of unsaved people so they would call on the name of the Lord and be saved.

But a careful analysis of the population figures given for that period in Revelation indicates that only about 25 percent will repent and turn to Christ. The majority will refuse to repent, for Scripture says of them, “But the rest of mankind, who were not killed by these plagues, did not repent of the works of their hands, that they should not worship demons, and idols of gold, silver, brass, stone, and wood, which can neither see nor hear nor walk; and they did not repent of their murders or their sorceries or their sexual immorality or their thefts” (Revelation 9:20-21).

These are the same people who “rejoice,” “make merry,” and “send gifts to one another” over the murders of God’s two witnesses at the midpoint of the Tribulation (Revelation 11:10); the same people who “blasphemed the name of God who has power over these plagues; and they did not repent and give Him glory” (Revelation 16:9); the same people who “blasphemed the God of heaven because of their pains and their sores, and did not repent of their deeds” (Revelation 16:11); the same people who “blasphemed God because of the plague of the hail” (Revelation 16:21); and the same people whose “sins have reached to heaven,” who are guilty of “the blood of prophets and saints, and of all who were slain on the earth” (Revelation 18:5, 24).

At least 75 percent of the people living during that incredible seven-year period will pit their will against God and reject His many calls for salvation. And so they will get what they fully deserve.

The Top Seven Sins of the Tribulation

A passage we just reviewed, Revelation 9:20-21, lists the top seven sins of the Tribulation:

1. Rebellion against God (“they did not repent”)

2. Worship of demons

3. Idolatry

4. Murders

5. Sorceries (drugs)

6. Sexual immorality

7. Thefts

It is interesting to compare this list with the one given by the apostle Paul in Colossians 3:5-6, which mentions “sexual immorality, impurity, lust, evil desires and greed, which is idolatry” (NIV). Paul then reminds his readers, “Because of these, the wrath of God is coming.”

Is it ever!

We contend that even though these seven sins of the Tribulation will become rampant after the church has been raptured, already they are among the most dominant sins of our society. Note them briefly:

Rebellion against God

Rebellion is a way of life today, both nationally and individually. Government, media, and education policy is relentlessly removing every vestige of our nation’s heritage that relates to God, prayer, the Bible, and Christian values. For over fifty years faith in God and obedience to Him have been treated as vices rather than virtues and as national liabilities rather than assets.

The nation’s capital is repeatedly embroiled in controversy over using tax funds to teach sexual abstinence to our children in the public schools—even though such teaching is the only training that has proven helpful in stemming the tide of sexual promiscuity. Secularizers insist that government can finance condoms for children, and if they get pregnant, provide them an abortion—but since teaching of abstinence is based on the Bible and the Jewish and Christian religions, it is therefore illegitimate. Such a prejudiced attitude not only ruins millions of our nation’s youth but displays open rebellion against the will and laws of God.

Worship of Demons

Forty years ago Satan worship was scarcely heard of; today it is rampant. Satan worshipers are frequently on the evening news because of some satanic ritual that killed or maimed someone. Witchcraft, too, is becoming rampant, even respectable. A 1997 photo in USA Today pictured seven hundred witches dressed in black and wielding brooms, sweeping down the Matterhorn in Switzerland. Add to that astrology, psychic readings, and other occult practices that seek information from satanic sources. Although mankind has a keen interest in the future, he refuses to go to the Word of God and the Holy Spirit, but instead often resorts to necromancy, tarot-card readings, voodoo, and other demonic practices. And it will only get worse during the Tribulation!

Idolatry

Unredeemed man always resists worshiping God by faith but demands “aids to worship”—things made with human hands, from pictures to images to relics and icons. No wonder Vladimir Lenin concluded that “man is incurably religious.” These days paganism is widespread not only in backward countries but also in America. Have you noticed the increasing worship of the mother goddess Gaia? A replica of the Parthenon located in a park in Nashville, Tennessee, features a huge statue to Gaia. To the Christ-rejecting mind, the worship of any female goddess is attractive, for she is nonjudgmental, gentle, and ever merciful. She would never banish people to hell for their sins, nor in most cases even punish them. She only blesses them—ever a preference for the God-rejecting sinner.

It is quite possible that we are on the verge of seeing a merging of the feminist movement, liberal Christianity (with its penchant for feminizing the Scriptures), and mother goddess worship. At the same time, many in the Catholic church are trying to persuade the Pope to establish Mary worship as official church doctrine by naming Mary “co-redemptrix with Jesus” and the fourth member of the godhead. In all likelihood, as soon as all born-again Christians are raptured, there will be no restraining influence to keep such perverse doctrine from being made official. The next step, a very small one, would be for Gaia worshipers to become Mary worshipers. Perhaps that is why Babylon—the religious beast of Revelation 17 seen with a woman on its back—controls the Antichrist’s kingdom during the first half of the Tribulation.

Murders

One of the major social problems of our day is the rise in the murder rate. Already it has reached frightening proportions. Former Los Angeles police chief Bob Vernon told us that many in the younger generation have no respect for human life; witness the increasing number of murderers aged ten to eleven years old. The current violent crime rate—almost seventeen thousand murders each year in America—is making this once-Christian nation the murder capital of the world. As deplorable as was the Vietnam War, more Americans lose their lives every three years through murder than were killed in the entire ten years of that war.

The rise in drive-by shootings, rapes, muggings, and murders are horrible enough. But the greatest evidence that Tribulation-like living has already gripped our society is the government’s attitude toward murdering the most innocent and weakest among us, the unborn. From the Supreme Court to the White House to Congress and throughout the nation, officials do nothing to halt the murder of more than one and a half million unborn babies every year—more than 50 million since 1973, when Roe v. Wade made abortion legal!

It is unfathomable that our great nation’s president can veto a ban on partial-birth abortions. This is the murder of perfectly healthy babies, a procedure that two seconds later would be illegal. How can it fail to incur the wrath of God?

Considering our nation’s attitude toward the wanton killing of the unborn, should it surprise us that many today are calling for the legalized killing of the elderly? The leaders of this world have forgotten that life is a creation of God; He alone should decide how long a person lives. The value of life, particularly of the weakest and most helpless among us, is a good test of the moral quality of a nation.

We shudder for our nation’s future when already we have such a low regard for human life. When the unrestrained rebellion of the Tribulation is unleashed, the world will be a frighteningly dangerous place to live. No wonder God in His mercy plans to “shorten” the time.

Drugs

From the Greek word translated “sorceries” in the King James Bible we get the word pharmacy. Unfettered drug use will be common during the Tribulation. But even today, drug and alcohol use is skyrocketing out of control. Even our president admits to drug use in his youth and in 2008 identified it as his “greatest moral failure.”

Drugs and alcohol are a way of life for many nonbelievers. Adopting a drug-riddled lifestyle during the Tribulation will not require any change for many inhabitants of the world—it will merely be intensified.

Sexual Immorality

From the White House to the movie theater, it is accepted policy today to disregard sexual purity before marriage and sexual fidelity afterward. Many educators have all but abandoned teaching virtue; instead they have made a virtue out of homosexuality and lesbianism, which for centuries were called “perversions” and in the Bible are called “an abomination” and “unnatural.”

The sexual revolution of the sixties—based on the perverted sex studies of Alfred Kinsey in the fifties, followed by the explicit sex education of the seventies and eighties, and strengthened by the Supreme Court’s 1972 decision that transformed pornography from an illegal business into a legally acceptable, ten-billion-dollar-a-year trade in the nineties—has turned the Western world into a sex-obsessed cesspool of immorality . . . just like that of the Tribulation. One of the by-products of the internet revolution has been the expansion of the pornography industry’s exposure in the mainstream. People of all ages can now have access to the most debased forms of sexual exhibition right in the comfort of their own homes. It is hard to believe that sexual immorality can get any worse than it already is—but it will!

Thefts

Gated communities and security systems are becoming a way of life today. Why? Because of the rise in theft. I can remember a time in southern California when I never locked my doors and could leave my keys in my car. Today there are bars on the windows of that community, and residents put The Club locks on their cars’ steering wheels to keep their vehicles from being stolen.

Theft is with us today and will continue right into the Tribulation—although it will probably become much worse under Antichrist, who is opposed to everything Jesus Christ stands for.

During the Tribulation good will become evil, and evil will become good. Virtue will become “dangerous,” and immorality will not only become commonplace, it will be officially endorsed.

But is this any different from our own day? The seven sins that will dominate the Tribulation are already here! From the standpoint of sinful practice, the world is ready to live under Antichrist. The only thing lacking is the Rapture of the church, which is the lone sin-restraining influence on today’s society.

A Second Opinion

In the world of medicine it is a wise and prudent practice to seek a second opinion when a physician’s original diagnosis is both grave and troubling. That’s not a bad thing to do here, either. We recommend consulting with the apostle Paul, who had something to say about how society and culture would deteriorate in “the last days”:

 

But know this, that in the last days perilous times will come: For men will be lovers of themselves, lovers of money, boasters, proud, blasphemers, disobedient to parents, unthankful, unholy, unloving, unforgiving, slanderers, without self-control, brutal, despisers of good, traitors, headstrong, haughty, lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God, having a form of godliness but denying its power. And from such people turn away! For of this sort are those who creep into households and make captives of gullible women loaded down with sins, led away by various lusts, always learning and never able to come to the knowledge of the truth. (2 Timothy 3:1-7)


Note the eighteen characteristics of a society in free fall as outlined by Paul. What is often lost on students of history is that such declining values have been a consistent part of Western culture since the First World War.

1. Selfish: “lovers of themselves”

As an experienced marriage counselor I can categorically state that the massive breakdown of marriage today has no greater single cause than selfishness. This is the natural result of two generations of teaching children and youth to “do your own thing” and get all the “gusto” out of life you can. Thanks to selfishness, the divorce rate in our country is currently at 41 percent for first marriages, 60 percent for second marriages, and 73 percent for third marriages. Research indicates that the drop in the divorce rate for first marriages from its high of 51 percent a few years ago can be attributed to many couples’ choosing to violate God’s laws by simply living together, avoiding a divorce when they split by never marrying in the first place.

2. Covetousness: “lovers of money”

How much is enough? We have a population that is never satisfied but is on a continual quest for more—more money, more things, and more gratification.

3. Boasters, proud

These are two traits God hates (Proverbs 16:18), yet they are both on prominent display today.

4. Blasphemers

The use of the Lord’s name in vain is commonplace today. It used to be that it was prevalent only in the military, in bars, and on the athletic field but almost never in polite society. Today, thanks to Hollywood and others in the entertainment industry, it has become universal in movies and even on TV. The fact that God not only disapproves of this kind of speech but also warns He “will not hold him guiltless who takes His name in vain” (Exodus 20:7) does not seem to deter millions from the sin of blasphemy.

It is hard to see what speech patterns need to be changed to fit the Tribulation. Imagine what will happen when the one group that almost never uses the name of God and His Son in vain is suddenly snatched out of this world, leaving all the blasphemers behind!

5. Disobedient to parents

Parents who are disobedient to God will raise children disobedient to their mothers and fathers. The rise in juvenile crime has reached epidemic proportions, worrying law enforcement officials as they contemplate the next generation. One police officer told us that child-and-youth-murder crime (ages 8–15) is escalating faster than any other crime category.

6. Rebellion

The spirit of rebellion is invading many Christian homes. Just today we heard a national youth speaker say, “Seventy percent of today’s youth raised in Christian homes do not follow their parent’s faith when they leave home.” If he is right, that is up 25 percent in just twenty years. The music and lyrics popular with today’s youth are built on rebellion to parents, police, and all authority figures. Although youth are naturally rebellious (the Bible teaches that “foolishness is bound up in the heart of a child but the rod of correction will drive it far from him,” Proverbs 22:15), today’s social workers and sociologists are trying to keep parents from disciplining their children! As a pastor I found there was a direct correlation between children who were not allowed to sass and disobey their parents in their very young years and those who followed their parents’ faith in adulthood.

7. Unthankful

Rebellious people are unthankful people; that is why they are so miserable. We have never met a happy ingrate! The Bible teaches us to “be thankful,” which produces a thankful attitude and thus a happy life—regardless of circumstances. That is not the mental attitude encouraged today. Instead, the disadvantaged are urged to complain about their terrible lot in life, even though it is measurably better than where they or their ancestors came from. Have you ever noticed that there are no lines to get out of America, Canada, and other Western countries? There are, however, long lines to get in. Regardless of their circumstances, people should be encouraged to thank God for their blessings rather than continually curse the darkness.

8. Unholy

Everywhere you turn today you see the hand of satanically inspired disrespect for God, and a worship of other gods. The worship of nature is an unholy form of pantheism famous for its intolerance of other religions. The worship of the occult does not foster holy living as taught in Scripture, but just the opposite. That may be one cause of its modern appeal: It panders to the immorality that has always been a part of pagan religions, many of which are invading the West.

9. Without natural affection

One of the most basic Judeo-Christian principles has been the natural and beautiful attraction between the sexes. The love of a mother and father for their children, the love of the extended family for each other, and the love of one’s country were similarly considered “natural.” Today we are living in a depraved Romans-chapter-one world that many fear God has given or will give up to “vile passions” that reverse the normal order of things (verses 26-27). Today homosexuality and lesbianism are accepted by many in officialdom as “normal.” Promiscuity before and after marriage is assumed. Multiple marriages and divorces are said to be unrelated to integrity. We have reached a scary time when mothers have been known to abandon or drown their own children. Children have been known to kill their parents and then demand leniency from society because they are orphans. One unwed mother killed her own infant after giving birth in the bathroom. She stuffed the child in the trash can, then returned to the dance floor at her senior prom to dance the night away. We could call this era the death of natural affection.

10. Truce breakers and false accusers

Whether it is Israel and the Oslo accords with the PLO, or Russia, China, or North Vietnam breaking treaties with America and the West, most people have lost confidence in nations and their leaders. A majority of citizens don’t expect leaders to keep their officially written word, much less their spoken word. But it isn’t just nations that break treaties and agreements at will; it is also private citizens. For example, our courts are filled with challenges to prenuptial agreements after the marriages blow up. We are a litigious society that boasts one lawyer for every three hundred people. Many lawyers are getting rich on the backs of broken agreements and false accusations.

11. Incontinent

The Greek word here means “without self-control.” Although our country was built on self-discipline, industry, and personal integrity, today we are a nation of overweight, alcoholic drug abusers and sexual perverts who cannot control our desires and passions—and who don’t even try.

12. Fierce

Society has turned hostile, so much so you are not sure you can avoid being insulted, berated, or assaulted by strangers who feel insulted by something you have done or said. “Road rage” is one of today’s worst problems on the nation’s highways—and women are as bad as men. When we lived in Washington, D.C., I was impressed with how seldom motorists paid any attention to common courtesies. While you tried to get into their lane, drivers would cut you off, causing you to miss your turn—costing you twenty minutes to get back to your corner, just to save them thirty feet. In other instances angry drivers have taken guns and shot other drivers, just so they won’t lose their place in traffic.

In marriage, anger and hostility often result in spousal or child abuse. Police say that domestic conflicts are among their most dangerous calls. We are rapidly becoming a nation of “fierce” people.

13. Despisers

Esau is infamous for despising his birthright and selling it to his brother, Jacob, for a mess of porridge. Today we have a whole subculture of intellectual elitists who have rejected God and His wisdom. They not only embrace the “wisdom of this age” or the “wisdom of man,” but they also demand that the rest of the nation do the same—and thereby despise their spiritual heritage.

14. Traitors

Who can deny that treachery is increasing in the Western world? People in lofty and influential positions have sold their country’s secrets for money, influence, and more recently, ideology. When anyone in a position of influence puts his own ideology above loyalty to his country and betrays the nation’s defense secrets, he or she is a traitor—another sign that the end is quickly approaching.

15. Heady and reckless

We have become a nation of reckless individuals who give little thought to making the decisions that will mold the rest of our lives. By 1995 the government had given up on ever trying to repay the national debt—which at that time stood at over $4 trillion—and was borrowing over a million dollars per day from foreign entities just to keep up with the interest payments on that debt. It was inevitable that the house of (credit) cards would fall, and in 2008 it finally did. The stock market plunged more than 50 percent, taking over two hundred banks and countless life savings down with it. President Obama’s emergency economic stimulus program expanded the national debt to an incomprehensible $14 trillion overnight, which is more than 98% of America’s gross domestic product! Under his administration, the debt has grown at a staggering rate of almost $4 billion per day! Keep in mind this is all government debt. The amount of debt currently held by the general public is fast approaching an additional $10 trillion. It’s no wonder that a conman such as hedge fund investment manager Bernie Madoff was able to get away with his $50 billion scheme for so many years without anyone noticing.

It isn’t in economic matters alone, however, that people are reckless. The same reckless condition is seen in the sexually permissive attitudes of both the heterosexual and homosexual communities. With sexually transmitted diseases (STDs), including the awful plague of AIDS, resulting in incredibly high death rates and painful illnesses, one can only marvel at the many reckless individuals who think, It won’t happen to me. Unfortunately, for millions it does.

16. High-minded

The Greek word translated “high-minded” may also be rendered “haughty” or “puffed up” or “arrogant.” It never ceases to amaze me that the purveyors of secular humanism, with their disgraceful track record of societal failure, can still be so autocratic as to assume the right to make decisions for others. We make no apology that we who hold to biblical doctrine and values are dogmatic—but not in our own wisdom or authority. We are convinced that obeying the principles of God is good for individuals, society, and the nations of the world. Wherever God’s principles have been followed, they have elevated individuals and society. Wherever they are ignored, they have created cultural and moral depravity.

Yet high-minded people, usually those with advanced degrees, dogmatically oppose moral teachings and prefer the immoral practices of humanism. In the past, celebrities such as Jane Fonda have taken it upon themselves to ridicule abstinence programs in public schools and instead launch pro-condom campaigns around the country. Asserting that “80 percent of our youth are promiscuous,” her crusade was to see that all young people would have access to condoms, even though condoms have never proven entirely effective at preventing either pregnancy or sexually transmitted diseases. 

Planned Parenthood, the notorious national pro-abortion organization, has for years now been promoting National Condom Week all over the country. As part of the celebrations, which take place annually around Valentine’s Day, teens are recruited as part of Planned Parenthood’s Teen Awareness group to distribute “goody bags” (their words) containing condoms on various campuses. According to a February 2010 press release from an Illinois chapter, “Planned Parenthood of Illinois is encouraging people to start a dialog with their partners about condom use. Many people who have an STD don’t realize it. [We hope to] blitz fun and educational facts about condoms during National Condom Week.”81

And just how effective are Planned Parenthood’s efforts? Illinois currently ranks eighth in the nation in gonorrhea and ninth in chlamydia.

Such high-minded thinking reminds me of the forty-year tenured political science professor who was seated next to me on a trip to Amsterdam. He was on his first trip to Russia—the ultimate in national socialism. He admitted he believed a one-world socialist government would benefit all the downtrodden nations and improve life on this planet. We had an interesting discussion until I asked him, “Professor, how can you believe world socialism will improve life for many when you cannot give me a single example of one nation in the world that has ever been helped by socialism?” He became so incensed he hissed at me, “It’s because of you capitalists! Socialism would work if we made it universal and adopted it worldwide.” That kind of blind, high-minded, autocratic thinking is the last thing impressionable college students need to hear in the classroom. But in America this kind of high-minded thinking is common fare.

17. Lovers of pleasure

Who can deny that this world has gone crazy over pleasure? From topless dancers to Hollywood entertainment to sporting events to video games, millions spend money they cannot afford on events that consume hours of their time and energy. The whole world is becoming addicted to entertainment—witness the crowds that attend rock and music concerts or major sporting events. Football has become the national sport and the most watched event on TV. As football fans ourselves, we can see where an ardent fan of several sports would get little fathering or husbanding done.

18. No power with God

The Bible instructs leaders that “righteousness exalts a nation,” yet all the nations of the world officially condone immoral practices suicidal to their country’s best interest. Our own nation has murdered so many unborn children that we have not only incurred the wrath of God but also destroyed our nation’s social security system. Baby boomers are concerned there will not be enough taxpayers and wage earners in the nation when they start filing for social security benefits. It is time in these evil days for Christian leaders to lead their members into the voting booth and work to put a halt to the shedding of innocent blood! It won’t make America a righteous nation, but it will put a stop to the officially endorsed depravity that exists today.

Paul’s Warning to the Last Days’ Church

It would be wrong to conclude this section without highlighting Paul’s great warning to the church. Millions of our neighbors, friends, and relatives are committed to the immoral lifestyle just outlined. While we should witness to them and share the gospel with them, Paul says on a personal level, “from such turn away.”

Christians should be careful not to be drawn into the last days’ lifestyles. You don’t have to participate in such lifestyles to win those who are open to the gospel. Eventually, when their world begins to collapse around them, you will be available to offer hope and help through Christ. Like the people of Noah’s day, most will not heed the warning of imminent judgment. But some who recognize the “perilous times” as a sign of the end will take advantage of the “ark of safety” and call on the name of the Lord!

The Return of the Days of Noah and Lot

Jesus prophesied that “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. Likewise as it was also in the days of Lot: They ate, they drank, they bought, they sold, they planted, they built; but on the day that Lot went out of Sodom it rained fire and brimstone from heaven and destroyed them all. Even so will it be in the day when the Son of Man is revealed” (Luke 17:26-30).

Two of the most depraved periods in history were the days of Noah just prior to the Flood, and the days of Lot. In both cases the people were so sinful that God destroyed them from the face of the earth. In Noah’s day it was the whole world that sinned; in Lot’s day it was the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah.

It is instructive that our Lord Jesus chose to use the moral climate in which these ancient people lived as a warning about the lifestyles of men and women just before His return. It is our conviction that we are already living in the moral climate of the days of Noah and of Lot.

What Kind of Days Were They?

Even a casual reading of Genesis 6:1-9 shows that the people of Noah’s day were sexually obsessed. In this case the sons of God were cohabiting with the “daughters of men” and producing the “giants . . . mighty men . . . , men of renown”—renowned doubtless for their wickedness. Some prophecy scholars teach that “Nephilim,” the Hebrew word for “giants,” doesn’t mean merely tall men but supernatural creatures, the product of angels (“the sons of God”) and the daughters of men. Whatever the case, the most important lesson we can learn from this passage is that their wicked lifestyle caused God to unleash the flood. Their lifestyle included three specific sins:

1. Sexual perversion.

2. “The thoughts of their hearts were [turned to] evil continually.”

3. Routine living with disregard to the consequences of impending judgment.

These people were “eating and drinking, marrying and giving in marriage.” In other words, they ignored the preaching of Noah for 120 years and violated the known laws of God as if there were no accounting to come. They were guilty of routine living in the light of impending worldwide catastrophe—a sin much like that of our own day.

Sexual sin has always been a problem with those who forget God. As far back as human history can be traced, prostitution has been a curse. What God intended as a means of propagation of the race has always been under satanic attack. Because of the strong sex drive God has given husbands and wives for enjoyment and mutual pleasure, human beings have been vulnerable to the misuse of that drive and have fallen into promiscuity, perversity, and “sexual wickedness.”

Present world conditions could very well be as bad or worse than those that existed in the days before the Flood and in the days of Lot. The most common sins of our day are sexual, from fornication to adultery to homosexuality. That is evidenced worldwide by the 42 million abortions perpetrated annually and the rampant sexually transmitted diseases, from STDs to AIDS—all diseases that, for the most part, do not afflict those who follow the sexual laws of God.

In the past generation, due to the increase in pornography via magazines, movies, TV, and videos, there has been an acceleration of sexual promiscuity and an ever lowering of the age of first sexual activity. The scourge of all sexual perversion is pedophilia and child molestation. Some have estimated that such sins against children have increased 300 to 500 percent since pornography was legalized by the Supreme Court in 1972. Pornography has caused the minds of both men and women to be obsessed with sex, or as the Bible predicted, “every imagination of the thoughts of his [man’s] heart was only evil continually” (Genesis 6:5, KJV). Hollywood has polluted the most powerful communications vehicle the human mind ever invented—film—which has the ability to affect the mind, emotions, and will.

Divorce, homosexuality, and promiscuity have been encouraged and successfully cut free from integrity and character. One generation ago men or women who were unfaithful to their wedding vows were considered untrustworthy members of society. That standard is no longer in use. TV and Hollywood parade six- and eight-time marriage losers before the cameras to pontificate their moral values. It should surprise no one to hear their conclusions that marriage and sexual faithfulness is passé and that promiscuity (or as they call it, “sex without love” or “recreational sex”) is meaningful and good. But sexual sinners are skilled liars and deceivers, so it should surprise no one that selfishly indulgent people will lie, cheat, and steal (or worse) to advance themselves in every other area of life.

Homosexuality, the Sin of Lot’s Day

The sexual sins of Sodom and Gomorrah in Lot’s time were so gross that men were driven with a passion not only for their own sex but even became disrespectful to the angels who visited Lot.

It is almost unbelievable in our day how those who reject the sexual laws of God have succeeded in making one of the basest of sexual sins—sodomy—respectable and even acceptable. Just a few years ago Hollywood stars kept their personal sex lives (which brought them to an early death) in the closet. But today homosexuals are “out” and demanding their “rights.” What rights do they demand? The right to marry, the right to cohabit with the same sex, the right to teach school, where they could influence young minds, the right to adopt children, the right to serve in the military—and the list goes on.

Even though their dangerous lifestyle can shorten their expected life span by as much as 50 percent, it is considered a “hate crime” to warn or speak out against it. And discrimination against a homosexual in job selection or dismissal is a violation of the law. If you refuse to rent your home to a homosexual couple, you are a lawbreaker! The secular world has turned the sexual laws of God upside down. Before 1973 the American Psychological Association considered homosexuality a mental deficiency; now the APA has endorsed it and proposed that their members no longer urge homosexuals to change their sexual lifestyle.

The Future Is Now

We have come to the place where officialdom demands that any sexual urge be permitted, regardless of its effects on marriage, the home, children, the human body, and the increased misery and suicide rate it causes. To them, anything that contributes to reducing the population is good. The only sexually bad thing is the propagation of traditional moral values. Until that elite officialdom is changed—and there appears to be no way to make that happen, short of a national spiritual revival—we can have no hope of improvement.

In other words, the moral conditions spoken of in the book of Revelation are already here. We are already living in days like those of Noah and Lot—days our Lord predicted would return just before His return to this earth. Morally speaking, nothing needs to happen before the Rapture, and any objective person assessing the rapidly declining moral standards of our day must admit that officialdom and millions of people worldwide are already living in Sodom-and-Gomorrah-like conditions.

The Sign of the Scoffers

One final trait typical of the moral climate during the end times ought to be considered: the emergence of scoffers.

Modern skepticism has its roots in the empiricism of Descartes and has taken over the graduate schools of the world, especially through the uniformitarian theory that undergirds all of education today. Don’t let the word uniformitarian throw you. It simply describes the theory that current processes of life are sufficient to account for the origin and development of all the earth’s physical and biological phenomena. This, of course, eliminates divine revelation of catastrophic events designed by God to judge His creatures.

The theory of uniformitarianism, popularized in the mid-1800s by the English geologist Sir Charles Lyell, became a prominent foundation for Darwinism and evolution, Marxism and socialism, Freudianism and liberalism. It fostered many of the evils that beset our society today and is propagated by the most intellectually trained members of our society.

It is fascinating to note that almost two thousand years ago the apostle Peter, an untrained Galilean fisherman, predicted the exact thinking patterns that would characterize these scoffers. He prophesied that:

 

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.” For this they willfully forget: that by the word of God the heavens were of old, and the earth standing out of water and in the water, by which the world that then existed perished, being flooded with water. But the heavens and the earth which now exist are kept in store by the same word, reserved for fire until the day of judgment and perdition of ungodly men. (2 Peter 3:3-7)


Peter said these scoffers would deny the coming of the Lord because “since the fathers fell asleep, all things continue as they were from the beginning of creation” (2 Peter 3:4). The questions Peter said these scoffers would ask are based on their uniformitarian ideas.

If you eliminate the biblical worldwide flood, as uniformitarians do, you remove a vital proof for the second coming of Christ. But if in fact there was a flood, then God really does judge sinful men, and there is good reason to believe He will come again to judge the world. If man accepts the reality of the Flood, he is pressed to accept the likelihood of Christ’s second coming.

To demonstrate this point, Peter reached back into history and with superb logic developed a line of reasoning too deep for some of the best-educated minds of our day. He highlighted five major historical events:

• Creation: God was the originator of all things, including man.

• The Fall of Man: Sometime shortly after creation man chose to disobey God and fell from innocence into sin. Death, disease, and human misery resulted.

• The Flood: Man’s iniquity reached such depths that God destroyed all but eight people in the world’s greatest cataclysm, the Flood.

• The Life of Christ: Jesus Christ came to die as a divine sacrifice for man’s sin, to lift the curse on man and to prepare man for a future state of bliss where he could enjoy the unlimited blessings originally intended for him by his Creator.

• The Second Coming of Christ: The next major event in God’s plan for man.

According to Peter’s argument, the scoffers are thoroughly mistaken that things have continued in a state of uniformity. To the contrary, man has seen two major divisions of time, with a third to come. The first, terminated by the Flood, Peter calls “the world that then existed.” The present world he calls “the heavens and the earth which are now preserved.” The third, after the second coming of Christ, will provide a new heaven and earth, which are kept in place by the word (or power) of God.

Peter clearly teaches that the present order is not sufficiently similar to the one before the Flood to provide us with accurate indications of what that world was like. Scientists who draw conclusions from present conditions arrive inevitably at wrong conclusions.

Why Are They So Blind?

Peter provides us with two reasons why scoffers are so blind. The first is found in 2 Peter 3:5, “For this they willfully forget.” The unregenerate minds of unbelievers resist the idea of the intervention of God in human affairs. Their problem is spiritual—a matter of the will—and the unbeliever remains deliberately ignorant of the truth.

A great American whom I deeply admire once came to our city on a speaking engagement. I wrote ahead and invited him to have breakfast with me. As we ate, I shared with him the concern of my heart. “How is it that you have escaped liberalism in the fields of economics, government, history, philosophy, and education but have swallowed it in the area of religion?” He replied, “I settled the matter forty years ago on the subject of origins; I believe man is the product of evolution.”

“But there have been amazing discoveries in geology, anthropology, archaeology, and other fields that discredit evolution,” I replied.

With a voice of steel he announced: “The matter is closed!” Here is a man who can carefully weigh the evidence in worldly matters, but his mind is closed to spiritual realities. Is the problem lack of evidence? Oh, no! Peter understood the heart of men when he said they “willfully forget”!

Long before geologist Lyell promoted his theory of uniformitarianism, he was an atheistic humanist. As such, he rejected the biblical record, so it is unsurprising that he would arrive at conclusions diametrically opposed to the teachings of the Bible. Nor should we be surprised that Lyell’s uniformitarianism, rejected by men like Pasteur, was accepted readily and advanced by the humanists of his day. All had one thing in common: They were “willfully ignorant” of the truth of God’s Word.

All the evidence in the world—scientific and rational—will not convince the man who, like the Pharisees of Jesus’ day, willed not to come to Him. Only when such a person comes to the end of himself will he seek the real and ultimate truth. Fortunately, many casualties of the scoffers are still open to truth. For these individuals we should daily be available to the Holy Spirit to share the promises of God.

Peter mentions a second reason for the scoffer’s intellectual blindness in verse 3: They walk “according to their own lusts.” The lovers of pleasure who fostered the “free love” movement, continue to advocate the use of marijuana, and lead rebellions against society, are bosom friends of uniformitarian philosophy! If we would learn from history instead of ignoring it, we would remember that the early humanists lived in exactly that way.

It is incredible, the moral depravity officially embraced by today’s educational community, from sexual permissivism to homosexuality to pornography to relativism. How well I remember when UCLA first instituted coed dormitories. I was so naïve that I said, “That is an idea that will not last; parents of girls will rebel.” How wrong I was! Practically every college and university (except most Christian schools) today sanctions this immoral lifestyle. Who is to blame, the parents who pay the bills? The students? No—it is the educated scoffers who think our children are only little animals who should be permitted to “walk after their own lusts”—as do many of their professors.

There can be little doubt that this is a day of scoffers. Never have they grown so bold and blatant. They are not content to live after their own lusts, willfully ignorant of the claims of God in His Word; they also work tirelessly to pull the next generation into their Sodom-and-Gomorrah lifestyle. They are guilty of what Jesus predicted: “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, hypocrites [scoffers]! 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” (Matthew 23:15). The scoffer-making industry today serves as one more sign that the Lord is coming soon.

Our Moral Holocaust

It was professor Alan Bloom who pointed out in his 1990 best-seller The Closing of the American Mind that the relativistic attitude of our best-educated youth today is: “Morals are no big deal!”

Such popular but erroneous thinking has resulted in the near death of virtue, in millions of fatherless children, and in millions of disease-plagued youth—much like the moral conditions described by the New Testament for the coming Tribulation. In fact, the present moral holocaust—based as it is on an evolutionary philosophy that rejects God, creation, and moral absolutes—exactly fulfills this sign of end-time moral conditions.
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The Role of Angels

 

 

Rayford suddenly heard a voice, as if someone were in the car with him. The radio was off and he was alone, but he heard, clear as if from the best sound system available: “Woe, woe to the inhabitants of the earth, because of the remaining blasts of the trumpet of the three angels who are about to sound!”


 

Apollyon, 296

 

At all the most crucial periods in the history of the world, angels were in the middle of the action. They were there at the creation of the earth when “the morning stars sang together and all the angels shouted for joy” (Job 38:7, NIV). They were there at the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah (Genesis 19:1). They were there at the giving of the Law (Galatians 3:9). They were there in the time of the judges (Judges 21), in the time of David (2 Samuel 24:16), during the ministry of Elijah (1 Kings 19:5) and that of Isaiah (2 Kings 19:35). They were there at the birth of Christ (Luke 2:8-14). They were there at our Lord’s temptation (Matthew 4:11). They were there at the Garden of Gethsemane to strengthen Him (Luke 22:43). They were there at the empty tomb to announce His resurrection (Matthew 28:2). And they were there at the Ascension to announce His return (Acts 1:10-11).

In the last twenty years or so, we have seen much nonsense about angels, utter foolishness about their appearance, their interests, and their ministry. But do not allow this contemporary silliness to obscure from view the very real and awesome role that angels are scheduled to play in the coming Tribulation. They are major players in the drama about to unfold.

What Are They?

The first item to tackle is the identity of angels. Who and what are they? Are they glorified dead persons, as many books and movies imagine? Are they sweet, chubby cherubs who float along on fluffy clouds, dreaming of lazy afternoons?

The Bible presents no such saccharine pictures. It presents angels as powerful “ministering spirits” (Hebrews 1:14), created by God sometime before He called the universe into being (Job 38:7) to serve and worship Him (Hebrews 1:7).

Angels differ from one another in power and glory and function. Some, like Gabriel, serve primarily as messengers (Daniel 8:16; Luke 1:26), while others, like Michael the archangel, are said to have special protective responsibilities (Daniel 12:1; Jude 1:9). Angels called cherubim are closely associated with the throne of God (Ezekiel 10:20), while another class of angels, called seraphim, apparently guard the heavenly throne and lead in worship (Isaiah 6). We read of a destroying angel in the plagues sent on wandering Israel (1 Corinthians 10:10), and in 2 Kings 19:35 we learn that “the angel of the Lord” in a single night put to death 185,000 Assyrian troops who were besieging King Hezekiah’s Jerusalem.

God’s angels are powerful, wise, swift, efficient, and devoted to doing the will of the Lord.

Not All Angels Are Good

Scripture distinguishes between “the holy angels” (Mark 8:38) who serve God, and the “demons” who answer to Beelzebub, the devil (Mark 3:22). Demons are apparently fallen angels (Revelation 12:4) who long ago chose to rebel against God and join Satan’s unholy insurrection. Some of these fallen angels so heinously transgressed God’s order that they are kept in darkness and bound in everlasting chains for their day of judgment (Jude 1:6; 2 Peter 2:4). Others are allowed to roam the earth and often seek to “possess” individuals by indwelling their bodies (Matthew 12:43-45). Individuals who are so possessed manifest a variety of odd and hurtful traits, such as dumbness (Luke 11:14), convulsions (Mark 9:18), or a refusal to wear clothing and a desire to live among the tombs (Luke 8:27).

During the days of His earthly ministry, Jesus had frequent confrontations with demons, whom He also called evil spirits. He forbade them from announcing His divine identity (Mark 1:34) and cast them out of those whom they were possessing (Luke 11:20). In the book of Acts a fascinating story tells of “seven sons of Sceva, a Jewish chief priest,” who try to cast out demons “in the name of Jesus, whom Paul preaches” (Acts 19:13, NIV). The text says that “one day the evil spirit answered them, ‘Jesus I know, and I know about Paul, but who are you?’ Then the man who had the evil spirit jumped on them and overpowered them all. He gave them such a beating that they ran out of the house naked and bleeding” (Acts 19:13-16, NIV).

What the Gospels make clear (and what Acts amplifies) is that these fallen angels are no match for Jesus Christ. In Matthew 8 Jesus is described ordering some demons out of a man and into a herd of pigs. But before He does so they cry out, “What do you want with us, Son of God? Have you come here to torture us before the appointed time?” (verse 29, NIV). In this connection the apostle James made a fascinating statement to his readers: “You believe that there is one God. Good! Even the demons believe that—and shudder” (2:19, NIV). Why do they shudder? Because they already know their awful doom. They can never forget that “eternal fire” is being “prepared for the devil and his angels” (Matthew 25:41, NIV).

Angels in Revelation

Angels, both holy and fallen, are mentioned in the book of Revelation no less than seventy-seven times. They are seen acting in various capacities throughout the book and throughout the time periods outlined in the book. Many times a holy angel is pictured as making a proclamation:

 

And I saw a mighty angel proclaiming in a loud voice, “Who is worthy to break the seals and open the scroll?” (5:2, niv)


 

Then I saw another angel flying in midair, and he had the eternal gospel to proclaim to those who live on the earth—to every nation, tribe, language and people. (14:6, niv)


 

A second angel followed and said, “Fallen! Fallen is Babylon the Great, which made all the nations drink the maddening wine of her adulteries.” (14:8, niv)


 

A third angel followed them, saying with a loud voice, “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.” (14:9-10)


At other times angels are seen giving instructions or explanations:

 

Then I saw another angel coming up from the east, having the seal of the living God. He called out in a loud voice to the four angels who had been given power to harm the land and the sea: “Do not harm the land or the sea or the trees until we put a seal on the foreheads of the servants of our God.” (7:2-3, niv)


 

Then another angel came out of the temple and called in a loud voice to him who was sitting on the cloud, “Take your sickle and reap, because the time to reap has come, for the harvest of the earth is ripe.” (14:15, niv)


 

Then the angel said to me: “Why are you astonished? I will explain to you the mystery of the woman and of the beast she rides, which has the seven heads and ten horns.” (17:7, niv)


At other times angels are heard to burst out in mighty chorus to God:

 

Then I looked and heard the voice of many angels, numbering thousands upon thousands, and ten thousand times ten thousand. They encircled the throne and the living creatures and the elders. In a loud voice they sang: “Worthy is the Lamb, who was slain, to receive power and wealth and wisdom and strength and honor and glory and praise!” (5:11-12, niv)


 

All the angels were standing around the throne and around the elders and the four living creatures. They fell down on their faces before the throne and worshiped God, saying: “Amen! Praise and glory and wisdom and thanks and honor and power and strength be to our God for ever and ever. Amen!” (7:11-12, niv)


It is through the angels that God executes most of His judgments in the Tribulation. They are the ones who blow the seven trumpets that announce the second series of divine judgments; they are the ones who pour out the final seven bowl judgments. It is an angel who is told to “take your sharp sickle and gather the clusters of grapes from the earth’s vine, because its grapes are ripe” (14:18, NIV). It is the angels who place “the seal of the living God” on the foreheads of the servants of God (7:2-3; 9:4). It is the angelic army that defeats Satan and his fallen angels, evicting them from heaven and casting them to the earth (12:7-9). It is an angel who comes down out of heaven at the end of the Tribulation, seizes Satan, and binds him in the bottomless pit for a thousand years (20:1-2). And angels are entrusted with the safety and security of the New Jerusalem in eternity (21:12).

According to the prophet Daniel, Michael the archangel has special duties in the Tribulation. He will be tasked with protecting the nation Israel. Daniel writes, “At that time Michael, the great prince who protects your people, will arise. There will be a time of distress such as has not happened from the beginning of nations until then. But at that time your people—everyone whose name is found written in the book—will be delivered” (Daniel 12:1, NIV).

God even uses fallen angels to accomplish His purposes in the Tribulation. Apollyon, the evil angel of the bottomless pit, is released at the fifth trumpet judgment to lead a demonic army of locustlike creatures who will torment unbelievers for five months (Revelation 9:1-11). In the sixth trumpet judgment, four fallen angels who have been bound at the river Euphrates are released to kill a third of mankind (Revelation 9:13-15). And just before the Battle of Armageddon, three evil spirits “that looked like frogs” proceed out of the mouths of the devil, the Beast, and the false prophet, to deceive the kings of the world and to gather them for “the battle on the great day of God Almighty” (Revelation 16:13-14, NIV). In all these things, the fallen angels merely carry out the will of God. They are never “on the loose.”

God over All

The book of Revelation offers us an awesome picture of the power and supernatural abilities of the angels, both holy and fallen. But it never allows us to be so taken with them that we forget the main personality of the book, God Almighty and Jesus, His Son. The apostle John was so overwhelmed by the sight of one of these mighty angels that twice he fell down at the angel’s feet to worship him. And twice the angel’s response was both immediate and forceful:

 

Do not do it! I am a fellow servant with you and with your brothers who hold to the testimony of Jesus. Worship God! (19:10, niv)


 

Do not do it! I am a fellow servant with you and with your brothers the prophets and of all who keep the words of this book. Worship God! (22:9, niv)


Worship God! Whether in prophetic studies or any other activity, that is always the best advice of all.
  


 

Epilogue

 

It’s Later Than It’s Ever Been

No one knows for certain when Christ will return or whether we are really living in the end times. We believe, however, that Christians living today have more reason than those of any generation before us to believe that Christ could come in our lifetime. For example, all prophecy scholars agree that the generation that saw Israel restored to her land in 1948 could well be the “generation [that] will certainly not pass away until all these things have happened” (Matthew 24:32-34, NIV). In other words, before that strategic generation passes from the scene, time, as we know it, will come to an end.

When you examine all the “signs of the times” that have been fulfilled in our lifetime, you have to believe the coming of Christ is very near. As Jesus said, “Near, even at the doors.” This generation does indeed have more solid reason to believe Christ could come in our lifetime than any before us. Yes, we could indeed be living in the end times!

Dr. John Walvoord, the most knowledgeable prophecy scholar of the twentieth century, said the following at a prophecy conference some years ago, which could not be more appropriate regarding the times in which we live:

 

I have been studying prophecy for many years [over fifty], and while I do not believe it is possible to set dates for the Lord’s return, I do sense in the world today an unprecedented time of world crises that can be interpreted as being preparatory for the coming of the Lord. If there ever was a time when Christians should live every day as though Christ could come at any time, it is today.


We could not agree more. We hope that everyone who reads this book will be prepared for His coming at any moment. Don’t be like the majority, “ashamed before Him at His coming.” We pray that you will “be ready” when He comes!

The story is told of a little girl who had trouble sleeping one night. Her bedroom was upstairs, and her parents were downstairs reading. First she asked for a glass of water, then a cookie, and then she wanted to know what time it was. Finally her parents’ patience ran out, and they warned her to go to sleep, threatening to punish her if she called them again.

The best she could do was lie there, watching the ceiling and listening for the striking of the grandfather clock downstairs. When the clock struck eleven, something must have gone wrong mechanically, because as she counted the hours, the clock tolled eleven and kept on going: twelve, thirteen, fourteen. When the clock tolled eighteen, she threw caution to the wind, jumped out of bed, ran downstairs, and cried, “Mom, Dad—it’s later than it’s ever been!”

That is what we are saying to you—prophetically, it is later than it has ever been. We pray that you will live every day as though Jesus could come at any moment, because no generation of Christians ever had more reason for believing He could come in their lifetime than does ours!

A Final Thought

If you were to join us in a room for a private conversation, we would want to ask you a very personal and important question. Now that you have read the biblical prophecies that have formed the foundation for our Left Behind series, we would ask: If Jesus were to shout from heaven to Rapture His Church, would you be taken? Or would you be left behind? If you have never accepted Jesus as your personal Lord and Savior, you would be left behind. Maybe you’re uncertain as to whether you’ve had this experience but are willing to do so now.

May we suggest you pray the following prayer:

 

Dear Lord Jesus. I believe you died on the cross for all sinners and rose again just as the Bible teaches. Right now, I confess I have not led a perfect life. I am a sinner and this day confess my sin, and I ask you to save my soul. All I have to give you in return is the rest of my life, and I wish to serve you as long as I live. Amen.


 

For whoever calls on the name of the Lord shall be saved. (Romans 10:13)
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