5. Going tllroug’ll the Great
Tribulation

The Word “Tribulation”

The teaching about the millennium is inseparably connected to the
teaching about “the great tribulation.” A time is coming when both the
church and the World, but especiaﬂy the ]oelievers, will face a great
tribulation. This tribulation is not a minor event, for it is termed “great” in
the sense that it will be greater than ever before.

Let us note some Bible passages that spealz about this tribulation.
Sometimes, the word “tribulation” is used in a non—specific sense. For
example, we read in Matthew 13:21 (in the context of the parable of the
Sower), “When trouble or persecution comes because of the word....” The
word used here for “trouble” is the word tlz/ipsis , the same word used for the
great tribulation. The KV therefore translates with “tribulation” in the
aforementioned text. In this case, it is a more undefined tribulation that

believers everywl'lere experience from time to time.

There will always be a certain tribulation — the common difficulties that
believers face when 1iving ina (hostile) world. The same is said l)y the Lord
Jesus in John 16:33, where we read, “In this world you will have trouble
(tribula’cion)." He adcls, “But take heart! I have overcome the world.”
Whatever happens to us in this world is not decisive. What reaﬂy counts is
Christ’s victory over sin and death.

In these passages and others, the word “tribulation” is used in a more
general way. In this world, we will experience trouble in many ways and
from many sides. We also have to fight our own wicked nature. Being a
Christian is never easy, although situations differ from time to time and

place to place.



TZz/ipsis Mega/e

Things are somewhat different when the adjective “great” is added to the
word “tribulation.” In Matthew 24:21 , we find these words: “For then
there will be great distress (tribula’cion), unequalecl from the Leginning of
the world until now — and never to be equaled again.” The original has
tk/ipsis mega/e, and we may translate this as “mega tribulation.” Tt will
indeed be so severe that it simply has no precedence.

In Mark 13:19 (a parauel passage), we read the same: “...those will be (lays
of distress (tlz/ipsis) unequale(l from the Leginning, when God created the
world, until now — and never to be equaled again.” The time will be so
difficult that Christ will have to shorten the &ays for the sake of the elect.

The term reappears in Revelation 7:14, where John receives an answer to
the question of who the great innumerable multitude is that stands before
the throne and in front of the Lamb: “These are they who have come out
of the great tribulation (tlz/ipsis mega/e) ; they have washed their robes and
made them white in the blood of the Lamb.”

It appears from the a]oove—quotecl passages that not all tribulation is the
same. There is a tribulation that we aff experience from time to time and
from place to place in a world that hates the Lord Jesus Christ, and this
can be more or less severe, but it culminates in what is called “the great

tribulation.” We do wise to 1zeep this distinction in mind.

What are the Characteristics of the Great Tribulation?

We will return to the question of the characteristics of the great tribulation
when we spealz of the coming of the lawless one in the next chapter. From
what we have learned thus far, however, it is already clear that the great
tribulation will show an unequaﬂe& disdain for God’s law and God’s people
and be a time of Widesprea(l persecution. The great tribulation will
therefore result in massive mar’cyr(lom, hence the consistent mentioning in

Revelation of martyrs.



The great tribulation will be a time of wi&esprea(l and unequalecl apostasy.
The word “apostasy” means a faﬂing away or standing away from the truth

of God’s Word. People will not know the Bible, much less live according to

its demands or walk in its comfort.

The apos’tle Paul speales about this in 2 Thessalonians 3, a passage that will
have our attention later. There will be Wi(lespreacl lawlessness. In 1 Timothy
4, we read that the faith will be abandoned and deceiving spirits followed.
In2 Timothy 3:1-5, we get a chiﬂing account of what people will be like in
the “last days.” There may be much religiosi’cy, but no true religion. People
will be lovers of themselves. Love for God and the neighbor will grow cold.

It’s hard to live in such a cold climate.

To be sure, this apostasy has been in the world since the fall into sin, and
from time to time it has reared its ugly head, but in the last days it will
become intense and global. Demonism and humanism will come to their
highest pealz. The time of the great tribulation is compare(l to the extreme

PeI'VCI'SiOII as seen in clays Of SO(],O]’II and Gomorrah (]ude 7)

The Pressure of Persecution

The word tlz/ipsis (meaning tri]oulation) especially denotes the pressure that
Christians will unclergo because of persecution. | see this as the main
biblical characteristic of the tribulation.

When you are persecuted, you are under constant pressure. You cannot
stay anywhere, but must always be on the move. You are in fear for your
own life, and you fear for your loved ones. There is no rest for a fugitive.
You run a constant risk of Leing capture(l and executed. You have no

control over your destiny and no security on earth, but must 1ay all things

in the hands of the Lord Jesus.

Combined with this uncertainty is the reality of a massive Loycott. In
Revelation 13 , we read about the beast out of the earth that forces everyone to
bear a mark “so that no one [can] 13uy or sell unless he [has] the mark....”

Christians everywhere will have to be very inventive in ﬁnding food and re{‘uge.



Sin and Satan will have a monopoly. Christians will be shut out from
society and no 1onger able to function as a community. [t will be like the

dispersion of old, but in a worse and glol)al framework.

The devil (tl'le clragon) and his cohorts will appear to have achieved a
complete victory. All this puts tremendous stress on the believers, and it is
no wonder that the Bible tells us that Christ will shorten the clays.
Otherwise, even the elect will not be able to stand.

When Will the Great Tribulation Come?

I can understand that everyone, especiaﬂy Christians, would like to know
exactly when this great tribulation will come and end. Many millenialists
have placed the tribulation a][ter the Rapture because it seems inconceivable

that Christ would let his church go through such immense suﬁering.

In the thinleing of many, the order is that Christ will first return from
heaven, accompanie& or followed })y the (ﬁrst) Rapture, and then will follow
the great tribulation. In that case, the great tribulation may yet serve to

loring some to repentance and faith.

But the biblical order is clear. The millennium is concluded ]oy the great
tribulation. It is the last phase of demonic activity. The times will get
progressively worse. Then Christ will return in glory and rapture all the
Lelievers, hving and (lead, who have been called out of their graves or
Changed in the twinlzling of an eye. When we are finaﬂy delivered, we are
delivered from the great tribulation.

A Sign of Christ's Coming

The great tribulation is therefore more than a supreme trial. It is also a
sure sign of Christ’s coming. [t tells us that the time of Christ’s return is
near. In Matthew 24, where we read about the signs of the end of the age,
we also read about the great tribulation. Look at verse 29: “Immediately
after the distress of those days ‘the sun will be darkened...”.” The great



tribulation propels us on to Judgment Day. In verse 30, we rea&, “At that
time the sign of the Son of Man will appear in the slzy, and all the nations
of the earth will mourn. They will see the Son of Man coming on the
clouds of the slzy, with power and great glory. !

Note the word “immedia’tely" in verse 29. Christ will not delay. His church
on earth will not be in the great tribulation a moment 10nger than is
required. God does not torment his children. In Matthew 24:31, the
Rapture is described as coincicling with the (one) return of Christ: “And he
will send his angels with a loud trumpet call, and ’they will ga’ther his elect
from the four Win(ls, from the end of the heavens to the other.”

The great tribulation will be glolt)al, but so will be the glorious Rapture as
well, involving saints from all corners of the earth. Not one will be left
behind. The world writes a series of books about those aﬂege(ﬂy left behind,
but the Bible tells us in no uncertain terms that there will be no one left
behind. All believers will be rapturecl to enter the glory of Christ, once and
for all.

Signs of the End of the Age

The section of Matthew 24 from which 1 just quoted spealzs about the
signs of the end of the age. Precisely in terms of Christ’s return and the

tribulation that precedes it, we need to be clear on the nature of a sign.

We do not know when Christ will return. In Matthew 25: 13, we find this
warning: “Therefore 1zeep WatCl’l, because you do not know the clay or the
hour.” The idea is that we constant/y 12eep watch and do not become slack
in this respect. This exhortation is understandable. As the night (lrags
on, the watchmen can fall asleep, but this must not happen to the saints.
Constant watchfulness is requirecl because we do not know the day

or hour.
It does no good to specula’ce. We must understand the difference between a
sign and a date. A sign is a general indication, while a date is a speciﬁc

time. When asked about his return, our Lord himself said, “It is not for



you to know the times or dates the Father has set l)y his own :;Lu’c}lorit}/7
(Acts 1:7). Instead of trying to ﬁgure out the times and dates, we must be
active in our caﬂing to promote the Gospel. The date has alrea(ly been set,
but it is only God’s prerogative to know that date.

We have been given signs. We must learn to recognize and read them for
they are general indicators as to how far we have come in the his’cory of
salvation. The diﬁiculty is that we cannot properly discern these times or

understand their immediate significance.

We do know that we are alreacly hving in the last age, since the apostolic
time. The apostle Paul exhorts us to understand the present time. He
writes, “The hour has come for you to wake up from your slumber, because
our salvation is nearer now than when we first believed. The night is nearly

over; the clay is almost here” (Rom 13:11-12). The time of the last age is
when Christians must ’cruly show what they are made of.

The same element comes to the fore in Revelation 22: 11, where we read,
“Let him who does wrong continue to do wrong; let him who is vile
continue to be vile; let him who does right continue to do righ’c, and let
him who is holy continue to be holy. " The final age, which also I)rings the
great tribulation, is one in which the hearts of all will become completely
manifest. The decision falls in the millennium, not a][ter it.

Our Lord once chastised the Jewish leaders for not paying proper attention
to the signs of the times: “You know how to interpret the appearance of the
slzy, but you cannot interpret the signs of the times” (Matt 16:3). They
were able to read the signs in nature, but that was it.

The signs of the times can only be properly understood from the
Scripture and l)y faith. We know generally when spring is coming, for we
can read the signs. We know that spring will come, for God has promised
it. And, indeed, nature comes alive every year again. But like the ]ewish
leaders of olcl, many people JcocLaty fail to understand the signs that are
present in the world. Many natural disasters and man-made calamities
are ascribed to “Mother Nature” while, in truth, they are })rough’t about
Ly the Lord.



We do not know exactly when the great tribulation will be here. We cannot
oversee the ages or understand their signiﬁcance. But we do see how the
love of many grows colder all the time. We live in a society that has turned
away and is turning away from the Word of God. False religion is
increasingly setting the tone. The signs are clear: this world is Lecoming an

inhospi’cable place.

The great tribulation may have already l)egun. The sooner it starts, the
quiclzer it will be over. And when the going reaﬂy gets tough, Jesus Christ
will be here. The ’ceaching about the great tribulation is not meant to
£rig11ten us. Our Lord told his &isciples, “When these ’chings Legin to take

place, stand up and lift up your heads, because your redemption is drawing

near" (Lulee 2128)

Our re&emption is clrawing near. This is the positive side of the great

tribulation.





