WHAT   DO   OUR   TROUBLED TIMES   MEAN ?
by L. G. sargent
I

N the first half of the twentieth century, seven features may be distinguished which mark it out as unlike any other period.
First, it has been a time of calamity over Europe perhaps unparalleled since the Black Death in the Middle Ages. War has collapsed in revolution, and revolution has led to further war. In the war of 1914-18 there were eight million dead, besides the victims of hardships in occupied or blockaded territories ; and the aggregate war expenditure of the nations has been estimated at well over 35,000 million pounds. And these staggering figures were dwarfed by the cost of the war of 1939-45, while to service casualties was added the killing and maiming of many thousands of civilians and the immense destruction wrought by bombing from the air. To this must be added the suffering and loss of life in the Russian Revolu​tion, under the Nazi regime in Germany, and in many other political upheavals.
Secondly, it has been a period of incredible scientific advance. In linking up the nations of the world by developing means of communication, science has so widened the extent of war that trouble in any one part threatens to involve the whole world. At the same time science has vastly increased the power of weapons till the world lives in dread of the atomic and hydrogen bombs, or of nameless horrors even more fiendish.
Thirdly, it has been a period of deepening national divisions. Under the Roman Empire the greater part of Europe was united. It retained a measure of unity in spite of internal conflicts under the Holy Roman Empire throughout the Middle Ages. Even when the old order had come to an
end in the Napoleonic wars, the nations recognized certain common interests and concerns. With the collapse of the old empires in 1917-18, the map of Eastern Europe became a patchwork of new states, or of older states with enlarged boundaries. These vied with one another in self-assertion not only in the political and diplomatic spheres but in economics. More than twelve thousand miles were added to the existing Customs barriers, and in the uneasy times which followed the war—and especially after the "great depression" from 1929 to 1933—the nations of Europe raised increasing barriers to trade by means of tariffs, quotas and currency control.
But, in the fourth place, along with this division, there was an impulse towards unity. Dreams of abolishing war marked the century from its beginning, and with the end of hostilities in 1918 an upsurge of idealism expressed the universal longing for peace. But as it became evident that the League of Nations was failing to attain its end, thoughtful men turned to the idea of world government as the only solution. To see the need, however, is easier than to show practical means to meet it; and meanwhile the impulse towards unity was shown not only in forming the United Nations but in various pacts and groupings which led up to the Council of Europe and the North Atlantic Treaty.
Fifthly, the impulse to combine led to the forming of two opposing groups, whose distrust of one another continually threatens further war.
The sixth distinguishing feature has been the uprise of subject classes and subject races. The nineteenth century saw the growth of social conflict as an outcome of the Indus​trial Revolution, and this has continued in the twentieth century until in many countries those who were the poor and the oppressed have become—at least in name—the power in the State. In the twentieth century, throughout Asia, and later in Africa and in the islands of the Pacific, peoples of various colours and shades became restless under the dominance of the European whites, who had for centuries controlled or influenced their lives. More and more peoples have thrown off white tutelage, claimed the right of self-
government, and asserted their own standing as nations, until the Afro-Asian nations form a significant political group. One effect of the new nationalism of the coloured peoples has been to bring every part of the world into the arena of world politics, and enhance the danger of the spread of war.
The seventh feature of the period may seem to many readers the least important, but is in fact the most significant of them all. The Jewish problem has been thrust on the attention of the world by intensified persecution, and as a result a Jewish State and nation have come into being again after the greater part of 2,000 years. From 1933 it seemed that the Jews must suffer over again all they had experienced in the past centuries of dispersion, crowded into ten or twelve dreadful years. But the outcome of this, and of troubles later in the lands of the Middle East, was that the Jews crowded back into their ancient land which the British had declared a national home for them, and this pressure of immigration led at last to the throwing off of the mandate and the declaration of the State of Israel. That State has continued to receive throngs of returning refugees.
All these features of the time are connected with one another, and together they make the period unique. But they are also connected with the past : the twentieth century is reaping the fruits of the nineteenth and earlier centuries, and is finding that too often former generations sowed thistles rather than figs, and thorns instead of grapes. Is there a meaning to the history of these times with all their problems which seem so overwhelming ?
our place in history
The Bible's answer can be traced along several different paths which converge. The first is the broad outline of historical development shown by prophecy. The simplest example is the image seen by Nebuchadnezzar, its head of gold declared to represent his own Babylonian empire, and breast and arms of silver the Medo-Persian empire which followed. There is no difficulty in tracing in the belly and thighs of brass the Macedonian empire of Philip and Alexander, and in the legs of iron the Roman empire which became divided east and west. The feet and toes of the image,
however, were part of iron and part of clay ; and in expounding this feature to the King the prophet Daniel said it would become "a divided kingdom . . . partly strong and partly broken". "And (he added) whereas thou sawest the iron mixed with miry clay, they shall mingle themselves with the seed of men : but they shall not cleave one to another, even as iron doth not mingle with clay" (Dan. 2 :41-43, R.V.). At this stage in history the whole system of human rule would come to an end, for Nebuchadnezzar saw "a stone cut out without hands, which smote the image upon his feet that were of iron and clay, and brake them in pieces". All the metals composing the image were "broken in pieces together, and became like the chaff of the summer threshing floors ; and the wind carried them away, that no place was found for them : and the stone that smote the image became a great mountain, and filled the whole earth" (verses 34-25). The explanation of the prophet was : "In the days of these kings shall the God of heaven set up a kingdom which shall never be destroyed : and the kingdom shall not be left to other people, but it shall break in pieces and consume all these kingdoms, and it shall stand for ever" (verse 44). The divided Europe which followed the fall of the Roman empire clearly corresponds with this prophecy, and never were its divisions more apparent, and the failure of its parts to cleave to one another more evident, than in these modern times. The witness of the prophecy is clear that in this twentieth century we live in the last days of human rule just before the establishment of God's kingdom. Study of other prophecies in Daniel and Revelation only confirms and enlarges our understanding of this historical framework in which we can see the place of our own times.
conditions of the last days
Many prophecies show the general character of the times immediately before God's kingdom comes. None is more striking than the prophecy which the Lord Jesus himself gave his disciples on the Mount of Olives. Before his return to the earth "with power and great glory", he said, "there shall be signs in the sun, and in the moon, and in the stars ; and upon the earth distress of nations, with perplexity; the
sea and the waves roaring, men's hearts failing them for fear, and for looking after those things which are coming on the earth : for the powers of the heavens shall be shaken" (Luke 21 : 25-26). Comparison with the Old Testament prophets leaves no doubt what Jesus meant.* He was not speaking literally of physical changes in the heavens or earth. Like the old prophets he is using a sign-language for political events. The ruling powers are to be shaken and eclipsed ; the masses of the people are to be turbulent like a stormy sea, with the result of bringing fear and distress among the nations. Mr. H. G. Wells, who started his life with a buoyant belief that knowledge of a materialistic science would bring a new age, ended as a disillusioned man who wrote in 1944 : "There is no way out, or round, or through the impasse : it is the end". Whether he knew it or not, in those words he conveyed exactly the meaning of the Greek word aporia, rendered "perplexity" in this passage, and coming from a man with no religious sympathies it was a striking confirm​ation of the prophecy. The years after the war brought fresh problems which only increased the perplexity.
Earlier in his discourse the Lord Jesus had foretold the destruction of Jerusalem by the Romans, and said: "Jerusalem shall be trodden down of the Gentiles until the times of the Gentiles be fulfilled" (verse 24). Then would follow the signs of which he spoke. The general conditions which so exactly fulfil his words come at the very time when there is a revival of Jewish life in their ancient land. The two facts combine to give unmistakable evidence that his coming is near.
preparation for jewish return
What made the return of the Jews possible, and how is it that their land comes so prominently into world affairs ? The answer leads along another line of evidence. In the symbolic vision of Rev. 16 seven angels are seen one after another pouring out bowls which represent the wrath of God upon the nations. Studying this prophecy in its setting
* See Isa. 13 : 9-11 ;   34 : 4 ;   Psa. 65 : 7, etc.
in the book, it is possible to see in these outpourings events which had their beginning in the epoch of the French Revolution and carried on through the nineteenth century. The sixth angel poured out his bowl upon "the great river Euphrates ; and the water thereof was dried up, that the way of the kings of the east might be prepared" (verse 12). Isaiah made the same river represent the great overflowing military empire of his day : "... The Lord bringeth up upon them the waters of the River, strong and many, even the king of Assyria, and all his glory : and he shall come up over all his channels, and go over all his banks" (Isa. 8 : 7-8). The Assyrians, whose power was based on the great river, flooded the Middle East with their armies. Was there in the same region in the nineteenth century a military empire which, having reached the limits of its expansion, was then in decline ? That is what the language of Revelation clearly requires ; and the Ottoman Empire exactly fulfilled it. It had long been in internal decay, and throughout the nineteenth century it lost land after land which the Sultans had formerly con​quered. The end came with defeat in 1918, when the lands of the Middle East were cleared of the last remnants of Ottoman military domination. Within a few years a new Turkish State came into being without territorial ambitions, and that State has been brought into the Western Powers' scheme for Middle Eastern defence. It was the freeing of Palestine from the Turk which made possible the return of the Jews, first under British protection and then to a independent Israel: and while this return to build a secular state falls far short of what is meant by the coming of "the kings of the east", it is an essential step which prepares the way.
gathering together for war
Thus, in this symbolic picture of the drjdng Euphrates the events which paved the way for Jewish return find their place in prophecy. But this is not all: for under the same sixth vial the Seer continues : "And I saw three unclean spirits like frogs come out of the mouth of the dragon, and out of the mouth of the beast, and out of the mouth of the false prophet. For they are the spirits of devils, working miracles,
which go forth unto the kings of the earth and of the whole world, to gather them to the battle of the great day of God Almighty" (verses 13-14). Almost throughout that century the decline of the Ottoman empire made it the focus for the rivalries of the Great Powers. Some were anxious to grab the possessions of the "Sick Man of Europe", as the Ottoman State was called, as soon as lie should die ; others were no less keen to prevent them from doing so. But the French Revolution had released a spirit which was to upset the scheming of statesmen. The peoples of south-eastern Europe— once part of the old Byzantine Empire and conquered by the Turk—were claiming their right to exist as self-governing nations. The ideas of democracy and of nationalism worked as a ferment in men's minds which hastened the decay of both the Ottoman and Austrian empires. With the decline of the empires came the rise of the nations of south eastern Europe.
The same spirit when turned into a channel of his own by the shrewd determination of Bismarck, led to the unification of Germany to form the empire of the Kaisers and of Hitler— the Second and Third Reichs claiming heirship of the Germanic or "Roman" empire of the past. The same spirit led to the unification of Italy, and ultimately to that sham empire of the Fascists which claimed the mantle of the Caesars.
Such a brief survey is necessarily over-simplified, but we think it fairly suggests the main facts. These are, first, the decay of the Ottoman empire which led to so many of the conflicts both in arms and diplomacy of the nineteenth century ; and secondly the uprise of new states and powers whose self-assertion led directly to the two world wars of the first half of the twentieth century. The first of these wars started in the Balkans when conflict between Serbian nationalism and the Austro-Hungarian empire lit a train which set off the powder magazine of Europe. The second began in eastern Europe through the expansion of Hitler's Germany. Their effect has been to increase preparation for war until the world is staggering under the weight of armaments and burdened with the fear of destruction ; it has changed the character of war itself, so that it is no longer fought between armies for limited objectives, but between nations aiming
at the total destruction of one another; and it has changed the character of human life and society by compelling whole nations to organize themselves to carry on war and defend the populace against modern weapons. Further, the power of modern armaments makes it impossible for any nation to stand alone, and so the nations are being drawn together, trying to find strength in combination.
Compare this with the vision of John, understanding events and powers to be shown by symbols as in a political cartoori. John sees "spirits" or influences shown in the form of frogs. These were unclean creatures, unfit for food under the law of Moses ; they belong to marshy lands such as might be left beside a river that was drying up. They are, then, influences which have a common character and origin, and which are also connected with the earlier symbol of the drying Euphrates. They come out from the Dragon, the Beast, and the False Prophet: all these are symbols found earlier in the Book of Revelation, and it would lead too far afield from the present study to explain why they represented the old Byzantine Empire, the mediaeval Holy Roman Empire, and the region of the temporal power of the papacy : but for students of the Book of Revelation these symbols turn attention to south-eastern, central and southern Europe, the regions with which these historic powers were connected. And it is here that the influences which moulded nineteenth century history raised up new nations and knit together a rabble of petty princedoms to form new and powerful states. The effect of these influences is to gather together for war first the rulers of the "earth"—which in Revelation refers particularly to the area of that Roman Empire which John knew ; and beyond them the rulers of "the whole world". Just such a world-wide "gathering together for war" has been the effect in our own time of the uprise of these States in the nineteenth century. So far events perfectly correspond with the prophecy : but the gathering together is for an object beyond the designs of statesmen ; it is for the battle (or more correctly, the war) "of the great day of God, the Almighty . . . And he gathered them together into a place which is called in the Hebrew tongue Armageddon" (verses 14, 16). When we see the nations being drawn to the
Middle East as the focal point where the next great conflict will come, we see them being led all unawares to the supreme crisis of history. For as these things are shown in the prophecy in process of development the warning comes to believers : "Behold, I come as a thief. Blessed is he that watcheth, and keepeth his garments, lest he walk naked, and they see his shame" (verse 15). At some point in the course of these events the Lord Jesus will return to the earth, and those who have known his gospel will be summoned to his judgment seat to receive either their reward or their condemnation.*
Two facts must stand out: the events of the prophecy* are connected with the return of the Jews to the Land of Israel; * and they lead up to the Second Coming of the Lord.
the final upheaval
The last stage in this vision of the vials corresponds with the last stage in Nebuchadnezzar's dream of the Image. Under different symbols it shows just such a revolution in the affairs of men as was shown by the total destruction of the image, and the stone expanding to a mountain which filled its place. The seventh vial is poured "into the air", and results in an immense upheaval in which it is said, "It is done" : that is, the judgments of God are completed and His purpose is brought about. This also is the climax of an earlier vision, in which it is said, "The kingdoms of this world are become the kingdoms of our Lord, and of his Christ; and he shall reign for ever and ever". Earlier vials were poured upon the earth, or the sea, or particular regions ; this, poured into the air, is universal in its effect. In the light of a blending of literal and figurative in this vision, the "air" might be under​stood in either sense, and probably includes both. Figura​tively it would mean that the entire area of human rule would be affected by Divine judgment, and from this point of view it is evident that "the powers of heaven" have indeed been "shaken" in the twentieth century as never before. How many crowned heads were there in Europe at its beginning,
* See Luke 21 : 27 ; Mark 8 : 38 ; Matt. 16 : 27 ; 2 Thess. 1 : 7-10 ; 2 Tim. 4:1; Rom. 2 : 4-10.
and how many remained at its turning point ? Out of all the rulers of empires and kingdoms great and small, of princedoms and grand duchies, only the thrones of Great Britain, Belgium, Denmark, Greece, Holland, Norway, and Sweden remained by 1950. If the "air" be taken in a more literal sense, is it mere coincidence that during the same period war has been carried into the air, and from it destruction has been rained on the earth ? Aircraft has been one of the most significant inventions of our time, because by abolishing frontiers it has changed the character of war : and it is said that under this vial "every island fled away, and the mountains were not found". From 1914 onwards the world has been in revolution : and we do not doubt that in these upheavals we see the earlier phases of that "great earthquake" in which God Himself is to intervene through His Son.*
the opposing groups
The tendency to the grouping of nations in alliances has been emphasized as a definite feature of our time. The twentieth century has seen in two wars a conflict between Teuton and Slav for control of the belt of eastern Europe from the Baltic to the Black Sea. Other nations have been grouped with one side or the other. Rule of this belt gives control of the heart of the great land mass of Euro-Asia, where the rivers drain into inland seas or into the Arctic Ocean. Not being open to attack from the sea, this area forms the natural base for land power. In the war of 1914-18 Germany gained control of eastern Europe through the collapse of the Russian Empire, but was compelled to give up her gains owing to defeat in the west. By creating a belt of new states in eastern Europe, the framers of the peace treaties strove to erect buffers between the two great peoples of Central Europe on the one hand and the European and Asiatic heartland on the other. But the day of small nations was nearing its end, and with Hitler's coming to power these countries were doomed to be crushed between Germany and Russia. The squeezing of these states by German expansion led to the outbreak of war in 1939, and when in 1941 Russia was invaded,
* See Psa. 2:5-9;  Jer. 33 : 14-17 ;  Joel 3:16;  Zech. 14 : 3-4, etc.
the conflict took on again the character of a struggle between
Teuton and Slav for this strategic belt. Again the Germans
got control, and pressed right into the heartland itself as
far as the Volga ; but again they lost the prize through defeat
in the west. The sequel to the end of hostilities in 1945 left
no doubt who had really gained control from the Baltic to the
Black Sea : the Soviet Union was the dominant power in the
^
great land mass.
t
This result was to lead to a new grouping of nations.
*
Throughout eastern Europe (except for the Mediterranean
coast lands of Greece and Turkey), and in Central Asia,
V
Russia gathered nations and peoples under her guardianship.
In the far East the Kremlin gained an immense influence
through Communist triumph in China. As a consequence,
Russia's former allies on either side of the North Atlantic
moved into the position of her most tenacious opponents.
With Britain and the United States were associated the
nations of the western seaboard of Europe, and of those
lands far overseas where colonies established by the English-
speaking race have grown into self-governing dominions.
The effect is that the main sea-going peoples of the world are
united against the peoples of the heart of the great land mass ;
and this grouping has occurred in spite of the revolutionary
development of air power, which has by no means rendered
sea power obsolete. Whatever happens to the European
nations of the alliance, the backbone of the group is provided
by the English-speaking nations of the Atlantic or the Pacific
who are linked by lines of communication across the oceans.
Events around the turn of the century made it clearer than
ever that the point of conflict between the two groups would
be the Middle East, the meeting point of sea and air communi-
•/•« cations between east and west, where the Arabian Peninsula
forms a bridgehead between Euro-Asia to the north and Africa
to the south. The new State of Israel is therefore in the centre
. of the threatened conflict.
A.4
A coming conflict
This situation also corresponds with prophecy. Ezekiel's vision of the Valley of Dry Bones (ch. 37), in which bone came to bone, and the skeletons were covered with sinews
and flesh, and stood up as a great army, portrayed a gradual
revival of Jewish life and their integration as a nation.   It is
immediately followed, in chapters 38 and 39, by a prophecy
of a time when the land of Israel would be brought back from I
the sword and its people regathered from those among whom!
they had been scattered.   But upon their comparative peace!
and security there would come an invasion by a great con-1
federacy "like a cloud to cover the land".   The leader would
be "Gog of the land of Magog, chief prince of Meshech and
Tubal", and with him would be associated "Persia, Ethiopia,
and Libya", and others of less familiar names :  "Gomer and
all his bands, the house of Togarmah of the north quarters,
and all his bands", and besides these "many peoples". Shortly
before the prophet's time the Scythians poured through the
Caucasus  and dominated the lands of the Middle  East;
this provided the terms in which the prophet described a
greater invasion to come in the distant days of the scattered
Israel's regathering.    "Persia, Ethiopia and Libya" scarcely
need identification, though they may not correspond exactly
with the lands now known by those names. The other peoples
named inhabited in the prophet's day lands around and to the
north of the Black and Caspian Seas, and they represent
peoples who in the last days would stand in the same relative
positions to the land of Israel.
Here, then, is the picture of an invasion of Palestine from the north by a Power commanding the aid of allies to the south. But it does not go unchallenged. "Sheba, Dedan, and the merchants of Tarshish, with all the young lions thereof, shall say" unto Gog, "Art thou come to take a spoil ? Hast thou assembled thy company to take a prey ?" But it is not these peoples but the Lord Himself who inter​venes to overthrow the invader and deliver His land.
Who are the peoples who issue the challenge ? Sheba was in Southern Arabia, Dedan may be identified with territory now in the Kingdom of the Jordan. It would seem therefore that some at least of the modern Arab nations will be in the forefront of protest against the violation of the integrity of the Arabian Peninsula. But they could scarcely even voice the protest without the backing of greater Powers,
and this they receive from  "the merchants of Tarshish". Ships designed for long trading voyages eastward or westward were anciently known as "ships of Tarshish", and Tarshish is perhaps less a precise geographical indication than a general term for far away lands reached by sea. Sea-going trade, which in Ezekiel's day had its centre in Tyre, was soon to pass to Carthage.   From there it travelled to Greece, and westwards to Italy, to the Iberian Peninsula, to Holland, and finally to Britain.   Today sea power for trade or war straddles the Atlantic,   shared  between  Britain  and  the  United  States. These last, then, are the peoples indicated in the prophecy as challenging the invader of Israel:   but with them are ' "young lions", which suggests vigorous independent nations i who are in some way offspring from the older mercantile f peoples.    The exact parallel with modern conditions is tooi obvious to need stressing.
armaments and the jewish return
Once more we see events of the last days linked together by the return of Israel; and this is again apparent in a striking prophecy of rearmament which also is shown to end in a Divine intervention. Joel says : "Proclaim ye this among the Gentiles ; Prepare war, wake up the mighty men, men, let all the men of war draw near ; let them come up : Beat your ploughshares into swords, and young pruninghooks into spears : let the weak say, I am strong. Assemble your​selves, and come, all ye heathen, and gather yourselves together round about: thither cause thy mighty ones to come down, O Lord" (3 : 9-11). But when is this to happen ? The opening verses of the chapter show what events are to lead up to this climax : "For behold, in those days, and in that time, when I shall bring again the captivity of Judah and Jerusalem, I will also gather all nations, and will bring them down into the valley of Jehoshaphat, and will plead with them there for my people and for my heritage Israel, whom they have scattered among the nations, and parted my land" (verses 1,2).
A summary
In this brief survey we have looked at four lines of
evidence.
(A)   We saw that outline prophecies of the world's history provide a framework in which the place of our own times can be clearly seen : and it is near the end of human rule.
(B)   We saw prophecies of the general conditions to prevail immediately before Christ returns to the earth : and they exactly describe our own times.
(C)   We  have  examined more  detailed  prophecies  of particular political developments, and we find that they, too, lead to the same conclusions as to our place in history and the significance of the times. (D)  We   have   seen   that   interwoven   with   all  these prophecies is the theme of the return of the Jews to their own land and their national revival. When, therefore, we see such a revival occurring before our eyes, and occurring as the sequel to these political events which also have been foretold, and occurring at a time when the general conditions exactly corres​pond with prophecies of the last days, the evidence is complete and the conclusion inescapable.    We live in days when the Return of Christ is near and human government is about to give place to the Kingdom of God.
In the opening pages, Jewish revival was listed as the seventh of the features which distinguish our time from any other period in history.    From the point of view of prophecy we can now see it to be the key to those times. It is the constant element in all the prophecies, and gives unity to the whole of the facts.   But all the other features described in opening are also seen to have their place in prophecies of the last days :   war and preparation for war, upheaval in the body politic, and a destructive  process  to grind up human governments until the whole system is ready to be  swept  away ;   the  deepening of national divisions ; the linking up of the world by communications;   and the
dividing of the world into two opposing blocs—all are seen to correspond with prophecy. And the desire for one world which seems such a vain dream when compared with the hard facts of the times is seen to be the product of a deep-seated longing for the peace, order and security which only the Kingdom of God on earth can bring.*
In the widest sense the world is dominated by ineradicable fears of destruction and collapse, and yearning for humanly unattainable ideals of unity and peace. It is a world ripe for God's intervention, for only God can save it. And God will save it by sending again His Son Christ Jesus to take to himself his power and reign. The Lord Jesus said to his disciples : "When these things begin to come to pass, then look up, and lift up your heads, for your redemption draweth nigh" (Luke 21 : 28}.
the purpose of prophecy
Prophecy is not given merely as an intellectual study, or even to afford a feeling of security in the midst of disaster. It is given to bring men and women to God. Through prophecy God witnesses to His own power and purpose : and the events of today, seen in the light of His word, form an urgent challenge to recognize God's hand at work and to join ourselves with His purpose while there is yet time. These events constitute a summons to accept God's call to salvation through Christ Jesus. To the world at large Christ's coming will mean judgment; all its structure of humanly conceived government and society must be destroyed before the new world of peace can be built. Only to those who "love his appearing" will it mean joy—the joy of a betrothed reunited with her Bridegroom.f For them it will be redemption indeed. The only reason for writing this pamphlet is the hope that the reader may be helped to be among that number.
* See Isa. 2:2-4;  32 : 15-17 ;  Micah 4 : 1-5.
t 2 Tim. 4:8;   1 Thess. 2 . 19 ;   Eph. 5 : 25-27 ;   2 Cor.  11:2; Jude, verse 24 ;  Rev. 22 : 17, 20.
