The Great Tribulation
Isa. 26: 16-21; Dan. 9: 26; 12: 1-2; Acts 1: 3, 6-9; Rev. 12: 13-17.
We come this evening to an important prophetic subject. There are many scriptures that bear upon it, therefore we will need to take the ‘helicopter view’.

1. The term ‘tribulation’

2. Time, duration, and nature of the Great Tribulation

3. Lessons we can learn
The Use of the Word ‘Tribulation’
Many references in the New Testament indicate that the normal expectation of the church upon the earth is one of trouble and persecu​tion. The absence of real persecution in some modern societies, such as with us, is an abnormality. 

The Lord said to His disciples before His death, ‘In the world you have tribulation’ (John 16. 33).

When Paul and Barnabas revisited the cities of Lystra, Iconium and Antioch, they exhorted the disciples to con​tinue in the faith, and that we must through much tribula​tion enter into the kingdom of God (Acts 14. 22).

The word ‘tribulation’ means ‘to press’ (as grapes), ‘to press together,’ ‘to press hard upon,’ and refers to ‘times of oppression, affliction, and distress’ (BAG). Greek word thlipsis is translated variously as ‘tribulation,’ ‘affliction,’ ‘anguish,’ ‘persecution,’ ‘trouble,’ and ‘burden.’ The word has been used in relation to:

· A woman giving birth to a child (John 16:21). she remembers no more the anguish,
· The afflictions of Christ (Col. 1:24). the afflictions of Christ in my flesh
· Great anxiety and burden of heart (2 Cor. 2:4). 
· A period known as the Great Tribulation (Rev. 7:14). 

Thus whilst tribulation is the expected lot of the Christian upon earth, we need to recognize that there is a coming period, spoken of as 'the great tribulation', during which the church will be with the Lord, having already been caught away, or raptured, from the world. We believe this to be so, for two main reasons:
1. The period marks the renewal of God's special dealings with Israel, prepara​tory to the setting up of the messianic kingdom.
2. the period is penal when God is dealing in judgement on apostate civilisations. The scriptures plainly declare that believers do not share in the judgement of this world, but ‘wait for his Son from heaven, whom he raised from the dead  - Jesus, who rescues us from the coming wrath.’ (1 Thess. 1. 10 NIV).

Just before His ascension the apostles ask our Lord a key question:

Act 1:6-7  So when they had come together, they asked him, ‘Lord, will you at this time restore the kingdom to Israel?’ He said to them, ‘It is not for you to know times or seasons that the Father has fixed by his own authority. 
He had been speaking to them recently about the kingdom of God. It is clear from this scripture that our Lord does not dismiss this question as ill-judged, or ridicule the idea of the kingdom ever being restored. By implication, therefore, there will be time yet future when indeed the kingdom is to be restored to Israel.

Luke 21:24  And they shall fall by the edge of the sword, and shall be led captive into all the nations: and Jerusalem shall be trodden down of the Gentiles, until the times of the Gentiles be fulfilled. 

To quote W. E. Vine (Expository Dictionary):-

In Rev_7:14, ‘the great tribulation,’ RV, lit., ‘the tribulation, the great one’ (not as AV, without the article), is not that in which all saints share; it indicates a definite period spoken of by the Lord in Mat_24:21, Mat_24:29; Mar_13:19, Mar_13:24, where the time is mentioned as preceding His second advent, and as a period in which the Jewish nation, restored to Palestine in unbelief by gentile instrumentality, will suffer an unprecedented outburst of fury on the part of the antichristian powers confederate under the Man of Sin (2Th_2:10-12; cp. Rev_12:13-17); in this tribulation Gentile witnesses for God will share (Rev_7:9), but it will be distinctly ‘the time of Jacob's trouble’ (Jer_30:7); its beginning is signalized by the setting up of the ‘abomination of desolation’ (Mat_24:15; Mar_13:14, with Dan_11:31; Dan_12:11).
Our subject this evening belongs to these end-time events when God will prepare Israel and the world at large for the establishment of the visible reign of His Son, Jesus Christ.
[Contrary to what many seem to believe, the NT does not teach that Israel has no future and that all the blessings pronounced upon the penitent remnant of Israel in the OT have now been inherited by the church. Convenient . . . but more than a little inconsistent!]
· A host of OT prophecies of restoration specific to Israel and Jerusalem city must have their fulfilment.

· There are key passages in the Revelation which appear to point directly to Israel/ Jerusalem. For example:-
Rev 11:8  And their dead bodies lie in the street of the great city, which spiritually is called Sodom and Egypt, where also their Lord was crucified.
· Romans 9-11 show that God at length will be glorified in Israel and the result will be world-wide blessing.   [Rom. 11. 15  For if their rejection means the reconciliation of the world, what will their acceptance mean but life from the dead?]

In thinking of ‘the great tribulation’ we must bear in mind that prophecy has often a near, or limited fulfilment as well as a final one.
The local or limited fulfilment of 'the great tribulation’ was, by a fairly general consensus, at the time of the destruction of Jerusalem by the Roman army of Titus in AD 70, Luke 21. 20ff. It is believed by some that the sign of 'the abomination of desolation' was the desecration of the temple by Jewish zealots. Warned by this, or in some other way, the Jewish Christians did undoubtedly escape over the mountains to the city of Pella.

The Lord, however, was speaking of something much more than the terrible tribulation of the overthrow of Jerusalem. He had referred His disciples to the prophecy of Daniel and, in speaking of great tribulation, He still has Daniel’s prophecy in mind. The first verse of the last chapter reads, ‘. . .  there shall be a time of trouble, such as never was since there was a nation even to that same time.’ If this verse is taken in its context, the time referred to is 'the end time.' A careful study of the relevant passages in Daniel and in Revelation will show that the great tribulation is associated with the peak of the Beast's power, and that the duration is definitely limited. 
When God acts in grace it is 'the acceptable year of the Lord' but when He acts in judgement, it is ' the day of vengeance of our God.' The 'day of grace' has lasted nearly two thousand years, but ' the little moment' of wrath will be limited to a space of forty-two months or three and a half years (Rev. 13. 5). This stated period of time is an unmistakeable link with the final half week of Daniel 9, where the Beast, the 'coming prince’ (Dan. 9) confirms a covenant with many for one week - or ‘seven’ (a week of years, or seven years, is the generally accepted interpretation) but in the midst of the week breaks it.

Having noticed the time of the tribulation and its duration, let us consider its character. 
To avoid confusion it will be well to bear in mind three distinct things:

1. The tribulation visited upon the godly by the tyrannical regime of ‘the Beast’ and the ‘False Prophet’.
2. The oppression of all mankind under their despotic rule.
3. The progressively severe judgements of God unleashed upon the world.
1. Persecution of the godly by the Beast
We note first of all the persecution of the godly. The global dictator ‘the Beast’ reaches the zenith of his power and shows him​self in his true character as the enemy of God and of all goodness. Energized by Satan who is come down to earth, having great wrath (Rev. 12. 12), he focuses his malice upon Israel, typified in Revelation by the figure of the woman. There will, however, be refuge for the faithful remnant for in the wilderness she is nourished for a time and times and half a time (= three and a half years.) 

Isa. 26. 20: ‘Come, my people, enter thou into thy chambers, and shut thy doors about thee. Hide thyself as it were for a little moment, until the indignation be overpast‘. This persecution is not confined to Israel. We read that the dragon makes war with her seed which keep the commandments of God and have the testimony of Jesus. It seems that all those who through the faithful witness of godly Israelites shall be true to God in that evil day, will be subjected to the fiercest persecution. Even as it is now, so then will it be true, ‘They overcame him by the blood of the Lamb, and by the word of their testimony: and they loved not their lives unto the death‘, (Rev. 12. 11).

2. Oppression of all mankind 
The second feature of the great tribulation is the oppression of all mankind. 
In our day we hear a great deal about freedom, the liberating benefits of democracy, the education etc. In spite, however, of all this boasted freedom, there is the ever-present bondage of fear. Man in sin and without Christ can never be free. The end time is marked by the most terrible bondage. Men no doubt still proclaiming their freedom, will be subjected to ruthless control on the part of the trinity of evil (Satan, the Beast, and the False Prophet) = a Satanic parody of the Holy Trinity. All must worship the beast; all, both small and great, rich and poor, must receive the mark of the beast. Without that mark it will be impossible either to buy or sell (Rev. 13. 16, 17).
3. Catastrophic divine judgements

The third and most awful feature of the period is the series of catastrophic judgements that fall upon the earth. While Matthew 24 deals especially with Judea, in Luke 21 we read that there shall be distress of nations, with per​plexity.    No part of the earth will be exempt from the storm of divine judgement. ‘Because thou hast kept the word of My patience, I also will keep thee from the hour of temptation which shall come upon all the world, to try them that dwell upon the earth (lit. ‘earth-dwellers’) ‘ (Rev. 3. 10). The judgement begins with the breaking of the seals (Rev. 6 and 8, v. 1). Seven trumpets are then blown (Rev. 8:7 to end of ch. 9, and ch. 11, v. 15). Finally, seven golden bowls 'full of the wrath of God' are poured out upon the earth (Rev. 16). A careful reading of the pas​sages referred to will show a terrible intensification of judgement, so terrible indeed that we can appreciate the words of our Lord Jesus, ‘ Except those days should be shortened, there should no flesh be saved: but for the elect's sake those days shall be shortened‘, (Matt. 24. 22). Immediately after the tribulation of those days shall appear the sign of the Son of Man in heaven—the clear indication that the King is coming immediately to take the universal dominion which is His by right.
Finally, very tragic statements that are made concerning men in the most intense part of the great tribulation,  Rev. 16: 9, 11, 21.
 ‘They blasphemed the name of God . . . they repented not to give Him glory . . . they blasphemed the God of heaven . . . and repented not of their deeds’. Humanity, enslaved by sin, privileged by the gospel, suffering the judgement of God, still remains stubbornly unre​pentant. 

[In this respect we might compare with these judgements the plagues of Egypt, which increased in severity, yet Pharaoh hardened his proud heart until the final overwhelming blow (Exodus 4-12)]
Lessons
· When men systematically reject His salvation through Jesus Christ, God abandons them to their apostasy.

· God will intervene in judgement (‘Revelation’ is the book of His judgements – it begins at the house of the God / Rev 1-3: cp. 1 Pet. 4:17.
· God will have His servants and witnesses even amidst this unprecedented period of history
· The sovereignty of God - God can use Satan and evil men to accomplish His purposes – a key phrase in Revelation: ‘it was given…’ Rev. 13:7  And it was given unto him to make war with the saints, and to overcome them: and power was given him over all kindreds, and tongues, and nations.
· God will head up all things in Christ, Eph. 1. 10. The tribulation is brought to an end by the defeat of the enemies of God and Christ, and the establishment of the millennial (1000 year) kingdom, Rev. 20.
Happily, it is still the day of God’s grace. How earnest and persistent we should be in our proclamation of the gospel that people may flee from coming wrath!
K. Totton 
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