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A Nation Lost and Adrift

America is simply proving again a great truth—that we ultimately
  reap what we have sown.

by Scott Ashley

As I write this, the president of the United States is in the city where
  I live telling those in his audience to write their congressmen to urge them
  to pass a jobs bill to put millions of construction workers and teachers back
  to work. "It's all paid for!" he exclaims. 

But his speech is remarkably short on specifics, and no wonder. The $447
  billion package—a mixture of specialized tax breaks and new spending—would
  create an estimated 1.9 million jobs. Do the math. $447 billion divided by
  1.9 million jobs equals $235,263 per job.

The bill is clearly designed to try to lower the nation's stubbornly high
  unemployment rate before next year's presidential elections, with the tax
  increases kicking in later so politicians won't be accused of raising taxes
  between now and election day. 

And people wonder what's wrong with the country! 

Last year the U.S. government added $1.5 trillion to finance its budget deficit.
  Few realize that it also added 3½ times that amount, $5.3 trillion,
  in new obligations for Social Security and Medicare. The total amount of financial
  promises not paid for is now more than $61 trillion—approximately $534,000
  for every U.S. household.  

In less than a generation, the United States has gone from the world's greatest
  lending nation to the biggest debtor nation in history. And the proposed solution
  for our financial turmoil is to spend more!

As Americans begin to see what their leaders apparently can't, confidence
  in government has plunged in alarming proportions. A new Gallup poll has shown
  that 82 percent of Americans, an all-time high, disapprove of the way Congress
  is doing its job. 

Almost 60 percent have little or no confidence in the federal government's
  ability to solve problems. Just under half now believe that the federal government
  is a threat to their rights and freedoms. 

The nation is distrustful, worried, lost and adrift. 

Sadly, this should really come as no surprise. America is simply proving
  once again a great truth written almost 2,000 years ago—that we ultimately
  reap what we have sown (Galatians 6:7).

Almost 3,500 years ago God told the ancient Israelites, newly freed from
  slavery in Egypt and about to be established as a nation, that they should
  be careful to live by the laws He had given them, including economic laws.
  If they obeyed, He promised that He would shower them with every good thing
  for their obedience. 

He went on to detail great national blessings of material wealth, military
  power, health, agricultural productivity, excellent weather and so much abundance
  that they would "lend to many nations" and "not borrow"—all
  if they would just "heed the commandments of the Lord your God" (Deuteronomy
  28:1-13). They would sow well and reap abundant blessings.

And if they wouldn't obey and forgot their Creator? Then they would also
  reap what they sowed—problems that read remarkably like today's headlines,
  including curses on crops and herds, plagues of sickness, confusion, drought,
  military defeat, confusion, exploding debt and much more. 

Few realize how these prophetic words apply equally well today. Few see how
  the world is shaping up for the fulfillment of major prophecies about the
  time before the return of the King of Kings. Read this issue to understand
  how our world is being transformed as foretold in the pages of your Bible
  many centuries ago!


Europe's Troubles: Setting the Stage for Prophecy's Fulfillment

In 1933 Winston Churchill chillingly warned, "No one can watch the
  events which are taking place in Germany without increasing anxiety about
  what their outcome will be." With an economic crisis now plaguing the
  eurozone, will Berlin's troubled history repeat itself? What is Germany's
  destiny? Does Bible prophecy give us any indication of where events in Europe
  are leading?

by John Ross Schroeder

The late British author John Stott summed up the mindset of many this way:
  "Most of us feel demoralized by the heart-rending tragedy of this chaotic
  world. Our very survival is in doubt. The ordinary citizen often feels a helpless
  victim of the tangled web of politics, or a faceless unit in the machine of
  modern society" (Basic Christianity, 2008, p. 152). 

The apostle Paul foretold that conditions would be like this during the last
  days of this age of man (2 Timothy 3:1-5). That's why our articles about regional
  and world trends ultimately focus on the good news guaranteed by the prophecies
  of the Bible. 

But the Bible itself makes it very plain that the wonderful world to come
  will first be preceded by devastating conditions of a magnitude never before
  seen by the human race (see Matthew 24:21-22; Daniel 12:1; Jeremiah 30:7).
  The state of the world will be so dire that human survival will be at stake! 

Our news headlines show that prophecies written in the Bible many centuries
  ago are now beginning to be fulfilled in a major way. Nowhere is this truer
  than in Central Europe and the Middle East. This article focuses on Europe
  (though you can gain an understanding of the other region's prophetic role
  by reading our free booklet The
  Middle East in Bible Prophecy and articles
  about Israel and the Middle East that appear regularly in this magazine).

What does Bible prophecy tell us about the future of Europe? The biblical
  books of Daniel and Revelation both show that a new and dictatorial superpower
  will emerge at the time of the end, centered in Europe. In this article we'll
  see how the stage is apparently being set for the fulfillment of these prophecies. 

Europe as a unified entity

Europe is a key player in the global economy. In spite of all the talk about
  the economies of the United States and China, the European Union (EU) is the
  world's largest and wealthiest economic power bloc. 

Europe has also been the battleground for countless wars over the millennia
  and the flashpoint for two devastating world wars in the first half of the
  1900s. At the heart of those two world wars for control of Europe was Germany,
  now politically and economically immersed with other European nations in seeking
  a United States of Europe. 

The global intelligence firm Strategic Forecasting, Inc., better known as
  Stratfor, is highly respected for its analysis of global and regional trends.
  Months ago it noted that "the future of Europe [is] bound to the decision-making
  process in Germany" and that "Europe cannot function as a unified
  entity unless someone is in control." 

It went on to explain that "at present, Germany is the
    only country with a large enough economy and population to achieve that
    control" ("Germany's Choice: Part 2," July 26, 2011,
    emphasis added throughout). In recent months we have seen this demonstrated
    again and again as Germany has positioned itself—sometimes openly,
    sometimes behind the scenes—to take the lead in the future direction
    of Europe.

Currently two basic scenarios exist for the future of Europe. One view, the
  most popular, holds that the present generation of Germans have become staunch
  defenders of freedom and democracy, being fully aware of the dangers of repeating
  Berlin's troubled history during the first half of the 20th century—when
  its ambitions twice led to world wars.

A second view is that a long-lingering euro crisis, initially spurred by
  runaway Greek debt but then spreading steadily to other troubled European
  economies, will eventually result in the emergence of an economic powerhouse
  that can step in and resolve the crisis—a new German-led empire. 

Proponents of this projection of current trends believe that the nations
  of southern Europe are slated to come under Berlin's thumb and that, in the
  long run, even the enormous bailouts by Germany will be well worth the huge
  costs incurred. In other words, Germany will be successful at attaining through
  its economic might what it was unsuccessful at attaining through military
  might twice in the last century.

Do history and the Bible indicate which view will eventually prevail? 

"It's all about Germany"

The two world wars started by Germany have often dominated the anxious postwar
  thoughts of other European countries. In 1997, then French President Valery
  Giscard d'Estaing cautioned that a failure of efforts to integrate Europe
  economically (leading to today's euro) would lead to "a preponderant
  influence of Germany" in European affairs (Celestine Bohlen, "Euro
  Unity? It's Germany That Matters," The New York Times, March
  9, 2010). 

A basic rationale by other European nations in recent decades was to encase
  Germany well inside the European Union  to prevent its previously notorious
  nationalistic tendencies from threatening their sovereignty and territorial
  integrity. This was a powerful motivator behind the steady drive for European
  integration into an eventual united Europe. 

But is this strategy really going to work out as hoped in the long run, considering
  Europe's disparate peoples and cultures? With Europe confronting a painful
  and divisive economic crisis, will Berlin eventually wind up virtually directing
  the activities of the EU anyway? 

It appears the answer is now becoming clearer. The article cited above states:
  "Ten years after the euro, it's still all about Germany, which
  isn't the way it was supposed to be. . . President Nicolas Sarkozy of France
  can come and pledge all the support to Greece he wants, but in the end,
  it's Germany that matters" (ibid). 

Newsweek magazine recently pointed out: "Who is the greatest
  beneficiary of the existence of the euro? The answer is Germany.
  . . The rest of the euro zone absorb[s] 40 percent of German exports. . ."
  (John Eatwell, "Euro Vision," Sept. 5, 2011). 

The Stratfor report cited earlier also noted: "Despite its flaws, the
  system that currently manages Europe has granted Germany economic wealth of
  global reach without costing a single German life. Given the horrors of World
  War II, this was not something to be breezily discarded. No country in Europe
  has benefited more from the eurozone than Germany. For the German elite, the
  eurozone was an easy means of making Germany matter on a global stage without
  the sort of military revitalization that would have spawned panic across Europe
  and the former Soviet Union. And it also made the Germans rich."

Moving to exert control

Germany is clearly taking steps to exert control in the current economic
  crisis. The Stratfor report also noted that Germany was for a long time content
  to take a backseat in the European leadership arena, but no longer. 

With the economic crisis spreading among the countries of southern Europe,
  Germany is the only European power with enough financial muscle to bail them
  out—and has quietly maneuvered behind the scenes to put themselves in
  the driver's seat. 

Germany has created a new bailout mechanism that, as Strafor observes, "takes
  its orders from the Germans. The mechanism is not enshrined in EU treaties;
  it is instead a private bank, the director of which is German. . . In order
  to get the money, distressed states merely have to do whatever Germany—the
  manager of the fund—wants. . .  

"Accepting EFSF [European Financial Security Facility] assistance means accepting
    a surrender of financial autonomy to the German commanders of the EFSF.
    For now, that means accepting German-designed austerity programs, but there
    is nothing that forces the Germans to limit their conditions to the purely
    financial/fiscal.

"For all practical purposes, the next chapter of history has now opened
  in Europe. Regardless of intentions, Germany has just experienced an important
  development in its ability to influence fellow EU member states—particularly
  those experiencing financial troubles. It can now easily usurp huge amounts
  of national sovereignty.

"Rather than constraining Germany's geopolitical potential, the European
  Union now enhances it; Germany is on the verge of once again becoming
  a great power. This hardly means that a regeneration of the Wehrmacht
  [military force] is imminent, but Germany's re-emergence does
  force a radical rethinking of the European and Eurasian architectures."

"A real opportunity to achieve a political union in Europe"

The British newsmagazine The Economist recently observed: "All
  of a sudden . . .  Berlin is abuzz with talk of remaking the European Union:
  issuing joint eurobonds, renegotiating the EU's treaties, even creating
  a federal Europe" ("Germany's Euro Question," Sept. 10,
  2011). 

Redesigning the European Union's institutions has suddenly become all the
  rage in Germany! 

Of particular interest is the revival of federalism. The Economist piece
  continued: "German Euro-federalists have woken up after a long slumber.
  It is no surprise that Joschka Fischer, the Greens' elder statesman [who served
  as foreign minister and vice chancellor under former German chancellor Gerhard
  Schroeder], should call for the 'United States of Europe.'"

According to a Sept. 4, 2011, Reuters article, Schroeder himself also called
  for the creation of a "United States of Europe," stating: "The
  current crisis makes it relentlessly clear that we cannot have a common currency
  zone without a common fiscal, economic and social policy. . . We will
  have to give up national sovereignty. . . And that means the United
  States of Europe...In the crisis lies a real opportunity to achieve
  a political union in Europe."

Strengths and weaknesses in eurozone nations

According to The Wall Street Journal: "The Greek statistical
  office reported that the economy shrank 7.3% in the second quarter, down from
  an initial estimate of 6.9% contraction last month. The Greek economy has
  been contracting for three years" ("Greece Slips Further," Sept.
  9-11, 2011).

Recently Athens has been only weeks from running out of euros and facing
  a critical debt default. In response the Greek government has promised to
  levy a property tax to address a 2 billion euro revenue shortfall. But will
  this measure send yet more Greek citizens to the streets, demonstrating and
  rioting in protest? Some observers still feel that a Greek default is inevitable.

Discussions with EU and International Monetary Fund officials recently broke
  down over the terms of loans Greece desperately needs to avoid economic collapse.
  Several other southern European nations are only slightly better off than
  Greece. 

How is it that, as the Newsweek article cited above states, "the
  entire national debts of Greece, Portugal, and Ireland amount to less than
  5 percent of euro-zone debt," and yet the entire eurozone can be seriously
  shaken by their debt problems? This clearly points to major structural flaws
  in the way the euro was originally constructed as a new currency beginning
  in early 1999. 

This probably has some bearing on why, just prior to the establishment of
  Jesus Christ's future rule on earth, the Bible speaks of a future European-centered
  superpower where the component countries are symbolically described as iron
  mixed with clay, "partly strong and partly fragile" (see Daniel
  2:40-44). 

The troubling future of Europe 

Hitler's Nazi regime (1933-1945) was made possible only by a severe economic
  crisis in Germany during the late 1920s and early 1930s. Under normal economic
  conditions the Nazis could never have come to power. Of course, the details
  are different today. So far it's not Berlin that's experiencing economic crisis,
  but other eurozone nations, principally in southern Europe. Germany remains
  the principal paymaster of Europe. But there may yet be financial consequences
  for Germany.

Today the European Union countries are experiencing serious political differences
  and a troubling degree of divisiveness and disunity due in significant measure
  to severe economic problems. Bible prophecy indicates that the European Union
  will not continue in its current form. 

Some members may opt out of the EU, or perhaps even be forced out as the
  prophesied end-time entity takes shape (Britain, for instance, has often been
  at odds with the European Union almost from its inception in 1958). 

Ultimately a new and powerful European superstate, labeled in symbol as "the
  Beast," will astonish a largely unsuspecting world. An imposing bloc
  of nations will coalesce as one final revival of the ancient Roman Empire
  (Revelation 13:1-8; 17:8-18; Daniel 2:37-45; 7:15-27). 

Ten member nations (or groups of nations) will relinquish their own national
  sovereignty to become part of this astonishing end-time superpower. "These
  are of one mind, and they will give their power and authority to the beast"
  (Revelation 17:13). 

These disturbing events will affect the whole world—including setting
  the stage for the devastatingly dangerous times in which human extinction
  would happen without God's intervention (Matthew 24:21-22). Since all that
  Bible prophecy foretells is sure to happen, we should all heed the words of
  the apostle Peter. He asked in light of the impermanence of the world around
  us: "What manner of persons ought you to be in holy conduct and godliness?" (2
  Peter 3:11). 

Seeing the stage set for the fulfillment of end-time prophecies should motivate
  each of us to examine our spiritual condition in the light of God's Word.
  An understanding of prophecy ought to lead us to repentance and to dedicate
  our lives to seeking God and serving Him. Mere academic Bible knowledge is
  far from enough! 

Jesus Christ plainly tells us in Luke 21:36: "Watch therefore, and pray
  always that you may be counted worthy to escape all these things that will
  come to pass, and to stand before the Son of Man"!

To Learn More...

This article has touched on the highlights of what Bible prophecy foretells
  is to come in Europe. To understand the overall significance of the ongoing
  prophetic picture, request or download the free booklets You
  Can Understand Bible Prophecy and Are
  We Living in the Time of the End?


"Will the Euro Collapse?"

Newsweek recently reported: "Mayhem in the euro zone is a major
  contributor to the international financial crisis. The immediate cause may
  be reckless policies pursued by governments and banks, but the institutional
  structure of the European Monetary Union is the stubborn root of the problem"
  (John Eatwell, "Euro Vision," Sept. 5, 2011). 

The magazine article went on to ask: "Can the Europeans build the necessary
  institutions to run an effective monetary union—institutions that took
  100 years, a civil war and a Great Depression to build in the United States?
  Or will the euro collapse?"  

Three days later the Financial Times published an article stating, "Angela
    Merkel, German chancellor, declared on Wednesday that 'the euro will not
    fail'" ("Merkel Promises Euro 'Will Not Fail,' Sept. 8, 2011).
    It continued with the Chancellor's explanation that "Germany would
    continue to demand drastic debt reduction from its eurozone partners in
    exchange for providing them with financial guarantees." 

Yet Merkel faces a great deal of opposition from the greater German ruling
  intelligentsia. The International Herald Tribune observed that "the
  euro zone's debt crisis gets messier, and Germany, the euro's self-styled
  guardian, is playing a large role in magnifying the uncertainty. 

"Despite repeated pledges by Chancellor Angela Merkel to keep Europe
  together, the cacophony of dissent within her country is becoming almost deafening.
  That is casting fresh doubt—justified or not—over the nation's
  commitment to the euro" ("Dissent Adds to Euro Zone Uncertainty
  in Germany," Sept. 12, 2011).

Financial commentator Thorold Barker of The Wall Street Journal asked,
  "What is the future of the euro if old hands from Germany's Bundesbank
  have lost faith in the institution charged with overseeing the currency?" ("Stark
  Signal for the Euro," Sept. 12, 2011). 

One key person has resigned from the European Central Bank apparently because
  of the prospect of further decisions like the purchase of Italian and Spanish
  sovereign bonds. The Journal article concluded with this stark assessment:
  "Even when compared with weak currencies like the dollar, the euro's
  future as a store of value looks bleak."

Still, many seasoned observers consider scrapping the eurozone at this stage
  highly unlikely because they believe an economic catastrophe would ensue for
  Europe. One recalls the Germany of the early 1930s, when economic conditions
  were so bad that a wheelbarrow full of German marks would purchase just one
  pound of butter. So much has been invested in monetary and human resources
  that it's considered foolhardy to turn back because of the current crisis! 

But catastrophic occurrences are clearly possible, if not likely, in this
  world of unstable and uncertain economics and politics. As Time magazine
  somewhat counterintuitively declared earlier this year: "Out of times
  of chaos and uncertainty can come a world order that is strong and vital.
  It happened in Europe centuries ago" (Parag Khanna, "For a
  New Renaissance,"
  Jan. 31, 2011). 

From the biblical point of view, this semi-prophetic declaration certainly
  has been accurate a number of times in centuries past. Parts of Europe are
  in economic travail now, but make no mistake: Europe is indeed in the process
  of becoming a great superpower empire, with Germany in the forefront. 

Some great factor—quite possibly the economic crisis that is increasingly
  shaping up in Europe—will force the transformation of the European Union
  into a new, more tightly integrated and powerful alliance. It will be the
  last in a series of revivals of the old Roman Empire foretold in Bible prophecy.
  To understand more, request or download our free booklets The
  Book of Revelation Unveiled and Are
  We Living in the Time of the End?




European and American Debt: No Easy Way Out

Financial Times columnist Gillian Tett declared in FT Magazine, a
  supplement to the weekend edition of the newspaper: "Another week, another
  bout of wailing about global debt woes. In Europe, there is panic about the
  finances of places such as Italy or Greece. In America, the US debt headache
  gets ever worse. And, on a more mundane level, millions of people (like me)
  have just returned from holiday feeling uneasy about their next credit card
  bill" ("Debt: It's Back to the Future," Sept. 10-11, 2011).

The lead editorial in the Sept. 12, 2011, International Herald Tribune took
  Europe to task over its management of the eurozone debt. It stated: "Europe's
  leaders believe they can stave off economic disaster without taking real
  action. They keep pretending that they will not have to ask taxpayers
  to help shore up fragile banks ... and that Europe can continue
  to reap the benefits of monetary union without the shared responsibilities
  of greater fiscal union. 

"No one else believes this—not credit markets, which have bid
  up interest rates on sovereign debt; not the International Monetary Fund,
  which has warned repeatedly that major banks appear undercapitalized; and
  not the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development, which last
  week forecast negative growth in the coming quarter for Germany, France and
  Italy, the euro zone's three biggest economies.

"The immediate fear is that one or more major European banks may fail.
  Confidence is plummeting because they have large holdings of Greek, Spanish
  and Italian bonds. A major bank failure would damage America's economy as
  well—which helps explain the urgent pleas from Washington last week
  for Europe to come up with a strategy for recovery and growth" ("Europe's
  Fiscal Fantasies," emphasis added throughout).  

Desmond Lachman, resident fellow of the American Enterprise Institute, wrote
  in The Wall Street Journal about the financial crisis in Europe possibly
  diminishing President Barack Obama's reelection chances. The U.S. financial
  system suffers from "massive exposure to the European banks ...
  of over a trillion dollars—or roughly 45% of money markets' overall
  assets"
  ("The Euro's Problems Are America's Too," Sept. 9-11, 2011). Lachman
  fears Greece will default on its sovereign debt before year's end. 

He also stated: "Judging by recent events, the euro zone's end-game
    may not be far off. Greece's economic and fiscal reforms appear to
    be seriously off track, and the debt crisis has now spread from Greece,
    Portugal and Ireland to Spain and Italy. These latter two countries
    are aptly described as being both too big to fail and too big to bail." 

These huge debt problems are creating enormous problems on the world geopolitical
  scene. At this point no one can say with certainty how it will all shake out.
  But while an individual realistically can do nothing about these great problems,
  as an individual you can still apply time-tested biblical principles to your
  personal life. 

If you are in debt, or just want to exercise better financial control over
  your economic affairs, request or download for our free booklet Managing
  Your Finances.

A companion booklet, Making
      Life Work, expands these biblical principles to subjects such
      as "Finding
      Success in Your Job and Career." These two publications work
      well together to bring the Bible into the problem-solving aspects of your
      life. 


America's Debt Debacle 

The recent debate over raising the U.S. debt limit showed a national leadership
  bitterly divided over the country's priorities and how to address its debt
  explosion. What are the larger implications of this debacle?

by Mike Kelly

Many have seen the growing gridlock in the U.S. Congress between the conservative
  Republicans and liberal Democrats. 

That gridlock played out in a deplorable way in late July during the debate
  to raise the U.S. federal debt ceiling from its present $14.3 trillion to
  $14.6 trillion or more. The historic tradition of compromise in Congress evaporated
  as conservatives and liberals refused to budge from their firm positions on
  efforts to trim billions in federal spending over the next decade. 

Each side dug in its heels as the clock neared midnight on August 2, when
  the Federal government would supposedly shut down if a debt ceiling compromise
  was not reached.

With less than a day to go before the threatened shutdown, Congress managed
  to agree on a deal that would raise the debt ceiling by $1 trillion immediately
  and an additional $1.7 trillion in four months. The increase in the debt ceiling
  would be offset by budget cuts over the next 10 years, a condition demanded
  by Congressional Republicans, while leaving the larger picture of significant
  budget cuts to a Congressional "super committee" of six Democrats
  and six Republicans. 

They have until late November to develop a plan acceptable to Congress, with
  the alternative being automatic cuts of $1.7 trillion over the next decade.
  Of that amount, roughly half would come from U.S. defense spending.

Ground rules for the super committee are few—everything is on the table,
  including cuts to entitlement programs such as Social Security, Medicare and
  Medicaid. On the revenue side, the super committee could eliminate certain
  tax breaks to corporations and wealthy individuals, a matter Republicans refused
  to consider during the debt limit debate.

So just what does this mean to the United States?

What really got cut?

After all the hype and drama, it was soon apparent that this was not a big
  deal. Actual cuts to the 2012 Federal budget amounted to only $21-25 billion
  out of a budget of $3.7 trillion—a paltry 2⁄3 of 1 percent. 

With the super committee idea approved, Congress was able to kick the tough
  choices down the road. It neither solved the debt crisis, which has ballooned
  to become a threat to the very viability of the U.S. government, nor helped
  the creation of jobs desperately needed in an American economy mired in three
  years of high unemployment.

However, avoiding major, immediate budget cuts probably saved a number of
  jobs for the time being. And some economists argued that an already feeble
  economic recovery could be threatened by large cuts to federal spending. The
  first half of 2011 marked the worst six-month economic performance since the
  Great Recession officially ended in June 2009.

Around the world, political and economic watchers labeled the deal "America's
  budget debacle." Congress demonstrated to the world a broken system that
  could not solve the reality of the debt crisis. To quote the famous movie
  line, they could not handle the truth.

But the largest of the international credit rating agencies, Standard & Poor's, did understand
  the truth that the United States will not address the harsh reality of its
  ballooning national debt. S&P promptly downgraded its rating on U.S. treasury
  securities from AAA to AA, the first bond rating downgrade in U.S. history.
  The news reverberated through the world's financial institutions, and the
  U.S. stock market plunged. 

But, as some have pointed out, America has done this to itself!

Insignificant as the true budget cuts were, it must be pointed out that the
  deal was done, clearing the way for a rise in the U.S. debt ceiling from its
  current $14.3 trillion limit. Default was averted for the moment, which likely
  would have had catastrophic effects on U.S. borrowing. Future Treasury securities
  buyers would demand higher interest rates 

  to compensate for the perception that America, now the world's largest debtor,
  was no longer the world's safest debtor.

Stark realities no one wants to admit

So we come back to the question of what the deal means for the country.

Remember that figure noted above—only $21-25 billion cut from a $3.7
  trillion budget. The compromise was only a speed bump on the road of runaway
  debt. The 2010 budget deficit of $1.29 trillion was the largest in U.S. history
  to that point, but the deficit has grown to an estimated $1.7 trillion for
  fiscal 2011. 

Since August 2, there has been no slowdown in government borrowing. With
  the restraints off again, the debt quickly jumped to $14.7 trillion as of
  Sept. 9. CNN pointed out that the debt is forecast to burgeon to more than $23
  trillion by fiscal 2021, and keep rising thereafter. 

Interest on that debt will also grow. The United States was on the hook for
  more than $383 billion in interest on the debt in fiscal 2009, which grew
  to more than $413 billion in fiscal 2010, and is projected to be $434 billion
  for fiscal 2011. 

At the current rate of increase, and with somewhat higher interest rates
  as a result of the credit rating downgrade, that annual interest could easily
  amount to more than $700 billion by 2019. Within a few years, then,
  the interest on the debt alone could equal or surpass the current
  U.S. defense budget of about $665 billion.

Burgeoning debt to force crippling choices

All this has major implications for America's future. It means saddling future
  generations of Americans with ongoing debt payments that have no end in sight.
  By the end of this decade the vast majority of federal tax revenue is projected
  to be eaten up by interest on the debt and payouts to Medicare, Medicaid and
  Social Security. Little would be left for vital national defense and hundreds
  of other areas of the federal government.

The debt burden also reduces the ability of the nation to make future investments
  in infrastructure, energy and other crucial physical needs. America achieved
  the prosperity of the post–World War II era in part because it invested in
  interstate highways, modern airports and a growing electrical grid. But this
  infrastructure is crumbling. 

For more than a decade, the American Society of Civil Engineers has sounded
  the alarm on our deteriorating infrastructure. By its estimates, $2.2 trillion
  is needed to fix America's infrastructure. But any funds to address these
  urgent needs would have to be borrowed, only worsening the debt problem. 

Also curtailed is the nation's ability to respond to the rash of natural
  disasters that have struck the United States this year. Like a plague, disasters
  such as Hurricane Irene and a destructive wave of tornados in April and May
  swept across the land, taking hundreds of lives and causing hundreds of billions
  of dollars in damages. September saw wildfires raging throughout Texas, parched
  by the worst drought in nearly a century. But the Federal Emergency Management
  Agency (FEMA) is nearly broke, its cash reserves less than $800 million as
  of early September 2011.

A deeply troubled future outlook

A growing worldwide fear of American default has killed the confidence of
  millions of investors. The value of stock portfolios has plummeted, with new
  two-year lows in both the Dow Jones and S&P 500 stock averages. 

Just when the economy desperately needs the natural stimulus of consumer
  spending, millions of consumers are closing their wallets, too fearful to
  spend and apprehensive about the future. The phrase "double-dip recession"
  has become all too frequently used of late. 

Three years after the autumn 2008 mortgage meltdown, the housing market continues
  to limp along as builders refuse to start new homes in markets still flooded
  with foreclosures. Banks hold billions in cash but are leery of making new
  mortgage loans. With new home construction at depressed levels, the economic
  ripple effect has also reduced demand for new furniture and other household
  items.

Seniors of retirement age and baby boomers looking to retire soon are worried
  over the growing chorus of influential voices that has zeroed in on entitlement
  reform as part of the answer to America's burgeoning debt. 

Social Security, enacted in the 1930s, is widely seen as a retirement plan
  by millions who have no other source of income once they stop working. It
  certainly can be argued that people who have worked all their lives and paid
  into the Social Security system should get the benefits they have paid for.
  But the consensus is growing that major adjustments to these programs are
  inevitable if the federal government is to take a serious stand on reducing
  the runaway debt. 

In short, the debt deal averted disaster for the moment, but nothing more.
  Mohamed El-Erian, who heads the gigantic bond fund Pimco, gave the deal a
  grade between an incomplete and failure. "Other than eliminating default
  risk emanating from a self-manufactured crisis, there is nothing good about
  America's debt ceiling debacle," he wrote (quoted by Fareed Zakaria, "The
  Debt Deal's Failure," Time, Aug. 4, 2011).

No good choices—only bad and worse

Economists are noted for their disagreements over economic policy, but nearly
  all agree that the nation now faces a simple dilemma. Cut taxes, and many
  government employees and those who rely on government contracts could be out
  of work. Raise spending in another round of Keynesian-type economic stimulus,
  and the national debt balloons even more. But major cuts in federal outlays
  would increase hardship for the millions who rely on government aid programs,
  possibly exacerbate the unemployment problem and potentially drive the economy
  back into recession. The choices are painful.

But perhaps more troubling than these stark choices is the diminishing of
  America in the eyes of the world. 

Fareed Zakaria, originally from India, served as the managing editor of Foreign
    Affairs and editor of Newsweek International before becoming
    editor-at-large for Time magazine and hosting a CNN program covering
    domestic and international affairs. In the column cited above, he pointed
    out the damage America suffered abroad in the recent circus that masqueraded
    as public policy:

"The world once looked at America with awe as we built the interstate
  highway system, created the best public education in the world, put a man
  on the moon and invested in the frontiers of knowledge. That is not how the
  world sees America today. 

"People watched what happened over the past month and could not comprehend
  it. We have taken something that the world never doubted—the credibility
  of the U.S.—and put it into question. From now on, every time the debt
  ceiling has to be debated, the world will wonder, Will America honor its commitments?
  Will it keep its word? Will the system break down? We have taken our most
  precious resource, the trust of the world, and gambled with it." 

"Is something fundamentally wrong with America?"

Across America and around the world, more and more voices echo Zakaria. In The
    Global Post, an international news blog, writer Phillip Balboni poses
    the question, "Is something fundamentally wrong with America?"

He goes on to say: "America has a deep political malaise. Seldom before
  in the nation's history have the two main parties been so bitterly divided
  and so unable to find common ground in the national interest. Average Americans
  are worried and deeply frustrated. Many are angry."

Your Bible, believe it or not, has something to say about America's economic
  condition. Take a few minutes and turn to Leviticus 26 and Deuteronomy 28,
  known as the "blessings and curses" chapters. Notice especially
  Deuteronomy 28:43-44 and ponder this fact: America has gone from
  the world's leading lending nation to the greatest debtor nation in human
  history, all in the space of less than 20 years. Do the verses here seem
  to read exactly like our situation today?

The warnings in these chapters describe a series of curses that read remarkably
  like our national headlines—curses of agricultural failures, disease,
  war, drought, military failure, mental illness, emotional distress, confusion,
  exploding debt and finally national collapse. It's a sobering and terrifying
  glimpse into the future if we do not wake up, repent of our many sins and
  turn to the God who made us and so abundantly blessed the nation for so many
  years. 

History shows that the crushing weight of government debt can bring about
  national decline and downfall. The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, by
  Edward Gibbon, has for nearly two centuries been the classic work on the why
  Rome fell. Gibbon cited excessive taxation and mounting government debt as
  a major cause of the empire's collapse. 

Beyond disaster, a bright future

The recent debt debacle in the U.S. Congress failed to solve the problem
  of America's growing debt and all it portends. But the good news is that there
  is hope. While America's leaders have created these problems and now have
  utterly failed to solve them, you have a choice in the decisions you make
  in your life. 

Moreover, unbelievable as it may sound to those who read today's headlines,
  a new world economic order is coming. It's not one that people or nations
  must work to bring about—in fact, it would be impossible for human beings
  to bring it to pass. 

This magazine has for years taught the true identity of America, Britain,
  Canada, Australia and other major English-speaking countries. This vital key
  in understanding just how things will worsen before finally working out positively
  in the end is revealed in our booklet The
  United States and Britain in Bible Prophecy. Request your free copy
  or download it from our website. 

The good news is that a new economic world order is on its way, and it's
  like nothing you have imagined. Regardless of whether or not the United States
  gets a handle on its debt and resulting economic malaise, you can ensure your
  place in the exciting, prosperous world to come!

To Learn More...

Is the United States really mentioned in Bible prophecy? While Bible prophecy
  mentions several rather insignificant nations by name, are major nations left
  out? Or are they identified in ways that few people understand? You need to
  know! Be sure to request or download your free copy of The
  United States and Britain in Bible Prophecy today!


The World's Financial Turmoil: What Are the Root Causes?

Nothing has dominated the news over the last few years like the economic
  crises still battering many nations. What, fundamentally, is the problem?
  Let's examine some financial basics from a biblical perspective. 

by Ewin Barnett

Regardless of where they live, nearly everyone has taken a hit in the wallet
  due to rising prices or rising taxes, with more likely on the horizon—not
  to mention budget crises, staggering debt and unemployment problems that threaten
  more and more governments and citizens alike.

What's at the core of so many of these problems? Let's look at some basic
  realities about economics to gain a better understanding of the world's financial
  turmoil.

Economics is about behavior and choices

All economic interaction springs from human beings expressing wants and needs
  by deliberate action to improve their circumstances.

At the heart of economic decisions are our limitations in terms of resources
  and mortal time constraints. How we allocate and prioritize resources reflects
  our thoughts, appetites and values. Thus, economics is far more about our
  behavior and choices than it is about money.

Jesus said that out of the abundance of one's heart his mouth speaks (Luke
  6:45)—a person's words reflecting the values that motivate his thoughts.
  Similarly, we could say that out of the abundance of one's heart his wallet speaks,
  as people use money for what matters to them.

Respected economist Carl Menger opened his 1871 book Principles of Economics with
  the statement, "All things are subject to the law of cause and effect." This
  parallels Scripture, which is full of spiritual cause and effect, such as
  in the blessings and curses of Deuteronomy 28 and the fact that we reap what
  we sow (Galatians 6:7). Our behavior and choices always have spiritual consequences.
  They often have economic consequences as well.

How is wealth created?

From man's beginnings, people have grown and made things. They harvested
  fish and game and raised domesticated animals. They extracted minerals from
  the earth. They created works of art. While people have many different preferences,
  the things we value make up our wealth. Some of our wealth is in the form
  of our home, our furnishings or other possessions. Our wealth also includes
  our job skills and ability to earn a living. Some forms of wealth are readily
  convertible into money; others are not.

A wonderful place to see many of these forms of wealth creation is in the
  praises for the resourceful and hardworking wife in Proverbs 31:10-31. While
  this wife has many skills, carpentry is not listed. We may suppose that when
  she expanded her sewing room, she hired carpenters. Yet those carpenters might
  have chosen to hire a blacksmith for something made out of iron. People deciding
  their own occupation leads to "the division of labor," a vital factor
  in wealth creation.

Another factor in the creation of wealth is free exchange. In fact, free
  exchange is the only form of economic interaction through which the
  wealth of all parties is increased. Free exchange can be seen in many of the
  parables of Jesus, such as that of the pearl of great price (Matthew 13:45-46).

The last main factor in wealth creation is savings. Wealth used to purchase
  new equipment or to start a new business can only come from what people have
  saved. The greater the savings, the more wealth is available for capital investments,
  resulting in higher worker productivity and new opportunities to create more
  wealth.

Of course, total wealth is increased only by activity that produces more
  wealth than it consumes. And we need to realize that wealth and money are
  not exactly the same. Indeed, confusion on that point is one of the causes
  of the present financial crisis.

That crisis illustrates that wealth can also be wrongly acquired by sinful
  means—through taking from others, whether by violence, coercion, fraud
  or dishonesty perpetrated by private individuals or government.

The role of God in wealth is primarily in blessings—by intervening
  to enable earning or wealth creation in harmony with His law and by giving
  those who love Him clarity of vision and understanding by which they can be
  skilled and prudent in the conduct of their personal affairs (see Exodus 35:31;
  1 Kings 4:29; Psalm 111:10; Daniel 9:22). While God wants those who love him
  to prosper, He is focused on our spiritual wealth far more than our material
  wealth (Hebrews 11:24-26).

God also decrees the rightful possession of wealth, placing such importance
  on private property that He directly protects it in two of the Ten Commandments—the
  Eighth, which forbids theft, and the Tenth, which forbids coveting (Exodus
  20:15, 17).

What is money?

The concept of money came about in part because it was impossible to divide
  a large item of value like an ox when it was bartered for something of far
  lesser value. Money must be easily divisible, durable and difficult to falsify.
  Money has three roles—a medium of exchanging value, a way of storing
  wealth and a unit of accounting. Again, money should not be confused with
  the wealth it represents.

God shows in Deuteronomy 14:23-26 that wealth in the form of grain or livestock
  can be exchanged for money, which can later be exchanged for food. Notice
  that the wealth is retained even though its form is changed. Today, it's common
  for people to keep only a fraction of their total wealth in the bank, and
  an even smaller fraction in the form of cash in their pocket.

When money is made of something that itself has value, such as gold or silver,
  the money has its own intrinsic value apart from government. Such money is
  acquired by exchanging value for value, and that value would be hard for any
  third party like government to influence or manipulate.

When the money is just a piece of paper, its value is initially determined
  by government decree. Of itself, a piece of paper money or a plastic card
  has almost no value. Electronic money doesn't even exist in physical form.
  For example, 10 bushels of grain is exchanged for $100 in electronic money
  in a bank account that exists only in a computer. There is no intrinsic value.

While money itself is subject to the law of supply and demand, because it's
  not used up it's not a commodity like oil or wheat. If the supply of money
  in circulation increases, its value declines, so it takes more of it to buy
  the same items. Paper money can be printed at will. The supply of electronic
  money can be changed with the click of a mouse button. But if gold or silver
  is used as money, the amount available for use cannot change rapidly or at
  a politician's whim.

Inflation is a form of theft

When government spends money newly created by mere decree, the wealth that
  money represents comes from all the existing holders of that currency by dilution
  of the value of their holdings. More dollars (or euros, or yen, or rubles)
  are chasing the same amount of goods and services. This results in rising
  wages and prices, an effect we call "inflation." It's actually a
  subtle form of theft, because the money is then worth less than it was before.
  And there are other consequences.

Since people place higher value on receiving something now instead of later,
  money has a time value. When combined with risk, this leads to the concept
  of interest. When people borrow money, what is really being borrowed is the
  wealth the money represents. The lender will only freely lend if he can expect
  to be repaid and to be compensated for the risk he took.

However, if over the life of the loan the money is inflated, then the borrower
  will be repaying with less valuable money. This works to the lender's disadvantage
  and the borrower's advantage. When borrowing stretches over decades, even
  a modest amount of inflation can destroy a substantial fraction of the wealth
  repaid to the lender. For example, at a 4 percent inflation rate over 20 years,
  $1 declines in value to 46 cents.

In Deuteronomy 25:13-15 God instructed Israel to keep honest weights and
  measures. When government inflates the value of money by deliberate policy,
  this destroys the amount of wealth being paid in long-term contracts and loans.
  It is the same as having dishonest weights and measures—again, a form
  of stealing. 

The largest amount of long-term debt is issued by governments. Government
  officials openly talk of printing new money with which to pay the interest
  on previously issued debt. But none of this money printing creates any new wealth
  or resources. Money printing can only induce a temporary mirage of prosperity
  that fades when the money printing stops.

What about prices?

Prices have two functions in an economy. They facilitate value-for-value
  exchange. We equate money with wealth because when we go shopping, we look
  at monetary prices, not prices in terms of hours worked or bushels of wheat
  or barrels of oil.

Prices also inform every other participant in the broader economy about the
  relative value of things, sending signals that help everyone adjust their
  own expectations and plans. They also help businesses set production levels.

Prices then allow us to easily make judgments about relative value. Should
  we work an extra hour or go to the movies? Is this pair of shoes a better
  value than that other pair?

When any third party intrudes in the economy, this distorts the signals about
  relative values of the myriad of goods and labor skills. These distortions
  cause faulty decisions and plans about possible investments. This is especially
  true when government intrudes in the monetary system and distorts the time
  value of money by manipulating interest rates. These decisions cause what
  prominent 20th-century economist Ludwig von Mises called malinvestment.

For example, in recent years when people thought housing was a good investment
  and home loans were easily available, many malinvested in a home
  that was bigger and more expensive than they otherwise would have purchased.
  In advancing its policy goal of increasing home ownership, governments also
  relaxed lending standards. 

Many loans were granted to people with a poor credit record. This easy money
  allowed buyers to bid up home prices. Homebuilders saw this as a signal to
  build more new homes with upscale features. Building supply companies then
  built new factories. Investors saw these price signals as verification the
  economy was sound, and so on.

At some point, many realized that home-owners could not sustain the level
  of debt they had incurred and that many would default on their loans. This
  caused a cascade of signals through the U.S. economy to retract and contract.
  Home prices in some areas fell to almost half of what they were at the peak
  of malinvestment. We suffer from a boom-bust business cycle exactly because
  we have disconnected money from wealth.

In Luke 14:28, Jesus asked, "For which of you, intending to build a
  tower, does not sit down first and count the cost, whether he has enough to
  finish it."

Yet even when you can count the cost of a big project down to the penny,
  if the value of the penny changes over the life of the project, you cannot
  count the cost in terms of wealth. Worse, you cannot reliably anticipate if
  that new business or factory or apartment building will create more wealth
  than it consumes. This is how uncertainty and risk are introduced into private
  economic calculation by government manipulation of the value of money or as
  a result of its efforts to directly influence prices.

If erroneous price signals fool people into approving a project that diminishes
  their wealth, they may eventually have no wealth at all. Von Mises explained
  that an economy with significant levels of government intrusion was unsustainable—a
  pattern we have seen repeated around the world through the years.

Government intrusion at work

Governments come up with funds to spend by taxing, borrowing, or creating
  money. Spendable funds also come from expanding credit. This is done by allowing
  banks to lend out the same deposit multiple times. America's recent housing
  bubble was funded mainly by allowing government-related corporations, like
  Fannie Mae, to lend money based on corporate assets subject to dramatic market
  value change (in Fannie's case, home mortgages).

As of March 31, 2008, Fannie had borrowed $804 billion (short term) to buy
  more mortgages (mostly long term) while its stockholders provided it with
  only $39 billion in equity to serve as capital, a ratio of 20:1. At its peak,
  the ratio may have been 30:1 or worse. While such massive borrowing allows
  the rapid creation of new lendable funds as misleading market signals cause
  a malinvestment upswing, it doesn't take much of a decline on the eventual
  downswing to completely wipe out all corporate equity. And that is exactly
  what happened.

The Federal Reserve has swapped hundreds of billions of dollars' worth of
  low-quality bank debt and created money and money instruments like bonds for
  banks to hold as reserves. Bloomberg News reported on August 11, 2011, that
  in 2008 the Federal Reserve created a total of $1.2 trillion to lend to banks
  in addition to other government bailouts.

The various ways the European Central Bank is bailing out banks in Greece
  and other member countries are all a form of money printing—leading
  to dilution of the value of the euros held by others. Experts fear that this
  rescue program is too small for anticipated future bailouts. Economists who
  follow in the footsteps of Menger and Von Mises warn that old debt cannot
  be paid off by new debt—that any proposed solution that involves the
  issuing of more debt will eventually fail.

Any expansion of credit by a central bank results in the creation of new
  debt that carries an obligation to pay interest. When a government attempts
  to stimulate an economy by inflating or borrowing to finance projects and
  those projects fail to produce enough economic benefit to pay their costs,
  the public must pay the interest. This becomes a budgetary issue when revenues
  are insufficient to pay for ongoing needs like defense, upkeep of roads and
  the care of the truly indigent.

The root causes are ultimately spiritual

Without property rights, a free market, price information that allows calculation
  of profit, the ability to save and invest those savings, and honest money,
  a growing economy is impossible. And the roots of the present financial
  crisis are found where these points touch God's laws.

People as individuals cannot broadly destroy property rights or distort the
  value of money. But governments can. Yet governments often reflect
  the character and values—and demands—of the peoples they represent.

James 1:14 warns that "each one is tempted when he is drawn away by
  his own desires and enticed." Here are the roots of our present financial
  crisis. Our desire to live beyond our individual and collective means—or
  to require that others bail us out if we run a failing business—has
  enticed us to engage in individual and collective coveting.

We think we can live at the expense of others, even if government must print
  or borrow money to pay for it. But no one has the authority to take from others
  what he can provide for himself. The sin of coveting ripens into the sin of
  theft. 

It matters not that we sanitize and legalize this through a democracy. We
  are told we can all be more prosperous when we spread the wealth of others
  around. But this does not lead to increased prosperity—except for the
  few beneficiaries of government favoritism. 

And so we must live with the consequences of our collective behavior and
  choices, consequences we would have avoided had we followed God's laws individually
  and collectively. As Galatians 6:7, cited up front, tells us, "Do not
  be deceived, God is not mocked; for whatever a man sows, that he will also
  reap."

As nations and individuals, we all need to repent and make sure we are following
  what God says when it comes to our economic choices and interaction—and
  humbly look to Him to deliver us from the mess we have gotten ourselves into. 

To Learn More...

Would you like some sound financial guidance in dealing with your personal
  finances, especially in this time of financial uncertainty? We’ve prepared
  an important booklet, Managing
  Your Finances, to help you better handle your household finances
  and budget. Download or request your free copy today!


Israel: Growing Danger on Every Side

One of the smallest democracies in the world faces increased hostility
  from its neighbors—and even from its democratic friends in the West.

by Melvin Rhodes

"No democracy in the world today lies under a darker shadow of existential
  dread than Israel. And the events of the past month ought to demonstrate that
  Israel's dread is not of shadows only." 

These words are from the final paragraph of a Wall Street Journal column
  by the former editor of The Jerusalem Post, Bret Stephens ("Israel's
  Predicament," Sept. 13, 2011). 

Mr. Stephens frequently writes on the Middle East. He began this particular
  article with a catalog of setbacks that had befallen the Jewish nation in
  just one month's time:

"• On Aug. 18, eight Israelis were killed in a sophisticated cross-border
  ambush near the frontier with Egypt. 

"• From Aug. 18-24, some 200 large-caliber, factory-made rockets and
  mortars were fired at Israel from Gaza.

"• On Sept. 1, the head of Iran's atomic energy agency announced that
  it was moving the bulk of its enrichment facilities to a heavily fortified
  site near the city of Qom.

"• On Sept. 2, the United Nations released a report on the May 2010
  Turkish flotilla incident, which defended Israel's right to enforce a naval
  blockade on Gaza and noted that Israeli commandos faced 'organized and violent
  resistance.' The Turkish government responded by yanking its ambassador from
  Tel Aviv and expelling Israel's from Ankara.

"• On Sept. 4, the U.S. made a final appeal to the Palestinian Authority
  to drop its bid to seek statehood recognition at the U.N., a bid that sends
  to the rubbish bin decades of international agreements that a Palestinian
  state can be established only on the basis of negotiations. The PA rebuffed
  the American entreaties.

"• On Sept. 8, Turkey's prime minister announced that Turkish warships
  would escort future Gaza-bound flotillas.

"• On Sept. 9, thousands of hooligans stormed and nearly sacked the
  Israeli embassy in Cairo. Israel evacuated nearly its entire diplomatic mission
  from Egypt the following morning."

  

  The day before Stephens' article was printed, Ynetnews reported that King
  Abdullah of Jordan had described Jordan and the Palestinians as now being
  more powerful than Israel.

A new state "free of Jews"

As the Palestinian Authority pushed forward with plans to bring its statehood
  bid to the United Nations, on Sept. 15 Arutz Sheva reported comments by "the
  Palestinian Authority representative delegation's United Nations observer,
  who said that the Arab state the PA plans to declare in Judea, Samaria and
  Jerusalem [biblical names for the territories of the West Bank] will be 'free
  of Jews.'"

It went on to note that "in June, [PA leader Mahmoud] Abbas himself
  made a similar statement. Telling reporters that he would under no conditions
  recognize Israel as a Jewish state, Abbas said that he would agree to
  an international force to ensure enforcement of a peace agreement between
  Israel and the PA state to prevent terrorism. But, he said, 'I will not agree
  to allowing Jews to participate in this force, and I will not agree to
  allow even one Israeli to live among us on Palestinian land'" (emphasis
  added throughout).

The attempt to get United Nations recognition of an independent Palestinian
  state is not only a breach of previous Israel-PA agreements, but also a clear
  provocation that can only raise tensions between Israel and its neighbors.

Understandably, Israeli historian Benny Morris raised the question: "Is
  Israel Over?" (Newsweek, Sept. 11, 2011). He stated: "Israel
  is under assault . . . The Palestinian Authority plans to unilaterally declare
  statehood and go to the United Nations for recognition. This is a rejection
  of all efforts for a peaceful compromise. In its wake will come waves of Palestinian
  violence. 

"And yet this is just the latest manifestation of an embattled Israel
  that is being threatened from the outside—by Muslim Arab states and
  societies, Egyptians storming the Israeli Embassy, a nuclear-arming Iran (with
  its local sidekicks, Hamas in the Gaza Strip, Hizbullah in Lebanon), and a
  besieged President Bashar al-Assad in Syria—and from the inside by domestic
  upheaval that led to the largest mass protests in the country's history." 

Morris then continued to highlight Israel's internal divisions, after which
  he wrote: "Now there looms the even greater threat of resurgent Islam,
  not just within Israel's borders or the Palestinian territories, but across
  the region, where it is spreading like a brushfire."

The Middle East—the epicenter of Bible prophecy

Bible students have long known that the Middle East is the epicenter of biblical
  prophecy and history. After bringing the Israelite slaves out of Egypt, God
  gave to them the Promised Land—sometimes called the Holy Land. It was
  here that the subsequent history of Israel was written. 

It was here, too, that Jesus Christ, the promised Messiah, walked and preached
  the gospel of the coming Kingdom of God. It was also in this area that, long
  before, the tribes of Israel grew, fought, flourished, then divided into the
  separate kingdoms of Israel and Judah after the death of King Solomon. 

The people of Israel and then of Judah (the Jews) were taken into captivity.
  The 10 tribes of the northern kingdom of Israel were taken to Assyria in the
  eighth century B.C. Not much more than a century later, the southern kingdom
  of Judah was conquered, and the Jews were removed to Babylon. Some of them
  returned several decades later. The "lost" 10 tribes of Israel dispersed
  to other parts of the world. (You can read about this in our free booklet The
  United States and Britain in Bible Prophecy.)

The Jews suffered another dispersion centuries later, after two revolts against
  the Roman Empire. These were crushed, and for almost 2,000 years those of
  the Jewish diaspora lived scattered in Europe and the Middle East.
  In the 19th and 20th century tens of thousands started returning to their
  ancestral homeland. 

Eventually, in 1948, an independent Jewish nation was proclaimed. Invaded
  by four Arab armies on the day after it declared independence, Israel managed
  to hang on and defeat them and has continued ever since.

A tough road to survival

Surrounded by hostile nations, Israel remains the only real representative
  democracy in the Middle East. Its ideals are very similar to those of other
  Western democracies. As in other representative democracies, Israel respects
  the rights of religious and ethnic minorities—something that cannot
  be said for Israel's neighbors. Israel has 1.2 million Arab citizens, most
  of whom are Muslim.

At first, Israel received a great deal of support and sympathy from much
  of the world. Six million Jews had been killed in the Holocaust of World War
  II. As a free society that easily fit into the Western world, it identified
  with Western nations.

But the sympathy soon ended. In June 1967 Israel was victorious in the Six-Day
  War against Egypt, Jordan, Syria and other Arab armies. Defeating the armies
  of its three larger neighbors, Israel captured territory from all three. 

In October 1973 Egyptian and Syrian armies launched a devastating surprise
  attack on Israel, but again Israel was victorious. Following a peace treaty
  with Egypt in 1979, Israel withdrew from the conquered Egyptian territories,
  including the whole of the Sinai Peninsula. In 2005 it withdrew from the formerly
  Egyptian-controlled Gaza Strip.

Today Israel still holds on to portions of the West Bank (formerly part of
  Jordan) for security reasons. Israel also retains control of the Golan Heights
  (formerly part of Syria), also for security reasons. 

In an anti-colonial age, this arrangement has been unacceptable to much of
  the rest of the world, including Western nations that have never accepted
  the new arrangement and have persistently pressured Israel to give up those
  territories it still holds. Israel maintains that it cannot go back to its
  indefensible pre-1967 borders, which would leave the country less than 10
  miles wide in some places. 

The Israelis have made a number of attempts to reach out to Palestinian Authority
  leaders, offering a peaceful resolution which would give them their own independent
  nation. 

Talks between the late Palestinian leader Yasser Arafat and the former Israeli
  Prime Minister Ehud Barak, hosted by U.S. President Bill Clinton in 2000,
  seemed close to success, with Barak offering Arafat all of the Gaza Strip
  and more than 90 percent of the West Bank, but Arafat balked. As Israel's
  longtime late Foreign Minister Abba Eban once said, "The Arabs never
  miss an opportunity to miss an opportunity!"

So why now suddenly is Israel more threatened?

From "Arab Spring" to Israeli Winter

What has changed for Israel in recent days is the much-heralded "Arab
  Spring,"
  so enthusiastically received in the West.

  

  The supposed democratization of Arab countries has coincided with the fall
  of several Arab dictators. One of these, Hosni Mubarak of Egypt, was backed
  by the United States for 30 years, following the 1979 peace treaty between
  Israel and Egypt that was sponsored by Washington. 

His fall has had a serious impact on Israel's security. While the Egyptian
  president maintained a "cold peace" with Israel, the majority of
  Egyptians do not feel the same way. They are incensed with Israel's alleged
  mistreatment of the Palestinians. 

An additional factor is the increased influence of Islamic extremists in
  the country since the fall of Mubarak—such as the Muslim Brotherhood,
  which has already threatened to abrogate the Egypt-Israel peace treaty after
  new elections later this year. 

Jordan's King Abdullah observed that the Arab Spring has made things worse
  for Israel. According to one news report: "The king described a recent
  conversation he held in the US with 'one of the Israeli intellectuals' who
  commented on events in the Arab world, arguing that they were good for Israel.
  'I replied and said that it was the opposite and that Israel's situation today
  is more difficult than ever before'" (Ynetnews, Sept. 12, 2011).

A dangerous new world

Islamic extremism continues to threaten Israel in other ways.

Following the fall of the pro-Western Shah of Iran in 1979, the radical Islamist
  Iranian republic has taken a very anti-Israel line. 

In Gaza, Iran has supported Hamas, a terror group committed to Israel's destruction
  (and which, for that very reason, opposes the creation of a Palestinian state
  out of present Palestinian territories on the grounds that such a state would
  be forced at some point to agree to Israel's existence). In Lebanon to Israel's
  north, it supports another terror group, Hezbollah, which started another
  war against Israel in 2006 and has since rearmed with thousands of rockets
  and missiles pointed at Israel.

Moreover, Iran's leadership is set on developing nuclear weapons and a delivery
  system that will enable Iran to hit U.S. military targets in the area as well
  as the nation of Israel. Israel is so small it wouldn't take more than two
  or three well-placed nuclear warheads to wipe the country off the face of
  the earth.

This is part of why the Bible mentions Israel (actually inhabited by the
  descendants of the biblical kingdom of Judah, known as Jews) so prominently
  in end-time prophecy.

The prophet Zechariah, speaking for God about events leading up to the return
  of the Messiah, tells us: "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).

This is certainly true today. Jerusalem, the city of peace, is often the
  place where hopes for peace go to die.

Highlighting the fact that Jerusalem is at the very center of so much conflict,
  Jesus Christ warned, "But when you see Jerusalem surrounded by armies,
  then know that its desolation is near" (Luke 21:20). 

Centuries earlier God inspired Zechariah to write: "For I will gather
  all the nations to battle against Jerusalem" (Zechariah 14:2). 

Lest people think this is referring to an event in ancient history, Zechariah
  clearly showed the timing to be at the return of Christ. "Then the Lord
  will go forth and fight against those nations, as He fights in the day of
  battle. And in that day His feet will stand on the Mount of Olives, which
  faces Jerusalem on the east. And the Mount of Olives shall be split in two,
  from east to west, making a very large valley" (verses 3-4).

While Jesus stood on the Mount of Olives 2,000 years ago, the mountain certainly
  did not split in two. And He did not battle nations at that time. This is
  still in the future, to be fulfilled at Christ's return.

Events in the Middle East will be central to the final fulfillment of Bible
  prophecy.

These passages and others also show us that, despite the threats against
  Israel at this time, the Jewish nation will still exist right up until the
  time of the end. In fact, Jewish authorities will exercise control in Jerusalem
  until 1,260 days before Christ's return. 

Referring to a future time when armies come against Jerusalem, the book of
  Revelation tells us that "they will tread the holy city underfoot for
  forty-two months. And I will give power to my two witnesses, and they will
  prophecy one thousand two hundred and sixty days" (Revelation 11:2-3). 

The following verses show that these two witnesses, God's prophets preaching
  a final warning message to this world, will be killed by those hostile to
  them. And then, a few days later at Jesus Christ's return as King of Kings
  and Lord of Lords, they will be resurrected to life again.

Israel's very existence a miracle

The very existence of modern Israel is a miracle in itself. With the Jews
  dispersed by the Romans in the first and second centuries, the Holy Land was
  ruled by others for centuries. It wasn't until modern times that the idea
  of an independent Jewish nation gained ground. 

In 1917 the famous Balfour Declaration, named for the British foreign secretary
  at the time, pledged Britain, then the dominant power in the world, to the
  establishment of a Jewish homeland. Following the Nazi Holocaust, a vote at
  the newly formed United Nations turned the former British Mandate of Palestine
  into the nation of Israel. Prior to that, only serious students of the Bible
  would have known that a Jewish nation had to exist near the end of man's rule
  of this world.

But hostility to it has been a problem from day one, when neighboring Arab
  armies tried to crush it, at a time when the Jewish population was only half
  a million. The Jews won—as they have against every major threat in the
  last 63 years. 

The time is coming when Jerusalem will be surrounded by gentile armies and
  Israel will again be engulfed by war. But that time will also culminate in
  the end-time events that lead directly to the return of Jesus Christ and the
  establishment of the Kingdom of God.

Watch Jerusalem. Watch Israel. "Watch therefore, for you do not know
  what hour your Lord is coming" (Matthew 24:42). Watching events in the
  Middle East directs our attention to the soon-coming return of Jesus Christ
  to the earth!

To Learn More...

To understand what’s happening today in Israel and the Middle East, you must
  first understand the past. The region’s ancient antagonisms, dating back to
  biblical times, have led to bitter disputes and war for thousands of years.
  You need to read our eye-opening booklet The
  Middle East in Bible Prophecy to get the full picture and to see
  where these trends are heading!


Do You Know the Surprising Origins of the Christmas Holiday? 

Many people know the Bible doesn't mention Christ's followers observing
  Christmas. So where did the holiday come from, and does the Bible condone
  it? Does it make any difference as long as it's intended to honor God and
  bring families together? 

by Jerold Aust

The popular American comedic actor Drew Carey was once interviewed on the
  television talk show The View. He surprised the audience when he
  addressed the value of telling children the truth about Santa Claus.

"I don't think you should tell kids that there is a Santa Claus," Carey
  said.
  "That's the first lie you tell your children." Instead, he told
  the audience,
  "Tell kids that Santa's a character we made up to celebrate a time of
  the season." Otherwise "when kids get to be 5. . . they realize
  their parents have been lying to them their whole life."

Earlier that same year the Arts & Entertainment cable television channel
  aired a program about Christmas titled Christmas Unwrapped: The History
  of Christmas. The promo for the program read:

"People all over the world celebrate the birth of Christ on December
  25th. But why is the Savior's nativity marked by gift-giving, and was He really
  born on that day? And just where did the Christmas tree come from?

"Take an enchanting journey through the history of the world's favorite
  holiday to learn the origins of some of the Western world's most enduring
  traditions. Trace the emergence of Christmas from pagan festivals like the
  Roman Saturnalia, which celebrated the winter solstice."

Both programs addressed an uncomfortable fact—that Santa Claus is fictitious
  and that Christmas and its trappings emanate from pagan Roman festivals. But
  as we'll see, by no means are these the only sources of information about
  the background of Santa Claus and Christmas.

Is there more to these ancient traditions and practices than meets the eye?
  Does it make any difference whether we continue to participate in them? What
  does the Bible say about such practices?

Celebration of the sun god

It may sound odd that any religious celebration with Christ's name attached
  to it could predate Christianity. Yet the holiday we know as Christmas long
  predates Jesus Christ. 

Elements of the celebration can be traced to ancient Egypt, Babylon and Rome.
  This fact doesn't cast aspersions on Jesus, but it does call into question
  the understanding and wisdom of those who, over the millennia, have insisted
  on perpetuating an ancient pagan festival that has spread through much of
  the world as Christmas.

Members of the early Church would have been astonished to think that the
  customs and practices we associate with Christmas would be incorporated into
  a celebration of Christ's birth. Not until several centuries had
  passed would Christ's name be attached to this popular Roman holiday.

As Alexander Hislop explains in his book The Two Babylons: "It
  is admitted by the most learned and candid writers of all parties that the
  day of our Lord's birth cannot be determined, and that within the Christian
  Church no such festival as Christmas was ever heard of till the third century,
  and that not till the fourth century was far advanced did it gain much observance"
  (1959, pp. 92-93).

As for how Dec. 25 became the date for Christmas day, virtually any book
  on the holiday's history will explain that this date was celebrated in the
  Roman Empire as the birthday of the sun god. 

Explaining how Dec. 25 came to be selected as the supposed birthday of Jesus,
  the book 4000 Years of Christmas says: "For that day was sacred,
  not only to the pagan Romans but to a religion from Persia which, in those
  days, was one of Christianity's strongest rivals. This Persian religion was
  Mithraism, whose followers worshiped the sun, and celebrated its return to
  strength on that day" (Earl and Alice Count, 1997, p. 37).

Not only was Dec. 25 honored as the birthday of the sun, but a festival had
  long been observed among pagan nations to celebrate the growing amount of
  daylight after the winter solstice, the shortest day of the year. The precursor
  of Christmas was in fact an idolatrous midwinter festival characterized by
  excess and debauchery that predated Christianity by many centuries!

Pre-Christian practices incorporated

This ancient festival went by different names in various cultures. In Rome
  it was called the Saturnalia, in honor of Saturn, the Roman god of agriculture.
  The celebration was absorbed into the early Roman church and given the name
  of Christ ("Christ mass," or Christmas) to conciliate new converts
  who didn't want to give it up and to swell the number of nominal adherents
  of Christianity.

The tendency on the part of third-century Catholic leadership was to meet
  paganism halfway—a practice made clear in a bitter lament by Tertullian,
  a Catholic theologian of that time. In 230 he wrote of the inconsistency of
  professing Christians. He contrasted their lax and political practices with
  the strict fidelity of the pagans to their own beliefs: 

"By us who are strangers to Sabbaths, and new moons, and festivals,
  once acceptable to God [the biblical festivals spelled out in the Bible in
  Leviticus 23, which they no longer observed], the Saturnalia, the feasts of
  January, the Brumalia, and Matronalia, are now frequented; gifts are carried
  to and fro, new year's day presents are made with din, and sports and banquets
  are celebrated with uproar; oh, how much more faithful are the heathen to their religion,
  who take special care to adopt no solemnity from the Christians" (quoted
  by Hislop, p. 93, emphasis added throughout unless otherwise noted).

Failing to make much headway in converting the pagans, the religious leaders
  of the Roman church began compromising by dressing heathen customs in Christian-looking
  garb. But, rather than converting them to the church's beliefs, the church
  became largely converted to non-Christian customs in its own religious practices.

Although at first the early Catholic Church censured this celebration, "the
  festival was far too strongly entrenched in popular favor to be abolished,
  and the Church finally granted the necessary recognition, believing that if
  Christmas could not be suppressed, it should be preserved in honor of the
  Christian God. Once given a Christian basis the festival became fully established
  in Europe with many of its pagan elements undisturbed" (Man,
  Myth & Magic: The Illustrated Encyclopedia of Mythology, Religion, and
  the Unknown, Richard Cavendish, editor, 1983, Vol. 2, p. 480, "Christmas").

Celebration wins out over Scripture

Some resisted such spiritually poisonous compromises. "Upright men strove
  to stem the tide, but in spite of all their efforts, the apostasy went on,
  till the Church, with the exception of a small remnant, was submerged under
  Pagan superstition. That Christmas was originally a Pagan festival is beyond
  all doubt. The time of the year, and the ceremonies with which it is still
  celebrated, prove its origin" (Hislop, p. 93).

The aforementioned Tertullian, for one, disassociated himself from the Roman
  church in an attempt to draw closer to the teachings of the Bible.

He wasn't alone in his disagreement with such trends. "As late as 245
  Origen, in his eighth homily on Leviticus, repudiates as sinful the very idea
  of keeping the birthday of Christ as if he were a king Pharaoh" (The
  Encyclopaedia Britannica, 11th edition, Vol. 6, p. 293, "Christmas").

Christmas was not made a Roman holiday until 534 (ibid.). It took 300 years
  for the new name and symbols of Christmas to replace the old names and meaning
  of the midwinter festival, a pagan celebration that reaches back so many centuries.

No biblical support for Santa Claus

How did Santa Claus enter the picture? Why is this mythical figure so closely
  aligned with the Christmas holiday? Here, too, many books are available to
  shed light on the origins of this popular character.

"Santa Claus" is an American corruption of the Dutch form Sinterklaas, short
  for Sint Nikolaas, a figure brought to America by the early Dutch
  colonists. This name, in turn, stems from St. Nicholas, bishop of the city
  of Myra in southern Asia Minor, a Catholic saint honored by the Greeks and
  the Latins on Dec. 6.

He was bishop of Myra in the time of the Roman emperor Diocletian, was persecuted,
  tortured for the Catholic faith and kept in prison until the more tolerant
  reign of Constantine (The Encyclopaedia Britannica, 11th edition,
  Vol. 19, p. 649, "Nicholas, St."). Various stories claim a link
  from Christmas to St. Nicholas, all of them having to do with gift-giving
  on the eve of St. Nicholas, subsequently transferred to Christmas Day (ibid.).

How, we might ask, did a bishop from the sunny Mediterranean coast of Turkey
  come to be associated with a red-suited man who lives at the North Pole and
  rides in a sleigh pulled by flying reindeer?

Knowing what we have already learned about the ancient pre-Christian origins
  of Christmas, we shouldn't be surprised to learn that Santa Claus, too, is
  nothing but a figure recycled from ancient pagan beliefs.

The trappings associated with Santa Claus—his fur-trimmed wardrobe,
  sleigh and reindeer—reveal his origin from the cold climates of the
  far North. Some sources trace him to the ancient Northern European gods Odin
  (or Woden) and Thor (Count, pp. 56-64). Odin, portrayed with a long, white
  beard, was said to ride the sky with his eight-legged horse Sleipnir. 

Others trace Santa Claus even farther back in time to the Roman god Saturn
  and the Greek god Silenus, companion and tutor of the wine god Dionysus (William
  Walsh, The Story of Santa Klaus, pp. 70-71).

Was Jesus born in December?

Knowledgeable Bible scholars who have written on the subject of Jesus' birth
  conclude that, based on evidence in the Bible itself, there is no possible
  way Christ could have been born anywhere near Dec. 25.

Alexander Hislop points out regarding Jesus' birth: "There is not a
  word in the Scriptures about the precise day of His birth, or the time of
  the year when He was born. What is recorded there, implies that at what time
  soever His birth took place, it could not have been on the 25th of
  December. 

"At the time that the angel announced His birth to the shepherds of
  Bethlehem, they were feeding their flocks by night in the open fields . .
  . The climate of Palestine . . . from December to February, is very piercing,
  and it was not the custom for the shepherds of Judea to watch their
  flocks in the open fields later than about the end of October" (p.
  91, emphasis in original). 

He goes on to explain that the autumn rains beginning in September or October
  in Judea would mean that the events surrounding Christ's birth recorded in
  the Scriptures could not have taken place later than mid-October, so Jesus'
  birth likely took place earlier in the fall (p. 92).

Further evidence supporting Jesus' birth in the autumn is that the Romans
  were intelligent enough not to set the time for taxation and travel in the
  dead of winter, but during more favorable conditions. 

Since Joseph's lineage was from Bethlehem, and since he had to travel from
  Nazareth in Galilee to Bethlehem, and since his expectant wife Mary traveled
  with him, it would have been nearly impossible for Joseph and Mary to make
  the trip in the winter. As recorded by Luke, Mary delivered Jesus in Bethlehem
  during the time of census and taxation—which no rational official would
  have scheduled for December.

What difference does it make?

The Bible gives us no reason—and certainly no instruction—to
  support the myths and fables of Christmas and Santa Claus. They are tied to
  the ways of this world and contrary to the ways of Christ and His holy truth. "Do
  not learn the way of the Gentiles," God tells us (Jeremiah 10:2).

Professing Christians should examine the background of the Christmas holiday
  symbols and stop telling their children that Santa Claus and his elves, reindeer
  and Christmas gift-giving are connected with Jesus Christ. Emphatically they
  are not! 

God hates lying! "These six things the Lord hates, yes, seven are an
  abomination to Him: a proud look, a lying tongue, hands that shed innocent
  blood, a heart that devises wicked plans, feet that are swift in running to
  evil, a false witness who speaks lies, and one who sows discord among brethren" (Proverbs
  6:16-19).

Christ reveals that Satan the devil is the father of lies (John 8:44). Parents
  should tell their children the truth about God and this world's contrary and
  confusing ways. If we don't, we only perpetuate the notion that it is acceptable
  for parents to lie to their children!

Can a Christian promote a pagan holiday and its symbols as something that
  God or Christ has approved? Let's see what God thinks about people using customs
  and practices rooted in false religion to worship Him and His Son. We find
  His views clearly expressed in both the Old and New Testament.

God specifically commands His people not to do what early church leaders
  did when they incorporated idolatrous practices and relabeled them Christian.
  Before the Israelites entered the Promised Land, God gave them a stern warning:
  "Take heed to yourself that you are not ensnared to follow them [the
  pagan inhabitants of the land]... and that you do not inquire
  after their gods, saying, 'How did these nations serve their gods? I also
  will do likewise.'

"You shall not worship the Lord your God in that way; for every
  abomination to the Lord which He hates they have done to their gods ... Whatever
  I command you, be careful to observe it; you shall not add to it nor take
  away from it" (Deuteronomy 12:30-32).

Many centuries later the apostle Paul traveled to and raised up churches
  in many gentile cities. To the members of the Church of God in Corinth, a
  city steeped in idolatry, Paul wrote: "What fellowship has righteousness
  with lawlessness? And what communion has light with darkness? And what accord
  has Christ with Belial? Or what part has a believer with an unbeliever? And
  what agreement has the temple of God with idols? 

"For you are the temple of the living God ... Therefore
  'Come out from among them and be separate, says the Lord. Do not touch what
  is unclean, and I will receive you' ... Therefore, having these
  promises, beloved, let us cleanse ourselves from all filthiness of the flesh
  and spirit, perfecting holiness in the fear of God" (2 Corinthians 6:14-17;
  7:1).

Instead of allowing members to rename and celebrate customs associated with
  false gods, Paul's instructions were clear: They were to have nothing
  to do with them. He similarly told Athenians who were steeped in idolatry,
  "Truly, these times of ignorance God overlooked, but now commands
  all men everywhere to repent" (Acts 17:30).

God clearly forbids adopting pagan worship days and customs to worship Him.
  Jesus Christ plainly tells us that "God is Spirit, and those who worship
  Him must worship in spirit and truth" (John 4:24). We cannot honor God
  in truth with false practices adopted from the worship of nonexistent gods. 

Jesus said: "This people honors Me with their lips, but their heart
  is far from Me. And in vain they worship Me, teaching as doctrines the commandments
  of men" (Mark 7:6-7). With God no substitutes are acceptable! It makes
  no difference that Christians mean well when they observe Christmas. God is
  not pleased.

Almighty God, who made us, preserves us and gives us eternal life, has made
  His will in this matter known to you through His Word, the Bible. Will you
  honor God or follow the traditions of mankind?

To Learn More...

Does it matter to God which days and customs we use to worship Him? Why do
  so many of our holidays have strange customs found nowhere in the Bible? Many
  people are shocked to discover the origins of our most popular holidays. They're
  also surprised to learn that the Holy Days God commands in the Bible—the
  same ones kept by Jesus Christ and the apostles—are almost universally ignored
  today. Be sure to download or request your free copies of the booklets Holidays
  or Holy Days: Does It Matter Which Days We Observe? and God's
  Holy Day Plan: The Promise of Hope for All Mankind.




What Are the Origins of Common Christmas Symbols?

The following is from The Trouble With Christmas by Tom Flynn (1993,
  pp. 19, 37-40, emphasis in original): 

"An enormous number of traditions we now associate with Christmas have
  their roots in pre-Christian pagan religious traditions. Some of these have
  social, sexual, or cosmological connotations that might lead educated, culturally
  sensitive moderns to discard the traditions once they have understood their
  roots more clearly. . .

"The pre-Christian elements of Christmas hail primarily from Europe.
  . . From southern Europe come such familiar pagan traditions as feasting,
  fertility rituals, tree worship, and the exchange of gifts. From the harsher
  lands of northern Europe come the ancient conventions we identify with the
  term 'Yule.' The Yule log tradition, now almost forgotten, rose from this
  stream. So too are many of the details of holiday feasting, the ritual use
  of candles, and the earliest forerunners of Santa Claus. . .

"Here is a brief review of the pre-Christian sources from which some
  of our best-loved holiday traditions sprang.

"Evergreens symbolize immortality and the continuity of life.
  . . The Romans, too, decorated their homes and public places with evergreens
  near the time of the winter solstice. Among the forerunners of today's holiday
  gifts were strenae, tree branches presented to political and military
  leaders as tokens of loyalty. . . 

"The holiday's most conspicuous smaller plant is mistletoe.
  . . Historically, mistletoe has long been associated with both magic and fertility.
  Sprigs of mistletoe were once fastened over the conjugal bed on the wedding
  night. Our modern use of mistletoe as a social aphrodisiac is clearly related.

"Nineteenth-century German immigrants to the United States were among
  the first to use a recognizable Christmas tree in this country, so
  it is often assumed that the Christmas tree hails from the traditions of northern
  Europe. In fact, it is more authentically a product of much older southern
  traditions. Ancient Egyptians viewed the evergreen tree as a fertility symbol.
  During the winter solstice they decorated their homes with palm fronds, using
  them as Romans would later use boughs of fir. . .

"Gift giving is an inescapable part of Christmas. Christian
  legend assumes that the tradition began when the Magi presented gifts to the
  baby Jesus. . . To believe that you have to pitch centuries of history out
  behind the manger. Long before New Testament times, the Romans were exchanging
  gifts."


What Is Your Safest Investment? 

Families have been hit hard in the recent economic downturn. Personal incomes
  have sunk for some, and home values and retirement funds have plunged for
  many. Where can you find a truly safe investment?

by Rex Sexton

John and Sarah were feeling almost wealthy. It was March 2006. Their home,
  which they could barely afford when they made the down payment on it seven
  years before, had more than doubled in value. Like many of their friends,
  they took out a second mortgage so they could purchase a boat and some nice
  things for the house, and to take a cruise with their children. "No problem,"
  they reasoned, "We can easily make both of the payments."

John's 401(k) retirement account at work was also larger than anticipated.
  Every year the stock market was going up, and John's employer was growing
  and matched his contributions. After years of hard work, John and Sarah felt
  secure in the future. It appeared that nothing could go wrong. 

Almost no one saw what was coming.

In what is now being called the financial crisis of 2007 to 2010, a great
  deal changed for many families in the United States, the United Kingdom and
  other Western nations. The secure future that millions of couples like John
  and Sarah believed in was washed away as a result of a "triple whammy"—declining
  real-estate prices, plunging stock-market values and economic recession.

How much has been lost? According to a report from the Pew Charitable Trusts
  tabulating the wealth Americans lost as a result of the crash of 2008 to 2009, the
  typical American family suffered combined losses of $100,000 through
  the drop in housing and investment value by the end of 2009. Many watched
  helplessly as their life savings virtually disappeared before their eyes.
  While the investment markets have recovered somewhat since then, real estate
  values continue to fall, and foreclosure rates continue to rise. 

In addition to the lost value, Pew adds that the average annual American
  household income would be $5,800 higher were it not for the recession. To
  top it off, the various government spending efforts—such as the Troubled
  Assets Relief Program (TARP) and several stimulus packages—have added
  thousands of dollars to each family's share of the national debt. 

What caused this financial crisis? More importantly, what can each of us
  do now to rebuild and protect our future? Is there a truly secure investment?

Roots of the housing bubble and bust

The immediate cause that triggered the financial crisis was the bursting
  of the United States housing bubble, which peaked in early 2006. By that time
  nearly 20 percent of all new mortgages were considered "subprime"—meaning
  that the borrower did not qualify for the loan according to standards long
  in practice. 

As a result of government policies and easy credit from Wall Street investment
  banks, mortgage companies and banks discarded long-proven qualifications for
  borrowers and handed out mortgages for homes like candy. Most subprime loans
  were made possible with adjustable rate payments, meaning the payments were
  greatly reduced during the first few years, then quickly increased.  

There was no evidence that the borrowers would be able to make the higher
  payments, so most of these loans were essentially gambling that housing prices
  would continue their spiral upward. Borrowers were often told that they could
  easily refinance when the monthly payments went up.  

There appeared to be little risk for the banks and mortgage companies since
  most of the mortgages were quickly sold to a government-sponsored agency—Federal
  National Mortgage Association (FNMA or "Fannie Mae") or Federal
  Home Loan Mortgage Corporation (FHLMC or "Freddie Mac"). These agencies,
  along with investment banks, bundled hundreds of these mortgages into what
  were called
  "mortgage backed securities" and sold them to overseas investors.
  Big commissions were being earned by those who brokered each step along this
  money chain. 

At the same time, easy credit resulted in rapidly rising real estate values
  and record numbers of new housing and commercial buildings being built all
  across the nation. According to testimony given to the Financial Crisis Inquiry
  Commission by Richard Bowen III, business chief underwriter for correspondent
  lending in Citigroup's mortgage operation, the collapse of mortgage underwriting
  standards was endemic. 

The perfect economic storm began to arrive in late 2006 and 2007. Interest
  rates began to rise, and a large percentage of subprime mortgages went into
  default as people could not make their payments. Foreclosures increased dramatically
  as the easy initial terms expired. 

In most parts of the nation, land values declined instead of rising. Housing
  sales slowed to near all-time lows. Millions of workers lost their jobs as
  a result of the recession that began in 2008, resulting in still more defaults
  and foreclosures.

  

  As of September 2011, an astounding 22.5 percent of all U.S. homes—almost
  one in four—were "underwater"—meaning that they were
  worth less at current prices than the amount owed on the mortgage. Another
  five percent were dangerously close to that mark. Even now, few economists
  have any idea how long it will be before real estate values stabilize and
  the economy begins to recover.

Considering financial investment options  

Millions of families have experienced the effects of falling housing values,
  loss of retirement funds in 401(k) and similar plans and, for some, chronic
  unemployment as jobs have disappeared or been outsourced overseas. 

The big question on the mind of many now is: What is the best way to plan
  for the future? Again, is there any safe investment?

Real estate bargains? Some advisors are telling clients to invest
  in property while the prices are low. The National Association of Realtors
  is not so sure, its website stating: "Is now the right time to be investing
  in real estate? Some say yes, some say no, and some say it depends." Prices
  are still declining in many areas.

Precious metals? In the past decade the prices of gold and silver have increased
  dramatically. Advertisements to purchase these precious metals appear constantly
  on the radio and television. But are they a good investment at today's prices,
  or could a drop leave investors with losses? 

Most of the rise in the price of precious metals is due to inflation of the
  currency—meaning these metals have retained value while the currency
  has lost value. However, some of the price increase is based on the increased
  demand for these metals as a hedge against inflation—whether through
  prudent decision-making or incited fears.

If stability returns to the economy, metal prices could dip. While many advisors
  are still recommending investing in gold to some extent, others advise caution
  and realize the potential risk.

The stock market? Stock markets have been a roller-coaster ride
  over the past year. Some credit the rises to the "quantitative easing" policy
  of the Federal Reserve (known as QE1 and QE2), which has involved creating
  more money out of thin air, thus raising inflation fears. 

And as we have recently seen, events such as economic turmoil in some European
  countries, the disastrous earthquake and tsunami in Japan and turmoil in the
  oil-exporting Middle East have led to major stock market reversals. 

While no one on earth can predict the future with certainty, most of us understand
  that for the past 10 years the average investor has made very little, and
  probably lost some, investing in stocks. Not wanting to endure the roller-coaster
  ride of the stock indices, many saving for retirement now are opting for a
  simple interest-bearing account such as a money market fund, even though the
  interest earned is very low.

The worrisome monster—runaway inflation

The addiction to borrowing and spending by governments has simply gone crazy.
  In the latest proposed budget, U.S. President Barack Obama projects that the
  gross federal debt will top $15 trillion this year, officially equaling the
  size of the entire U.S. economy, and will jump to nearly $21 trillion in five
  years' time. This is a scale of debt never heard of before, and much of it
  is owed to foreign nations. 

The U.S. percentage of debt is projected to surpass that of Japan and Greece—both
  known for the results of their lavish public spending. No one can explain
  how we can possibly pay this back. The share of national debt is now over
  half a million dollars for every household in the United States! 

Meanwhile, more than 40 of the 50 U.S. states are dealing with budget deficits,
  and 10 appear to be on the verge of bankruptcy. Taxes are increasing everywhere,
  further reducing prosperity and employment.

The average American daily sees prices going up and understands that this
  is a looming train wreck that will likely damage the financial well-being
  of nearly everyone. All monetary savings and assets are at risk. 

Who knows where to invest in order to protect yourself?

France and China not long ago called for replacing the U.S. dollar as the
  world's currency for international trade. When that happens, banks around
  the world will dump dollars and the long-feared specter of runaway inflation
  will strike America with a vengeance. 

Many economists have been predicting this financial disaster in recent years,
  even posting video presentations on the Internet about how we might lose virtually
  everything we have overnight. Many are frankly scared about what the financial
  future might bring, and for very good reasons.

So is there a truly safe investment—one that will securely maintain
  a person's wealth or increase it over time? Not in the strictly human sphere.
  Of course, we should take prudent financial steps as best we can—perhaps
  splitting our savings into different investments to preserve and grow what
  we have (indeed, wise investments could include spending money on an education
  or on moving to where pay is higher or living is more affordable). None of
  this, however, will provide the kind of true security we all need. Yet something
  else will.

The wisest man who ever lived told this story many centuries ago: There was
  a pearl merchant seeking pearls. He found one that was the finest and most
  valuable pearl he had ever seen. It was so important to have this pearl that
  he sold everything he owned to buy it. The account of "the pearl of great
  price" is given in the Gospel of Matthew, chapter 13.

But as this story was a parable, what did the pearl represent? The answer
  is simple: the Kingdom of God. 

Your greatest investment: the Kingdom of God

Understanding the Kingdom of God is perhaps the most valuable understanding
  a person can have, but there are many confusing teachings on the subject.
  John the Baptist proclaimed the message "the kingdom of God is at
  hand" (Matthew 3:2, emphasis added throughout), meaning in part
  that the opportunity to be included in that Kingdom was being made available
  to all mankind. 

Jesus Christ often spoke of His Kingdom, which will be a literal world-ruling
  government established on the earth after He returns. He told His disciples
  that people "will see the Son of Man coming in a cloud with power
  and great glory . . . When you see these things happening, know that the kingdom
  of God is near" (Luke 21:27, 31).  

Christ clearly said that this coming righteous and perfect government will
  not be established on earth until after His triumphant return in power and
  great glory. He also made this plain on other occasions. 

How many of us have recited what's known as the Lord's Prayer without recognizing
  the plain meaning of the words as we said them? These familiar words were
  given by Jesus Christ in response to the disciples' request of Him to teach
  them how to pray: "In this manner, therefore, pray: Our Father in heaven,
  hallowed be Your name. Your kingdom come" (Matthew 6:9-10). 

The most common prayer in Christendom acknowledges that God's Kingdom is
  not here yet and that Christians are to fervently pray for its arrival!

Jesus also taught that work, effort and dedication are required for us to
  be a part of that Kingdom. In Luke 16:16, He stated: "The Law and the
  Prophets were until John. Since that time the kingdom of God is proclaimed,
  and everyone is pressing into it." 

"Pressing into it" means working towards it, striving to
  enter it. The coming Kingdom of Jesus Christ is something that we need to seek
  diligently. Indeed, we should treasure and pursue it above all else in
  our lives! 

Coming collapse of the economic system

Believe it or not, the collapse of the economic system in the last days was
  foretold by none other than Jesus Christ Himself! In a parable recorded for
  us in Luke 16, Jesus was speaking about money and worldly wealth and said, "When
  it fails . . ." (verse 9, New American Standard Bible). 

Notice that he did not say, "If it fails"—He said, "When it
  fails." The apostle John's vision recorded in the book of Revelation
  includes news of a huge coming financial disaster that will occur within a
  brief time period: "For in one hour such great riches came to nothing" (Revelation
  18:17). 

Ezekiel similarly speaks of a time when gold and silver will be cast away
  into the streets as worthless! "They will throw their silver in the
  streets, and their gold shall be like refuse; their silver and their gold
  shall not be able to deliver them in the day of the wrath of the Lord" (Ezekiel
  7:19). 

That time of economic collapse is surely coming. Many experts believe they
  see indications that it may be very close. All of us need to avoid debt and
  wisely plan our finances as best we can in these challenging times. But apart
  from God, all of our planning and safeguarding is ultimately for naught. The
  only truly secure investment, the only way to lasting well-being and reward,
  is to seek the Kingdom of God!

To Learn More...

Many people are confused about what the Kingdom of God is. Some think it’s
  something within us or that it already exists in the world now. Also badly
  misunderstood is what it takes to enter that Kingdom. You need to read our
  eye-opening booklet What
  Is Your Destiny? to understand the amazing truth revealed in your
  Bible! Download or request your free copy today!


Do We Need a Spiritual Revival?

Some believe a call for nationwide prayer and fasting, as recently issued
  by Texas Governor Rick Perry, would ignite religious revival and save America
  from impending doom. Would religious renewal help solve national problems?
  Just what kind of revival is needed? 

by Gary Petty

On August 6, 2011, some 30,000 people gathered at a large stadium in Houston,
  Texas, to seek God's help in solving America's political, economic and social
  problems. Texas Governor Rick Perry, a leading contender for the Republican
  presidential nomination, asked people to join him in prayer for "unity
  and righteousness—for this great state, this great nation and all mankind."

In an official proclamation, Perry stated: "Given the trials that have
  beset our country and world—from the global economic downturn to natural
  disasters, the lingering danger of terrorism and wars ... —it
  seems imperative that the people of our nation should once again join together
  for a solemn day of prayer and fasting on behalf of our troubled nation." 

His call was greeted with both enthusiastic approval from many evangelicals
  and hostile condemnation from groups promoting separation of church and state,
  from secular humanists and from gay activists. 

Deal Hudson, president of the Catholic Advocate in Washington D.C., responded
  cynically when questioned by the Dallas Morning News about attending
  the religious occasion: 

"Yes, I would go, but I know that such an event is political down to
  its bones. I don't think Gov. Perry would deny the political side of the event
  ... [The] event will very likely appeal stylistically only to
  evangelicals, and any Catholics or mainline Protestants who attend will very
  likely feel they are at a revival meeting."

Why does the word "revival" have a negative connotation for many
  people? It's because they associate a "revival meeting" with undisciplined
  or even undignified emotionalism. And some cringe at any publicly expressed
  religious devotion—especially if connected to politics.

Of course, Gov. Perry isn't the first politician to turn to prayer and fasting
  in times of national trouble. As his proclamation mentioned, U.S. Presidents
  John Adams (1797-1801) and Franklin Delano Roosevelt (1933-1945) publicly
  encouraged people to pray for God's guidance and blessing on the nation. 

He also mentioned that at the outbreak of the Civil War, Abraham Lincoln
  proclaimed a national day of prayer and fasting. And in 1952 Harry Truman
  signed into law a resolution instituting an annual national day of prayer.

Could a national day of prayer and fasting lead to a great Christian revival
  in the United States? Could a spiritual revitalization help the nation find
  solutions to its social, economic, educational and moral problems? 

The need for revival—but what kind? 

Truly, the world is in trouble. The country is in trouble. You may be in
  trouble. You may be worried about paying your bills. Politicians seem more
  interested in feathering their own nest than helping solve our problems.

Students pile up huge college debt only to end up working at fast-food restaurants.
  The nation's infrastructure—roads, bridges, dams, levies—is deteriorating.
  Our educational system has fallen behind much of the rest of the world. The
  news is filled with violence and robberies. And to make matters worse, you
  may have just found out that your denomination is considering redefining marriage.

The nation has lost its way and needs a spiritual revival. Many days you
  yourself suffer from vague anxiety you can't define. You don't know where
  to look for answers, but you feel a desperate need for spiritual renewal.

Just what kind of revival could meet with any degree of success in dealing
  with the despair of national decline, rejection of God, poverty, child abuse,
  crime, drug addiction, family breakdown and a host of other problems—including
  your own personal struggles? 

At the beginning of the 1900s there was a religious revival in Los Angeles
  involving participants who spoke in tongues and fell to the ground in fits
  of spiritual elation. That revival spawned the modern Pentecostal movement.
  Would that kind of religious experience turn people to God and bring about
  solutions to our many problems?

Tent meeting revivals were the rage during the Roaring Twenties and Great
  Depression. Evangelists traveled from town to town setting up large tents,
  calling people to believe in Jesus and be saved. 

In the 1960s and 70s the "Jesus people" sprang from the hippie
  culture. Those involved in this movement, sometimes called "Jesus freaks," rejected
  traditional Christianity, which was seen as ritualistic and rigid, for a religion
  of free love and communal living. 

What would a 21st-century Christian revival look like? Would it promote traditional
  mainstream Protestant views of hell and damnation? Would it espouse the New
  Age concept that all paths lead to God as long as we love one another? Would
  a religious revival be politically motivated? Which Jesus would you follow—the
  Democratic Jesus or the Republican Jesus? 

Here's the difficult truth Christians must face: The spiritual revival you
  desire isn't going to happen because tens of thousands of people gather for
  a public day of prayer and fasting. It's not going to happen by consolidating
  political power through the electoral process. 

This spiritual restoration won't be found in returning to the "faith
  of the Founding Fathers" or in promoting an ecumenical movement. A God-centered
  revival is going to take a lot more personal examination than making a public
  stand against abortion or homosexuality. 

What would a biblical, God-centered, Christian revival really look like in
  your life—a life-changing spiritual renewal, not based on a politically
  tailored media event, but a personal connection between you and your Creator?

A real, biblical, God-centered revival involves a radical change in your
    thinking and actions. It requires a radical change in your life. It
    is even going to take a radical change in how you define Christianity! 

Jesus' call—revival through committed discipleship 

Jesus Christ, the founder of Christianity, came to launch the greatest religious
  revival in human history. He outlined the requirements when He said: "If
  people come to me and are not ready to abandon their fathers, mothers, wives,
  children, brothers, and sisters, as well as their own lives, they cannot be
  my disciples. So those who do not carry their crosses and follow me cannot
  be my disciples"
  (Luke 14:26-27, God's Word Translation). 

He is not teaching that all of us should abandon or mistreat our loved ones.
  His point is that you must be willing to give up everything you have and everything
  you are to be His disciple.

  

  A disciple is more than a student. A disciple is a person who wants to be
  just like the Teacher. If you are going to be more than a Christian in name
  only, you must live just as He lived. Christianity has enough believers in
  Jesus. What Jesus Christ wants are disciples.

Christ's concluding words here can be difficult to understand in our modern
  context: "So those who do not carry their crosses and follow me cannot
  be my disciples." What does it mean to carry a cross? 

In Judea at the time of Jesus, the mention of carrying a cross communicated
  a great deal. The people of that day saw Roman soldiers whipping and prodding
  a person who was dragging a heavy beam through the streets. It was a sickening
  sight because the person was literally carrying his instrument of execution.

  

  He carried it until he was nailed to it. That's the level of commitment
  God wants from you if you want to participate in His revival. The "old
  time religion" isn't where it's at, and neither is the political bully
  pulpit.

To be a real disciple of Jesus Christ involves you surrendering your
    entire life to His lead. It means to be out of step with society because
    you must accept that our human nature is fatally flawed and that every political,
    economic and ecumenical solution we devise will eventually fail. 

That's the bad news. The good news is that a great revival is on the horizon
  and you can be part of it! 

Commitment to God through fasting

Whenever a call to religious renewal is made, it's usually accompanied by
  prayer and fasting. How can fasting help bring about personal spiritual renewal?

Let's begin by looking at what the Bible tells us about fasting. Fasting,
  in its simplest application, means to go without food and water for a certain
  period of time as a way to experience humility and repentance before God and
  to seek His guidance. 

Fasting is an important aspect of personal Christian revival. It's a new
  idea even for many Christians. When someone first hears about fasting the
  natural question is: What is intense prayer and denying myself food supposed
  to produce in my relationship with God?

In His Sermon on the Mount, Jesus gave instructions on fasting: "Moreover,
  when [not if] you fast, do not be like the hypocrites, with a sad
  countenance. For they disfigure their faces that they may appear to men to
  be fasting. Assuredly, I say to you, they have their reward. But you, when
  you fast, anoint your head and wash your face, so that you do not appear to
  men to be fasting, but to your Father who is in the secret place; and your
  Father who sees in secret will reward you openly" (Matthew 6:16-18).

The prophet Isaiah told of a time when the people of ancient Israel prayed
  and fasted for God's help. To their surprise, instead of receiving God's blessing,
  they received a scathing rebuke! God actually rejected their fasting.

  

  Isaiah was inspired to write God's response to their days of fasting and prayer:
  "They seek Me daily, and delight to know my ways, as a nation that did
  righteousness, and did not forsake the ordinance of their God ...
  They take delight in approaching God . . ." (Isaiah 58:2). 

God noted that the people of ancient Israel appeared religious,
  but in their daily lives they ignored His instructions on how He was to be
  worshipped and how to treat their neighbors.

The religious leaders of the day asked God why He didn't respond to their
  days of prayer and fasting. And He answered quite bluntly! "In fact,
  in the day of your fast you find pleasure, and exploit all your laborers.
  Indeed, you fast for strife and debate, and to strike with the fist
  of wickedness. You will not fast as you do this day, to make your voice heard
  on high" (verses 3-4).

Think about what God is saying in this passage. God tells these religious
  people that He has rejected their requests because their motive for praying
  and fasting was an attempt to force Him to listen to their demands.
  They had little interest in listening to God's demands! 

Fasting is not a ritual that prepares God to become attentive to your desires
  and actions. Fasting is a humble seeking of God that prepares you to become
  attentive to His desires and actions! The ultimate aim of fasting
  is learning to rule over our own desires and subject our lives wholly to God's
  greater spiritual purposes.

Christians need to be going before God in prayer and fasting, not to seek
  political solutions to our problems but seeking God's involvement in our
  lives. There is a great need for you to turn to God, confess your sins
  and seek His forgiveness. You must also seek His desire for your
  life and trust in His guidance for your life—guidance found
  in the Bible.

Spiritual renewal can only happen when you are willing to completely give
  up your life, pick up your cross, and tell God: "You are my Father. I'm
  your creation. Fulfill in my life what you decide is best, and I will follow."
  As Jesus Himself prayed to God the Father, "Not My will, but Yours, be
  done" (Luke 22:42).

It's all about change!

Christians want to change the world, but the real question you need to ask
  is this: Have I really submitted to God and allowed Him to change me? This
  change involves more than attending church. It is a complete change of
  life.

It can feel "righteous" for us to publicly denounce the "big" sins
  like radical terrorists —that's an easy one to stand against. Or abortion,
  which is a terrible crime against humanity, or any number of other sins. But
  before we can call on society to repent, we must first humbly repent ourselves.

How can Christians really have any credibility in promoting family values
  when they have almost the same divorce rate as non-Christians? 

How can Christians argue the importance of the Ten Commandments as the foundation
  of our Judeo-Christian heritage if our own lives are filled with idolatry
  in worshipping the almighty dollar, if we use God's name in vain, if we ignore
  the seventh-day Sabbath and if we dishonor our parents? 

All these matters are covered in the "Big Ten." Churchgoers fight
  for the posting of the Ten Commandments in public places, but the moment someone
  says we really should obey them, that person is branded a legalist! 

It's interesting to examine Lincoln's 1863 "Proclamation Appointing
  a National Day of Prayer." It reads in part: "And whereas it is
  the duty of nations as well as of men, to own their dependence upon the overruling
  power of God, to confess their sins and transgressions, in humble sorrow,
  yet with assured hope that genuine repentance will lead to mercy and pardon;
  and to recognize the sublime truth, announced in the Holy Scriptures and proven
  by all history, that those nations only are blessed whose God is the Lord
  . . ."

Lincoln went on to state, "It behooves us then, to humble ourselves
  before the offended Power, to confess our national sins, and to pray for clemency
  and forgiveness."

When was the last time you heard anyone speak of God as "the offended
  Power"? A real spiritual renewal must involve your submission to God
  and to His law, recognizing Him as the righteous Creator you have sinned against.
  It is true that God loves you, but God's love isn't a free pass to disrespect
  His love. A personal revival requires you to get on your knees and admit that
  your ways don't work and to seek His desires for your life. 

A national revival would involve not just a day of prayer and fasting, but
  crying out to God for His forgiveness of our national sins. 

It would involve admitting that no political candidate or party has the real
  solutions to the national debt, injustice, crime or prejudice. 

It would require a return to not just paying lip service to the Ten Commandments,
  but a commitment to obeying them. 

We need God's help to radically change our personal lives and our assemblies
  of worship before we can expect Him to change the nation! But then He certainly
  would. As He proclaimed to ancient Israel: "If My people who are called
  by My name will humble themselves, and pray and seek My face, and turn from
  their wicked ways, then I will hear from heaven, and will forgive their sin
  and heal their land" (2 Chronicles 7:14). 

What does God want to do in your life?

At the beginning of His ministry on earth, Jesus Christ stood in the synagogue
  of Nazareth, opened the book of Isaiah, and read: "The Spirit of the
  Lord is upon Me, because He has anointed Me to preach the gospel to the poor;
  He has sent Me to heal the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives
  and recovery of sight to the blind, to set at liberty those who are oppressed,
  to proclaim the acceptable year of the Lord" (Luke 4:18-19).

While His ministry provided a preview, what He was announcing was a wonderful
  future to come after His second coming—when the world's inhabitants
  will at last be truly freed and healed under the rule of the Kingdom of God,
  being led into the way of God's righteousness and peace.

God wants to prepare you for the greatest revival the world has
  ever known. This great spiritual renaissance is more than a dream about a
  better future. It is a time when all humanity will receive workable solutions
  to political, economic and social problems. 

Christ is returning to lead this revival—not through tent meetings
  or political movements, but by literally establishing God's Kingdom on the
  earth. You can take part in this spiritual renewal by submitting to Him now!

To Learn More...

Acts 17:30 tells us that God "now commands all men everywhere to repent."
  But just what is repentance? How does that tie in with conversion? What kind
    of change does God really

  want to see in us? Download or request your free copy of Transforming
  Your Life: The Process of Conversion. A free copy is waiting for
  you!


Is God-Intended Communication Disappearing?

If God wanted you to constantly use a cell phone, He would have had
    you born with one glued to your ear. If He wanted you to be on Twitter all
    the time, He would have "tweeted" you by now. Is our electronic
  media producing what God intended for communication, or not?

by Scott Hoefker

"Oh how awful—like, how did you survive?!" one young adult
  expressed to me recently, "How did you communicate?" All I told
  him was that when I was in high school, Facebook, YouTube, MySpace, Twitter,
  instant messaging and cell phones didn't exist.

But he had a good question. How did anybody survive without social networking?

While throttling forward in your life, trying to keep up with everything,
  do you ever feel like you'd just like to sit down with maybe a glass of iced
  tea or a latte and just talk to someone—to
  connect with a live, breathing, speaking, in-the-flesh human being? If you
  do, you're not alone—and what you want is what God intended.

How helpful is electronic communication?

Research and studies show that although we "think" we're communicating
  more effectively through all our electronic gadgets and programs, we may not
  actually be.

During sessions in my practice as a professional counselor, I've clearly
  stated that, while in session, all portable electronic devices must
  be turned off. Why? Because otherwise there is a constant barrage of texts,
  e-mails and calls that "just have to" be answered—interfering
  with clear communication in the sessions.

Consequently, many today explain, "My husband and I"—or "My
  child and I,"
  or "My friend and I"—"just don't communicate anymore.
  There is always an interruption of some kind just when we really start to
  talk." Some clients explain that they have trouble communicating with
  God because, as they state in terms like this: "I've never really understood
  what it means to talk to anyone face to face, much less to talk to God!"

A business owner told me this story: "I receive an inquiry from my website
  contact page. Then I follow up with an estimate via e-mail, receive approval,
  complete the job, send an invoice and receive payment —without ever
  having to even see or speak to the customer." How good is that—or
  how bad?

How God communicates

God is very real, and we human beings He created are very real too. But the
  businessman's and counseling clients' experiences made me stop to consider.
  Is our electronic media stealing the deep communication God intended for us?

Throughout the Bible, we see examples where people interacted with God personally.
  Abraham, the father of the faithful, talked personally with God (Genesis 17:1,
  22). Jacob, the grandson of Abraham, talked with God face to face (Genesis
  32:20). Moses, who led Israel out of Egypt, spoke with God "face to face,
  as a man speaks to his friend" (Exodus 33:11).

Much later when the apostle John desired to be with his brothers and sisters
  in Christ, he wrote, "I hope to visit you and talk things over with you
  personally. Then we will be completely filled with joy" (2 John 12, God's
  Word Translation). God desires the same with us. It's good to know that when
  we pray we're personally talking to Him and that He is listening.

Technological failure to communicate deeply

So just how is interpersonal communication today being weakened by technology?

There are certain benefits to electronic media and social networking. Most
  of us use them on a daily basis, me included. However, research has long shown
  that the majority (55 percent) of our communication is nonverbal. Nonverbal
  communication—or body language—includes facial expression, gestures,
  eye contact and posture. Another 38 percent of communication is vocal tone,
  while only 7 percent is the actual meaning of the words.

E-mail and texting has no body language, nor does it convey tone of voice
  you experience in a face-to-face conversation. Texting, we find out, is effectively
  robbing today's younger generation of proper writing and spelling skills.
  Even advertising on some billboards now reflects the texting jargon.

Challenges may be caused by the use of texting and Facebook chat due to the
  rate by which questions are asked and topics are changed. Rapidly asking question
  after question is great for trying to learn a lot of different things about
  a person, but there are often never any deep conversations, especially since
  SMS-type messages only allow 160 characters.

How many times have you been affected by or involved in a serious communication
  breakdown that was able to be resolved by talking face to face?

Healthy communication how-tos

Young people often experience social detachment while engrossing themselves
  in electronic media. Sadly, parents sometimes give a handheld game to a child
  and state, "Now, go play somewhere, and be quiet. We'll talk later." Then,
  after "later" comes without any meaningful communication, one or
  the other at some point remarks, "We never talk, and this happens all
  the time!"

Psychologists and counselors through the ages have discussed the need we
  all have for interaction and communication to remain healthy. God made human
  beings with the deep need to communicate not only with Him as their Creator
  but with each other. So, how then can you build the habit of healthy communication
  with and without electronic media?

1. Make a conscious effort every day to have a real-life, face-to-face conversation
  with someone.

2. Step away from or turn off your device and talk with the person directly.

3. Don't "check in" on Facebook or other social media sites for
  one whole day—and see if the world has stopped.

4. Look for opportunities to reconnect with friends or colleagues in a face-to-face
  setting at a meal or over tea or coffee.

5. Realize that we all can have solid, God-based friendships with other people
  without ever using any social electronic media.

Remember, there is a time and place for texting or status updates. But every
  day is the time and many are the places for healthy face-to-face conversations.
  Talk to people and enjoy the body language, tone of voice and the
  meaning of their words—as God intended!


World News and Trends: Iran's nuclear ambitions continue unabated

by John Ross Schroeder and Jerold Aust

The media world provides us with many distractions that continually avert
  our eyes from seeing occurrences essential to eventually fulfilling Bible
  prophecy. Even events we should certainly be aware of in the Middle East,
  like the "Arab Spring" and efforts to proclaim a Palestinian state,
  can distract our focus away from other important developments in the region.
  Iran is a case in point.

Emanuele Ottolenghi, senior fellow at the Foundation for Defence of Democracies
  in Washington, D.C., stated, "Iran's nuclear clock continues to tick
  and the hour of reckoning may now be near" ("Iran's Making a Bomb,
  All Else Is a Lie," The Jewish Chronicle, Sept. 16, 2011). 

The International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA) continually monitors Iran's
  compliance with the nuclear non-proliferation treaty. Its latest quarterly
  report concludes bluntly: "Iran is violating the treaty and, despite
  mounting pressure from a progressively expanding regime of sanctions, Tehran
  relentlessly pursues its nuclear ambitions while protesting its innocence.
  But Iran's claims are lies" (ibid.). 

Iranian stockpiles of uranium are growing, and the country is installing
  many centrifuges to further enrich uranium. Ottolenghi's concluding analysis:
  "Iran's cat and mouse game has given Tehran time to develop its nuclear
  programme—and given its progress, it may soon be too late to stop them."

These significant events in the Middle East require our serious attention
  (see Luke 21:34-36). To properly grasp the historic and prophetic implications,
  request or download our free booklet The
  Middle East in Bible Prophecy. (Source: The Jewish Chronicle [London].)


World News and Trends: Koran contest kids get guns, grenades

by John Ross Schroeder and Jerold Aust

For the last three years a Somali radio station run by the al-Shabab militant
  Islamist group has held a knowledge and Koran-reciting contest for children
  ages 10 to 17 during the month of Ramadan. The prizes in this year's contest?
  Assault rifles and live grenades!

The station, based near the capital, Mogadishu, awarded an AK-47 assault
  rifle and the equivalent of $700 to the first-place group. The second-place
  group received an AK-47 and the equivalent of $500, while those who placed
  third received two live hand grenades and $400. 

The al-Shabab group is linked to al-Qaeda and was recently forced out of
  Mogadishu, though it still controls much of central and southern Somalia. 

"Youths should use one hand for education and the other for a gun to
  defend Islam," said al-Shabab official Mukhtar Robow at the prize awards
  ceremony, held not far from Mogadishu. Pictures of the awards ceremony appeared
  on a website affiliated with the group. 

Winners also received Islamic religious books. Prizes in previous years included
  a rocket-propelled grenade launcher and anti-tank mines. Somalia has been
  in the news in recent years due to the twin plagues of drought and piracy,
  with Muslim pirates preying on shipping and pleasure boats in the Indian Ocean.
  (Sources: BBC News, The Guardian [London].)


World News and Trends: The Palestinian people: poorly prepared for statehood

by John Ross Schroeder and Jerold Aust

In spite of its UN bid for statehood, the Palestinian Authority (PA) remains
  thoroughly corrupt and dysfunctional. The presence of Hamas and Fatah, dangerous
  terrorist groups attached to the PA, is enormously hurtful to the ordinary
  citizen's life.

  

  Middle East Forum director Efraim Karsh, professor of Middle East and Mediterranean
  Studies at King's College London, observed, "Following statehood [were
  it achieved], even if [PA President Mahmoud] Abbas were to make a genuine
  commitment to reform, Hamas would continue to defy his tenuous authority;
  not only does the group rule the Gaza Strip, which it has transformed into
  an Islamist micro-state, but it also wields considerable power in the West
  Bank" ("There Is No Palestinian State," Middle East Forum,
  Sept. 16, 2011). 

Hamas actually opposes the statehood effort because it fears that a Palestinian
  state will ultimately have to acknowledge Israel's right to exist. Moreover,
  the late PA leader Yasser Arafat acknowledged that his people "lacked
  the traditions, unity and discipline to have a successful state" (ibid.). 

Two thirds of those who would be part of a new Palestinian state believe
  that Abbas' unilateral appeal for statehood would not have a positive effect
  on their own status. A report in USA Today showed that "Arab
  residents of Israel [were] split on being part of a new state" (Michele
  Chabin, "Mixed Feelings in East Jerusalem," Sept. 21, 2011). Those
  who enjoy Israeli social benefits with freedom to travel across Israel's pre-1967
  borders would generally prefer citizenship in Israel to citizenship in a new
  state. 

Paradoxically, it was during Israel's occupation of the Gaza Strip and West
  Bank—before Arafat assumed control in 1993—that the Arabs living
  in those areas made substantial economic progress and markedly improved the
  quality of their lives. At that time the Palestinian Civil Authority presided
  over the fourth-fastest-growing economy on the globe. Life expectancy improved
  considerably, and infant mortality declined remarkably. Sadly, after 1993
  Palestinian leaders soon seriously undermined these positive trends.

According to Karsh, the prospects following the coveted statehood would be
  "increased conflict with Israel and a deepening rift in an already divided
  Palestinian society." (Sources: Middle East Forum, USA Today.) 


World News and Trends: Radical Muslim minorities in America

by John Ross Schroeder and Jerold Aust

The vast majority of American Muslims are loyal citizens. But a recent Pew
  poll reports troubling findings: "8% of U.S. Muslims—a larger percentage
  than in Pakistan—say that suicide bombings or other violence against
  civilians is at least sometimes justified to defend Islam. Perhaps most troubling,
  21% of U.S. Muslims see a great deal or fair amount of support for extremism
  among their own" (David Rusin, "Pew Poll Quantifies the Radical
  Minority of U.S. Muslims," Sept. 6, 2011). 

Pew researchers discovered that some 60 percent of American Muslims express
  concern in varying degrees about the increase of U.S. Islamic extremism, clearly
  a far more encouraging percentage than the percentage of the American general
  public expressing such concerns. American Muslims are generally satisfied
  with the country’s overall direction, still believing that hard work eventually
  ends up in success. 

However, David Rusin concludes that "the moderate and largely silent
  [Muslim] masses do not offset a hundred thousand radicals, if not more, who
  approve of al-Qaeda and serve as potential recruits." (Source: Islamist
  Watch.) 


World News and Trends: Religious freedom on the wane worldwide

by John Ross Schroeder and Jerold Aust

A new report by Pew Research Center's Forum on Religion  & Public Life
  has revealed a disturbing pattern: Nearly a third of the globe's population—2.2
  billion people—live in countries where religious persecution increased between
  2006 and 2009" (Thomas Kidd, "Religious Freedom Under Assault," USA
  Today, Aug. 22, 2011). 

The Arab Spring has not lessened the persecution of Christians in the Middle
  East. Christian minorities face a new era of religious hostility there. For
  instance, Coptic Christians in Egypt have already experienced anti-Christian
  incidents, including church burnings and murder. 

In northern Europe, it's happening in nations like Britain as well. The
    Daily Telegraph reported: "There is no place in British law for
    Christian beliefs, despite this country's long history of religious observance
    and the traditions of the established Church, two High Court judges said
    yesterday"
  in ruling that a particular husband and wife could not be foster parents because
  of their Christian views (Tim Ross, "'No Place' in the Law for Christianity,"
  March 1, 2011). 

Telltale signs already exist that religious freedom is waning even in the
  United States, with persecution correspondingly increasing. A husband and
  wife in southern California were fined $300 for hosting Bible studies in their
  home for friends. Added fines for $500 per each Bible study were promised
  if they continue with them. (Sources: The Daily Telegraph [London], USA Today, Faith
  Under Fire). 


World News and Trends: Shameful prostitution forecast at national conventions

by John Ross Schroeder and Jerold Aust

A column in FT Magazine (a Saturday-Sunday supplement to Financial
    Times) stated: "The sex workers of Tampa, Florida, and Charlotte,
    North Carolina, can get ready for a spike in business at the end of next
    summer: the Republican and Democratic National Conventions, respectively,
    are coming to town. In the last electoral cycle, the political jamborees
    were held in Denver and Minneapolis—and there seems to have been a coincidental
    surge in the local market for sex" (Sept. 3-4, 2011). 

This prospect is reminiscent of an across-the-board decline in traditional
  moral standards. Some 23 million Americans watched on TV as the royal couple
  William and Kate were married in London in April. And yet The Economist remarked
  on "the sorry state of marriage across the United States," noting
  that "data from the Census Bureau show that married couples, for the
  first time, now make up less than half (45%) of all households" ("The
  Decline of Marriage: For Richer, for Smarter," June 25, 2011). 

A USA Today article stated that "more couples are living together,
  a trend that is affecting all marriage rates" (Haya El Nasser, "Black-White
  Marriages Increasing," Sept. 21, 2011). 

The gradual abandonment of traditional marriage for a whole host of ultimately
  destructive alternative lifestyles remains at the root of the decline in national
  morality. Prostitution is just one symptom of the overall problem. More and
  more, the laws of God are carelessly disregarded. 

If you would like to read about the biblical solutions to these serious social
  ills, request or download our free booklet Marriage
  and Family: The Missing Dimension. (Sources: FT Magazine, The
  Economist, USA Today.) 


World News and Trends: Who owns Jerusalem?

by John Ross Schroeder and Jerold Aust

Many citizens of Western European nations, Britain and to some extent even
  the United States feel that the claims of Israel and the counterclaims of
  Palestinians to ownership of Jerusalem are virtually equal in nature. A few
  even argue that Israel has no legitimate claim to this ancient city at all. 

Author and columnist Melanie Phillips replies: "Such people would doubtless
  be amazed to learn that, some 10 centuries before the birth of Christ and
  17 centuries before the birth of Mohammed, the city of Jerusalem was created
  by King David as the capital of a United kingdom of Israel and Judea. The
  Jews were in fact the only people for whom the land of Israel was ever actually
  their national home" ("Promise and Redemption," Standpoint, March
  10, 2011). 

In 1899 Yusuf Khalidi, the Muslim mayor of Jerusalem, declared to the chief
  rabbi of France: "Who can contest the rights of the Jews to Palestine?
  God knows historically it is indeed your country" (ibid.). 

Phillips went on to say, "Today, there are repeated Arab attempts to
  erase the copious, growing archaeological evidence of David's city and the
  ancient kingdom of Israel and Judea, which establishes the Jews' indisputable
  claim to Israel and to Jerusalem." (Source: Standpoint magazine.) 


Letters From Our Readers

Readers of The Good News share their thoughts.

The Good News

I want to thank you for faithfully sending The Good News for years
  now. A dear friend got me going a long time ago. I read the "Letters
  From Our Readers,"
  and I have been wanting to thank you for such a long time. My magazine gets
  passed around to several people who appreciate it as much as I do. 

Thank you so much for your outstanding work, for your ability and knowledge
  in making the Word more understandable—and also for explaining world
  situations. My friend had told me that it's not just a "religious" magazine,
  and that's why she liked it. And that's why I like it. I am constantly learning
  and applying, and thank you from the bottom of my heart.

E.K., Leesburg, Florida

Please keep up the great work that you are doing for Jesus and all the people
  that read all these booklets. I know the end time is very near. I know that The
  Good News is staying on top of all that is happening. I am so grateful
  for the people who write these magazine articles. My heart goes out to each
  and every one of you. 

E.W., Concord, North Carolina

What truly superb writers and researchers The Good News has in abundance.
  It gives an invaluable overview of world events that clearly beats any other
  publication. I save all of your publications to reread frequently. Thank you
  for bringing so much enlightenment to us all. It is simply priceless in today's
  world of despair. 

M.L.W. Newton Abbot, England

Beyond Today

I am a 49-year-old man. I love watching your Beyond Today show,
  the only TV ministry that doesn't ask for money. I also love the way you take
  the Good Book and explain it so that even someone like me can understand it.
  Thank you for being my church. 

J.P., Monee, Illinois

America and Israel

You quote that America's support for Israel may be less durable than it was.
  This is supported by a former American general who reputedly said earlier
  this year that Israel was perhaps becoming a strategic burden rather than
  an asset to the U.S.A., costing American lives and giving rise to anti-American
  extremism around the world. 

J. H. G., Isle of Man

To understand better why America has generally supported Israel since its
  inception as a new nation in 1948, please see in this issue the article "Israel:
  Growing Danger on Every Side" and the "World News and Trends" items. 

Thankful for booklets

I want to thank you for the booklets I have received. They are really helpful,
  and I learned a lot from them. I am new in the faith and would like to know
  more about God and how I can transform my life. I know that just reading the
  Bible would give and show me a lot about God and Jesus Christ, but I also
  like to read your booklets. I am 16 years old and from Jordan, a small country. 

T.B.A., Jordan

Our free booklet Transforming
      Your Life: The Process of Conversion should be of help to you.
      If you've already read it, we recommend our article
      series on tools for spiritual growth.

Please forgive me for not writing sooner to thank you for all your booklets.
  I really do thank the United Church of God for making these possible. My wife
  is crippled and we live on a fixed income. Your booklets have really helped. 

J.&K.A., Internet

Is God a Trinity?

I received the booklet Is
      God a Trinity? in the mail today and I just wanted to thank you
      for taking the time to send me this booklet. I absolutely love the new
      format and layout, the glossy feel of the pages and the addition of photos.
      I can't wait to start reading. Thank you so much, and may God continue
      to bless the work of the United Church of God.

C.A.L., Barbados

Congratulations to the authors of the Trinity booklet for an exceptionally
  outstanding job! It was thorough, well-organized, and well-presented. It is
  the best work on the subject I have ever read. From my perspective, it is
  the best booklet ever produced by the Church.

B.N., Hawkins, Texas

Bible Study Course

I love your Bible Study Course more
  than I can say with mere words. Thank you so very much for sharing The
  Good News magazine, and may God bless and reward you all abundantly.

B.G., Carrollton, Georgia

Readers from Australia and New Guinea

Thank you so much that I recently found your magazine through the clinic
  that I go to. My daughter-in-law and my grandson both passed away while she
  was giving birth. That was six months ago. I do read my Bible. So far I have
  received from you What
  Happens After Death? and the July-August and September-October Good
  News. I live in Melbourne, Victoria, and was wondering which congregation
  would be closest to me. Again, thank you so much. You are changing my life.
  I have given your Good News to a couple of friends of mine.

Reader from Melbourne, Victoria

Our office in Brisbane has already contacted you with the required information.
  Your attitude in adversity has inspired and encouraged us all!

I am going to take this opportunity to thank the United Church of God for
  the free magazines that were sent to me. These magazines are really transforming
  my way of life. A young person like me is constantly faced with challenges,
  and your literature gives wonderful guidance. 

Reader from Papua New Guinea

Thank you for The Good News. Please send me a copy of your booklet Sunset
      to Sunset: God's Sabbath Rest. I am a believer in the Saturday
      Sabbath and keep that day as the Fourth Commandment states. The Sabbath
      was made for man and not only for the Jews. 

Reader from South Australia

Readers from Canada

Thank God for the events that put The Good News in my possession.
  I learned where I could worship on the Sabbath and, the second I walked in,
  I was home. In this regard, I see God as the source of all benefits and blessings.
  Therefore, I will continue to give 10 percent of everything that comes my
  way.

Reader from British Columbia

Thank you so much for your quick response in sending me The Good News and
  the first lesson of the Bible
  Study Course. Please do continue to send them. I am sending a small donation.

Reader from Northern Ontario

I am writing this letter to thank you for your help. For many years I turned
  my back on God and didn't think I needed Him anymore. I wasn't until about
  five years ago that I was sitting in a hospital waiting room that I read one
  of your Good News magazines and my life from then on was changed.
  That magazine so moved me that I asked God to return to my life, and I also
  asked Him for forgiveness. I am still going through some difficult times,
  but now I know that God is with me again. 

Reader from Ontario


If You Would Like to Know More...

Who we are: This publication is provided free of charge
  by the United Church of God, an
  International Association, which has ministers and congregations throughout
  much of the world.

We trace our origins to the Church that Jesus founded in the early first
  century. We follow the same teachings, doctrines and practices established
  then. Our commission is to proclaim the gospel of the coming Kingdom of God
  to all the world as a witness and to teach all nations to observe what Christ
  commanded (Matthew 24:14; 28:19-20).

Free of charge: Jesus Christ said, Freely you have
  received, freely give
  (Matthew 10:8). The United Church of God offers this and other publications
  free of charge as an educational service in the public interest. We invite
  you to request your free subscription to The Good News magazine and to enroll
  in our 12-lesson Bible Study Course, also free of charge.

We are grateful for the generous tithes and offerings of the members of the
  Church and other supporters who voluntarily contribute to support this work.
  We do not solicit the general public for funds. However, contributions to
  help us share this message of hope with others are welcomed. All funds are
  audited annually by an independent accounting firm.

Personal counsel available: Jesus commanded His followers
  to feed His sheep (John 21:15-17). To help fulfill this command, the United
  Church of God has congregations around the world. In these congregations believers
  assemble to be instructed from the Scriptures and to fellowship.

The United Church of God is committed to understanding and practicing New
  Testament Christianity. We desire to share Gods way of life with those
  who earnestly seek to follow our Savior, Jesus Christ.

Our ministers are available to counsel, answer questions and explain the
  Bible. If you would like to contact a minister or visit one of our congregations,
  please feel free to contact our office nearest you. 

For additional information: Visit our Web site www.ucg.org to
  download or request any of our publications, including issues of The Good
  News, dozens of free booklets and much more.
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