Setting the Stage
Just about every committed Christian I know believes we are in the end times.  Jesus said that, although no one would know the day or the hour, we would know when it is near, even at hand.  I will not go into detail about the prophecies at this point, as I am not (at least at this time) writing a book; I will just say that we know that it is near, even at hand.
There are several things that we know about the tribulation period.  First, it will feature the Antichrist, or the Beast, who will attempt to rule the whole world.  It does not appear that he will succeed, for there will be war throughout the 7 year period of the tribulation.  The Bible divides the tribulation into two 3-1/2 year periods, and many commentators believe that the first period will be peaceful.  I tend to doubt this, primarily on the basis of Revelation 6:1-4  “1And I saw when the Lamb opened one of the seals, and I heard, as it were the noise of thunder, one of the four beasts saying, Come and see.  2And I saw, and behold a white horse: and he that sat on him had a bow; and a crown was given unto him: and he went forth conquering, and to conquer.  3And when he had opened the second seal, I heard the second beast say, Come and see.  4And there went out another horse that was red: and power was given to him that sat thereon to take peace from the earth, and that they should kill one another: and there was given unto him a great sword.”  This seems to be the opening bell, as it were, for the tribulation; and the rider of the white horse is clearly the Antichrist, and the next seal (which presumably is opened shortly thereafter) releases the red horse whose assignment is to take peace from the earth.  This to me indicates that there will be war throughout the seven years, even if it does get much worse during the final 3-1/2 years.  The second important feature is that all financial transactions are controlled by the Antichrist, and in order to participate one must have the “Mark of the Beast.”   Taking this mark is a guaranteed ticket to Hell.  The last feature about the tribulation that I would like to focus on is the statement that Jesus made in Matthew 24:22 “22And except those days should be shortened, there should no flesh be saved: but for the elect's sake those days shall be shortened.”
There are of course many other aspects of the tribulation, but these three are (I believe) the most important, and I will attempt to show how the world is being prepared to accept the Antichrist to solve problems that will appear to be insolvable.  The world as we see it today is rapidly spinning out of control, both financially and politically, and it is not hard to see how soon both could appear to be beyond our ability to handle.  As commerce increasingly ignores national boundaries and problems also do not respect them, the demand for some sort of global governance is going to grow, and at some point it will be irresistible.  This is only heightened by the financial instability that is reaching to all corners of the world; the problems in the Euro zone are demonstrating that an international currency without an international government is not a solution, and since commerce is increasingly international, the pressure for an international currency is growing.  With the US budget problems making the dollar more and more undesirable as an international currency, this will soon become irresistible.  Another factor is fraud and identity theft; this is a huge problem already and is growing every year.  So the idea of an international currency tied into fraud proof ID (such as a microchip embedded in one’s wrist or forehead) is becoming increasingly attractive.  As mentioned before, the Euro is proving that an international currency requires an international government in order to be stable and durable; an alliance of nations to form a currency lacks the enforcement tools necessary to compel member states to maintain fiscal discipline.  

Another factor is the rise of Islam.  I am convinced that the Antichrist is going to come out of Islam (as I detailed in a previous message), and as Islam extends its influence throughout the Western world it will become harder and harder for its critics to voice their opinions, as Islam is not very open to criticism, to put it mildly.  Indeed, anyone who operates under anything less than the conviction that Jesus Christ is the Messiah will undoubtedly find that it is just too risky to voice any criticism of Islam, and this will make it that much easier for Islam to achieve dominance over the entire world, especially after the Rapture.
In studying history it is quite clear that one event radically changed the course of events and set them on the trail that we are on now, and that was World War I.  Prior to WWI there was no attempt at any international governance; nations were autonomous and did pretty much as they pleased, with the only restraint being the fear of retribution from a stronger nation.  In order to protect themselves most of the nations of Europe formed alliances, mostly for the benefit of the weaker nations to avoid being conquered by stronger ones.  This complicated set of alliances led to the war, and is what caused it to expand from a relatively minor grievance into a world war.  The event that sparked it was the assassination of the heir to the Austro-Hungarian throne; but if that had not occurred something else would have sparked it, as the whole system was ready to explode.  Very few people actually wanted war, but the nations involved were unable to find a peaceful way out of the mess that their alliances had got them into.  

The war had several very important consequences.  The first was that people started thinking about an international organization to resolve differences between nations, in order to try and avert another such terrible war.  The second was that the Ottoman Empire, which had controlled the land of Israel for exactly 400 years, was broken up, and Great Britain took control of the area.  This was crucial, as all of the prophecies about the return of Christ require Israel to be reestablished as a nation.  The third important consequence was the humiliation of Germany, which had far reaching and prophetically vital effects.  Our school history books told us this was because of Great Britain and France’s desire for revenge, while President Wilson desired to treat Germany gently; but I have recently discovered that this was not the case at all.  When the Versailles peace conference started, all participants were looking for an equitable and non judgmental peace treaty.  However, both Great Britain and France were broke, and both had borrowed massive amounts of money from the United States.  Wilson wanted to be paid back, and was unwilling to forgive the loans.  The only way Great Britain and France could figure out how to pay them back was to force Germany to pay, and in order to justify this they had to force Germany to accept responsibility for the war.  Of course Germany couldn’t afford it either, and in trying to pay it they destroyed their economy and descended into economic and political chaos.  On top of that most Germans (rightly) felt that they had been unjustly humiliated by the Versailles peace treaty and forced to accept blame for the entire war, when it had been very much a mutual effort that had brought the war on.  Perhaps nobody felt this more than Adolf Hitler, and he was able to seize on the despair and discontent in Germany and rise to power.  One important point in his rise; he only received about 30% of the vote in the election when he came to prominence.  But the other political parties were unable to form a government, and they allowed Hitler to become Chancellor because they didn’t know what else to do.  They felt that the President (Hindenburg) would be able to keep him under control, but Hindenburg was over 80, and he soon died.  When he did, Hitler seized control and made himself a dictator.  The rest is well known, and the result was WWII, which is exactly what the whole world had been desperately trying to avoid.  One thing was very clear; the League of Nations, which was supposed to be the forum to prevent another major war, was totally useless.

From a prophetic viewpoint, the most important event of WWII was the holocaust.  Without this, the world would never have allowed Israel to be reestablished.  And if any country other than Great Britain had been in control of the land of Israel, it probably would not have happened as well.  The reason was that the British Empire was in the process of disintegrating after the war, and the British were totally uninterested in a few square miles of desert in a part of the world where they perceived no vital interest; they were primarily interested in hanging on to India, in which of course they were unsuccessful.  But after WWI they had promised the land of Israel to both the Arabs and the Jews, and both were fighting for it.  The British essentially threw up their hands and turned it over to the newly formed United Nations, which proceeded to divide the land and give part to the Arabs and part to the Jews, thus fulfilling Isaiah 66:8 “Who hath heard such a thing? who hath seen such things? Shall the earth be made to bring forth in one day? or shall a nation be born at once? for as soon as Zion travailed, she brought forth her children.”  Israel is the only nation that can literally be said to have been established in one day; May 14, 1948.  And since all of the prophecies about the return of Jesus Christ require that the nation of Israel must exist, this is an absolute prerequisite for their fulfillment.  Zechariah 12:2-10 says the following:  “2Behold, I will make Jerusalem a cup of trembling unto all the people round about, when they shall be in the siege both against Judah and against Jerusalem.  3And in that day will I make Jerusalem a burdensome stone for all people: all that burden themselves with it shall be cut in pieces, though all the people of the earth be gathered together against it.  4In that day, saith the LORD, I will smite every horse with astonishment, and his rider with madness: and I will open mine eyes upon the house of Judah, and will smite every horse of the people with blindness.  5And the governors of Judah shall say in their heart, The inhabitants of Jerusalem shall be my strength in the LORD of hosts their God.  6In that day will I make the governors of Judah like an hearth of fire among the wood, and like a torch of fire in a sheaf; and they shall devour all the people round about, on the right hand and on the left: and Jerusalem shall be inhabited again in her own place, even in Jerusalem.  7The LORD also shall save the tents of Judah first, that the glory of the house of David and the glory of the inhabitants of Jerusalem do not magnify themselves against Judah.  8In that day shall the LORD defend the inhabitants of Jerusalem; and he that is feeble among them at that day shall be as David; and the house of David shall be as God, as the angel of the LORD before them.  9And it shall come to pass in that day, that I will seek to destroy all the nations that come against Jerusalem.  10And I will pour upon the house of David, and upon the inhabitants of Jerusalem, the spirit of grace and of supplications: and they shall look upon me whom they have pierced, and they shall mourn for him, as one mourneth for his only son, and shall be in bitterness for him, as one that is in bitterness for his firstborn.”  This clearly states that Judah (Israel), and in particular Jerusalem, shall be the center of the controversy when Jesus returns; indeed, all of Revelation is focused around Israel and Jerusalem.  It is notable that, while anti-Semitism is widespread throughout the world, it is Islam that is most specifically and violently committed to the destruction of all Jews.  It is also notable that Israel has continually and constantly sought peaceful accommodation with its neighbors; it has time and time again made concessions with the hope of peace, only to have those hopes dashed by the behavior of the Muslims.  One should note that the Koran specifically authorizes Muslims to engage in any kind of lying and deceit for the advancement of Islam, and so the Jews and Muslims are playing by different rules.  Therefore, when a Muslim leader who has the whole world following him authorizes a peace treaty with Israel, and it appears that he has the clout and standing to make it stick, the Israelites are going to jump at it.  According to Daniel 9:27, this will be the opening bell for the Great Tribulation.  “And he shall confirm the covenant with many for one week: and in the midst of the week he shall cause the sacrifice and the oblation to cease, and for the overspreading of abominations he shall make it desolate, even until the consummation, and that determined shall be poured upon the desolate.”  

There is one other aspect of the Great Tribulation that is not often discussed.  Jesus said in Matthew 24:22 “And except those days should be shortened, there should no flesh be saved: but for the elect's sake those days shall be shortened.”  The angel said in Daniel 12:4 “But thou, O Daniel, shut up the words, and seal the book, even to the time of the end: many shall run to and fro, and knowledge shall be increased.”  I have thought a great deal about the explosion of knowledge over the last two centuries; the pace of expanding knowledge has been accelerating, and what is commonplace today was unimaginable just a few years ago.  But with increasing knowledge comes increasing power of destruction, and we now have within our power to fulfill what Jesus stated in Matthew 24:22, the destruction of all life.  This capability has really only existed for the last 50 years or so; it took a while after the invention of nuclear weapons for them to become powerful and numerous enough to accomplish the feat.  What we can gather from history is that civilized behavior is not the norm for human beings, and without God they will soon find themselves trying to kill each other.  The advancement of knowledge has made men proud and haughty, and has driven them to try and find any explanation for our existence that does away for the need for a Creator.  So it is only logical that as knowledge (and with it destructive capacity) increases and people become more and more remote from God due to pride and arrogance, that sooner or later we will manage to destroy ourselves.  There are many prophets of doom that say we are killing ourselves with climate change, pollution, modified and unnatural foods, and all kinds of other problems, but they are missing the point.  We are destroying ourselves by alienating ourselves from God, and that is the real crisis.  It is pretty clear that at the rate things are going that something catastrophic is bound to happen soon.
When you look at history with prophetic fulfillment in mind, it is amazing how everything is fitting together.  If you look at it as all building up to the return of Jesus Christ, there are numerous stepping stones that must be in place in order for it to happen.  The first significant one was the invention of moveable type printing presses, as that is what enabled knowledge to increase.  The next major step was the founding of the United States, which has played a key role in both setting the prophetic stage and the spread of the Gospel.  The next significant event was the industrial revolution, which not only greatly improved the ease of living but greatly increased the destructiveness of weapons.  Next came World War I, which as I have mentioned before was the big turning point that set many events in motion that will culminate in the return of Jesus Christ.  Then came the discovery of nuclear power, and the invention of nuclear weapons.  Following this came the founding of the nation of Israel, which put the most important piece in place.  Finally, the fact that the vast majority of easily recoverable oil has been found in territory controlled by Islamic nations has given Islam the economic power that it never could have obtained by their own efforts, due to their inherent disdain for science (which I have discussed in the earlier treatise on the Antichrist).  This economic power is what has enabled them to achieve the position that will lead to their domination of the coming world government, and hence the fulfillment of all the prophecies of the Tribulation and the return of Jesus Christ.  When will this be?  As Jesus said, no man knows the day or the hour, but surely it is near, even at hand.
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