The Past Great Tribulation

ke M essiah 1975? The Tribulation 19767

Thiswas the title of an article that
appeared in The Jack Van Impe Crusade Newsl| etter
in April of 1975. While Van Impe stated, “We do
not believe in setting dates concerning the return of
Christ,” he does believe that we can ascertain the
nearness of Jesus' return based on certain “signs.”
All we can know isthat He “is near.”*

Van Impe and many like him base their
assumptions on a misreading and misdating of
Jesus' Olivet Discourse. He wrote: “ Jesus did say,
‘“When you shall see all these things, know that it
[or He] is near, even at the doors.” Hisreferencein
that twenty-fourth chapter of Matthew isto false
christs, wars, famines, pestilences, earthquakes and
numerous other happenings.”?

Salem Kirban has struck a similar prophetic
chord. When he wrote Countdown to Rapturein
1977, he was sure that the rapture was near. For
Kirban, the state was “being set for this final world
catastrophe which will culminate in the Battle of
Armageddon... a battle where 200 million will
die!”® In 1977, when the Shah of Iran was till in
power, this Islamic nation was the prophetic
bogeyman. Supposedly, with the infusion of aid
from the United States and the former Soviet Union,
Iran was “to be a principal forcein the Middle
East.”* Theincreased militancy of mid-eastern
dictatorships and seemingly overnight revival of
| slamic fundamentalism would “launch the Battle of
Armageddon. And the stageis being set...right
now!® After listing how the world has changed
morally in past decades, Kirban concludes. “Those
of usfamiliar with Scripture can easily see the
handwriting on the wall asthe way is prepared for
the coming Antichrist...... Evidences that surround
us show us that this old world is on the verge of a
nervous breakdown ... and no amount of Valium
can resolve the problem. Based on these
observations, it is my considered opinion, that the
time clock is now at 11:59.”°

As has been shown in previous chapters, the
“signs’ that contemporary date-setters use to justify
their belief that the rapture is the next prophetic
event, followed by a great tribulation, the rise of
antichrist, and Armageddon, are found in Matthew
24, Mark 13, and Luke 21. John F. Walvoord, a
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leading spokesman for the theory that the events
described in Matthew 24 are yet to be fulfilled,
believes that the timeis near for the rapture. Inan
interview with USA Today, when asked if the
prophetic clock isticking, Walvoord answered
“Yes.”” Walvoord wrote in another context:

In the predictions that Christ made almost
2,000 years ago, He accurately portrayed the
progressin the present age. In[Matt. 24:]4-14
He predicted at |east nine distinctive features of
the period: (1) false christs (vv. 4-5); (2) wars
and rumors of wars (vv. 6-7); (3) famines (v.7);
(4) pestilence (v7, KIV); (5) earthquakes (v.7);
(6) many martyrs (vv. 8-10); (7) false prophets
(v. 11); (8) increase in wickedness with love
growing cold (v. 12); (9) worldwide preaching
of the Gospel of the kingdom (vv. 13-14).
Luke 21:8-24 records similar prophecies.®

Of course, these predictions describe
conditions prior to the destruction of Jerusalem in
A.D. 70. That generation would not pass away until
all these things took place (Matthew 24:34). Itis
inappropriate therefore to interpret them so that they
are removed from their first-century context and
their obvious application to the then-existing temple
and Jewish nation and project them into the distant
future.

In 1980 Hal Lindsey told his readersthat “The
decade of the 1980s could very well be the last
decade of history aswe know it.”® Lindsey has
been so sure that the end is near that in 1970 he
wrotein The Late Great Planet Earth that he
believes the Antichrist “is alive today—alive and
waiting to come forth.”*® The Middle East war
against Irag in early 1991, Lindsey told us, was
“’ setting the stage’ for that last, climactic war.”**

Charles Ryrie, best known for the Ryrie Sudy
Bible, expresses similar sentiments based on his
understanding of Matthew 24. He writes that “ Jesus
said that these coming days will be uniquely
terrible. Nothing in al the previous history of the
world can compare with what liesin store for
mankind. ‘For then there will be great distress,
unequaled from the beginning of the world... and
never to be equaled again’” (Matt. 24:21, NIV).*



Tim LaHaye believesin afuture great
tribulation based on passages of Scripture that
found their fulfillment in the destruction of
Jerusalemin A.D. 70. Because of his pre-
tribulational rapture doctrine, he also believes that
“the church will be raptured before the Tribulation
begins....”** The determination on how near the
rapture might be is based upon a faulty reading of
the signs outlined by Jesus in Matthew 24. While
LaHaye does not set a date for the rapture or for the
great tribulation, he does tell usthat “Jesusis
coming. Soon! Maybe today. Maybe tonight.
Maybe before | draw my next breath.”14 Jack Van
Impeis equally emphatic when he writes, based on
world conditions, “The Rapture is near, my
friend...the signs are all around us.”

Billy Graham writes that “the words of Christ
in Matthew 24, in which He spoke of the signs of
the end of the age,” along with other prophetic
passages, “remain powerful and evocative images
of what may liejust ahead.”*® It isin this chapter of
Matthew’ s gospel that Graham believes “ Christ tells
precisely how the last days of planet Earth will
unfold.”*” It is Graham’s misinterpretation and
misplacement of the time when the “signs” in
Matthew 24 appear that leads him to this erroneous
conclusion. Jesus was describing events that would
come upon that first-century generation.

A Past Great Tribulation

Can any of these modern-day predictions be
justified by an appeal to Matthew 24, especially
verse 21? | do not believe they can. Authors who
promote such a scenario as being based on “Bible
prophecy” ought to be held accountable for their
repeatedly mistaken predictions. “ Anyone who buys
aprediction of a scriptural end-of-the-show
schedule ought to ask for a double-your-money-
back guarantee if the interpretation turns out to be a
lot of hooey. Lindsey, John Walvoord and awhole
string of evangelists would need a federal
bailout.”*®

Isthe great tribulation of Matthew 24 a
description of afuture seven-year period where the
Antichrist makes a covenant with Israel and then
turns on the Jews, bringing about worldwide
destruction?

“Therewill be a great tribulation, such as has
not occurred since the beginning of the world
until now, nor ever shall” (Matt. 24:21).

One reason offered for the belief that the great
tribulation is still afuture event is the seemingly
unqualified statement in Matthew 24:21 concerning
a“great tribulation, such as has not occurred since
the beginning of the world until now, nor ever
shall.” Thislanguageis nearly identical to Ezekiel
5”9: “And because of all your abominations, | will
do among you what | have not done, and the like of
which | will never do again.” Ezekiel 5:9 refersto
the destruction of Jerusalem in the sixth century B.C.
by the Babylonians, and yet Bible commentators
who hold out for ayet future great tribulation state
that “never again would God execute a judgment
like this.”*® But God did execute a greater
judgment in the destruction of Jerusalemin A.D. 70,
and dispensationalists claim that there will be yet an
even greater tribulation sometime in the near future.
The language of Ezekiel 5:9 and Matthew 24:21 is
obviously proverbia and hyberbolic.?’

Whilethefall of Jerusalem in a.d. 70 was
certainly a calamity for the Jews, futurists argue, it
was not the great tribulation that will take place on a
worldwide scale. The tribulation described by Jesus
in Matthew 24 was local, confined to Judea, Jesus
condemns the scribes and Pharisees (chapter 23)
and tells them that these judgments will come upon
“this, that” is, their generation (23:36). He mourns
over the city of “Jerusalem” (23:37), not the world,
and pronounces judgment upon the temple, leaving
it, not a future temple, “desolate” (23:38; 24:2).

The people livein houses with flat roofs
(24:17). The Sabbath is still in force with itsrigid
travel restrictions (24:20). In Mark’ s account of the
Olivet Discourse we learn that the disciples will be
delivered “up to the courts,” “flogged in the
synagogues,” and made to “stand before governors
and kings’ (13:9). Jesus uses similar wordsin
Matthew 10:17-18 when He sends the twelve out as
witnesses to Israel: “But beware of men, for they
will deliver you up to the courts, and scourge you in
their synagogues; and you shall even be brought
before kings for My sake, as atestimony to them
and to the Gentiles.” The book of Acts records the
fulfillment of Jesus’ prediction of religious and
political tribulation (4:1-22; 5:17-40; 8:1-3; 12:1-9;



14:19-20; 16:22-23; 22:30-23:11) in the period
before the destruction of Jerusalem.?* The existence
of these religious and political tribunalsisindicative
of what life waslikein first-century Judea. The
tribulation had reference to the Jews, the people of
Judea (Matt. 24:16; Luke 21:20-24); it was not a
worldwide tribulation.”

Those who remained in Jerusalem up until the
time of the temple’s destruction had to be able to
“see the abomination of desolation” (24:15). People
around the globe will have no such advantage if
what Jesus is describing here refers to aworldwide
tribulation period. The only ones who can benefit
are those who can see the temple. The tribulation
period cannot be global because all one hasto do to
escape is flee to the mountains. Notice that Jesus
says “let those who are in Judea flee to the
mountains’ (24:16). Judeais not the world; it’s not
even the nation of Israel!

“ And unless those days had been cut short, no life
would have been saved; but for the sake of the elect
those days shall be cut short” (Matt. 24:22).

“Those days’ refersto the tribulation period
leading up to Jerusalem’ s destruction. The sign of
“Jerusalem surrounded by armies’ (Luke 21:20)
was awarning to “the elect”—the Jewish Christians
living in Jerusalem and its environs—to leave the
city so they would not be caught in the impending
conflagration. “No life would have been saved”
refersto no life in Judea since Judeaisthe
geographical context. James Stuart Russell
comments:

During the three years and a half which
represent with sufficient accuracy the duration
of the Jewish war, Jerusalem was actually in
the hands and under the feet of a horde of
ruffians, whom their own countryman
[Josephus] describes as * slaves, and the very
dregs of society, the spurious and polluted
spawn of the nation.” The last fatal struggle
may be said to have begun when Vespasian
was sent by Nero, at the head of sixty thousand
men, to put down the rebellion. Thiswas early
intheyear A.D. 70, and in August A.D. 70 the
city and the temple were a heap of smoking
ashes.?®

One of the first things we should recognize
about Jesus' wordsis an implied shortening of the
tribulation that was coming. If God had allowed
those “very dregs of society” to continue in their
rebellion, not a single soul would have been left
alivein Jerusalem. But for the sake of the elect the
tribulation period was cut short. God aso
restrained the Romans from venting their anger
completely.

Luke identifies the tribulation period as being
confined to the land of Israel and the people living
therein thefirst century: “Woe to those who are
with child and to those who nurse babes in those
days; for there will be great distress upon the land,
and wrath to this people” (Luke 21:23). The land of
Israel isin view, and “this people” refersto the
Jews living in Isragl at the time when Jerusalem is
“surrounded by armies’ (21:20), an event that
occurred just prior to Jerusalem’ s destruction in
A.D. 70. “Theland should be taken in the restricted
sense which we give the word, the country.—St
Paul seems to allude to the expression, wrath upon
this people, in Rom. ii.5-8 and | Thess. ii.16.”%*
This means that the intention of “no life would have
been saved” (24:22) refersto those living in Judea
(24:16) at that time. If Jesusisreferring to the
entire world, then how would fleeing to the
mountains help? Since Jesus offers asimple way to
escape the coming judgment, the judgment must be
local.

“ Then if any one saysto you ,” Behold, hereis
the Christ,; or ‘There Heis,” do not believe
him. For false christs and false prophets will
arise and will show great signs and wonders,
so asto mislead, if possible, even the elect.
Behold, | have told you in advance. If
therefore they say to you, ‘Behold, Heisin the
wilderness,” do not go forth, or, ‘Behold, heis
in the inner rooms,” do not believe them”
(Matt. 24:23-26).

It's possible that the description of eventsin
Matthew 24:23 is different from the signs described
by Jesus earlier when He said that many would
come in His name saying “I am the Christ” (24:5)
and that “false prophets’” would arise to “mislead
many” (24:11). Inall likelihood, Jesus is describing



events separated by an interval of time. Jesus gives
the impression that His coming in judgment would
be near the end of that present generation. False
christs and fal se prophets would appear soon after
His ascension, “but that is not yet the end: (24:6).
As Roman oppression increased, the unbelieving
Jews embraced an increasing number of messianic
figures hoping to be delivered. One of the earliest
was Simon, a man who “ astonished them with his
magic arts.” He was thought to be “what is called
the Great Power of God” (Acts 8:10).

The Apostle Paul describes those in his day
who acted like “ Jannes and Jambres,” the two
sorcerer high priests who “opposed Moses” (2 Tim.
3:8). They were said to “oppose the truth, men of
depraved mind, rejected as regards the faith” (3:8).
Jannes and Jambres used “great signs’ in an attempt
to mislead the peoplein Moses day be using
deception to duplicate the true miracle of Aaron’s
rod turning into a serpent (Ex. 7:10-12).

The men Paul had in mind in his day were the
same peopl e Jesus warned about in His Olivet
Discourse. Infact, Paul himself was thought to be
“the Egyptian who some time ago stirred up arevolt
and let four thousand men of the Assassins out into
the wilderness’ (Acts21:38). Thisincidentis
reminiscent of Jesus' words about those who will
give support for afalse prophet claiming that “Heis
inthe wilderness” (Matt. 24:26). Those who had
rejected their Messiah at the “time of [their|
visitation” (Luke 19:44), the same people who
wanted “to make Jesus king” to overthrow the
tyrants of Rome (John 6:15), were still looking for a
political savior right up until the time of Jerusalem’s
destruction. Josephus writes:

A false prophet was the occasion of these
peopl€’ s destruction, who had made a public
proclamation in the city that very day, that God
commanded them to get upon the temple, and
that there they should receive miraculous signs
of their deliverance. Now, there was then a
great number of false prophets suborned by the
tyrants to impose upon the people, who
denounced this to them, that they should wait
for deliverance from God....

Josephus describes how a star resembling a
sword stood over the city. He also chroniclesthe
sighting of a comet showing its brightness for afull

year. Other inexplicable events are recounted, most
of which were probably false but had the effect of
persuading the people that their deliverance was at
hand: “A heifer, as she was led by the high priest to
be sacrificed, brought forth alamb in the midst of
the temple.”® No doubt false prophets and false
messiahs fabricated these stories to bolster their
credibility with the terrorized popul ation.

“For just as the lightning comes from the east,
and flashes even to the west, so shall the
coming of the Son of Man be” (Matt. 24.27).

Jesus would come “just as the lightning come
from the east,” that is, quickly and without warning.
In the Bible, lightning often signifies the presence
of the Lord and His coming in judgment (Ex. 19:16;
20:18; Job 36:30; Ezek. 21:15, 28; Zech. 9:14).
God was not physically present during any of these
Old Testament comings, but His presence was
obvious, as the reaction of the people will testify:
“And when the people saw it, they trembled and
stood at adistance” (Ex. 20:18). The lightning and
thunder did not terrify the people. They had seen
such things before. What frightened them was the
reality that the Lord had come. What the people
saw was the manifestation of the Lord’s coming
even though they did not actually see Him. Ina
similar way, lightning is associated with the coming
of the Lord in Deuteronomy 33: “The LORD came
from Sinai, and dawned on them from Seir; He
shone forth from Mount Paran, and He came from
the midst of ten thousand holy ones; at His right
hand there was flashing lightning for them.” Was
God physically present? Hewas not. Did He
come? Most certainly! Jesus warned the churches
of Ephesus (Rev. 2:5), Pergamum (2:16), and Sardis
(3:3) that He would come in judgment if they did
not repent. Were any of these comings the second
coming?

All of the signslisted in Matthew 24 have
reference to the destruction of Jerusalemin A.D. 70.
While there is no doubt that many today look at
current world conditions and surmise that the
rapture must be near, this view isimpossible based
on what we've learned thus far. Jesus established
the time frame for Jerusalem’ s destruction—it
would occur within a generation. Before forty years
passed, Jerusalem would be “trampled underfoot by



the Gentiles until the times of the Gentiles be
fulfilled” (Luke 21:24). The “times of the Gentiles”
refers to the four kingdom nations depicted in
Daniel 2. Romeisobviously the fourth and final
kingdom to oppress the Jews. With the destruction
of the temple and the city of Jerusalem, the “time of
the Gentiles’ is completed (see Rev. 11:2).
Claiming that the great tribulation is a past
event is not meant to minimize the realities of
persecution that take place around the world in our
day. Wewill always have tribulation, tribulation
that is overcome in Jesus (John 16:33). Entry into
the kingdom comes through “much tribulation”
(Acts 14:22). What we will not have is arapture
that will remove us where tribulation is areality.

The Wrath of the Lamb

Matthew 24:27 reveals that Jesus is somehow
participating in Jerusalem’ s destruction. Thisis
exactly the point. When the temple was ransacked
by Nebuchadnezzar, we read that “ the Lord gave
Jehoiakim king of Judah into his hand, along with

some of the vessels of the house of God” (Dan. 1:2).

Nebuchadnezzar “besieged” Jerusalem, but God
orchestrated the entire affair.

Who gave Jacob up for spoil, and Isragl to

plunderers?

Was it not the Lord, against whom we have
sinned,

And in whose ways they were not willing to
walk,

And whose law they did not obey?

So He poured out on him the heat of His anger

And the fierceness of battle;

And it set him aflame all around,

Y et he did not recognize it;

And it burned him, but he paid no attention.
(Isa. 42:24-25)

Jesus came “like lightning” to set Jerusalem
“aflame al around.” If you recall, it was Titus, as
God' s representative agent, who set the temple on
fireand leveled the edifice. God calls Assyriathe
“rod of My anger, and the staff in whose hands in
My indignation” (Isa. 10:5). Assyriawas sent by
God “against a godless nation... to capture booty
and to seize plunder, And to trample them down
like mud in the street’ (10:6).

In A.D. 70 Rome was sent by God to fulfill a
similar task. “Our Lord forewarns His disciples that
His coming to that judgment-scene would be
conspi cuous and sudden as the lightning-flash
which revedlsitself and seemsto be everywhere at
the same moment.”?

On Hisway to the cross, Jesus had prophesied
what would happen to the generation of Jews who
rgected Him: “Daughters of Jerusalem, stop
weeping for Me, but weep for yourselves and for
your children. For behold, the days are coming
when they will say, ‘Blessed are the barren, and the
wombs that never bore, and the breasts that never
nursed.” Then they will begin TOSAY TO THE
MOUNTAINS, ‘FALL ON US,” AND THEHILLS ‘COVER
us'” (Luke 23:28-30). Who brought this judgment?
As Jerusalem’ s destruction drew near for that
generation, “they said to the mountains and to the
rocks, ‘Fall on us and hide us from the presence of
Himwho sits on the throne, and from the wrath of
the Lamb; for the great day of their wrath has come;
and who is able to stand?’ (Rev. 6:16-17). It was
the “wrath of the Lamb [Jesus]” that brought
judgment to Israel. Luke 23:28-30 was fulfilled
before that generation passed into oblivion.
Remember, Jesus told the “ Daughters of Jerusalem”
to “weep for yourselves and your children.” No
future generation wasin view here. Thisismore
evidence that the Book of Revelation was written
before Jerusalem was destroyed.?®

"Wherever the corpseis, there the vultures
will gather’ (Matt. 24:28).

The Greek word translated “eagle” in many
Bible versionsis best translated “vulture” in this
context. Did Jesus' disciples understand what He
had in mind when He uttered this seemingly cryptic
saying? Being familiar with the Hebrew Scriptures,
they would have immediately recognized the words
of Jeremiah judging those who pervert God's
covenant (Jer. 7:33).

Jesus was acting out in word and deed the
prophecies given to Jeremiah centuries before.
Notice the similarities between what Jeremiah and
Jesus did. Jeremiah wasto “stand in the gate of the
LORD’ s house” and proclaim God’ s Word to the
people (Jer. 7:2; compare with Matt. 23:36; 24:1).
The people were not to “trust in deceptive words,



saying, ‘ Thisisthe temple of the LORD, the temple
of the LoRD, the temple of the LORD’” (Jer. 7:4;
compare with Matt. 24:2). The temple was
meaningless without obedience: “ Thus says the
LoRrD of hosts, the God of Israel, ‘ Amend your
ways and your deeds, and | will let you dwell in this
place'” (Jer. 7:3; compare the Matt. 24:5-11). The
temple, the house “which is called by My name,”
God says, has “become a den of robbers’ (Jer. 7:11,
compare with Matt. 21:13; 24:15).

These deeds had led God to reject and forsake
“the generation of Hiswrath” (Jer. 7:29b; compare
with Matt. 23:36; 24:34). How would this rejection
take place? Dayswould come when “the dead
bodies of this people will be food for the birds of the
sky, and for the beasts of the earth; and no one will
frighten them away. Then | will make to cease
from the cities of Judah and from the streets of
Jerusalem the voice of joy and voice of gladness,
the voice of the bridegroom and the voice of the
bride; for the land will become aruin” (Jer. 7:33-
34). Later in Jeremiah, God revives His complaint
against His disobedient covenant people: “And |
shall make void the counsel of Judah and Jerusalem
in this place, and | shall cause themto fall by the
sword before their enemies and by the hand of those
who seek their life; and | shall give over their
carcasses as food for the birds of the sky and the
beasts of the earth” (Jer. 19:7; compare with Matt.
24:28).

The Jerusalem of Jesus' day, because of its
dead rituals, was a carcass, food for the scavenging
birds, the Roman armies. Thisisan appropriate
description of Jerusalem’s acts of abomination. In
addition, we know that tens of thousands (Josephus
says over amillion) were killed during the Roman
siege. Even the temple areawas not spared. The
Idumean and Zeal ot revolt left thousands
slaughtered in and around the temple. A single
carcass would render the city and temple area
“unclean.” According to Numbers 19:11-22,
anyone touching the corpse of a human being is
unclean: “Anyone who touches a corpse, the body
of aman who has died, and does not purify himself,
defiles the tabernacle of the LORD; and that person
shall be cut off from Israel” (19:13). There was no
lifein Jerusalem since the Lord had departed. As
our High Priest, Jesus could no longer remain in the
city because of its defilement. It had to be burned
with fire for purification.

Just asthereislittle life left once the vultures
have gathered, so with the destruction of the temple
and the desolation of the city, the shadow of
heavenly thingsis no more. While the disciples
pointed out the then-standing temple, itisup to
Jesus' present disciplesto point out the “temple of
His body” (John 2:21; cf. 1 Cor. 6:19) to those who
would seek salvation, not by the blood of bulls and
goats, but by the lamb of God who takes away the
sins of the world.
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The word “coming” has severa meaningsin the
Bible. The Second Coming of Christ has not
happened yet, but | have had enough of false
predictions by dispensationalists. You don’t have to
believein a“system” of prophecy. But you can
certainly find out by studying that some claims by
“big name evangelists’ have no biblical foundation.
| suggest five books to study to get a more balanced
view of end time events. 1) Last Days Madness; by
Gary DeMar; 2) The Fundamental Wesleyan
Commentary on the Book of Revelation; 3)
Revelation - Four Views by Steve Gregg; 4) The
Complete Works of Josephus - a Jewish Historian
and an eye witness to the destruction of Jerusalem
in 70 A.D.; and 5) The Millennial Bible. All these
books are available from us. See our book list.

Jesus and His apostles were not “mistaken” when
they said “theend isnear.” It was the end of the
Jewish age. The Jews only saw two ages, the
second one being the reign of the Messiah. Jesus
did start his kingdom when He came — as he said
before being crucified, “My kingdom is not of this
world—if it was my servantswould fight.” Itis
wise to study different views on things, usually you
will find the truth somewhere in the middle.

Let me add as Vic Reasoner saysin his commentary
on Revelation “We don’t say things that happened
in the first century will not be repeated,” The point
isthe dispensationa “system” isflawed and not the
correct way to view prophecy.

Tom Adcock

Jesus People President



