A Great Tribulation

Few themes linked with history’s end have drawn so much attention. Few are so emphasized in the Old Testament. When the prophets speak of the “Day of the Lord” (a phrase which like “that day” indicates the time of the end and God’s active involvement in it), they often sound much like Amos:

Woe to you who long for the Day of the Lord! Why do you long for the Day of the Lord? That day will be darkness, not light. It will be as though a man fled from a lion only to meet a bear, as though he entered his house and rested his hand on the wall only to have a snake bite him. Will not the Day of the Lord be darkness, not light—pitch-dark, without a ray of brightness?  Amos 5:18–20

While the “Day of the Lord” as a theological term encompasses all that happens in the extended period during which God fulfills His promises and brings history to its conclusion, the emphasis in most Old Testament passages is on the dark time of tribulation and judgment initiating that day.

The Day of the Lord is pictured as a terrible time for humanity; an era of purposeful judgment. Earth is wasted and emptied, its inhabitants devastated. There is gloom and darkness, trouble and woe, for God’s wrath is fully expressed against sinning humankind (cf. Deut. 4:30–31; Isa. 2:19; 24:1, 3, 6, 19–21; 26:20–21; Jer. 30:7; Dan. 9:27; 12:1; Joel 1:15; 2:1–2; Amos 5:18–20; Zeph. 1:14–15, 18).

According to the Old Testament, pagan nations and God’s people are both to experience the divine judgment, for this Tribulation is worldwide. As Jeremiah said:

“Look! Disaster is spreading from nation to nation; a mighty storm is rising from the ends of the earth.” At that time those slain by the Lord will be everywhere—from one end of the earth to the other. They will not be mourned or gathered up or buried. Jeremiah 25:32–33

Yet, with all the stunning terror of the Tribulation time, it is clear that it is intended to lead to deliverance.

How awful that day will be! None will be like it. It will be a time of trouble for Jacob, but he will be saved out of it. Jeremiah 30:7

I will take note of you as you pass under My staff, and I will bring you into the bond of the covenant. I will purge you from those who revolt and rebel against Me. Ezekiel 20:37–38

“In the whole land,” declares the Lord, “two-thirds will be struck down and perish; yet one-third will be left in it. This third I will bring into the fire; I will refine them like silver and test them like gold. They will call on My name and I will answer them; I will say, ‘They are My people,’ and they will say, ‘The Lord is our God.’ ” Zechariah 13:8–9

The time of trouble leads to this consummation. It is intended for cleansing (see also Rev. 7:9; 14:4) and intended as preparation for national conversion of Israel (cf. Ezek. 20:37–38; Zech. 13:1, 8–9).

So worldwide Tribulation does lie ahead. But even this most terrible of times is intended by God for good, and will move history toward His intended end.

The dark threads of prophetic warning about events associated with the time of the end can best be appreciated simply by reading the following passages:

Day of the Lord: Isaiah 2:12; 13:6; Ezekiel 13:5; 30:3; Joel 1:15; 2:1, 11, 31; Amos 5:18–20; Obadiah 15; Zephaniah 1:7, 14; Zechariah 14:1; Malachi 4:5.

Tribulation: Deuteronomy 4:30–31; Isaiah 2:19; 24:1, 3, 6, 19–21; 26:20–21; Jeremiah 30:7; Daniel 9:27; 12:1; Joel 1:15; 2:1–2; Amos 5:18–20; Zephaniah 1:14–15, 18.

The Cast of Characters
When the prophets spoke of history’s end there are certain characters or powers, which have leading roles.

Political powers. The Old Testament suggests that several power blocks will exist as the end time approaches. These include:

* The West. This power block is seen in Daniel 2:41–42; 7:7; and 8:9–26. It seems to be a coalition of 10 states, some weak and some strong, who comes under the influence of a political leader who will counterfeit the Messiah. These states occupy territory roughly that of the Roman Empire of Jesus’ day.

* The North. This represents a second great confederacy. It is described in Isaiah 30:31–33; Ezekiel 38:1–39:25; Daniel 11:40; Joel 2:1–17; and other passages. Nations called in the Old Testament Gog, Magog, Rosh, Meshech and Tubal have been identified as territory currently including Russia, Iran, certain Arab states, East Germany, and some Asian peoples.

* The East. This power is mentioned in Revelation 16:12, and indicates a coalition of Asian powers.

* The South. This is the final area, mentioned in Daniel 11:40. This is Egyptian or North African territory, and is the first power block to be confronted by the West and destroyed by it.

Teachers of prophecy make much of the fact, that for the first time in some 19 centuries of the Christian era, the political shape of our world fits the distribution of powers described in the Old Testament.

The personalities. The dominant personality associated with the end time is a person known as the Antichrist. He is described in great detail, and will be the leader of the Western power block. His character and his activities are presented in Ezekiel 28:1–10 and Daniel 7:7–8, 20–26; 8:23–25; 9:26–27; 11:36–45 as well as in the New Testament passages such as 2 Thessalonians 2:3–10 and Revelation 13:1–10.

While the Antichrist will at first appear to be a friend of Israel, he will quickly turn against her and set himself up as god (Dan. 9:27; 11:36–37). Israel itself will become a battleground.

Patterns. While exact details and sequences are difficult to follow, an extended passage in Ezekiel has been understood by many to give a general sequence of the events that lead to the intense persecution and culminating judgments of history’s end. In brief, the passage (Ezek. 38–39) suggests the following scenario.

* Ezekiel 38:1–6: The invaders are identified as Russia and her confederates, coming from the “far north” (v. 6) with many peoples.

* Ezekiel 38:7–9: Israel’s people, having returned from “many nations,” will finally be dwelling securely (possibly because of the treaty with the West).

* Ezekiel 38:10–14: In spite of a Western protest the invaders will sweep down on defenseless Israel to plunder her.

* Ezekiel 38:15–16: The invading army will be successful, covering the land like a cloud. Like other earlier invaders, these too are called to a ministry of judgment, purging Israel.

* Ezekiel 38:17–23: In a great cataclysm, God will act to destroy the invading army. The destruction will be so startling and its supernatural origins will be recognized by all: “And so I will show My greatness and My holiness, and I will make Myself known in the sight of many nations. Then they will know that I am the Lord” (v. 23).

* Ezekiel 39:9–11: The remaining war materials will become a resource for Jewish rebuilding. The battle will be followed by cleansing and forgiveness of Israel.

According to this interpretation, the destruction of Russia leaves a power vacuum and the West, led by Antichrist, is free to occupy Palestine and the adjacent oil fields of the OPEC nations.

If we sum up the events linked with these major characters in Old Testament prophecy, we come up with the following general outline of the time of the end.

(1) Israel makes a treaty with the Antichrist and occupies her land in false security.

(2) Russia invades Palestine.

(3) Russia and her allies are destroyed.

(4) The Antichrist breaks his treaty with Israel and the West occupies the land.

(5) A world government is formed under the Antichrist.

(6) All nations gather to battle around Jerusalem.

(7) Jesus returns to destroy the Gentile world powers and to rule.

The Glorious Kingdom
The last event on the list above is perhaps the most significant theme of the prophets. They speak powerfully of a coming kingdom, governed by a ruler who is to come from David’s line.

The coming king. The titles of this coming king make it very clear that the One of whom the prophets speak is Jesus, God Himself come in human form.

Here are some of those titles:

Jehovah (Isa. 2:2–4) Mighty God (Isa. 9:6) The Judge (Isa. 11:3–4) Lord Almighty (Isa. 24:23) The King (Isa. 33:17) Our Lawgiver (Isa. 33:22) Your God (Isa. 52:7) The Redeemer (Isa. 59:20) The Lord our Righteousness (Jer. 23:6) Ancient of Days (Dan. 7:13) The Most High (Dan. 7:22) Prince of princes (Dan. 8:25) The Anointed One (Dan. 9:25–26) The Lord (Micah 4:7)

In the earliest days, the promised throne was said to be the Lord’s own (1 Chron. 28:5; 2 Chron. 9:8; 13:8). The King is “God with us” (Isa. 7:14), to be born of a virgin in Bethlehem (Isa. 7:14; Micah 5:2). This Ruler’s authority will extend to the entire earth (Ps. 2:8; Isa. 11:9; 42:4; Jer. 23:5; Zech. 14:9), even though it will be centered in Jerusalem (Isa. 2:1–3; 62:1–7; Zech. 8:20–23). Ruling over a converted Israel (Isa. 11:11–12; 14:1–2; Jer. 23:6–8; 32:37–38; 33:7–9; Ezek. 37:21–25; Micah 4:6–8), the King will bring peace to Gentiles as well as to Israel (Pss. 72:11, 17; 86:9; Isa. 55:5; Dan. 7:13–14; Micah 4:2; Zech. 8:22).

This prophetic theme makes it increasingly clear that the King must be God Himself, a truth made especially plain in Isaiah 9:6–7.

For to us a Child is born, to us a Son is given, and the government will be on His shoulders. And He will be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace. Of the increase of His government and peace there will be no end. He will reign on David’s throne and over his kingdom, establishing and upholding it with justice and righteousness from that time on and forever. Isaiah 9:6–7

His wonderful rule. What will the restoration, of which the Old Testament speaks, be like, and how does it describe the earthly kingdom of the Messiah? The most famous description is found in Isaiah 11:1–9.

A shoot will come up from the stump of Jesse [the father of David], from his roots a Branch will bear fruit. The Spirit of the Lord will rest on Him—the Spirit of wisdom and of understanding, the Spirit of counsel and of power, the Spirit of knowledge and of the fear of the Lord—and He will delight in the fear of the Lord. He will not judge by what He sees with His eyes, or decide by what He hears with His ears; but with righteousness He will judge the needy, with justice He will give decisions for the poor of the earth. He will strike the earth with the rod of His mouth, with the breath of His lips He will slay the wicked. Righteousness will be His belt, and faithfulness the sash around His waist. The wolf will live with the lamb, the leopard will lie down with the goat, the calf and the lion and the yearling together; and a little child will lead them. The cow will feed with the bear, their young will lie down together, and the lion will eat straw like the ox. The infant will play near the hole of the cobra, and the young child put his hand into the viper’s nest. They will neither harm nor destroy on all My holy mountain, for the earth will be full of the knowledge of the Lord as the waters cover the sea. Isaiah 11:1–9

In this lengthy passage we see images repeated again and again. The supernaturally endowed ruler brings peace. The poor and the oppressed are cared for at last, while the wicked are judged. In many ways, the Messiah’s rule has a wonderful impact on human experience.

•     In place of war there will be peace (Isa. 9:4–7; 32:17–18; Ezek. 34:25, 28; Micah 4:2–3). •     In place of sin there will be holiness (Isa. 29:18–23; 35:8–9; Zeph. 3:11; Zech. 14:20–21).

•     In place of misery there will be comfort (Isa. 29:22–23; 61:3–7; 66:13; Jer. 31:23–25; Zech. 9:11–12). •     In place of injustice there will be justice (Isa. 42:1–4; 65:21–23; Jer. 31:23, 29–30).

•     In place of sickness there will be healing (Isa. 29:17–19; 35:3–6; 61:1–2; Jer. 31:8; Micah 4:6–7). •     In place of ignorance will be knowledge of the Lord (Isa. 11:1–2, 9; 41:19–20; 54:13; Hab. 2:14).

•     Instead of early death there will be preservation (Isa. 41:8–14; 62:8–9; Jer. 23:6; 32:27; Ezek. 34:27; Joel 3:16–17; Zech. 8:14–15; 9:17; 14:10–11). 
•     Instead of poverty there will be prosperity (Isa. 4:1; 65:21–22; Ezek. 34:26; Joel 2:21–27; Amos 9:13–14; Zech. 8:11–22; 9:16–17).

All these and other blessings are promised by the Old Testament prophets—when the King finally reigns.

