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Can Civilizations Collapse?

The average schoolchild in the Western world learns at some point in his
curriculum about thefal of the Roman Empire. Theimage of a once seem-
ingly invincible world power disintegrating into dust troubles us when we think
of our own complex world. Isit possible that civilization aswe know it could
suddenly collapse?

Theintricately enmeshed globa society man has built may be far more vul-
nerable than wethink. It'saworld where, asthey say, abutterfly flapping its
wings on one side of the planet can cause a hurricane on the other side. How
fragileisacivilization?

Inthelast century European archaeol ogists sifted the sandy soils of the
Euphratesflood plain in search of logt cities. The ruinsthey found were at one
timeat the heart of civilization. Those citieswerefilled with art and literature
and agricultural abundance. There, in today’s Irag, the archaeol ogists discovered
the ruinsand artifacts of once-proud Assyrian and Babylonian cultures.

The effect on those romantic travel erswas perhaps different from what it
would betoday. After dl, they wereliving in an eracf faithinther civilization,
of prideinits achievements. The powerhouse nations of Western Europe domi-
nated the world's trade and industry in the bustling 19th century.

Welivein aworld far less certain of its moorings, not nearly as confident of
itsfuture. A modern visitor to those same sands of Irag might conclude thet the
civilization we know could end up the same way asthose of old: asapile of
windswept rubble. We could find our civilization asfragile asthe Assyrians
or Romansfound theirsto be.

Inal of thiscan wefind asource of assurance about the future? Isthere any
comfort to be found for thisanxiety over civilization?

Thereis, but not before some tragedies that must occur. In abook asold as
those Middle Eastern ruins, the One who can give comfort saysthat in fact He
has played arolein the downfall of arrogant civilizations. “1 will punish the
fruit of the arrogant heart of the king of Assyria, and the glory of his haughty
looks™ (Isaiah 10:12). “And Babylon, the glory of kingdoms, the beauty of
the Chaldeans' pride, will be aswhen God overthrew Sodom and Gomorrah”
(Isaiah 13:19).

Yet God confirmsthat Hewill play arolein thefuture of ancient peoples.

A timewill comewhen “Isragl will be one of three with Egypt and Assyria—
ablessingin the midst of the land, whom the Lorp of hosts shall bless, saying,
‘Blessed isEgypt My people, and Assyriathework of My hands, and Israel My
inheritance’ " (Isaiah 19:24-25).

How isit that the God who punishes civilizationsto the point that their glory
disappearswill restore them in peace and harmony?

Theanswer isall bound up in the truths explained in thisissue'slead articles
about the prophesied return of Jesus Christ. God purposesagrand designin all
that He does and allows. He reminds us of His control with these words:
“Remember the former things of old, for | am God, and thereisno other; | am
God, and thereis none like Me, declaring the end from the beginning, and from
ancient times thingsthat are not yet done, saying, ‘My counsel shall stand, and
[ will doal My pleasure’” (Isaiah 46:9-10).

Can our civilization collapse?Without adoubt. Will it be restored insuch a
way that peace and prosperity are guaranteed? That isthe message of the Bible,
the ultimate good news.

—David Hulme
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Do you believe in the return of Jesus Christ?
Should you believe in it? What difference does it make?

by David Treybig A

ill Jesus Christ return? Aswe gpproach the
dawn of anew millennium, interest ina
prophesied future is surging.
Most people do not believe Jesus Christ:will
returnto earth. Considering that Christiansare a
minority of inhabitants of theworld, thisfactis

obvious. What issurprising isthat in the United States, w/
the mgjority of the population professes Chrigtianity, only Some
Sx out of 10 believe in the second coming.

Thosewho do believethat Jesuswill come again are furtl
divided over whether it will be aliterd return. Many think t
good people, through the leadership of the church, will bring
about a utopian age, making it unnecessary for Jesusto actually
come down from heaven. From this perspective, many believe
Hewill return only symbolically.

Numerous books have been written and bought by people
searching for authoritative information on Christ’sreturn. But
Jesus repeatedly said that no one would know the day nor hour
of His second coming (Matthew 24:36, 50; 25:13). Of course,

4  The Good News

that hasn’'t prevented many from trying their hand et prediction.
Many well-intentioned religious figures have set dates, proph-
esying Chrigt’sreturn at varioustimes over the centuries. Those
dates have al passed without the great event taking place.
Wasthe promise of Jesus' return simply an empty pledge;
avain attempt to foster hopein weak people who need the
crutch of the hopeful expectation inherent in the gospel
message? Was Jesus merely agreat leader who imparted
to mankind lofty humanitarian ideals?
Or canwebdlievein theliteral return of Jesus Christ?

The plan from the beginning

Before we consider His second coming, we need to better
understand Jesus' first coming. Let’sbe clear about one thing:
Jesus Chrigt’sfirst coming was not areaction to failed policy.
God did not send Jesusto earth as part of animprovised plan
to overcome the unforeseen sin of Adam and Eve.

On the contrary, asthe gpostle Paul explained, God's* pur-
pose and grace’ was“ givento usin Christ Jesus beforetime



They were doing.

come again?

hearts’ (2 Peter 1:16-19).

Photo illustration by Shaun Venish/PhotoDisc, Inc.

began” (2 Timothy 1:9, emphasis
4 added throughout). Hisfirst coming
was not an afterthought.
Keeping thisin mind hel ps us under-
stand why Jesusis spoken of ashaving
3 been “dain from thefoundation of the
world” (Revelation 13:8) and “fore-
ordained before the foundation of the
world” (1 Peter 1:20). God's plan existed
from the beginning. I saiah described God
as" declaring the end from the beginning,
- and from ancient timesthingsthat are not
yet done, saying, ‘My counsdl shal stand,
and | will doal My pleasure’” (Isaiah
46:10). God and Christ knew exactly what

Only afew weeks after Jesus’ crucifixion,
the apostle Peter began preaching about
Chrigt’s second coming. In hisfirst recorded
sermon, Peter said, “ Repent therefore and be
converted, that your sins may be blotted o,
5o that times of refreshing may come from the
presence of the Lord, and that He may send
Jesus Christ, who was preached to you before”
(Acts 3:19-20). Christ had just completed His
first stay on earth and Peter was aready spesking
» Of another. How did Peter know Jesuswould

- Peter continued speaking of Chrigt, “whom

heaven must receive until the times of restoration

= of dl things, which God has spoken by the mouth

of al Hisholy prophets since the world began”

_ (verse21). Peter knew that the prophets had spoken
of this event from the beginning; the Old Testament
contains many prophecies of the Messiah.

Because they had seen the fulfillment of the
prophecies of Jesus first coming, Peter and the other
aposties had asound basisfor believing the prophe-
ciesregarding His second. Nearing theend of his
physicd life, Peter emphasized thisimportant truth
intwo lettersthat are preserved in the Bible. These
works are recognized as hisformal and fina statement
of belief preserved for posterity.

A more sure prophetic word

Notice Peter’sinspired words: “For we did not fol-
low cunningly devised fables when we made known
- lOyou the power and coming of our Lord Jesus

= Chrigt, but were eyewitnesses of Hismagjesty. For He
received from God the Father honor and glory when
such avoice cameto Him from the Excellent Glory:
‘ThisisMy beloved Son, inwhom | am well pleased!
And we heard this voice which came from heaven
when we were with Him on the holy mountain. And so
we have the prophetic word confirmed, which you do
well to heed asalight that shinesin adark place, until
the day dawns and the morning star risesin your

When Peter spoke of thefirst coming of Jesus, the
“trandfiguration,” which Peter had witnessed (Matthew
17:1-2), gave him confidence that his Master wasthe
Son of God. God the Father’s spoken approval of Jesus
at thetrandfiguration (Matthew 17:5) had the effect of
confirming “the prophetic word” (2 Peter 1:19). This
had implicationsfor the second coming. Peter had seen
the glorified Christ asHewill beat Hisreturn.

Prophecies of Christ

Isaiah prophesied extensively of Christ’sfirst and
second comings. Many of |saiah’swords do not apply
to Chrigt’sfirst coming. For example, heforetold atime
during which earth’sinhabitantswill “go into the holes
of therocks, and into the caves of the earth, from the
terror of the Lorp and the glory of Hismgesty, when
He arisesto shake the earth mightily” (Isaiah 2:19).

Zechariah spoke of an erawhen “the Lorp shall be
King over dl the earth” (Zechariah 14:9).

Daniel was another prophet God used to reved
Jesus' second coming. Through aremarkable dream
given to King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon, God
reved ed there would be four world-ruling empires
followed by afifth: the Kingdom of God (Dani€l 2).
Years later, when King Bel shazzar assumed the Baby-
lonian throne, God gave Danidl asimilar dream with
additional detailsabouit thisfifth kingdom, including
thereturn of Christ to rulethe earth.

Notice how Daniel described hisvision: “1 was
watching in the night visions, and behold, Onelikethe
Son of Man, coming with the clouds of heaven! He
cameto theAncient of Days, and they brought Him near
before Him. Then to Him was given dominion and glory
and akingdom, that all peoples, nations, and languages
should serve Him. Hisdominionisan everlasting
dominion, which shall not pass away, and Hiskingdom
the one which shall not be destroyed” (Daniel 7:13-14).

Jesus did not fulfill these prophecies
during His first stay on earth. He
announced, but did not establish,
the Kingdom of God.

Anange further explained that “the saints of the
Most High shdll receive the kingdom, and possessthe
kingdom forever, even forever and ever” (verse 18).

Jesus did not fulfill these prophecies during Hisfirst
stay on earth. After He camein the flesh, He announced,
but did not establish, the Kingdom of God. On tria
before Pilate, He said, “My kingdom isnot of this
world” (John 18:36). Even though Jesus acknowledged
that Hewas born to rule (verse 37), He wasreferring to
atimeyet future.

Signs of His coming

The disciples understood Jesus would come again.
They often asked questions about this future event. In
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the Olivet
prophecy, so
* caled because
. Jesusspokethese
words from the
Mount of Olives,
He described condi-
tionsthat would be
prevalent before He
would come again
(Matthew 24; Mark
. 13; Luke 21).
These conditions
included false Messiahs
usurping Jesus' roleand
position, wars, famines,
diseases, earthquakes and
persecution of thosewho
would truly follow Christ.
In an age characterized by
lawlessness (disregard of
God'seternd law), Chrigt
said the gospel of the King-
dom of God would be
preached in al theworld
before His second coming
(Matthew 24:14).

Very few people understand
that Christ’s message, the
gospel, includes His return and
- theestablishment of the King-
dom of God on earth. Many
believe the gospel isonly ames-
sage about Christ’slife, concern-
ing His actions on earth after His
first coming. Sadly, the wonder-
ful truths surrounding His
second coming arelargely over-
* |ooked or dismissed as allegori-

ca. The commission to preach the
same gospel Jesus taught has been
. giventothe Church of God (Mat-
thew 28:19-20). (For additional
information on this subject, request
our free booklet The Gospel of
the Kingdom.)

1

k

How Christ will return

A good placeto begin under-
standing how Chrigt will returnis
to note how He left. After adiscussion
with His disciples concerning the King-
dom of God (Acts 1:3), we read that
™ “when He had spoken these things,
while they watched, He was taken up,
# andacloud received Him out of their
sght. And whilethey looked stead-
fastly toward heaven as He went up,
behold, two men stood by them in white

6 The Good News

LS

apparel, who also said, ‘Men of Gélilee,
why do you stand gazing up into heaven?
This same Jesus, who was taken up from
you into heaven, will so comeinlike
manner asyou saw Him go into heaven
(Acts1:9-11).

Though Jesuswill returnin away sm-
ilar to His departure, thereis one distinc-
tion about His second coming that Jesus
Himsalf (Revelation 1:1) revealed to
John: “Behold, Heis coming with clouds,

thuswe shall dwaysbewith the Lord”
(1 Thessalonians 4:16-17).
Moreddalsarein Revelation 11:15-19:
“Then the seventh angel sounded: and
therewereloud voicesin heaven, saying,
‘Thekingdoms of thisworld have become
the kingdoms of our Lord and of His
Chrigt, and He shdl reign forever and
ever!” And the twenty-four ederswho sat
before God on their thronesfell ontheir
faces and worshiped God, saying: ‘We

Very few people understand that Christ's message, the
gospel, includes His return and the establishment of
the Kingdom of God on earth. The wonderful truths

surrounding His second coming are largely overlooked.

and every eyewill seeHim...” (verse?).
Jesus return will be apublic event; every-
onewill seeHim.

Besidesthe spectacular sight of the
returning Christ, the apostle Paul identi-
fies other miraculous events that will
accompany this historic event. “For the
Lord Himself will descend from heaven
with ashout, with the voice of an
archangd, and with the trumpet of God.
And the dead in Christ will risefirst. Then
wewho arealive and remain shal be
caught up together with theminthe
cloudsto meet the Lord intheair. And

4 )
Why can’t we

know when
Christ will return?

Jesus plainly stated that no one can
know the day or hour He will return
(Matthew 24:36, 44; 25:13; Acts 1:6-7).
We may recognize the general period
when conditions are right for Him to
return (Matthew 24:32-33), but no per-
son will be able to determine the day.

Why won’t God let us know the day?
Perhaps it is because, if we knew the
time, we would lose our focus. The Scrip-
tures teach us that we must be continu-
ally centered on this reality. Jesus told us
to be alert, spiritually awake, aware and
diligent (Matthew 24:42-44; 25:13; Mark
13:33, 35, 37; Luke 21:34-36).

Even though the everyday routines of
life will always require our attention,
Christ told us to ““seek first the kingdom
of God” (Matthew 6:33) and pray, “Your
kingdom come” (Matthew 6:10). We are
not to lose sight of that future reality.

—David Treybi
\ =,

giveYou thanks, O Lord God Almighty,
the Onewhoisand who wasand whois
to come, becauseYou have taken Your
great power and reigned. The nationswere
angry, and Your wrath has come, and the
time of the dead, that they should be
judged, and that You should reward Your
servantsthe prophets and the saints, and
those who fear Your name, smal and
great, and should destroy thosewho
destroy the earth.” Then thetemple of God
was opened in heaven, and the ark of His
covenant was seen in Histemple. And
therewere lightnings, noises, thunderings,
an earthquake, and great hail”

This passage of Scripture confirms
that the second coming will not bea
secret occurrence. Everyone will be
ableto see Christ; an archangel will
announce His return; atrumpet will
sound. When these things happen, God's
people who are aive on earth will be
made immortal along with those who
are simultaneoudly resurrected from
their graves (1 Corinthians 15:51-53),
al risngintheair to meet Christ.

Christ’s plan of action

When Jesus returns, the world will not
be atranquil, peaceful place. Of the con-
ditionsjust before Hisreturn, Jesus said,
“If that time of troubleswere not cut
short, no living thing could survive; but
for the sake of God's chosen it will be cut
short” (Matthew 24:22, New English
Bible). Jesuswill returnto aworld onthe
brink of self-destruction and annihilation.

The Bible further revea sthat, instead
of welcoming Jesus at Hisreturn, the
first thing the nationswill doisliterally
fight Him. Revelation 9 describes how



enormous armies will be mobilizedin
the end time, gathering for a showdown
against each other inthe Holy Land.
However, as Christ returns they will
instead face off to battle against Him.
Thiswill take place at Jerusdlem’s
Mount of Olives, where He will first
set foot on earth (Zechariah 14:1-4).

The apostle John recorded avision of
Jesus a Hisreturn. Shocking to the sensi-
bilities of some, it clearly identifies Christ
asprepared to wage war.

“Now | saw heaven opened, and
behold, awhite horse. And He who sat on
him was cdled Faithful and True, andin
righteousness He judges and makes war.
Hiseyeswerelike aflameof fire, and on
His head were many crowns. Hehad a
name written that no one knew except
Himsdlf. He was clothed with arobe
dipped in blood, and Hisnameiscaled
TheWord of God. And the armiesin
heaven, clothed in finelinen, white and
clean, followed Him on white horses.
Now out of His mouth goesasharp
sword, that with it He should strike the
nations. And He Himsalf will rulethem
with arod of iron. He Himsdlf treadsthe
winepress of the fierceness and wrath of
Almighty God. And He has on Hisrobe
and on Histhigh anamewritten: KING
OF KINGSAND LORD OF LORDS’
(Revelation 19:11-16).

Thispictureisstrikingly different from
the loving, peaceful demeanor most often
associated with Jesus. Since the purpose
of the Kingdom of God isto bring about
peace for theworld (Isaiah 9:7), why does
it begin with warfare? After al, onethird
of mankind will have aready been killed
in the eventsleading up to Chrigt’sreturn
(Revelation 9:15, 18).

Why a battle at the end of the age?

To find the reason for this battle, we go
back to the Garden of Eden. Fromthe
beginning God gave mankind instructions
that would produce happiness and eterna
life (Genesis 3). Swayed by Satan's
deceptive advice, Adam and Eve rejected
God'singructions. They choseto decide
for themselveshow to live.

Thislargely unaltered pattern contin-
ues throughout Bible history. God gave
the ancient Israglites Hislawsand
encouraged them to obey so they could
be blessed (Deuteronomy 30:19). They
decided otherwise, as most people
have today.

With the exception of afew who gen-
uinely love God, demonstrated by keep-
ing His commandments (1 John 5:3),
most rgject God's straightforward teach-
ingsin the Bible. Many mistakenly
believethat Christ kept the law for us,
therefore we no longer need to obey it.

Reflecting such misguided perspec-
tives, 21994 U.S. survey of 1,200 people
ages 1510 35 “found that most of those
polled could name no more than two com-
mandments, and asthe essayist Cullen
Murphy wrote, ‘ They weren't too happy
about some of the otherswhen they were
told about them'” (John Leo, U.S News
& World Report, Nov. 18, 1996, p. 16).
Such an attitude and approach were
prophesied by Jesuswhen Hesad, “Law-
lessnesswill dbound” (Matthew 24:12),
culminating in the terrible eventsleading
upto Hisreturn.

But, after Christ defeats the gathered
armies, the Kingdom of God will be
established on earth. This government
of God will be based on Hiseternal,
unchanging law (Micah 4:2; Romans
7:12), which will provide the foundation
for aworldwide program to reeducate
everyonein God'sways. Of thistime God

of the Bible, our livesareingrained with
this perspective. Our daily prayers should
include appealsfor God's Kingdom to
come (Métthew 6:9-10).

God givesusremindersof Christ’s
return and Hiswonderful Kingdom.
Observing Holy Daysreveaed by God
reminds us how His Kingdom will be
established and al of mankind giventhe
opportunity to be part of it. The weekly
Sabbath and the annua Feast of Trumpets
keep us mindful of the second coming of
Jesus Chrigt and His prophesied rule on
earth. (If you areinterested in knowing
more about these Holy Days, writefor
our free booklets Sunset to Sunset: God's
Sabbath Rest and God's Holy Day Plan:
The Promise of Hopefor All Mankind.)

Focus on Christ’s return

God's people have long anticipated the
Messiah'sreign. Joseph of Arimatheg, the
disciple who asked Pilate for Jesus body
after His crucifixion, was described as
“aprominent council member, who was
himself waiting for the kingdom of God”
(Mark 15:43). To the Thessa onians Paul
wrote: “And the Lord direct your hearts
into the love of God and into the patient

When Jesus returns, the world will not be a tranquil,
peaceful place. Of the conditions leading up to His
return, Jesus said, “If that time of troubles were not
cut short, no living thing could survive . . .”

asosays, “1 will put my Spiritinyou and
move you to follow my decreesand be
careful to keep my laws’ (Ezekid 36:27,
New Internationa Version).

What Jesus Christ expects

The Scriptures are plain regarding the
promise of Jesus Chrigt’s second coming,
but keeping aclear vision of thisremark-
ablefutureisachallenge. What can we
do to hold onto this perspective and make
it the core of our lives?

Notice Jesus instructionsin Mark
1:14-15: “Now after Johnwasput in
prison, Jesus cameto Galilee, preaching
the gospel of the kingdom of God, and
saying, ‘ Thetimeisfulfilled, and the
kingdom of God isat hand. Repent, and
believeinthe gospel.’”

Believing the gospel of the Kingdom
of God and repenting of disobedienceto
God'slaw are the foundation of our rela
tionship with God. By practicing thefaith

waiting for Christ” (2 Thessalonians 35,
King JamesVersion).

James reminds Chrigtiansto “be
patient, brethren, until the coming of the
Lord. See how the farmer waitsfor the
preciousfruit of the earth, waiting
patiently for it until it receivesthe early
and latter rain. You also be patient. Estab-
lish your hearts, for the coming of the
Lordisat hand’ (James5:7-8).

Hebrews 9:28 also promises: “To
those who eagerly wait for Him He will
appear asecond time.” These scriptures
show usthat Jesus expects usto conduct
our liveswith the expectation of His
return foremost in mind.

Will Christ return? He placed His
own credibility on theline. Because He
promised, “ | will comeagain” (John
14:3), we can have absol ute confidence
that He will return. Because God cannot
lie (Titus 1:2), this prophecy will be ful-
filled. Christ will return. 6N
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by Robert Dick

swe gpproach the year 2000, some
observers expect to seethe greatest
American religiousrevival of this
century, if not in the history of the
United States.
A range of opinion about what the coming
yearswill bring exists among theologians and
observers of religion in the United States and other
Western Christian societies. Some believers of the
+ Bible speculate whether the year 2000 will mark the
return of Jesus Christ.
Between now and thelast year of both the 20th
century and the second millennium, you will seea
steedy flow of material from religious circles pondering
whether we are about to witness the second coming.
Meanwhile we see a growing movement among
Messianic Jews. In aworld of Judaism that rejects
Jesus Chrigt, severd hundred thousand Jews do accept
Him asthe promised Messiah and anticipate His
return, possibly within the decade. Other Jews, who
don't accept Jesus, il look forwardtoaMessiah, a
conquering champion who will cometo restore I srael
toitsformer greatnessand at last bring peace. They base
their beliefs on hundreds of propheciesin the Hebrew
Scriptures, the Old Testament.

Many scholars recognize the pattern of the week
established at creation and enshrined in the Ten Com-
mandments: six days of human labor followed by the
Creator’s seventh day of rest. They seethat the Bible
speaks of a1,000-year reign of Jesus Christ, a Sabbath
rest for mankind (Revelation 20:1-6; Hebrews 4:1-11).

- They arefamiliar with the Bible chronology that shows

4,000 years before the time of Christ and another 2,000 years

sincethen, indicating that we are goproaching 6,000 years of
biblicaly recorded human history. They wonder whether God's
weekly pattern will aso extend to human history—whether
God has made six millennia daysfor mankind and one millen-
nial Sabbath for Himsalf and Hispurpose. If so, man'ssix

millennid daysare seento bergpidly drawing near their end.

A loaded question
Inthis curious mix of expectation and apprehension, of
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*Will Christ Return?

- Many churches understand and teach that Jesus Christ will return.
Far fewer know why He will return and what will happen when He arrives.

some Christians anticipating the imminent second coming and
Jews looking forward to the Messiah, afundamental question
emergesfor believersin Jesus' return: Why will He return?

Theanswer isn't mystica or obscure. Infact, it'squite plain
when we just look. The Bible givesthe answer, dthoughit's
not popularly accepted.

God inspired the prophet Hosea to write: “My people are
destroyed for lack of knowledge. Because you have rejected
knowledge, | also will reject you . . " (Hosea 4:6).

Here we see an important principle at work. God cuts off
understanding when we cut off our willingness to understand.
Thisisthe straightforward message of Hosea 4:6. God say's
people are destroyed for lack of knowledge. Why do they lack
knowledge? Because they have rejected knowledge. The prob-
lemisn't that the knowledge is not available or that it'sunclear;
itisthat the knowledgeisrejected.

Biblical description of Christ’s return

Throughout the Bible, scripture after scripture describes
Christ’sreturn. These verses reveal what will happen when
Christ ultimately returnsto earth.

Jesus Himsdlf said His second coming is certain. After
describing the earth-shaking events that will precede His
return, He adds: “ Then the sign of the Son of Man will appear
in heaven, and then all the tribes of the earth will mourn, and
they will see the Son of Man coming on the clouds of heaven
with power and great glory. And He will send Hisangelswith
agreat sound of atrumpet, and they will gather together His
elect from the four winds, from one end of heaven to the other”
(Matthew 24:30-31).

The apostle Paul further describes this gathering of the elect:
“For the Lord Himself will descend from heaven with ashout,
with the voice of an archangel, and with the trumpet of God.
And the dead in Christ will risefirst. Then wewho are dive
and remain shall be caught up together with them in the clouds
to meet the Lord inthe air. And thus we shall always be with
theLord” (1 Thessalonians4:16-17).

Paul explainsthat at Christ’sreturn “the dead in Christ will
risefirst” Accompanying them will be those“who are dive
and remain”: the faithful followers of Christ who aredive at
that time. What €lse happens at the time of thisresurrection,
and what happensto Christ’sfollowerswho are till alive?
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Paul givesmore detailsin 1 Corinthians
15.“Now | say this, brethren, that flesh
and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of
God; nor doesthe perishableinherit the
imperishable. Behold, | tell youamystery;
weshdl not dl deep, but weshall all be
changed, in amoment, in thetwinkling of
an eye, a thelast trumpet; for the trumpet
will sound, and the dead will beraised
imperishable, and we shall be changed.
For this perishable must put on the
imperishable, and this mortal must put
onimmortality” (verses50-53, New
American Standard Bible, emphasis
added throughout).

Paul is clear about this resurrection:
The dead areto be raised imperishable,
and Chrigt’sfaithful followerswho are
dive at thetimewill be changed. God
will instantaneoudly transform them from
perishable to imperishable, mortd to
immortal. Thosein this resurrection, and
those who are“ changed,” will be*raised
inincorruption,” “raised in power,”
“raised aspiritual body” (verses42-44,
New King JamesVersion). God gives
them eternal life at Christ'sreturn, not
before Hisreturn.

Kingdom of God on earth

Notice what the gpostle John says
about thisevent: “Blessed and holy is

the seventh angel sounds histrumpet.
Thisisthe same“great sound of atrum-
pet” of which Christ spoke, asweread
earlier. It isthe same “trumpet of God”
and “last trumpet” that Paul said will
accompany the dramatic raising of the
dead and transformation of theliving
faithful followersof Christ to immortal
spirit life, aswe aso read. Thismighty
blast announces that the Kingdom of
God—the heart and core of the gospel of
Jesus Christ (Mark 1:14-15)—has at last
become aredlity.

The truth lost

Thisand similar scriptures have beenin
the Biblefor 2,000 yearsor more. It isnot
terribly difficult to understand them. Some
have even become part of popular culture.
For many yearssingers have referred to
the time of the second coming as“when
Gabrid blowshishorn” Thisand similar
references are understood from the many
mentions of the trumpet sound that will
accompany Chrigt’sreturn.

Why doesn’t Chrigtianity embrace the
biblical picture of akingdom coming to
earth, introduced at the return of Christ
with the sound of the last trumpet? Why
isthis not commonly understood or
taught in churches?

Itisn’t that it cannot be seenin Scrip-

Why doesn’t Christianity embrace the biblical picture
of a kingdom coming to earth, introduced at the
return of Christ with the sound of the last trumpet?
Why is this not commonly taught in churches?

he who has part in thefirst resurrection.
Over such the second death has no
power, but they shall be priests of God
and of Christ, and shall reign with Him
athousand years’ (Revelation 20:6). He
addsthat God makesthosein this resur-
rection “akingdom of prieststo serve our
God, and they shall ruleon earth” (Reve-
lation 5:10, Today’s English Version).

The peoplewho will beresurrected to
eternd lifeat that timewill rule on earth,
not in heaven! Why? Because the Kingdom
of God isestablished onearth a Christ’s
return. Notice Revelation 11:15; “Thenthe
seventh angel sounded: And therewere
loud voicesin heaven, saying, ‘ Theking-
domsof thisworld have become the king-
domsof our Lord and of His Chrigt, and He
shdl reignforever and ever!””

According to John, this happens when

ture. It comes down to the smple fact
that people do not wish to embraceit.

Read what the Schaff-Herzog Ency-
clopaedia of Religious Knowledge says
about the Kingdom of God: “According
to Scripture, the kingdom of God inits
real and ultimate constitution does not
belong to the present age, isnot the result
of asmple, natural, process of cosmic
development. It isakingdom from
heaven, manifesting itself in aworld of
sin—afountain of life gushing out into
the desolation of death; and itsobject is
to shape human life according to the
divineimagein Chrigt.

“It developsitsalf in conflict with a
fa se kingdom and religion, whose head
isthe prince of theworld. Before Chris-
tianity or Christ finally overcomesthe
fase and opposing € ements, aconsum-

mation of the kingdom of God cannot be %
said to have taken place. Thiswill hap-
pen in consequence of agreat criss—
the destruction of the false church, the
anti-Christian power of thisworld.  « ..
Then akingdom of righteousness and
peace shall be established, al the pow- &
ersof darkness being dispelled, and
Satan bound; and the millennial king-
dom.. .. will begin, whichisonly the
prelude of the absolute consumma:
tion of thekingdom of God, when g
God shdl bedl indl .. (Vol.ll,
The Christian Literature Co., New
York, 1889, p. 1246). i

These statements correctly
explainwhat the Bibleteaches 4
about the Kingdom of God. Such
knowledge and understanding are  *
available. However, many times
the lack of understanding comes
from awrong motive—recognized .
or unrecognized—that blinds
the mind. Among traditional
Chrigtians, could something be
blocking this understanding of
God's Kingdom? -

In Protestant theology, belief
inthereturn of Christ could be
compared to avestigial organ.
In scientific terms, avestigia
organisapart of the body that
isbelieved by biologiststo
have once had a specific func-
tion, but now no longer serves
auseful purpose.

What, then, will bethe
purpose of Christ’sreturn? y
What good will it do?

L ]

Different views
of the resurrection

Conventional theol-
ogy has no good reason
or explanation for
Chrid’sreturnand a
resurrection. After al,
if youand | possess
animmortal soul, why*
doweneedaresur- |
rection?Youcan't .
bring back to life
something that
doesn't die. So
why do you need
aresurrection when
there's nothing to
resurrect?

If weare

k
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judged at the
% |nstant of desth and
theimmortal soul is
consigned to heaven
or hell, why would we
y need aresurrection?
Thebody isburied
and decays, the soul
continues. What, then,
istheuseful purposein
reviving the body later?
= Thesequestions
illustrate only afew of
the problemswith tradi-
tional explanations.
Revelation 20:11-13
shows clearly that many
resurrected people will
bejudged after Christ’s
return, not at their moment
of desthwhenthislifeis
over. If immortdity is
inherent within us, why wait
hundreds or even thousands
of years after desth for the
judgment?To resolvethisand
other contrasts between their
teachings and the Bible, early
theologians came up with lim-
bus patrum, limbusinfantum and
= Vvariousother formsof limbo, or
purgatory—none of whichis
foundintheBible.
Where, in these traditiona
teachings, isthereaneed for the
= Kingdom of God?Whereisthe
need for the return of Jesus Chrigt?
It isfascinating to read theolo-
gians explanationsfor the reason
for the return of Jesus Christ and
theresurrection of thedead in
view of their beliefs about the
immortal soul. At best they feebly
attempt to force something that
cannot be denied make some sense
intheir structure of beliefs. The
most sensible view—although it
makes little sense—isthat the body
died and the soul lived, and, since
they both did good or bad together,
he resurrection isto reunite them to

%

either enjoy heaven together or suffer
in hell together.

Vv

iews of the Kingdom of God

The Roman Catholic Church con-
structed atheology that madeit the

Kingdom of God, thereby fulfilling
the coming of the Kingdom in itself.

10

The Good News

In doing s, it removed the need for
Christ’sreturn to establish akingdom.
The Schaff-Herzog Encyclopedia, con-
tinuing with its explanation of the King-
dom of God, explains: “In an earlier
period this kingdom was identified with
the Church. The Roman Catholics
regarded it asthe visible Church, ruled
by avisible representative of Christ . . ”
(p. 1246). Catholic theology made the
church the Kingdom of God, with the
vicar (onewho sitsin the place of) of
Christ, the pope, as the head of that sup-
posed kingdom.

Theleaders of the Reformation took
an opposing view to the Catholic
Church's claim to be the Kingdom of
God. They developed anew interpreta
tion. As Schaff-Herzog explains. “ The
Protestants, looking upon itsideal side,
regarded it [the Kingdom)] asthe Chris-
tian ingtitution of salvation.” So the King-
dom of God cameto be defined not asa
church, but as salvation. If one accepted
Christ, hewas considered to be in a saved
condition. If he were saved, he was con-
Sdered to be part of the Kingdom. The
collective group of saved believers
became the Kingdom of God.

The encyclopedia continues. “ But the
more recent theology has given to the
idea[of the Kingdom of God] abroader
sgnificance; namely, that it designates
redeemed humanity with its divinely
revealed destiny manifesting itsdlf in
areligious communion or the Church,
asociad communion or the State, and an
aesthetic communion, expressing itself
informsof knowledge and art” (ibid.).

Thiswas written in the late 1800s. By
that time the Kingdom of God had been
further redefined; now it was commu-
nity, church and state combined with the
development of the arts and aesthetics so
that all things beautiful and good flowed
together and melded to make up the
Kingdom—arather ethereal definition
of the Kingdom of God.

Overlooking the obvious

Bible scholars have identified more
than 300 prophecies of thefirst coming
of Jesus Christ inthe writings of Isaiah,
Jeremiah, Ezekiel and the other prophets.
But how can churches preach about those
300 prophecies, yet missthe hundreds of
additiona scripturesthat teach us about
Christ’s second coming and the establish-
ing of God's Kingdom?

How can someignore, asthey preach
that the Kingdom of God isalready here,
|saiah’s statement that atime will come
when alion and awolf will lie down with
alamb and acaf, and achild will lead
them? (Isaiah 11:6). Intoday’sworld,
children who lead lions are eaten by
lions. Lambswho dwell with wolves
becomefood for wolves. Children who
play near nesting places of cobras are bit-
ten by cobrasand die, unlike the promise
in Isaiah’s prophecy (verse 8).

The Kingdom of God is not aready
here. The knowledge of God does not fill
this earth “ asthe waters cover the see’
(verse9). Theworld is not aplace of
peace, and peace does not reign on God's
“holy mountain” (verse 9). Jerusalem has
been acity of violence ever sincethe
days of Isaiah. The prophecies of the
Kingdom of God do not fit our day.

In rejecting the understanding of Jesus
Chrig’sreturn to earth to rule as King of
kingsand Lord of lords (Revelation
19:16), modern Chrigtianity also unwit-
tingly rgjectsthe very message that He
brought: the gospel, or good news, of the
coming Kingdom of God (Luke 4:43;
8:1;9:11).

We see the basic message of Scripture
through the pages of the Bible. Theworld
isnot agood place, and it will never bea
good place until Christ comes and makes
it s0. In spite of the best efforts of human-
ity, the best product that humans can
create isatemporary and uneven peace.
We seethe atrocities continue among the
Bosniansand Serbs, Kurdsand Iragis,
Hutus and Tutsis. There can be no such
thing asworld peace aslong as mankind
rulestheworld.

Why God wiill intervene

Another part of that basic biblica
message isthat God loves people enough
to have given His Son for them. But it

~
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would be agrievous error to confuse His
love with tolerance of sin. God’s Word
makes plain that He will not tolerate sin for-
ever. God has madeit plain throughout His
Word that He is patient and forgiving. He
has madeit equally plain that His patience
does have alimit. We have a God who loves
us dearly, so dearly that He gave His Son,
Hismost precious possession, for us. But
itisfoolish to mistake that patient, forgiv-
ing lovefor ablind indulgence. God has
madeit plain throughout His Word that the
day will come when Hisforbearance
reachesitsend.

Hisearly discipleswondered, aswe do,
about the return of their Master. “Tell us”
they said, “When will thesethingsbe? And
what will bethe sign of Your coming, and of
the end of the age?’ (Matthew 24:3). Christ’s
reply must have stunned them. The signs of
His coming would not be pleasant, He said.
“It will beatime of great distress; there has
never been such atime from the beginning of
the world until now, and will never be again.
If that time of troubles were not cut short, no
living thing could survive. . ." (verses21-22,
New English Bible).

No part of theWord of God isfreefrom
thesmple, blunt statements that God'sfor-
bearance of sinwill one day end and He will
interveneto stop it. As Jesus said, He must
intervene to save usfrom ourselves, to keep
mankind's sin, anger and hatred from erasing
al life. Such istheworld humanity has built
astheresult of rgjecting God's knowledge.

But thereis ahope-filled conclusion to
the matter. God has aways provided
mankind with an optimistic view of the
future. No matter how dreadful the message
of the prophets, they awaysincluded the
ultimate good news of God's answers
to man’s problems.

Christ revealed God asaloving Fether to
us, Hischildren. A parent will put up with a
child'sarrogance, rebellion and hogtility for
only so long before correcting him. That
does not mean the parent hates the child; it
shows he wants the best for his son or daugh-
ter. We are God's children. That He must
chastise us does not mean that He does not
love usasdearly asitispossibleto love us.
But that love does not mean that Heignores
our wrongdoing.

God givesthe ultimate answer for the
problems of mankind. That answer isinthe
messages of the biblical prophets, the heart
of Jesus Chrigt’steaching and the writings of
the apostles. It isthe coming of the Kingdom
of God. GN

Belief in Christ’s Imminent Return
Shook Europe a Thousand Years Ago

elief in the imminent return of Jesus Christ and the dawn of a
new age has existed since the days of the apostles. Nearly 1,000
years ago an interpretation of prophecies in the book of Revela- .
tion led to a belief that spread throughout Europe that Christ
would soon return to earth.

Johann Lorenz Mosheim, a reputable historian of ecclesiastical history,
recorded the mood as Europeans neared the year 1000. In his Institutes of
Ecclesiastical History he writes: i

“Innumerable examples and testimonies show that immense supersti-
tion flourished everywhere throughout the Christian world. To this were
added many futile and groundless opinions, fostered by the priests for
their own advantage. Among the opinions which dishonoured and dis-
quieted the Latin churches in this century, none produced more excite- 4
ment than the belief that the day of final consummation was at hand.
This belief was derived in the preceding century from the apocalypse of
John [the book of Revelation], xx.2-4; and being advanced by many in
this century it spread all over Europe and excited great terror and alarm
among the people. :

“For they supposed St. John had explicitly foretold that after a thou-
sand years from the birth of Christ, Satan would be let loose, Antichrist
would appear and the end of the world would come. Hence immense
numbers transferring their property to the churches and monasteries,
left all and proceeded to Palestine, where they supposed Christ would
descend from heaven to judge the world. Others by a solemn vow ~
consecrating themselves and all they possessed to the churches, the
monasteries, and the priests, served them in the character of slaves,
performing the daily tasks assigned them; for they hoped the
supreme Judge would be more favourable to them, if they made %
themselves servants to his servants.

“Hence also whenever an eclipse of the sun or the moon '
occurred, most people betook themselves to caverns, rocks, and
caves. Very many also gave a large part of their estates to God
and the saints, that is, to the priests and monks. And in many
places, edifices both sacred and secular were suffered to go to
decay, and in some instances actually pulled down from the 4
expectation that they would no longer be needed. This gen-
eral delusion was opposed indeed by a few wiser individuals,
yet nothing could overcome it till the century had closed”
(translation by James Murdock, 12th edition, Ward, Lock &
Co., London, pp. 339-340).

To this day, 1,000 years later, we can see evidence of the
reemergence of this long-ago zeal. One of the most com-
mon inscriptions on bequeathments to the Catholic Church
in the middle to late 10th century began with the words:
“The end of the world now being at hand . . .” Then
would follow the bequeathment of land, of homes, of *
estates, of personal wealth.

What impact will belief in Christ’s return have on soci- .
ety as we approach the year 2000? One thousand years
ago religious fervor led some to actions they likely
wouldn’t have considered under other circumstances.
Jesus Himself prophesied that, shortly before His
return, misguided religious zeal will again lead people
to acts and attitudes with tragic consequences
(Matthew 24:4-5, 9, 11, 23-26).

—Robert Dick b
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The real significance: of Hong Kong

0

The ‘Hong Kong ‘handover is being
interpreted in at least two ways. One
says that, although the Union Jack
came down, the British can still
hold their heads high. After
all, the stunning display of
ceremonial pageantry was
never better, and the 150-
year rule from London pro-
duced one of the most
productive and successful
island societies: on - earth.
This positive assessment was
by far the majority view.

But then veteran journalist
and British historian Paul Johnson
took aim and fired. A Daily Mail edi-
torial published his stinging national

rebuke: “The surrender of the free colony of
Hong Kong to the totalitarian Communist government—
euphemistically termed a ‘handover'—is one of the most
humiliating episodes in British history.”” At no time before has
Britain handed a colony over to a communist state.

“All the rest of our colonies were meticulously prepared
forindependence, by:setting up model parliaments, training
their politicians in- democratic usages, and by providing a
judiciary professionally educated on British lines to maintain

“The surrender of the free colony of Hong Kong

to the totalitarian Communist government—

euphemistically termed a ‘*handover'—is one of
the most humiliating episodes in British- history.”

the rule of law,” Mr. Johnson observed. He described the fall
of Hong Kong as: a ‘“heavy and far-reaching diplomatic
defeat.” Those who understand the origin and destiny of the
British‘peoples will appreciate the significance of Paul John-
son’s pronouncements. (Sources: The Daily Mail, Time.)

Trouble with remnants of an empire

Even after the recent loss of Hong Kong, Britain still bears
residual responsibility for: 180,000 ‘people in its remaining
dependent territories. Most are racked by troubles of one kind
or the other. Arguments over sovereignty. persist in Gibraltar
and the Falkland Islands: Drugs and money-laundering plague
the Caribbean. Montserrat is threatened by a periodically
erupting volcano. One report describes the fabric of this
island society as in-terminal decay. Even Barbados, popularly
known as Little England, is contemplating whether to con-
tinue with the queen as head of state and whether to declare
itself a republic.

At the peak of empire in 1897, Great Britain held sway
over 400 million people and about a third of the globe. Since

iy Areqapra Eram
then the United Kingdom has dropped from first to fifth
among the remaining colonial powers. Surprisingly, the
United States is first, with eight territories, ruling nearly four
million people, followed by France. Britain’s colonial fate
accords with many Bible prophecies written 2,500 years ago:

(News sources: The Times, The Sunday: Telegraph, The Inter-
national Herald Tribune.)

Cousteau’s environmental warnings

With the recent death of French underwater explorer
Jacques Cousteau; the environment has lost one of its great-
est champions. He had just completed a 400-page autobiog-
raphy in whose: pages he: warned: that -:environmentally
speaking “our survival is only ‘a question of 25, 50 or perhaps
100 years.” This long-time nurturer of the natural world wrote
that “unrenewable resources are being squandered. Waste is
building up, goods are vanishing while rubbish thrives.””

Mr. Cousteau minced -no words in-his criticisms of politi-
cians, scientists and national leaders: “With their pesticides
and their pollution, their toxic discharges and the certainty
of mutual destruction . . ., scientific experts have hidden the
harsh reality: They will decide whether we live or die.”

Over the past generation we have seen too many men of
Cousteau’s stature fade from the world scene. In Isaiah 3, God
said He would take away “the mighty man and the man of
walr, the judge and the prophet, and the diviner and the
elder; the captain of fifty and the honorable man, the coun-
selor and the skillful artisan, and the expert enchanter”
(verses 2-3). And in their place? ‘I will give children to be their
princes [rulers] and babes shall rule over them” (verse 4).

But why would God do this? He would allow these things
to happen to apportion punishment for national sins (some
of which are described:in these pages), particularly of those
nations that have most successfully spread Bibles around the
world and therefore should know better. (News sources: The
Times; The Man, the Octopus and the Orchid [Mr. Cousteau’s
autobiography].)

The:-high cost of immorality

Even if AIDS or HIV infections are not considered, the
United States leads all other nations in the rate of sexually
transmissible diseases, according to health-care experts rep-
resenting the: Institute: of ‘Medicine, - affiliated ‘with the
National Academy of Sciences.

In 1996 sexually transmissible diseases accounted for five of
the 10 diseases most commonly reported to the U.S. Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention. Although most of these dis-
eases can be cured, without treatment they can lead to birth
defects, infertility, cancer and other major health problems.

In'addition to the health and social costs, these diseases
cost taxpayers $10 billion-annually in direct costs such as
Medicaid payments and indirect costs from higher health
premiums. Such are the staggering costs to individuals and
society for disobedience to God’s Commandments, including
His laws forbidding sexual activity outside of marriage.
(News source: The New York Times.)
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Supergerm resists antibiotics

Health researchers are studying something they hoped
they would never see, a deadly staph bacterium that can
resist every drug in science’s infection-treatment arsenal.

The bacterium, staphylococcus aureus, is the cause of
most hospital infections, including pneumonia and blood
poisoning. In America alone some two million such infec-
tions develop every year.

Physicians had not faced the possibility of widespread,
untreatable bacterial infections since penicillin came into gen-
eral use in the 1940s. Since then, bacteria-have shown a seem-
ingly relentless ability to develop resistance to antibiotics. For
example, by the 1950s almost half of known strains of staph
aureus had grown resistant to penicillin. Scientists successfully

Researchers fear that this new strain of bac-
teria could claim many lives in the years it
takes to develop new effective antibiotics.

gained the upper hand again with the introduction of methi-
cillin in the 1960s, but in the 1970s some strains of staph had
become resistant to this drug as well..Vancomycin, the last
drug known to be effective against these other antibiotic-
resistant strains, had proved effective for 30 years.

Discovery of this antibiotic-resistant strain prompted an
instant worldwide alert among scientists and researchers. “We
have a situation which is very worrisome,” commented Fred
Tenover, laboratory chief for the hospital-infections branch of
the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. The newly
isolated strain showed resistance to the last line of antibiotic
defense for certain strains of bacteria. “‘If we’re climbing the
ladder,” said Mr. Tenover, “‘we’re almost to the roof.”

Dr. Robert Haley, former head of the CDC’s hospital-
infections branch, added, “I can’t emphasize enough: This
isa major turn-for the worse in the fight against infection.”

Researchers fear that this new strain could claim many
lives in the years it takes to develop hew effective antibiotics.
(Sources: The Dallas Morning News, The Chicago Tribune.)

Divorce’s long-term effect on children

The impact on children of divorce is cumulative and long-
lasting, according to psychologist Judith Wallerstein, author
of a quarter-century research study on the subject.

According to her research, divorce is harmful to children’s
ability to deal with the challenges of the teenage and early-
adult years and affects their efforts to form their own
romantic relationships well into their 20s and 30s.

Miss Wallerstein began her research in the 1970s just as
the American divorce rate began to soar upward. At the
time, she noted, divorce was commonly viewed as a “‘tran-
sient, minor upheaval in the life of a child.”” Her research fol-
lowed 131 middle-class children for 25 years, beginning just
as their parents’ marriages broke up. ““Unlike the adult expe-
rience,” she concluded, ““the child’s suffering does not reach
its peak at the breakup and then level off. The effect of the
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parents’ divorce is played and replayed throughout the first
three decades of the children’s lives.”

We should not find it surprising that God, who desires a
family relationship with humanity, says, “l hate divorce”

(Sources: The Washington Post; Malachi 2:16, New Interna-
tional Version.)

South:Africa still in trouble

An article in .a major newsweekly characterized South
Africa as'emerging from “a post-apartheid slump with a
high-growth budget and Olympian hopes.” Yet the country
is suffering not only from the wounds of the past, but from
growing societal problems. Every day, on average, brings 300
robberies, 65 murders and 66 rapes. Also in 1996 some 2.4
million people were diagnosed: as HIV-positive, a rise of
about one third between 1995 and 1996.

Just as serious, in one sense, isthat *“3,000 policemen were
investigated last year,” and *‘25 percent of the upper eche-
lons of the police force have criminal records.” The govern-
ment will have to act courageously ifit s to rid the nation of
rampant crime, corruption and maladministration. Some
encouraging signs are emerging. For instance, the cabinet
recently decided that murderers, rapists, robbers, hijackers
and drug traffickers must serve at least 15 years in prison for
a first violation. If implemented, this policy will be a consid-
erable improvement on the past. (Sources: Time, The Daily
Mail, The Sunday Times, The Times, The Star & South African
Times International.)

America leads.in child murders

America has the highest rate of childhood murders and
suicide of the world’s 26 wealthiest nations, according to the
U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. The United
States accounts for almost three quarters of homicides of chil-
dren in-advanced nations. For children 14 and younger, the
U.S. suicide rate is double that of other industrialized nations.

Agency statistics show that the recent epidemic of vio-
lence impacting younger children is almost exclusively an

The United States accounts for almost
three quarters of homicides of children
In advanced nations.

American trend. Juvenile crime rates in the United States for
the last decade have far outstripped adult rates. In compari-
son, statistics from other countries show no homicides involv-
ing children less than 15 years old.

The centers did not offer an explanation for the enor-
mous gap between murder rates of children in America com-
pared with those of other countries. Other researchers and
criminologists attribute these tragedies to a growing num-
ber of unsupervised children, families in which both parents
work outside the home, high divorce rates and a tolerance
of violence. (Source: The Washington Post.)

—John Ross Schroeder and Scott Ashley




B e hi

nd the

Head

|l i ne s

Does Prophecy Tell Us
When Christ Will Return?

Since the days of the apostles, people have predicted Jesus Christ’s return.
Does Bible prophecy indicate when this long-awaited event will at last come to pass?

by Mario Seiglie

14

dl us, whenwill these thingsbe? And what
will bethesign of Your coming, and of the
end of the age?” With thesewords, thedisciples
urged Jesus Chrigt to tell them what eventsor
conditionswould mark thetime of Hisreturn and
the replacing of human rulewith Hisdivinerule
in the Kingdom of God (Matthew 24:3).

Although He explicitly told Hisfollowersthat
they would not know the exact time of Hisreturn
(verses 36, 44), Hedid say that some signsthat His
return wasimminent would be unmistakable. He
noted thet, just asafig treeleafing out isasuresign
of the coming summer, “so you aso, when you see
al thesethings, know that [My return] is near—at
the doordl” (verses 32-33).

Christ warned that prophecy isasubject to be
handled with care (verses 23-26), lest we be deceived
(verses4-5, 11). Unfortunately, many sad events have
occurred from Histime onward when sincere but
gullible people, led by wrong interpretetions of
prophecy, took pathsleading to ridicule or sdlf-
destruction. It seemsthat every year we seeand
hear such tragic stories reported.

Sad legacy of shattered hopes

Thisisnothing new. Back inthefirst century two
such caseswererecorded inActs 5. Gamdid, arabbi,
mentioned two false prophetswho arose and led peo-
pleto believethey were guided by God. Hesad: “For
sometimeago Theudas rose up, claiming to be some-
body. A number of men, about four hundred, joined
him. Hewasdain, and dl who obeyed him were scat-
tered and cameto nothing. After thisman, Judas of
Gdlileerose up inthe daysof the census, and drew
away many people ater him. Hedso perished, and
al who obeyed him weredispersed” (Acts5:36-37).

Inthelast 2,000 years numerous men and
women have claimed to be prophets, messiahs or
holy teachers and have deceived many. Soitisna-
ural for some to become suspicious about prophe-
ciesand avoid them. Yet this can easily lead to
fdling into the opposite ditch, where many disre-
gard or ignore prophecy.

The Good News

Make no mistake aboutt it: Prophecy doeshave an
important purposein the Bible. But we areto avoid
the pitfalls of becoming so engrossed in prophecy
that weinterpret every newsworthy event asan end-
timesgna and the opposite extreme of dismissing
virtually every occurrence on theworld sceneas
inconsequentid.

Proper view of prophecy

Referring to Christ’sfirst coming, Peter mentioned
that fulfilled prophecy should serveto strengthen our
hope and faith in propheciesthat are as yet unful-
filled. “And so we have the prophetic word con-
firmed, which you do well to heed asalight that
shinesinadark place, until the day davnsand the
morning star risesinyour hearts. . (2 Peter 1:19).

Here Peter compares Bible propheciesto alight
that providesvisibility until thefinal coming of God's
Kingdom, brought by Jesus Chrigt to earth. When this
occursevery eyewill seeHisglory asagrest light
(Matthew 24:27, 30; Revelation 1.7).

God in HisWord gives us abroad outline and
sequence of prophetic events, but many specificsare
unclear. Some things can be seen clearly, but others
aredill beyond our view & thispoint in higtory.

In other words, thereisaframework of prophecy
that isreliable, but it can be counterproductive to try
tointerpret every detail.

Sowhat isthisframework of prophecy? Among
the many prophecies of eventsleading upto Christ’s
return are various mgjor prophetic conditionsthat can
be confirmed and identified historically. As Peter
said, we“dowell to heed” them.

First condition: Man'’s ability to annihilate life

Thefirgt of these certain propheciesdedlswith a
specific condition described by Christ that would be
present only asthe end time draws near. Hesaid to
Hisdisciples: “It will beatime of great distress,
there has never been such atime from the beginning
of theworld until now, and will never beagain. If
that time of troubleswere not cut short, noliving
thing could survive; but for the sake of God's chosen



it will be cut short” (Matthew 24:21-22,
New English Bible, emphasis added
throughout).

Jesuswarned that atimewould come
when the destructive capacity of mankind
would be so avesomethet dl life could be
erased from earth. Thisiswhat makesthe
timeof “greet distress” soterrifying,
unequaed in human history.

Mankind has been fighting warssince
thedawn of higtory but never before had
the ability—with rocks and clubs, bows
and arrows, cannonsand autometic
wegpons—towipeout dl of humanity and
fulfill this prophecy. Thischangedin 1945
with the detonetion of thefirst aiomic
bombs and with the subsequent develop-
ment of hydrogen bombs. With thousands
of nuclear wegponsat its digposa, mankind
now hasthe frightening ability to destroy
lifefrom the planet many times over.

Thissituation never existed in history
until the latter haf of thiscentury. Man
has never been agrest caretaker of the
earth, but never before did he havethe
capacity to utterly destroy al living
things. But Christ predicted that, |eft
unchecked, mankind would do exactly
thet, and thisis one of the reasonsHe
must intervene to save mankind.

Of thelast daysthe Bible says. “ The
nationswere angry, and Your wrath has
come, and thetime of the dead, that they
should bejudged, and that You should
reward Your servantsthe prophetsand the
saints, and thosewho fear Your name,
smal and greet, and should destroy those
who destroy theearth” (Revelation 11:18).
Only in recent decades has humanity had
thefearful capacity to “destroy the earth”!

Second condition: Modern Israel

The second condition that must exist
before Chrigt’sreturn concernsthe exis-
tence of the nation of modern |srad!.

Thesurviva of thereligion and culture
of thisancient people, which witnessed the
riseand decline of such grest civilizations
asEgypt, Babylon, Persia, Greeceand
Rome, goesagainst the odds. A secular
Jewish higtorian of the 19th century, Hein-
rich Graetz, sated that “ anation which has
witnessed therise and decay of the most
ancient empires, and which gtill continues
to hold its placein the present day,
deservesthe closest attention.”

Max Dimont, aJewish higtorian, relates

an anecdote about Napoleon, the French
emperor in the 1800s. He once passed near
asynagogue and heard weeping indde. He
asked, “What isthiscrying?’ Hewastold
it was the Jews weeping over the destruc-
tion of their temple. Impressed, Napoleon
sad, “A peoplethat longsso much for its
city and its Temple are bound to restore
them oneday!” (Thomas|ceand Randall
Price, Ready to Rebuild, Harvest House,
Eugene, Oregon, 1992, pp. 23-24).

That prediction has partidly cometo
pass. Now the Jews—descendants of the
ancient kingdom of Judah—arein posses-
sonof Jerusalem, and thelr “weeping”
takes place on thewestern Sde of the Tem-
pleMount, at theretaining wall of the vast
platform Herod the Grest congtructed to
support therebuilt temple. There, at the
Western Wall, many Jewstill cry and
bemoan theloss of their templeand pray
foritsrestoration. Thustheplaceisaso
sometimes aptly caled theWailing Wall.

Sacrifices offered and ended

Propheciesin the books of Joel,
Zecharigh and esawhereinthe Bible
imply an organized, significant Jewish
presencein and around Jerusalem before

unity or backing of most of theworldto
returnto their former land. Many books
werewritten about the overwhel ming odds
againg Zionism, the attempt to reestablish
aJewish homeland.

Yet it happened. Oncethe fledgling
nation formed in 1948, it <till appeared
the Jawswould never control &l of
Jerusalem, and the more-populousArab
nations surrounding | srael determined
they would never alow it. Yet, inthe 1967
Six Day War, |srael took possession of
the divided city.

Thelsradli government, however, to
defusefurther religioustension, decided
that the Temple Mount—the areawhere
the temple had stood and animd sacrifices
were offered—should remain under the
control of Mudim authorities.

Attempts to rebuild a temple

One of thelittle-known facets of this
story has been the Jaws many attemptsin
thelast 2,000 yearsto rebuild their temple,
which was destroyed by the Romansin
A.D. 70, and reindtitute secrifices.

After itsfirgt-century destruction, Jews
began to sttle Jerusalem again. Seven
synagogueswere huilt at thefoot of the

God in His Word gives us a broad outline and sequence of
prophetic events, but many specifics are unclear. Some things
can be seen clearly, but others are still beyond our view.

the second coming of Jesus Chrigt. Daniel
12:11 seemsto indicate that Jewish sacrifi-
cid ritualswill berenewed and then dis-
rupted before Chrigt’sreturn. Jesus Christ
Himsdf warned, “ Therefore when you see
the ‘ abomination of desolation,” spoken of
by Daniel the prophet, standing inthe holy
place (whoever reeds, let him understand),
then let thosewho arein Judeafleeto the
mountains’ (Matthew 24:15-16).

The abomination of desolation,
described severa timesin Danid 8to0 12,
dealswith the defiling of the sacrifices
and the haly placein Jerusalem. For such
propheciesto befulfilled, at least an dtar
ina“holy place’ isneeded if atempleis
not actudly built.

Before the 20th century this seemed like
animpossihility. The Jewish people had
been scattered for dmost 2,000 years, and
the Ottoman Empirewasin control of the
land. Jewsdid not have the military power,

Temple Mount. In 117 the Roman
emperor Hadrian granted permission to
rebuild thetemple. Yet, two years|ater, the
emperor reversed hisedict and ordered that
Jerusdlem berebuilt asaRoman colony.

In 132 arevalt broke out among the
Jews under the leadership of Simeon bar
Kokhba, who was accepted by many as
theMessiah. Theuprising lasted for three
years. Here again an atempt was madeto
rebuild thetemple, but Hadrian'svictory
dashed hopes at thet time.

The next attempt to rebuild the temple
wasin 363, when the Roman emperor
Julian gave the Jews permission to begin
congtruction of atemple. He even pro-
vided funds and building materials.
Incredibly, according to historians at that
time, just asthey were about to begin, a
powerful earthquake struck and destroyed
the whole project.

Oneauthor explains. “ The stoneswere
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piled and reedy. Costly wood had been
purchased. The necessary metd wasat
hand. The Jews of Jerusdem werergoic-
ing. Tomorron—May 20, 363A.D.—the
rebuilding of the Templewould begin! . ..
Suddenly, and without warning . . . , the
Sreetsof Jerusalem trembled and buckled,
crushing two hundred years of hopeina
pile of dust. No longer would there be any
possibility of rebuilding the Temple”
(Philip C. Hammond, “New Light onthe
Nabateans,” Biblical Archaeology Review,
March-April 1981, p. 23).

The next chanceto rebuild camein 614,
when the Persans captured Jerusdem
from the Byzantines. Since the Jews
helped them intheir undertaking, the
Persans granted the Jaws permission to
rebuild thetemple. Yet work soon cameto
ahat when the shah changed hismind and
rescinded hisedict.

Then, in 638, Arabs under the banner
of Idam conquered the city, and, withthe
exception of afew years, Arabsor Turks
governed Jerusdem from that timefor-
ward. After the defeet of the Turks (who
weredlied with Germany) in World Wer |,
Britain governed the areaunder mandates
from the League of Nations, and then the
United Nations, until the establishment of
the state of Isragl in 1948.

For those many centuriesthe Temple
Mount was a bastion of the Idamic faith,
and Jews were banned from worshiping
inthat area. An Idamic shrine was con-
structed on the spot upon which many
authorities believe the sacrifices once
took place. It now stands as one of
Idam’sholy places.

It wasimpossiblefor Chrigt’s prophecy
to befulfilled whilethe Arabs and Turks
held dominion over thecity. But Isradl’s
regaining of control over Jerusdlemin
1967 helped set the stagefor this prophecy,
too, to cometo pass.

Preparations under way

What has happened since then? One
book on the subject states: “Whether the
Templeisviewed only asanational sym-
bol, arallying point for Jewsin Israel and
the Diaspora, or seen asa prophetic hope
essentia to thefulfillment of themission
of Judaism, since the liberation of Jeru-
salem and the Temple Mount, the possi-
bility of rebuilding has existed. While
some attempts were made after 1967 to
organize rebuilding discussions, it was
not until . . . the Palestinian uprising [in
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1987] that Temple rebuilding movements
began to visibly organize. . . [One source
stated that] ‘al Jewish history asfar as
we're concerned isone big parenthesis
until the Templeisreturned. Life without
the Templeisnot redly living' " (Iceand
Price, p. 99).

In Ezra3 we seethdt, after the destruc-
tion of therr first temple, returning Jews
offered sacrificesin the gppropriate location
decades before the second temple was con-
gructed. A modern reviva of the sacrificia
systemwould, therefore, be possiblewith-
out requiring thet atemple be congtructed.

Today Mudim religious authorities con-
trol the Temple Mount, the“holy place’
that Christ referred to in His prophecy.
Some of the conditions necessary for ful-
filling that prophecy arenot yet inplace.

Since 1989, however, organized efforts
have begun to preparefor the building of
atemple. Severd Jewish groups have been
publicly organized to carry out thisplan.
Oneiscaled The Society for the Prepara
tion of the Temple, which publishesa
bimonthly journa on the subject.

Another group, which focuses on pro-
ducing priestly garmentsand utensiisfor
thetemple sarvice, isthe Temple Indtitute.
So far 53 of the 103 necessary instruments
have been built. Thereare dso architects
and engineerswho have prepared blue-
printsfor thetemple. Displays have been
established in the United States to promote
theseidess.

Another widdly publicized groupisthe
Temple Mount Faithful. Led by Gershon
Sdomon, aprofessor of orienta sudies
a Hebrew University, itsgod isto takethe
Temple Mount from the Arabs and rebuild
thetemplethere. It would be, in hiswords,
“aTemplethat will be again acenter of
religious, nationd, spiritua and mord life
for lsrad”

From 1990 on members of thisgroup
havetried to placethefirst sone of the
temple on the Temple Mount, but to no
avall. Isradi policeand Mudim authorities
have prohibited their attempts.

However, a thispoint in history only a
relaively smal minority of Jawsbdieveit
istheir respongbility to rebuild thetemple,
gpat from direct divineintervention.
Modern Isradl islargely secular; it would
tekeadramaticincreasein religiousfervor
to arouse enough support for restoration of
thetemple or renewa of secrificesto begin.

That ishow meatters stand &t the
moment. Of course, these conditions

could changerapidly in the volatile politi-
cd climate of the Middle East.

Third condition: A new power on the
world stage

Thethird condition that we do well to
heed dedswith the latter revival of the
Roman Empire, prophesied extensively
in the books of Daniel and Revelation.

The prophet Danid, interpreting Neb-
uchadnezzar’s dream of acolossal human
image, spoke of aseriesof “kingdoms’ to
ariseon theworld scene. Thefirst of these
kingdoms, said Daniel, wasthe Babylon-
ian Empire under Nebuchadnezzar himsdlf
(Danid 2:28-38). It wasto befollowed by
three other kingdoms (verses 39-40).
Comparing history with other Bible
prophecies, we can understand that these
four kingdomswere, in order, the Baby-
lonian, Medo-Persian, Greco-Macedonian
and Roman empires.

Speaking of thefourth and fina king-
dom, the Roman Empire, Daniel said that
it would be* strong asiron, inasmuch as
iron breeksin pieces and shetters every-
thing; and likeiron that crushes, that king-
dom will break in piecesand crush dl the
others’ (verse 40). Romeindeed proved
to be more dominant and enduring thanits
predecessors, swallowing up their rem-
nantsin areign that lasted for centuries.

However, Danid aso revealed some
fascinating prophetic details about this
kingdom. He said that the legs and feet
of theimage in Nebuchadnezzar’s dream
represented thiskingdom, later shown to
be the Roman Empire. Theimage had
feet and toes composed “ partly of potter’s
clay and partly of iron.” Thisindicated
that “the strength of theiron shal bein
it,” but also that “the kingdom shall be
divided” and “ partly strong and partly
fragile” Also, “just asiron does not mix
with clay,” the components of thisking-
dom would not adhere firmly together for
long (verses41-43).

Then, saysDanid, “in the days of these
kingsthe God of heaven will set up aking-
dom which shall never bedestroyed . . . ; it
shall break in piecesand consumedl these
kingdoms, and it shall stand forever”
(verse44).

Thisisclearly aprophecy of the King-
dom of God, brought into redlity onthe
earth by Jesus Chrigt at Hisreturn. Itis
only then that “the kingdoms of thisworld
[will] becomethekingdomsof our Lord

Continued on page 31
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Armageddon:

The End

the World?

by Jerold Aust

hat doesthe Biblereally say about Arma-
geddon? It tells usthat the last great battle
of man'sage will take placeinthe Middle
East. Thearmieswill gather a aplace Scrip-
ture calls Armageddon. So, not surprisingly,
Armageddon has cometo portray our worst nightmare:
the end of theworld.

Some Bible scholars claim that Armageddon is predicted
to terminate society aswe know it. More-detailed specula
tions spesk of it asabattle of cataclysmic proportions, pos-
shly anuclear war that will annihilate mankind. Even
Ronald Reagan, theformer U.S. president, spoke of Arma:
geddon in such terms. That Armageddon isnamed in the
Bible (Revelation 16:16) and that it serves asthe prelude
to “the battle of that greet day of God Almighty” (verse 14)
deserves our concern and attention.

The meaning of Armageddon

Theword Armageddon can betraced to Megiddo,
asignificant fortified town in Paestinein ancient times.
Most scholars think Armageddon comes from harmegid-
don, meaning “hill of Megiddo.” Theareahas quite ahis-
tory. Excavations of Megiddo have revealed 20 layers of
occupation dating from the fourth millennium B.C. to
about 450 B.C. The siteis about 18 miles south-southeast
of the Port of Haifain northern Isragl and about 55 miles
north of Jerusalem.

What is the biblical Armageddon? Does it signal the
end of the world? When and where will it take place?

Megiddo's strategic location gave it grester importance
than itssize would suggest: amere 13 acreswithin the city’s
ancient wallsduring thetime of Solomon. Megiddo over-
looked the narrow entrance to |sradl’ s northern mountains
from the Plain of Megiddo—also known asthe Valey of
Esdradlon, or Jezred—alevel expanse some 20 mileslong
and 14 mileswide.

Northern P estine, especialy the areaof the Plain of
Megiddo, was militarily important becauseit guarded part
of the easiest route across the Fertile Crescent, which
stretched from Mesopotamiato Egypt. Throughout ancient
history, the great powers of Mesopotamia—Assyriaand
Babylon—contended with Egypt for control of thisarea

Theterritory of the ancient kingdom of Israel wasa the
crossroads of three continents—Africa, Europeand Asa.

Bounded on the west by the Mediterranean Seaand onthe
eedt by the Arabian Desart, thisrdlatively smal areabetween
seaand desert wasthe srategic land link between the three
continents. So important, So desirable, so coveted wasthis

narrow land bridgethat ancient armies
frequently and regularly bettled for control of it.

In modern timesthe Arabian Desert has been prized for
itsgreet oil reserves. In ancient times parts of the territory
of |srael were coveted for their militarily crucial passes.
Megiddo guarded one of those passes. More than 200 battles
have been fought at or near there (Alan Johnson, The Expos-
itor’s Bible Commentary, Zondervan, Grand Rapids, 1981,
Vol. 12, p. 551). One scholar callsthe area“the battle
ground of the centuries” (Merrill F. Unger, Unger’sBible
Dictionary, Moody Press, Chicago, 1966, p. 89).

What about the future of Megiddo, or Armageddon? Does
the Biblereved anything about thisstrategicaly vitd area?

Prophecy of Armageddon
Although Armageddon is mentioned in the book of Reve-
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= lation (“*And they gathered them together to the
Fam O US Battl eS at M eg I ddo p|a;ecd|ed in Hebrew, Arm@eddon” (Re/e.
lation 16:16), Scripture says nothing about
armies actudly attacking each other there. It

hrough the Valley of Jezreel many armies have marched e X
d y y doesindicate, however, that armies assemble

and fought, from the days of Egyptian Pharaoh Thutmose

Il to Napoleon and, in this century, General Edmund on the Plain of Megiddo, apparently using the
H.H. Allenby. Allenby’s decisive victory at Megiddo in 1918 large, level areaas astaging ground to prepare
forced the Turks to relinquish control of Palestine to the for agreat battle. But whois being gathered,
British. Thereafter he was often referred to as Allenby who is gathering them, and for what purpose?
of Armageddon. Those being gathered appear to betwo
One of the earliest battles near Megiddo was between Thutmose I political and military codlitions—*thekings
and a Canaanite coalition under the leadership of the king of Qadesh in of th“e earth and of thewholfworld (verse14)
1482 B.C. (James B. Pritchard, Ed., The Harper Atlas of the Bible, Harper and “thekingsfromthe east” (verse 12), from
& Row, New York, 1987, p. 41). This battle displayed the tactical genius eest of the Euphrates River. Theseleaders
and daring of Thutmose IlI, who, rejecting his officers’ cautious advice, aren’t necessarily “kings” aswe usetheword
decided to march his army single file through the narrow pass. His today; the original WOl’d means W' e, |69C_i€f or
enemy was caught by surprise. The next day, at first light, Thutmose led oom_mender..We mi ght use d&_‘m ptionslike
a forceful charge in the center of the enemy’s front line. The Canaanites president, prime minister, chairman, chancellor
broke and ran, and Megiddo was subsequently placed under siege. Six or generdl to refer to such leederstoday.
months later it capitulated (ibid.). At that point in history, many heads of
Deborah and Barak sang a song of praise to God (Judges 5), extolling nations will have banded together to support
Him for helping the mighty “beast” power mentioned in Rev-
lsrael defeat the o i e ' : ; elation 17. In describing this confederation
Canaanite army 5 a : of peoples, nations and rulers as abeast,
and Sisera near God is likening this enormously powerful
Megiddo (verse alianceto an animal driven by ungodly
19). The battle instincts and motivations.
area was at Those comprising thisaliance “are of one
Taanach, by mind, and they will givetheir power and
the waters of authority to the beast” (Reveation 17:12-13).
Megiddo, and The book of Revelation showsthat demonic

spirits performing miraculous signswill influ-
ence these leadersto gather “to the battle of

Scripture says
the Canaanites

were swept that great day of God Almighty . . . totheplace

away by the caled Armageddon” (Revelaion 16:13-16).

suddenly Why will the armies of these nations gather

swollen waters a Armageddon?Apparently these military

of the Kishon powerswill invade the Middle East for a

River (verses showdown over who will control the world.

19-21). However, instead of fighting each other,
Gideon, a they will turn on the returning Messiah, Jesus

later hero of Chrigt, to fight Him!

Israel, defeated -- : S . Wedon't normaly think of people actually
the M|d|an_|tes The death of King Saul and his armor-bearer after a disas- daring to go to war against God. Peoplewar
(Judges 7)inthe  trous defeat at the hands of the Philistines near Megiddo againg other people. But the Biblerevedsthat

Valley of Jezreel  as depicted by the 19th-century artist Gustave Doré. menwill actudly try to fight the returning Jesus
(Judges 6:33), Christ. Theseend-time dictators and demear
also know as the Plain of Esdraelon, or Megiddo. gogues covet rulership of theworld, and they
Two great Israelite disasters took place near Megiddo: the deaths of hope to succeed through their immense armies
King Saul (1 Samuel 31:8) and King Josiah (2 Kings 23:29-30; 2 Chronicles and destructive wespons—weapons powerful
35:22-24). Pharaoh-necho, leading his army from Egypt to Carchemish enough to destroy dl lifefrom the planet.
to battle the Babylonians, was confronted by Josiah, who was killed in God knowsthat, unless He sends Jesus
the ensuing battle. Chrigt to intervenein humen affairsat that crit-
Under Tiglath-pileser Il (ca. 745-727 B.C.), Megiddo became the capi- ica juncture, “ no living thing could survive’
tal of a province in the Assyrian Empire. Later the Romans stationed a (Maithew 24:22, New English Bible, emphasis
legion at or near Megiddo, giving the name Legio to the general area. added throughout).
Legio became so well known that both Eusebius and Jerome used it as
a point from which to measure distances to other regional locations. Satan and Armageddon
—Jerold Aust Behind the scenes another powerful |eader
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figures prominently in gathering the
armiesto Armageddon. Satan, as“the
god of thisage” (2 Corinthians 4:4), will
have deceived all nations (Revelation
12:9). Asthe adversary of humanity

(1 Peter 5:8), hisavowed purposeisto
deceive and destroy the human family.
Themassive amiesthat will arisein the
end timewill, to him, seem theideal
vehicle for accomplishing such incredi-
ble destruction (Isaiah 14:12, 17).

But what the nationswon't know, and
Satan won't accept, isthat God allows
him to deceive such arrogant leadersinto
thinking that this decisive baitle will
enable them to take control of the world!

God Himsdf will enter into battlewith
those deceived nations bent on destruction
(Zechariah 14:1-3). God will prove that
Heisal powerful, not Satan nor those
whom he deceives. And God will not
alow man to completely destroy himself
(Matthew 24:22).

With this background, we can better
understand the purpose of Armageddon
when we read how the armieswill be
gathered “to the battle of thet great day
of God Almighty” (Revelation 16:14).

The prophet Zechariah aso describes
this climactic time: “Behold, the day of
the LorD iscoming . . . For | will gather
all the nationsto battle against Jeru-
salem. .. Then the Lorp will go forth
and fight against those nations, as He
fightsin the day of battle. And in that
day Hisfeet will stand on the Mount
of Olives, which faces Jerusalem on the

L:' .--\..

Meggido was at the crossroads of several ancient invasion and trade routes (indicated
in blue) in ancient Israel. Megiddo overlooks the Plain of Megiddo, which Bible
prophecy indicates will be the gathering place of massive armies just before Christ’s
second coming. Those armies will fight the returning Jesus Christ near Jerusalem.

east” (Zechariah 14:1-4).

Military forces gather

Map by Shaun Venish

The Expositor’s Bible Commentary
offers another insight into Armageddon:
“It is surprising that no one has sug-
gested taking magedon as deriving from
the secondary sense of the Hebrew
gadad that means ‘to gather in troops
or bands. The smple way in Hebrew
to make anoun from averb isto prefix
amato the verbal form. Thuswe have
maged, ‘a place of gathering in troops,
and the suffix o, meaning * his," yielding
‘his place of gathering troops’ Thisis
almost equivaent to the expressionsin
vss. 14, 16— to gather them (the kings
and their armies) for the battle on the
great day of God Almighty’ —and would
allude to the prophetic expectation of the
gathering of the nations for judgment”
(Johnson, p. 552).

In Jod 3:9-10 God depictstheserulers
and their preparation for invasion and war-
fare: “Proclaim thisamong the nations:
‘Preparefor war! Wake up the mighty
men, let &l themen of war draw nesr, let
them come up [to Jerusdem, verses 12,
16, 17]. Beat your plowsharesinto swords
and your pruning hooksinto spears; let the
week say, | am gtrong.””

The prophecy indicates that the
leaders will disrupt societal needs,
converting facilities for manufacturing
agricultural implements to produce
armaments and munitions.

Thearmieswill gather near Arma-
geddon, amost filling the surrounding
plain, and continue their deployment
throughout other areas of the Holy

Land. But the actua battle will take
place some 55 miles south of Armaged-
don, around Jerusalem.

Intruth that greet battle will not be
much of acontest. God will alow the
armiesto gather at Armageddon so that,
in the end, there will be no question that
He rules supreme. By permitting Satan,
his demons and deceived human leaders
to stir up nationsto pit their massive forces
against Him, God will alow thosearmies
whowould resst Christ’sruleto closein
on Jerusalem—only to be destroyed in
their battle against Him.

Armageddon, therefore, becomes
asymbol of agreat battle, not between
mighty nations and military aliances, but
between the forces of good and evil. That
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climactic battle will befought at and
around Jerusalem.

The battle is joined

TheBible describesthat time of earth-
shaking events as “the day of the LorD”
(Isaiah 2:12; 13:6, 9; Jeremiah 46:10;
Zechariah 14:1)—thetimeduring which
God will intervenein human affairsto put
an end to man'srebellion againgt Him.

Continuing the prophecy recorded in
Joel, God says. “L et the nations be wak-
ened, and come up [to Jerusadlem] to the
Valley of Jehoshaphat; for there| will St
tojudgedl the surrounding nations. Put

ashumanity’s Savior and Deliverer, its
King of kingsand Lord of lords (Revela-
tion 17:14; 19:16). Mankind will recog-
nizethefutility of rebellion against God.

The prophet Malachi also spoke of
God's supreme authority: “ For from the
rising of the sun, even to its going down,
My name shall be great among the Gen-
tiles[nationg]; in every placeincense
shall be offered to My name, and apure
offering; for My name shall be great
among the nations, saysthe LorD of
hosts” (Maachi 1:11).

God will a last be acknowledged as
Supreme Ruler of mankind. For millennia

The Plain of Megiddo, also known as the Valley of Esdraelon, or Jezreel, stretches into
the distance in this view of northern Israel. The highlands of northern Israel are to the
right. Megiddo historically controlled access to a vital pass through these mountains.

inthedckle, for the harvest isripe. Come,
go down; for the winepressisfull, thevets
overflow—for their wickednessis grest.
Multitudes, multitudesin the valley of
decision! For theday of the Lorp isnear
inthevalley of decison” (Jod 3:12-14;
compare with Revelation 14:15-19).

Jesus Christ will dedl with these mas-
Svearmiesat Hisreturn: “Now out of
His mouth goes asharp sword, that with
it He should strikethe nations. . . He
Himsdf treadsthe winepress of thefierce-
nessand wrath of Almighty God” (Reve-
lation 19:15). Birds gather to feed on the
remains of those who war against Jesus
Chrigt (verses17-18, 21).

Apparently the carnageisn’t limited
to theareaimmediately around Jerusalem.
Revelation 14:20 indicatesthat it will
extend for some 200 miles.

Armageddon: prelude to peace
Jesus Christ will finally be recognized
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Satan—the god of thisworld—has
pamed himsef off asthe god of mankind
(2 Corinthians 4:4; 11:14). However, God
has prophesied that one day He will fulfill
His plan for mankind, for which He cre-
ated the earth.

When this happens the human family
will enjoy unprecedented peace and
unparalleled prosperity on earth. This
peace has been promised to mankind for
thousands of years (2 Timothy 1:9; Titus
1:2; Isaiah 11:1-10).

Armageddon, while asymbol of the
destruction of theforces of evil, isalso
aprelude to humanity’ssalvation. Itis
then that human misrule will cometo an
end. At Armageddon the greedy, power-
mad demagogues of that time will be
gathered into one place so that Christ
can put an end to the misery they have
wrought on mankind.

Armageddon signasthe end of fear,
pain, destruction and untimely deeth.

Sadly, thereissimply no other way for
mankind to learnitslesson. God must
finally stepin, intervening in human &ffairs
to force peace on thisfoundering world
(Revelation 19; Zechariah 14; Jod 3).
Christ will replace thisworld’'ssocid,
economic, palitica, educationa and reli-
gious systems and build aworld based
on God'sways (Danidl 2:44-45).

How to understand mankind’s future

God has givento mankind severa
annua fegtivalsthat unlock the mystery
of our future. For example, the Feast of
Trumpets foreshadows the return of Jesus
Chrigt “with agreat sound of atrumpet” to
vanquish the armies gathered against Him
(Matthew 24:30-31; 1 Thessdonians
4:16-17; Revelation 11:15).

The symbolism of the Day of Atone-
ment revealsthat Christ will bind Satan,
preventing him from influencing human-
ity (Revelation 20:1-3).

The Feast of Tabernacles depicts 1,000
yearsof peace and prosperity that will
envelop the earth and itsinhabitants (Rev-
elation 20:4-5; Isaiah 11).

TheLast Greet Day sgnifiesthetime
when al who didn't know the true God
will beresurrected to learn Histruth and
receive their opportunity for salvation
(Revelation 20:11-12; Ezekid 37).

Armageddon isnot theend of the
world. It'sagathering place for enormous
armies, God's summonsfor deceived
human leadersto enter into adecisive
battlewith Him a Jerusalem.

Rather than marking the annihilation
of mankind, Armageddon isthe preface
to0 1,000 years of peace and prosperity for
all. Humanity will live on, for what begins
at Armageddon establishes Christ as
supremeruler on earth and over all
netions. The earth will then become
immersed in peace and prosperity in the
Kingdom of God. GN

~
RECOMMENDED READING

To learn more about theincredible
future God has prophesied for human-
ity, request your free copies of thetwo
booklets The Gospel of the Kingdom
and God'sHoly Day Plan: The
Promise of Hope for All Mankind.
Contact usat the phone or addressin
your country—or the country nearest
you—listed on page 2.
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Should You Keep the
Festivals Jesus Observed?

Jesus observed the Passover, the Feast of Tabernacles and the other festivals that God gave to
Israel. Should you follow His example? Are those sacred festivals still applicable for Christians?

ome of our readers may be sur-
prised to learn thet the United
Church of God, an Interna-
tiond Association, observes
the sasmerdigiousfestivas
that Jesus observed. Why would
wefollow Hisexamplein the matter of
which dayswekeep?

One obviousreasonisthat Jesus Chrigt
wasthe perfect mode of how aChrigtian
should live. Equally important is our con-
viction thet religious practices should be
founded directly onwhat the Bible
goproves. The only religiousfestivas com-
manded or gpproved inthe Biblearethe
ones Jesus kept. But arethesethe only
reasons, or istheremoreto thisstory?

Jesus Chrigt observed the festivals God
gaveto ancient Isradl. Chritians, of course,
are expected to follow Hisexample, to
“walk just assHewaked” (1 John 2:6). One
reason Christ observed thefestivdsisthat
they arerelevant to His message, the gospel
of theKingdom of God. By observing them
we can learn much about God'splanto
grant eterna life to thosewho become His
sons and daughters through Jesus Chridt.
Thisiswhat givesthese festivastheir
Chrigtian importance and significance.

At one of thesefegtivalsacity newspaper
reporter once asked me, “Why doesyour
church observe the Feast of Tabernacles,
aJewish fegtivd?’

| hed the opportunity to explainthat the
occasonisnot afestival for Jawsaone, but
for dl humanity. Thisisone of God'sown
fegtivalsfor the benefit of the human race.
Shelater wrote an article complimenting the
churchfor bringing atruly family-oriented
convention to her city.

The Feast of Tabernacles, observed annu-
aly in Segptember and/or October, isindeed
afamily festivdl. It hasadigtinct amos-
phere, presenting abundant opportunities
for close cooperation and communication

by Roger Foster

among family members. It reflectswhat
God isdoing to create afamily for Himsdf,
Hisown children. He saysto those caled to
be Chrigtians “| will be aFather toyou, and
you shdl be My sonsand daughters, says
the Lorp Almighty” (2 Corinthians 6:18,
emphasisadded throughout). God seeksa
family relationship and cdlson usto
become apart of thet family!

The harvest of the children of God

Thefedivdsof theBibleareclosdy
linked to the harvest seasons of the Holy
Land, where Jesus Chrigt spent Hishuman
life. Jesus often compared what God was
doing through Him to aharvest. For exam-
ple, Chrigt said, “My food isto do thewill
of Himwho sent Me, and tofinish His
work. Do you not say, ‘ There are still four
months and then comesthe harvest’?
Behold, | say toyou, lift up your eyesand
look &t thefields, for they aredreedy white
[ripe] for harvest! And hewho regps
recaiveswages, and gethersfruit for eternd
life, that both he who sows and hewho
regpsmay rejoicetogether’” (John 4:34-36).

Here Jesuslinkstheideaof aharvest to
Hiswork of bringing humanity into arda
tionship with God that leadsto eternd life.
Thefedivasare not just memorias of what
happened to ancient Isradl, nor arethey
meaninglessritua. They weregivento
reveal mgjor aspects of Jesus rolein secur-
ing the redemption and salvation of all
humanity. They areal about thework of
Jesus Chrigt. That iswhy we keep them.

God’s marvelous master plan

Few redizethat God hasamagter plan
He carefully follows. Hisactionsare not
random or capricious. He formulated that
plan before He created the heavens and
earth. He began reveding important aspects
of it with our first human parents, Adam
and Eve. Let'sexaminewhat the Bible says

about thet fascinating plan and how thefes-
tivasthat Jesus observed revedl the order in
which God's magnificent blueprint for
mankind will be accomplished.

When did God conceive His plan for cre-
ating mankind and offering us eternd life?
Paul tellsusthat he became* aservant of
God and an apostie of Jesus Christ for the
faith of God's élect and the knowledge of
thetruth that leadsto godliness—afaith and
knowledge resting on the hope of eternd
life, which God, who doesnot lie, promised
before the beginning of time” (Titus1:1-2,
New Internationa Version).

Time, of course, ismeasured by the
movement of the earth and the other heav-
enly bodiesin space. Paul istdling usthet
before God crested the universe He envi-
soned human beingsand away for them
toreceiveeternd life. The salvetion of
mankind isnot anew ideawith God.

Later, when God evicted Adam and Eve
from the garden paradise of Eden, after they
had succumbed to the serpent’sinfluence
and sinned, Hetold the serpent, “1 will put
enmity between you and thewoman, and
between your seed and her Seed; He shall
bruise your head, and you shdl bruise His
hed” (Genesis3:15).

InAdam’sand Eve's presence, God
revealed to Satan, “that serpent of old”
(Revelation 12:9), that thetimewould
come when adescendant of the very
woman he had just deceived would crush
his deceptive leadership over mankind. But
first hewould be alowed to strike (by cru-
cifixion) atemporarily disabling blow to
the promised Messiah.

God had adear picture of thefuture. His
planincluded the death and resurrection of
the Son of God, who was aso to bethe Son
of Man—uwith God asHis Father and the
woman, Mary, Hismather.

Isit any wonder that God began reved-
ing moredetails of Hisplanto Mosesat the

September/October 1997 21



time He selected ancient |srael asHisspe-
cid people? That waswhy God com-
manded the observance of Hisfegtivals
with their dual meanings. Some of them
represent truly historic eventsthat occurred
at thefounding of ancient |sradl asa
netion. But they al represent the much
moreimportant relationship of al human
beingsto themission of theMessiah
(Colossans 2:16-17). That hasdways
beenther primary focus.

Passover and the
Feast of Unleavened Bread

For example, thekilling of the

| do not want you to be unawarethat al
our fathers[ancient |srael] were under the
cloud, al passed through the sea, al were
baptized into Mosesin the cloud and inthe
seq, dl atethe same spiritua food, and dl
drank the same spiritud drink. For they
drank of that spiritual Rock that followed
them, and that Rock was Chrigt” (1 Cor-
inthians 10:1-4).

The Feast of Pentecost

According to Jewish tradition, the
|sradlites received the Ten Command-
mentswritten on tablets of Soneat the
time of Pentecost. It wasthen that God

The biblical Holy Days all represent the much more
important relationship of all human beings to the mission
of the Messiah. That has always been their primary focus.

Passover [ambswas thefirst event in the
spring festival season. It represented an
important occurrencein |srael’s exodus
from Egypt. But it also representsthe
death of amuch later “Lamb of God”
(John 1:29, 36). The apostle Paul makes
thisplain by telling usthat “ Christ, our
Passover, was sacrificed for us’ (1 Cor-
inthians 5:7). The purpose of the Passover
from the beginning wasto represent the
future sacrifice of Jesus Chrigt.

That supreme sacrificeisthe founda:
tion of the Chridian faith. It reflectsthe
all-encompassing love God hasfor His
creation and Hisgreat concern for the
ultimate well-being of every human being
(John 3:16). On the last evening before He
was crucified, Chrigt told Hisdisciples,
“With fervent desire | have desired to eat
this Passover with you before | suffer; for
| say toyou, | will no longer et of it until
it isfulfilled in the kingdom of God”
(Luke 22:15-16). When Jesusreturnsto
establish HisKingdominitsfullnesson
the earth, He will again participatein the
Passover ceremony with His disciples,
those who faithfully follow Histeachings
and example.

The children of |srael were delivered
from their Egyptian oppressors during the
fegtival thet followsthe Passover cere-
mony. The Feast of Unleavened Bread
celebratesthat deliverance. Inthe New
Testament, |sradl’ srescue from Pharaoh's
armiesat the Red Seaiscomparedto a
Chrigian’s ddliverance from eternd death,
because of sin, through the sacrifice of
Christ a baptism. “Moreover, brethren,
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made a covenant with them. A specid rela
tionship between God and the community
of the lsraeliteswas sedled, and they
becamethe* congregation of God” of that
time. But that relationship served asatype,
or aforerunner, of afar moreimportant
relationship that would be established on
alater Day of Pentecod.

Luke, author of the book of Acts,
writes: “And being assembled together
with them, [Jesus] commanded them not
to depart from Jerusaem, but to wait for
the Promise of the Father, ‘which, Hesaid,
‘you have heard from Me; for John truly
baptized with water, but you shall be bap-
tized with the Holy Spirit not many days
fromnow'” (Acts1:4-5).

Hereiswhat happened: “When the Day
of Pentecost had fully come, they wereal
with one accord in one place. And sud-
denly there came asound from heaven, as
of arushing mighty wind, and it filled the
whole house where they were Sitting. Then
there appeared to them divided tongues, as
of fire, and one sat upon each of them. And
they weredl filled with the Holy Spirit
.. (Acts2:1-49).

Thiswasthe beginning of thefulfillment
of the prophecies of Jeremiah 31:31-33 and
Ezekid 36:26-27. God promised to meke a
new covenant with the community of faith-
ful believers. He promised towrite His
lawson their heartsand mindswith His
Holy Spirit, instead of on tablets of stone,
asinthetime of Moses. It wason this Feast
of Pentecost that the Church of God—the
Chrigtian community of faithful believers
imbued with God's Spirit—was born.

Next we cometo the festivals Jesus kept
leter in the year, the Feast of Trumpets, the
Day of Atonement and the Feast of Taber-
nacles. Thesefedtiva srepresent earth-
shaking eventsthat will forever changethe
course of human history and show what
theMessiahisyet to accomplishin har-
vesting the sonsand daughters of God.

The Feast of Trumpets

The Feast of Trumpets, or Rosh
Hashanah, beginsthe new Jewish civil
year. Butitisaso thefirst day of the
seventh month of the sacred calendar.

It picturesthe beginning of anew era, the
end of the age of Satan’sinfluenceand the
beginning of the age of the Messiah. God
ingtructed Mosesthat “in the seventh
month, on thefirst day of the month, you
shdl have asabbath-rest, amemorid of
blowing of trumpets, aholy convocation”
(Leviticus23:24).

Why remember the blowing of trum-
pets? Whet relationship do trumpets have
to God's master plan and the mission of
theMessiah?

The Biblereved sthe sgnificance of
trumpets: The blowing of trumpetswill
announce thereturn of Jesus Chrigt!

“Then the sign of the Son of Man will
appear in heaven, and then dl the tribes of
the earth will mourn, and they will seethe
Son of Man coming on the clouds of
heaven with power and great glory. And
Hewill send Hisangelswith a great
sound of a trumpet, and they will gather
together His elect from the four winds,
from one end of heaven to the other”
(Matthew 24:30-31).

Paul clarifies even more what will
happen a the conclusion of the blowing
of trumpetsthat will announce Christ’s
return: “Behold, | tell you amystery:

We shall not dl deep, but we shdl dl be
changed—in amoment, in the twinkling
of an eye, at thelast trumpet. For the
trumpet will sound, and the dead will

be raised incorruptible, and we shall be
changed. For this corruptible must put on
incorruption, and this mortal must put on
immortality. So when this corruptible has
put on incorruption, and thismortal has
put onimmortaity, then shall be brought
to passthe saying that iswritten: ‘Deathiis
swalowed upinvictory'” (1 Corinthians
15:51-54).

Few events—pictured here by the Feast
of Trumpets—could be more Significant to
Chrigtiansthan those that occur at the



blowing of thetrumpetsat Christ’sreturn.
That iswhen Chridtians, living or deed,
receiveimmortaity and eternd life.

The Day of Atonement

On the Day of Atonement (Yom
Kippur) aspecia sacrificewasmadein
ancient Isradl to reconcilethe Isradlitesto
God, to figuratively cleanse them of their
sins. “Thisshdl be astatute forever for
you: In the seventh month, on thetenth
day of themonth, you shall &fflict your
souls[by fasting], and do nowork at all,
whether anative of your own country or a
stranger who dwells among you. For on
that day the priest shall make atonement
for you, to cleanse you, that you may be
clean from al your sinsbefore the Lord’
(Leviticus 16:29-30).

Thiswasdoneto meke surethat even
sinscommitted inignorance werefigura:

tively cleansed through an atoning sacri-
fice. Some 1,500 years|ater the book of
Hebrewsfurther explained the sgnificance
of God'singructionsregarding events that
took place on that day: “But into the sec-
ond part [of thetabernacle] the high priest
went aone once ayear, not without blood,
which heoffered for himsdlf and for the
people'ssinscommitted in ignorance; the
Holy Spirit indicating this, that the way
into the Holiest of All wasnot yet made
manifest whilethefirst tabernacle was ill
standing” (Hebrews 9:7-8).

Why wasthe“Holiest of All,” that
inner room of the tabernacle that symbol-
ized direct accessto God, not opened to
the entire congregation “whilethefirst
tabernaclewas il standing”? 1t was
because the atoning sacrifice of Jesus
Christ had not yet been made. Only His
sacrifice, not the sacrifice of animals,

could atonefor thesins of thewhole
nation—and of al mankind.

The gpostle Johnwrote: “My little chil-
dren, | amwriting thesethingsto you so
that you may not sin. But if anyone does
sn, we have an advocate with the Father,
Jesus Chrigt therighteous; and heisthe
atoning sacrificefor our Sins, and not for
oursonly but dso for the snsof thewhole
world” (1 John 2:1-2, New Revised Stan-
dard Version).

God knowsthat people sin for two
basic reasons. Firgt, “the god of this
world has blinded the minds of the unbe-
lievers, to keep them from seeing the
light of the gospel of theglory of Chrigt”
(2 Corinthians 4:4, NRSV). That is, most
are unaware of their sin. Second, they are
“darkened in their understanding, dien-
ated from thelife of God because of their

Continued on page 30

Why the Early Church Observed the Biblical Festivals

hy do some Christians keep the biblical festivals
Wthat most of mainstream Christianity patently

rejects? Most churches celebrate Easter and Christ-
mas, although the Bible and the example of the apostles
and early Church show that we should observe other annual
days of worship.

The correlation between the harvest festivals Jesus
observed and what He has already done or will do to harvest
the sons and daughters of God is made clear in the Scrip-
tures. The first three festivals, representing what He has
already done, are undeniably linked to Him. Once we see
that pattern established, the significance of the remaining
festivals becomes obvious. They continue to reveal God’s
great purpose and plan for the salvation of mankind.

The Bible and other historical records of the apostolic era
confirm that the original Christian Church continued to
observe the same festivals Jesus observed. In regard to the
Passover and Days of Unleavened Bread, the apostle Paul
wrote to the congregation in Corinth, “Get rid of the old
yeast that you may be a new batch without yeast—as you
really are. For Christ, our Passover lamb, has been sacrificed.
Therefore let us keep the Festival, not with the old yeast, the
yeast of malice and wickedness, but with bread without
yeast, the bread of sincerity and truth” (1 Corinthians 5:7-8,
New International Version).

Paul here instructed the Corinthians, a predominantly
gentile congregation, to keep the Feast of Unleavened
Bread with a renewed understanding of its relationship to
Christ and the sincerity of their confidence in the truths
they had learned.

On another occasion we are told that Paul “was hurrying
to be at Jerusalem, if possible, on the Day of Pentecost” (Acts
20:16). We have already seen that Christ’s disciples were all in
Jerusalem observing Pentecost when God gave them the
Holy Spirit, thus founding the New Testament Church (Acts
2:1,4). No indication is to be seen in the New Testament that
the apostles or their converts ever observed any religious cel-

ebrations except those that Jesus Christ Himself observed.

The practice of observing these festivals was preserved
well into the fourth century. However, in 325 a significant
debate over the Passover, known in history as the Quarto-
deciman controversy, erupted. Because of the intense anti-
Semitic sentiment of that era, the Council of Nicea agreed to
abandon the observance of the Passover because of its asso-
ciation in people’s minds with the Jews. That decision was
met with fierce opposition from congregations and church
leaders from the eastern portion of the Roman Empire. They
vigorously resisted abandoning the example and practice of
Jesus and the apostles.

Eusebius, an early church historian, recorded their reaction.
“But the bishops in Asia were led by Polycrates in persisting
that it was necessary to keep the custom which had been
handed down to them of old. Polycrates himself in a docu-
ment which he addressed to Victor and the church of Rome
expounds the tradition which had come to him as follows.
‘Therefore we keep the day undeviatingly, neither adding nor
taking away, for in Asia great luminaries sleep, and they will
rise on the day of the coming of the Lord, when he shall come
with glory from heaven and seek out all the saints. Such were
Philip of the twelve apostles.. . . There is also John, who lay on
the Lord’s breast . . ., and there is also Polycarp . . . All these
kept the fourteenth day of the Passover according to the
gospel, never swerving, but following according to the rule of
the faith’” (Eusebius, The Ecclesiastical History, English trans-
lation from the original Greek by Kirsopp Lake, Vol. I, G.P.
Putnam’s Sons, New York, 1926, pp. 505, 507).

Unfortunately, by abandoning the festivals Jesus observed
and eventually turning to pagan celebrations such as Easter
and Christmas, the majority of professing Christians lost an
important part of their heritage. Lost, at the same time, was
the wonderful understanding of how God will harvest all
mankind, bringing His sons and daughters into His Kingdom
and sharing with them the wonderful gift of eternal life.

—Roger Foster
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During this period
of more than 300
years, God period-
ically raised up
judges to rescue
and rule over
Israel as the
Israelites struggled
with indigenous
peoples over con-
trol of the land.
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Achaeolgy and '
the Book of Judges

by Mario Seiglie

eviousissues of The Good News have
examined archaeologicd findsthat illuminate
sections of thefive biblical books of Moses
and the book of Joshua. Inthisissuewefocuson
atumultuoustimeinancient Israd’shigtory, the era
covered by the book of Judges.

Judges begins by describing the settlement of
the lsradlitetribesin Canaan. The aged Joshua
distributesthe territory among thetribes. A short
whilelater he diesat theage of 110 (Judges 2:8).
Then comesaperiod during which faithful elders
who had lived over from Joshua stime governed
Israel. When they died, no leader immediately suc-
ceeded them. A dangerous palitica void existed.

Many among the younger generation, bornin
theland of Canaan, had largely forgotten the mira:
clesaccomplished during Moses and Joshud's
time. “When all that generation had been gathered
totheir fathers, ancther generation arose after them
who did not know the Lorp nor thework which

Hehad donefor Isragl” (Judges 2:10).

The religion of the Canaanites held great appeal for the early Israelites.
Shown are a statuette of Baal, left, the weather god, and a fertility figurine.
The Baal figure apparently originally held a lightning bolt in its hand.

Npas |2'
e

T
Vi
TR

R M i s T TR g i
-ﬁ?:'ﬁ%ﬁ'}jé*'::%ﬂ.-‘-- _"':"1-.. o T e e

he Good News "%

The new generation found itself surrounded by
many Canaanites who adhered to their own popu-
lar religion. Instead of diminating thisforeign
influence, as God had commanded, in many
ingdancesthe |sradlites Smply coexisted with those
holding false beliefs. God had warned them what
would occur if thisStuation were dlowed to con-
tinue: “ThentheAngel of the Lorp came up from
Gilgd to Bochim, and said: ‘| led you up from
Egypt and brought you to theland of which
| sworeto your fathers, and | said, “1 will never
break My covenant with you. And you shal make
no covenant with theinhabitants of thisland; you
shdl tear down their dtars” But you have not
obeyed My voice. Why have you donethis? There-
forel dso said, “1 will not drive them before you;
but they shal bethornsinyour Sde, and their gods
shdl beasnaretoyou”’ ” (Judges 2:1-3).

During this period of more than 300 years, God
periodicaly raised up judges—wefind at least 12
of them described in the biblical account—to res-
cueandruleover srael asthe lsraglites struggled
with indigenous peoples over contral of theland.
Judges ruled smultaneoudly with each other in
variousregionsof |sragl. The surviving Canaanites
frequently attacked and reconquered territory taken
by the |sradlites.

Whét doesthe archaeologica evidencereved
about thistime?

A change in cultures

The extensive scientific evidence pointsto
agradua change from a Canaanite building-and-
pottery culture to aless-advanced |sraglite cul-
tural style.

Charles Fensham, aprofessor of Semitic lan-
guages, arguesthat “archaeology has shown that
[around] 1200 B.C. certain citiesin Pdestine were
demolished. A flowering culture of Late Bronze
[Canaanite] was obliterated. The new develop-
ments. . . were of alower culture than the preced-
ing. The break isthus obvious and pointsto
seminomadic groupsin process of settling down.
Thisevidenceisclearly to be connected with the
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invading lsradlitetribes’ (The Interna-
tional Sandard Bible Encyclopedia,
Eerdmans, Grand Rapids, 1982, Val. 11,
p. 1158).

Thisisconsigtent with the biblical
record, which showsthet the |sradlites,
initialy davesin Egypt and culturdly
impoverished, at firs smply took over the
existing Canaanite citiesasthey conquered
them. God had told them, “Soiit shall be,
when the Lorp your God bringsyou into
theland of which He sworeto your fathers,
to Abraham, |saac, and Jacob, to giveyou
large and beautiful citieswhich you did not
build, housesfull of al good things, which
you did not fill, hewn-out wellswhich you
did not dig, vineyardsand olive trees
which you did not plant—when you have
egten and are full—then beware, lest you
forget the Lorp who brought you out of
theland of Egypt, from the house of
bondage” (Deuteronomy 6:10-12).

Gradual replacement

Thebook of Judgesindicatesthat this
culturd changewasgradud. “And it came
to pass, when Isradl was strong, thet they
put the Canaanites under tribute, but did not
completely drivethem out” (Judges 1:28).
The Canaanite culture survived for many
yearsuntil the lsraglitesfindly replaced it.

“Thelsradliteshad lived in Egypt as
endaved [people], and then spent 40 years
as seminomads before entering Canaan;
thismakesit unlikely that they brought
adigtinctive materid cultureinto Canaan
.. .Attheend of the Late BronzeAge
and the start of the Iron Age, around 1200
B.C., amgor change occurred in settle-
ment patterns[in Canaan] . . . Whilewe
do not believe the new settlements mark
thearrival of the Isradlites, we are ill
happy to call them ‘Israglite’ settlements.
Thisisbecause, in our view, the Israglites
had been in theland for some two cen-
turiesby 1200 B.C. and were therefore
involved in the changesthat took place
at that time” (John Bimson and David
Livingston, “Redating the Exodus,” Bibli-
cal Archaeological Review, September-
October 1987, pp. 52-53).

Here, then, isadditiona evidence
from archaeology that appearsto con-
firm the biblical account. It showsa
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The First Mention of Israel

During most of the last century, many liberal critics believed the history of Israel
as recorded in the Old Testament was little more than the fabrication of later Jews
from around the sixth century B.C. For instance, they believed there was no solid
evidence of Israel being a nation at the time of the events described in the bibli-
cal book of Judges.

Yet, in 1896, British archaeologist Sir Flinders Petrie found evidence of Israel’s
existence as far back as 1200 B.C., precisely the time of the events in Judges. In the
ruins of an Egyptian temple, he discovered a monument that narrated the military
victories of Merneptah, an Egyptian pharaoh. In this beautifully carved pillar, dated
around 1207 B.C., the monarch mentions the nation of Israel.

For this reason the monument, technically termed a stele, is called ““the Israel
Stele.” It can be seen in the Cairo Museum. On it Merneptah recorded his victories
in Canaan and mentioned Israel as one of his vanquished enemies. This would
place the battle during the time of the judges of Israel, when Israel was continu-
ally being attacked and invaded by nearby peoples and then liberated by the
judges God chose and used to deliver His people.

In the last two lines of the text, the stele mentions four of Merneptah’s
defeated foes in Canaan: “Ashkelon has been overcome. Gezer has been cap-
tured. Yanoam was made non-existent. Israel is laid waste, [and] his seed is not.”

The reign of Merneptah is dated around 1212-1202 B.C. By recording his victory
over Israel, Merneptah shows that during this time the Israelites were already in
possession of the central portion of the land.

Of the other places mentioned on the monument, Ashkelon was one of the
coastal cities of the recently arrived Philistines. Gezer and Yanoam were in the
lowlands, still under the possession of the Canaanites. As recorded in the Bible,
Gezer was not conquered by the Israelites under Joshua. “Nor did Ephraim drive
out the Canaanites who dwelt in Gezer among them” (Judges 1:29). Thus
Merneptah’s statement corroborates that this city was not in Israelite territory.

The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia sums up the findings: “Among
Merneptah’s conquests in Syria-Palestine is Ysr'r (Egyptian for Y'sr’l), clearly rec-
ognizable as ‘Israel’ . . . Thus the Israel Stele provides a terminus ad quem [limit
from which to date] for the presence of the Israelites in Palestine . . .”” (Eerdman’s,
Grand Rapids, 1986, Vol. 3, p. 324).

—Mario Seiglie

gradual supplanting of Canaanite culture
by Isradlite settlers.

Worship of Baal and Asherah

After Joshua's generation had died out,
“the children of Isragl did evil inthe sight
of the Lorb, and served the Badls, and
they forsook the Lorp God of their
fathers, who had brought them out of the
land of Egypt; and they followed other
gods from among the gods of the people
who were dl around them, and they
bowed down to them; and they provoked
the LorD to anger. They forsook the LorD
and served Badl and the Ashtoreths’
(Judges 2:11-13).

Why the seemingly irresistible ten-
dency for the Israglites to worship Baal
over Yahweh? Again, archaeology sheds

much light on the Canaanite religion and
helps us understand the deadly dlurethe
indigenous religious practices held for
the Israglites.

In 1929 excavetionsbeganin Ras
Shamra (the ancient port town of Ugarit)
in northern Lebanon. Thiswork continues.
Theremains of apaacediscovered inthe
first year of excavation yielded alibrary
containing hundreds of ancient documents
that provided awedth of information
about the Canaanite religion. Whet did
these tablets reved ?* The texts show the
degrading results of theworship of these
deities; with their emphasis on war, sacred
prostitution, sensuouslove and the conse-
quent socia degradation” (The New Bible
Dictionary, Tyndale House Publishers,
1982, p. 1230).
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Forbidden worship

The pagan religion wasenticing to the
Isradlitesfor two primary reasons. Firg, it
was not asmoraly demanding asthe bib-
licd religion. Second, the |sradlitesfell
victim to asuperdtitious repect for the
godsthat supposedly controlled theland
of the Canaanites.

“The Canaanitereligion was com-
pletely different from the sradlite. Sofar,
no evidence has been found in Canaanite
culture of aseriesof rulesof conduct Smi-
lar to the Ten Commandments. . . [t wasa
great temptation for the Isradliteinvaders
to respect the existing gods of theland
which wereregarded asbeing responsible
for the country’sfertility. In addition, the
worship of these godswas much less
demanding than therigid |sradlite lavs
and rituas. Consequently, many of God's
peopleyieded to thistemptation. The
result was agradua mora decline of the
nation” (The Lion Encyclopedia of the
Bible, Lion Publishers, 1983, p. 153).

Recognizing the great danger to fledg-
ling lsrael, God inssted that His people
destroy every aspect of the degenerate
native religion. “According to the doings
of theland of Egypt, where you dwelt,
you shdl not do; and according to the
doingsof theland of Canaan, wherel am
bringing you, you shdl not do; nor shall
youwak inther ordinances. You shal
observe my judgments and kegp My ordi-
nances, towak inthem: | antheLorb
your God” (Leviticus 18:3-4).

“And you shal not et any of your
descendants pass through thefire [be sac-
rificed] toMolech. .. You shdl notlie
withamaeaswithawoman. Itisan
abomination . . . Do not defileyoursalves
with any of thesethings; for by all these
the nations are defiled, which | am casting
out before you. For theland is defiled;
therefore | visit the punishment of itsinig-
uity uponit, and theland vomitsout its
inhabitants’ (verses21-25).

Sexual perversion as religion

The corruption found expressionin
grotesque cultic sexud practices. “The
pagan world of theancient Near East
worshipped and deified sex.” So inter-
twined were sex and religion that “the
term “holy ones' [was used] for itscult

prostitutes’ (Interpreter’s One-\olume
Commentary on the Bible, Abingdon
Press, 1971, p. 79).

Although the details are crude, they
reveal why biblica proscriptionsagainst
the Canaanite perversons are o perva
sive. “[A] ritud involved adramatization
of themyth. . . [and] centered in sexud
activity sncetherainfal attributed to Baal
wasthought to . . . fertilize and impregnate
the earth with lifejust asheimpregnated
Asherah, the goddess of fertility, inthe
myth. Canaanitereigion, then, was
grossly sensud and even perverse because
it required the services of both male and
femdecultic progtitutes asthe principa
actorsinthedrama

“Unliketherequirement in Isradl, there
was no one central sanctuary. Baal could
be worshipped wherever therewasaplace
epecidly visited by the numinous pres-
ence of the gods. These placeswere origi-
ndly on hills (hence, ‘high place’) but
later could befoundin valeysor even
within the citiesand towns’ (Eugene
Merrill, Kingdomof Priests, Baker Book
House, 1987, pp. 160-161).

Infants sacrificed to Molech

Included in these Canaanite practices
was child sacrifice, described inthe Bible
ashaving children to “ passthrough thefire
toMolech” (Jeremiah 32:35). TheRas
Shamratablets aso mention the god
Molech. Some unrighteouskingsin | srael
ingtituted the practice of sacrificing infants
to Molech. God, through the prophet Jere-
miah, denounced thisghastly ritua. “For
the children of Judah have doneevil inMy
sght,” and “they havebilt the high places
of Tophet [related to Molech worship] . . .
to burn their sonsand their daughtersinthe
fire, which | did not command, nor did it
comeinto My heart” (Jeremiah 7:30-31).

In the ancient Phoenician city of
Carthage—part of the Canaanite cul-
ture—some 20,000 urns containing the
remainsof sacrificed children werefound.
Thearchaeologistsat the Site gpprise us
that “the Carthaginian Tophet isthe largest
of these Phoenician Stesand indeed isthe
largest cemetery of sacrificed humans ever
discovered. Child sacrificetook place
there dmost continuoudly for aperiod of
nearly 600 years’ (Lawrence Stager and
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Samue Wolff, Biblical Archaeological
Review, January-February 1984, p. 32).

Kleitarchos, a Greek from thethird
century B.C., described thissacrifice as
the hegting up of abronze statue with out-
sretched arms. Infants placed into these
red-hot arms quickly perished.

Struggle for a nation’s heart

Obvioudy, God did not want the |srael-
itesto destroy their own offpring. When
righteous kings such as Josiah ascended
the throne, they obeyed God and abolished
the practice. “And he defiled Topheth,
whichisintheValey of the Son of Hin-
nom [in Jerusalem], that no man might
meake hisson or his daughter passthrough
thefireto Molech” (2 Kings 23:10).

Some might think the prophetswere
overly harshin condemning the Canaanite
religion. Yet now, with detailed evidence
of Canaanite practicesfound by archaeol-
ogigsinthiscentury, itisclear why the
prophets were uncompromising.

“The prophets and chroniclerstended
to be thought of as menwho, intheir zed
for Yahweh and their anger againgt foreign
religions, had probably gonetoo far,”
writes one author. “ This objection was
leveled a the Bibleright up to the present
day ... With usit is accepted asamatter
of coursethat every haf civilized commu-
nity controlsthe mordity of itscitizens.
But in Canaan in those daysthe cult of
sensudity wasregarded astheworship
of the gods, men and women prostitutes
ranked as* sacred’ to the followers of the
religion, therewardsfor their ‘ services
went into thetempletreasuries as ' offer-
ingsfor thegod.

“Thelast thing the prophets and
chroniclersdid wasto exaggerate. How
well founded their harsh wordswere has
only becomefully understood sincethe
great discoveries of Ras Shamra. . .
What temptation for asimple shepherd
folk, what perilous enticement! . . . With-
out itsstern moral |aw, without itsfaith
in one God, without the commanding
figures of its prophets, |srael would never
have been ableto survivethisstruggle
with the Baals, with the religions of the
fertility goddesses, with the Asherim and
the high places’ (Werner Keller, The
Bible as Higtory, Bantam Books, New

Continued on page 29
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Gideon

When a Few Make a Majority

by Jerold Aust

he book of Hebrewslists
Gideon among the heroes of faith
inlsragl’s history (Hebrews 11:32).
The exploits of men like Gideon,

who lived more than 3,000 years ago,
are recorded because “whatever things
were written before were written for our
learning, that we through the patience
and comfort of the Scriptures might have
hope”’ (Romans 15:4).

Theincident in hislife most familiar
to Bible readerswas a spiritual exercise
in overcoming seemingly insurmount-
able obstacles.

In the book of Judgeswe seethat God
was preparing Gideon for bettle against
numerically overwhelming odds: “You
have 32,000 soldiers, Gideon, and that's
far too many to do battle with the Midian-
ites. | don’'t want anyone to think you'll
win the coming battle by your own might.
Tell your army that, if any among them
arefearful, they arefreeto go” (Judges
7:2-3, pargphrased).

Gideon did as God instructed. He
offered his men an honorable discharge
from their duties, and 22,000 quickly
disappeared over the horizon, headed
for home.

Gideon looked around. One moment
he thought he could count on 32,000
|sradlite volunteers, the next he was | eft
with only 10,000. Consdering that the
Midianite army numbered at |east 135,000
(Judges 8:10), Gideon's diminished force

might have been cause for concern.

Gideon’s shrinking army

Gideon wasin for another shock.
God told him: “Gideon, you still have
too many men to fight the Midianites.
Take your remaining men down to the
water and let them drink. There's more
sorting to do, and those | select will do
battle. But the rest, like those before
them, should also return home” (Judges
7:4, paraphrased).

Ten thousand |sraeliteswelcomed a
cool, refreshing drink of water. The over-
whelming mgjority—9,700—got down
on their knees, placed their mouthsto the
water and drank. A relative handful, 300,
crouched and scooped water to their
mouths with their hands.

These 300, God said, would make
up hisarmy (Judges 7:4-8). God hand-
picked Gideon'sarmy: 300 men whose
most distinguishing characteristic was not
in proving themselves as mighty men of
vaor, but that they drank water froma
position different from the others.

From 32,000 to 300, Gideon'sarmy
became only afraction of what it had
been. Surely God knew what He was
doing, didn’t He? Gideon might have
wondered whether they all might be bet-
ter off going home. Had God forgotten
that Gideon'slittle band of soldierswould
face an experienced army outnumbering
them 450 to one? From all appearances,
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this situation made no sense.

God explained to Gideon His purpose
for allowing him such asmall army to
battle the physicaly and numericaly
superior Midianites. He was not about to
alow Israel to be able to boast that her
own strength had saved her (Judges 7:2;
1 Corinthians 1:27-29). That honor would
go to God aone. But God would work
through Gideon.

What led up to thisfateful Stuation?

Least likely to succeed

Among the judgeswho ruled Israel,
Gideon was one of the most faithful and
brave. Yet, when God appointed him to
save Israel from the Midianites, his
comments at the time showed that he
considered himself the least likely to
succeed: “O my Lord, how can | save
Isragl ? Indeed my clan isthe weakest in
Manasseh, and | am the least in my
father’shouse” (Judges 6:15). Yet God's
angel spoketo the contrary: “The LorD
iswith you, you mighty man of valor!”
(verse12).

Isthisabiblical oxymoron?Was God
blind to Gideon'sfear and uncertainty?
Not redlly. Looking to the future, God
saw Gideon's character after God
inspired, bolstered and worked with him.
God aready viewed Gideon asamighty
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But, just to make sure that God had

2% peformed the miracle, Gideon made

Hewas, after al, hidinginthe
winepresswhile threshing his crop of
whest for fear of the Midianiteswhen the
angel appeared to him (Judges 6:11).

Haven't wefound ourselvesin similar
Stuations?

Many centuries later the apostle Paul
wrote that God ismore concerned with
our spiritua strength than our physical
power. Paul illustrated thiswith hisown
example, revedling that he had requested
that God heal him from aphysical debili-
tation. However, God's response to Paull
showed that He would not hed him; it
would ultimately be better for Paul and
othersthat he not be hedled.

“And He said to me, ‘ My graceis suf-
ficient for you, for My strength is made
perfect in [your human] weakness . ..
For when | am wegk, then | am [spiritu-
aly] strong” (2 Corinthians 12:9-10).
God understands the human heart and
mind, that it isall too easy for usto take
credit for what isreally God's doing.
When we recogni ze that, God can use
us more effectively, as both Paul and
Gideon learned.

Asfar as Gideon was concerned, he
wasthe least likely to become success-
ful, especially asawarrior trying to
lead a quarreling and bickering nation
of Israglites.

Proofs of God’s intentions

Gideon requested proof from God that
He would be with him. Gideon cooked
meat and bread and presented them to
God's messenger. The angel told Gideon
to place them on arock, out of which fire
devoured the food.

Emboldened by this event, Gideon
sent messengers to the surrounding
Isradlitetribesto raise an army against
the Midianites. But apparently he soon
had second thoughts and desired more
reassurance from God. God patiently
alowed Gideon to choose his own proofs
of God's promises.

Gideon first requested that, when he
left the wool of asheep out overnight on
the threshing floor, God would alow the
dew to moisten only the wool, leaving

the Qirrot indina aronind dry

another request of God—thisone, in
Gideon's mind, more difficult. He asked
God to reverse the miracle and alow the
dew to moisten only the surrounding
ground, leaving the wooal dry.

Gideon knew the wool would absorb
the dew more easily than the hard ground
of the threshing floor, making thisan even
grester miracle. Again God did as Gideon
requested (Judges 6:39-40). Gideon was
convinced. Thiswas proof enough for
himto trust in God's calling.

The enemy delivered

Gideon must have taken heart when
32,000 fellow | sralites answered his call
for help againgt the Midianites. Then he
was likely bewildered as God scaed
down the army from 32,000 to 10,000,
then further to only 300.

God reassured Gideon: “By thethree
hundred men who lapped | will saveyou,
and deliver the Midianitesinto your
hand” (Judges 7:7). To reassure Gideon
further, God told him to go with his ser-
vant to the enemy camp at night to “ hear
what they say; and afterward your hands
shdll be strengthened to go down against
the camp” (verses9-11).

A formidable sight appeared to
Gideon’'s small army, for “the Midianites
and Amalekites, al the people of the Eat,
werelying in the valley as numerous as
locusts; and their camels were without
number, asthe sand by the seashorein
multitude” (verse 12).

But Gideon and Purah, his servant,
did as God instructed. They stealthily
made their way to the edge of the enemy
encampment, where they overheard an
amazing exchange between two soldiers.
“I have had adream,” said one. “To my
surprise, aloaf of barley bread tumbled
into the camp of Midian; it cameto a
tent and struck it so that it fell and over-
turned, and the tent collapsed.” His com-
panion responded, “ Thisis nothing else
but the sword of Gideon the son of
Joash, aman of Israel! Into his hand
God has delivered Midian and the whole
camp” (verses 13-14).

God had inspired these men to inform
Gideon precisdly of what God would do
for him. “And so it was, when Gideon
heard thetelling of the dream and itsinter-
pretation, that he worshiped. He returned
tothe camp of Isradl, and said, ‘Arise, for

the LorD has delivered the camp of Mid-
ianinto your hand'” (verse 15).

Theplanwassmplebut brilliant:
Gideon divided the 300 meninto three
groups, equipped each of themenwith
atrumpet and apitcher covering alighted
torch. Heingructed them, “When | blow
thetrumpet, | and dl who arewith me, then
you aso blow the trumpets on every side of
the whole camp, and say,  The sword of the
Lorp and of Gideon!"” (verse 18).

When they werein place surrounding
the Midianites camp, Gideon and his
small army blew their trumpets, shouted
their battle cry, broke their pitchersand
held their torches high. “When the three
hundred blew the trumpets, the LorD set
every man’'ssword againgt hiscompanion
throughout the whole camp; and the
[enemy] army fled to BethAcacia. .
(verse 22).

Inthe dark the Midianites panicked at
the tumult of shouting, trumpet blasts and
bresking pitchers and the sight of torches
surrounding them. In their terror and con-
fusion they fought and killed each other.
Gideon’s men emerged unscathed.

The judge who refused to be king

In spite of hisfame, Gideon remained
humble. When he had routed the Midian-
ites, the Isragliteswanted himtoruleasa
king over them. Gideon's memorable and
faithful words: “I will not rule over you,
nor shal my son rule over you; the LorD
shdl rule over you” (Judges 8:23).

Gideon’swords speak well of his char-
acter. Heknew that al human rulership
will eventualy fail, that God'srulership
isthe only lasting answer to mankind's
problems. Perhaps he understood that the
timeis coming during which thiswill
become redlity: Jesus Christ will reign
on earth in the Kingdom of God.

Gideon knew that only God could
exercisefair judgment on mankind. The
book of Judges recountsasad litany of
how inadequately man rules himself.

The book of Judges concludeswith,
“Inthose daystherewasnoking in
Israel; everyone did what wasright in his
own eyes’ (Judges 21:25). Some have
assumed that thisimplies that ahuman
king was the best answer to Israel’s back-
diding during the days of the judges.
Thisisnot true. God makesthis clear
through the prophet Samuel when the
Bible picks up the story of ancient
Israel’shistory: “Then dl the elders of



lllustration by Michael Woodruff

Gideon first requested that, when he left the wool of a
sheep out overnight on the threshing floor, God would
allow the dew to moisten only the wool, leaving the

surrounding ground dry. God did as Gideon requested.

Isradl gathered together and cameto
Samuel at Ramah, and said to him,
‘Look, you are old, and your sons do not
walk in your ways. Now makefor usa
king to judge uslikedl the nations. But
the thing displeased Samuel when they
said, ‘ Giveusaking to judge us. So
Samuel prayed to the Lorp. And the
LorD said to Samuel, ‘ Heed the voice of
the peoplein al that they say to you; for
they have not rejected you, but they have
rejected Me, that | should not reign over
them’” (1 Samudl 8:4-7).

Judges 21:25 is not advocating a
human king asthe solution for Isragl’s
problems throughout the time of the
book of Judges. Coupled with Samuel’s
experience in dealing with carnal,
unconverted people, it does help us
see that humans, in rejecting God'srule
over them, are incapable of rightly gov-

erning themselves.

Apparently Gideon understood the
ultimate importance and safety of having
God asman’'sRuler. Heknew thiswasa
far better outcome than being forced to
endure the unpredictability and subjectiv-
ity of human nature and ingrained vanity
and sdfishness of human leaders. Gideon
knew that God isaways merciful, patient
and just toward human beings, human
beings are seldom so.

Gideon'shumble, visionary attitude
made of him aconqueror before God and
aherointhe eyesof his countrymen.
Gideon's example provesto usthat,
through the faithfulness of afew, many
can be delivered and become conquerors.
With God the outcome doesn’t depend on
human might and strength (Zechariah
4:6), because afew plus God is better
than amagjority without Him! GN

Archaeology

Continued from page 26

York, 1980, pp. 286, 289).

Thusthe periodic backdiding of |srael
into Baa worship described in the book of
Judgesisaredistic depiction. Thedescrip-
tion draws support from the archaeologicd
findsthat document the strugglefor the
soul of lsradl. God persevered in sending
His messengersto warn His people of the
dangersof Baalism. An gpt description of
this struggle was penned by Nehemiah:

“And they took strong citiesand arich
land, and possessed housesfull of al
goods, cigterns dready dug, vineyards,
olive groves, and fruit treesin abundance.
So they ate and werefilled and grew fat,
and delighted themsalvesin Your great
goodness. Nevertheless they were disobe-
dient and rebelled against You, cast Your
law behind their backs and killed Your
prophets, who testified against them to
turn them to Yoursdlf; and they worked
great provocations.

“ThereforeYou ddlivered theminto the
hand of their enemies, who oppressed
them; and in thetime of their trouble,
when they cried to'You, You heard from
heaven; and according to Your abundant
merciesYou gave them ddliverers[judges]
who saved them from the hand of their
enemies. But after they had re<t, they again
did evil beforeYou. ThereforeYou left
theminthe hand of their enemies. .. Yet
when they returned and cried out to You,
You heard from heaven; and many times
You delivered them according to Your
mercies’ (Nehemiah 9:25-28).

A nation’s early years

Thebook of Judgesisnot just documen-
tation of ancient victoriesand heroic acts. It
representsaredigtic description of afledg-
ling nation that began to assmilaethe per-
verse culture of its defeated foes. The book
candidly reveds|srad’s struggle—not
aways successful—againg the barbaric
Canaaniterdigion. It explains|srad’sfre-
quent relgpses and resultant humiliating
defeatsat the hands of itsenemies. Through
it dl one congtant factor showsthrough:
God, whois concerned about the mord and
spiritud life of Hispeople

Futureissues of The Good Newswill
examine additional archaeologica finds
that confirm and help usunderstand the
biblicd record. 6N
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Festivals

Continued from page 23
ignorance and hardness of heart” (Eph-
esans4:17-18, NRSV).

Immediately after Christ’sreturn,
Satan'sinfluence over mankind will be
suspended for 1,000 years (Revelation
20:1-2). Thiswill fulfill what God earlier
predicted to Satan in the presence of Adam
and Eve (Geness 3:15). With Satan ban-
ished and his deceptive, destructiveinflu-
enceremoved, Chrigt will begin dispelling
theignorance of mankind and removing its
spiritud blindness (2 Corinthians 4:3-4).
At that time“the earth will befilled with
the knowledge of the glory of the Lorp, as
thewaters cover the seel’ (Habakkuk 2:14).

Chrigt’satoning sacrifice will then
be made availableto dl people on earth.
God'sintent, asexpressed in John 3:17,
will be accomplished: “For God did not
send His Son into the world to condemn
theworld, but that theworld through Him
might be saved”

The Day of Atonement was ingtituted
to remind usthat the atoning sacrifice of
Jesus Christisnot only for individual
Chrigiansin this present age but, after
Hereturns, for cleansing al of mankind
of dl sins. That atonement pavesthe way
for Him to gather al peoplesinto His
Kingdom during the 1,000 yearswhen
Satan isrestrained from confusing and
midleading them (Revelation 20:2-3).
The Day of Atonement thushas aclear
Chrigtian theme.

The Feast of Tabernacles

Then we cometo the Feast of Taber-
nacles. Thefirst timethisfestival ismen-
tioned inthe Bibleit iscaled the Feast
of Ingathering (Exodus 23:16). It wasthe
great autumn harvest festival that people
from al corners of the nation came
together to observe. All during the harvest
season they set aside animasand produce
especidly for thisweek of rejoicing.
Everyone enjoyed an abundance of food,
drink and fellowship. It was also acom-
memoration of the peace and safety God
had promised if they would diligently
obey Him. Notice the instructionsthey
weregiven:

“But when you cross over the Jordan
and dwell in the land which the Lorb your
God isgiving you to inherit, and He gives
you rest from al your enemiesround
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about, so that you dwell in safety, then
therewill bethe place wherethe LorD
your God choosesto make Hisname
abide. Thereyou shal bring dl that | com-
mand you . .. And you shdl regjoice before
the Lorb your God, you and your sonsand
your daughters, your mae and female ser-
vants, and the Levitewhoiswithinyour
gaes. .. (Deuteronomy 12:10-12).

Thisfestival isacelebration of God's
guidance, protection and blessingsfor His
people. Jesus Chrigt will givethose same
blessings even more abundantly to the
wholeworld when He returns and estab-
lishesHisreign on earth. What ancient
|srael was ableto enjoy for oneweek e the
end of thefall harvest merely represented
what Jesus Chrigt will bring to al mankind
when He assumestherole of King of kings
and Lord of lords.

Thejoyful Feast of Ingathering repre-
sentsthetime during which God will
gather the great harvest of humanity into
Hisfamily. It will bethetime“al Isradl
will be saved, asit iswritten: ‘ The Deliv-
erer will come out of Zion, and He will
turn away ungodliness from Jacob’”
(Romans 11:26). Buit this prophecy
appliesnot only to Israel. All people
will turnto God.

The prophet Daniel makesthisclear:

“| waswatching in the night visons, and
behold, One like the Son of Man, coming
with the clouds of heaven! He cameto the
Ancient of Days. .. Thento Himwas
given dominion and glory and akingdom,
that all peoples, nations, and languages
should serve Him. Hisdominionisan
everlagting dominion, which shal not pass
away, and Hiskingdom the onewhich
shdl not be destroyed” (Danid 7:13-14).

One final feast

Jugt as Jesus Chrigt’s 1,000-year reign
on earth (Revelaion 20:4) isfollowed by
another time characterized by amazing
events, 0 isthe Feadt of Tabernaclesfol-
lowed by another festival depicting those
events (Leviticus 23:34-36). Revelation
20:11-13 describesatimeduring which
al peoplewho have ever died without
hearing of Jesus Christ or learning God's
way of lifewill beresurrected and given
their opportunity to receive eternd life.

Thedead of dl the ages—peaplelike
the queen of Sheba, inhabitants of ancient
Nineveh and the people of Christ’stime—
will be resurrected together (Matthew
12:41-42). That resurrection of multiple

millions of people back to physicd, perish-
ablelifeisdetaled in Ezekid 37:1-14.
Theeare“therest of the dead” spoken

of in Revelation 20:5.

God'splan asdepicted in thesefestivas
isal-encompassing. Through thiswon-
drousdesign, dl peoplewill enjoy the
opportunity to learn God'struth and come
to repentance, because God “ desiresal
mento besaved” andis*not willing that
any should perish but that dl should come
to repentance”’ (1 Timothy 2:4; 2 Peter
3:9). Thisisthetimefor the vast mgority
of human beingsto be brought back to life
to receive their opportunity for savation.
Thousands of millions of humanswill
receive the gift of everlagting life.

Festivals kept today

Jesus Chrigt set usan example by
observing the biblical festivals, not
because they weretraditions of the Jewish
people, but because, from the beginning,
they represented Hispersond rolein
bringing the children of God into His
spiritual family.

Hisapostles, walking in Hisfootsteps,
continued observing the samefedtivals.

A considerable portion of Chritianity
observed them for centuries after His
death. Looking into thefuture, wefind a
continuation of the same pattern. The
prophet Zechariah tells usthat atendance
at the Feast of Tabernacleswill be required
of al peoplesafter Christ returns (Zech-
ariah 14:16).

Today therearedill Chrigtiansfaithfully
observing the same fetivals Christ kept.
These annud occasonswereindituted to
keep God'speople, indl ages, aware of
the key aspects of the mission and work of
thetrue Messiah. They are, indeed, Chrigt-
ian festivals. GN
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RECOMMENDED READING

For amore comprehensive expla-
nation of what Christians should
know about the festivalsthat reved
the essentials of God's plan, writefor
our free booklets God's Holy Day
Plan and What Is Your Destiny?

If youwould liketo spegk to a
minister about God'sfestivalsand
how they should be observed, please
contact usat the telephone number or
addressin your country—or the

country nearest you—on page 2.
- J




Prophecy

Continued from page 16
and of His Chrigt, and He shdll reignfor-
ever and ever!” (Reveldion 11:15).

But issomething wrong with this
sequence of events? Surely the Kingdom
of God wasn't established in the days of
the ancient Roman Empire (See“Why
Will Christ Return®?” p. 8). Jesus Christis
not enthroned asthe supremeruler of the
world (1 John 5:19). Was Daniel wrong
about the timing of these events?

Understanding Daniel’s prophecy

The answer isto befound whenwe
examine other propheciesthat speak of this
fourth kingdom. Welearn that the Roman
Empire, far from being forever gone and
forgotten, isdestined torise yet again!

The apostle John, nearing the end of
hislife, was given an astounding vision
by Jesus Christ (Revelation 1:1) of what
would happen during the remainder of
human history. Like Daniel, John was
inspired to write of the eventsleading
up to Christ’s second coming. Revelation
19 describes His gloriousreturn to
earth, culminating in the overthrow and
destruction of “thekings of the earth, and
their armies,” agreset falsereligious
leader, and something called “the beast”
(Revelation 19:19-20).

This“beast” correspondsto thefourth
kingdom, the Roman Empire, seenin sym-
bol by Nebuchadnezzar and interpreted by
Danidl. Both the beast seen by Johnand
theimage explained by Danid will exist
and be destroyed by Jesus Christ a His
return. Prophecy thusindicatesthet the
beast power and the Roman Empireare
oneandthesame.

An empire to rise again

Revelation 17 givesus additiona
detailsto help us understand the nature
of thisempire and how it could exist both
anciently and at Chrigt’sreturn, Thischap-
ter describesa scarlet beest . . . having
seven headsand ten horns’ (verse 3). Itis
described asexisting a one point intime,
then not existing, then existing again
(verses8, 11). Thisgivesusthekey to
understanding these sometimes-puzzling
prophecies. The Roman Empire existed
inthe pag, it does not exist now, but it will
riseto exist again.

Verse 10 hd ps usunderstand that the

seven heads of the beast represent “ seven
kings’ who rule over aspan of time.

A sudy of European history showsthét,
beginning with Jugtinian in 554, various
kings, emperors, dictatorsand other rulers
have, with varying degrees of success,
periodicaly revived the grandeur and
might of the Roman Empiresincetheorig-
ind empirgsfdl in 476. These prophecies
of Danid and Revelation indicate that the
empirewill rissagain.

Theimageinterpreted by Daniel had
feet and toes of iron mixed with clay. In
Revelation 17 we see what the 10 toes of
mixed iron and clay represent. The 10 toes
correpond to the 10 horns of the beast
seen by John. “Thetenhorns. . . areten
kingswho have received no kingdom as
yet, but they receive authority for one hour
askingswith the beest. Theseare of one
mind, and they will givetheir power and
authority to the beast. These will makewar
with the Lamb, and the Lamb will over-
comethem, for HeisLord of lordsand
Kingof kings. .. (verses12-14).

Now the picture becomes clearer. Just
before Chrigt’sreturn 10 “kings'—the
origina Greek indicatesrulers, not specifi-
caly kings—will unitein apoalitical, eco-
nomic and military dliance. Somewill be
stronger than others, just asiron isstronger
than clay. Because they represent various
nationditiesand cultures, they will be
divided inwaysother thanintheir ale-
gianceto the beast. The power and author-
ity that comefrom their confederation will
last only ashort time beforethey makethe
fatal mistake of resgting Chrit at His
return, at which timethey will be crushed
and destroyed (see “Armageddon: The
End of theWorld?" p. 17).

Itislikely, then, that agroup of 10lead-
ers, through dliances or other arrange-
ments, will giveriseto aunion that will
fulfill theseend-time events. Danidl’s
prophecy indicatesthat these leaderswill
preservetheir culturesand languages, o it
will not be onetotaly integrated group of
dates, such asthe United States, but 10
individua political and culturd entities
palitically and militarily united for acom-
mon purpose.

Some question whether the current
movesto unify European countriesarein
any way related to this prophesied power.
Itisinteresting to let history show the roots
of themovement. Michael Elliot of
Newsweek recently reported: “In January
1957, Sx nationssgned atregty onthe site

of theancient Roman Capitol, and brought
into being the European Economic Com-
munity . . . An aideto Paul-Henri Spaek,
the then Belgian foreign minister, remem-
bersthat hisbosssad, ‘ Do you think that
wehavelaid thefirst soneof anew
Roman Empire? Recdlstheaide, ‘Wefélt
very strongly wewere Romansthat day’ ”
(“Don't Spoil aSuccess,” Newswveek Mag-
azine, internationa edition, January 29,
1996, p. 40).

At theleast, theideaof beginning a
new Roman Empire was on the minds
of the founders of this organization of
nations. It has continued to prosper as
barriersto integration tumble one by one
and grester cooperation and unity in eco-
nomic and military affairs come about.
Timewill tell where these trendswill
leac—and how quickly.

Where are we now in prophecy?

Where doesthisleave us?With
mankind possessing the capacity to
destroy lifein severd ways, with Isradl in
control of Jerusalem and adesireamong
some | sradlisto restore the temple and sac-
rifices, and with strong and determined
effortsafoot to unify the nations of Europe,
wewould do well to heed the warnings of
biblical prophecy and not ignoreits con-
nection with world conditions. Of course,
these are by no meansthe only prophecies
towatch, but they provide aframework
withinwhich to view thefuture.

TheBibleisfull of God'sprecious
truthsfor adistracted and unbelieving
world. Thesetruthsinclude biblica
prophecy. Jesus Chrigt predicted His
Churchwould befaithfully proclaiming
the true gospel—or good news—of His
coming Kingdom asawitnessto l
nationsuntil it would befully accom-
plished. After this, He said, “the end will
come’ (Matthew 24:14). &N

RECOMMENDED READING

Do you know whet “ Kingdom of
God” means? Doesit exist now?Isthe
Church the Kingdom?How canwe
enter it? These and many other ques-
tionsare answered in our free booklet
The Gospd of the Kingdom. Please
request your copy by contacting usat
the address or telephone number in
your country—or the country nearest
you—listed on page 2.

- J
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Who Are We?

ho is behind The Good News
magazine?

Many readers have wondered who
we are and why we provide The
Good News free to anyone who
requestsit. Simply put, The Good
News s provided by people—people
from al walks of life, from al over
the world.

But those people share acommon
god: to proclaim the gospel of the
coming Kingdom of God to dl the
world as awitness and to teach dll
nations to observe what Christ
commanded (Matthew 24:14;
28:19-20).

We are dedicated to proclaiming
the same message Jesus Christ
brought: the wonderful good news
of the coming Kingdom of God

(Matthew 4:23;

2 | Luke 4:43, 8:1).
Gospel means
| “good news”
i and from this
The Good
News getsits
name.
Ml Themessage
Jesus brought
truly is good news:. the answer to all
mankind’s problems. Through the
pages of The Good News and various
booklets we show the biblical
answers to the dilemmas that have
defied human solution and threaten
the very survival of humankind.
We are committed to taking that
message to the entire world, teaching

the truth of God's purpose and plan

for mankind
as taught by
Jesus Christ.
Jesus aso
told Hisfol-
lowers,
“Freely you
have received,
freely give’ )
(Matthew 10:8). Hefreely shared

it with al who ask.

Jesus

aso command- B i
ed Hisfollowersto feed &=
His sheep (John 21:15-17). To fqu|II
this command, the United Church of
God has congregations and ministers
around the world. In these congrega
tions believers assemble to be
instructed from the Scriptures and to
fellowship. For locations and times
of servicesin your area, write or call
the addresses listed inside.Visitors
are aways welcome.

Using an ordinary fax machine,
you can dia (818) 294-0818 and get
instant information on a wide range
of topics. A complete menu of
choices guides you through how to

this message with us; we freely share

receive by fax information such as

Bible-study and sermon summaries,

news releases, details on our audio-

and videotape service, location of

ministers and congregations near
you, and more. Simply use the key-
pad on your fax machine to dial
the number, then follow the voice
instructions.

For additional information,
you can use your computer to
access our World Wide Web site
on the Internet. The address

http://www.ucg.or g/ gives you

T = ama]

access to general information, back
issues of The Good News, booklets
and more.

United Church of God

an International Association




