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To the merciful God of prophecy, who lovingly designed Bible prophecy to prove his existence and true nature. His boundless mercy and love moved him to send his only begotten Son (in fulfillment of prophecy!) into this world to die for our sins, making it possible for us to enjoy eternal life with him. And to his Son, Jesus Christ our Lord, “the spirit of prophecy.”

We also dedicate this book to the millions of readers of the Left Behind series of prophetic novels (written with Jerry B. Jenkins), and to all others who have yet to appreciate how merciful our heavenly Father really is. May they discover soon what he has done and what he plans to do to demonstrate his amazing love!


The Lord, the Lord God, merciful and gracious, longsuffering, and abounding in goodness and truth, keeping mercy for thousands, forgiving iniquity and transgression and sin.

Exodus 34:6–7


Introduction

So many people have a distorted view of God. Whether their confusion results from a legalistic background or because skeptics in school or at work have turned them against God, the God they envision either does not exist or he looks nothing like the God revealed in the Bible.

It is crucial that all of us get a clear idea of the God who actually exists, for the day will come when all of us will look to him for mercy and help. I hope that day will not come for you in the form of a major life crisis, especially nothing like the 9/11 terrorist attack that, without warning, claimed approximately three thousand innocent lives and left an entire nation grieving, bewildered, and groping for answers.

Those who gain a good understanding of the merciful God of the Bible are quick to turn to him, where they find comfort in their time of desperation. Those who do not know God—or who have the wrong understanding of what he really is—have to face their time of tribulation alone. Consequently they find themselves facing both the present and the future with fear and dread.

Knowing the true God—as he is revealed by the Hebrew prophets and by his Son, Jesus Christ—can be the most comforting experience of life. When our youngest daughter, Lori, was five years old, she had double pneumonia twice within two months. I shall never forget the experience of standing at the side of her hospital bed, her body enveloped by an oxygen tent. As I watched her little chest rise and fall in desperate gasps for breath, the doctor turned to my wife and me and said, “If you folks know how to pray, you'd better do it now. I have done everything for her that I possibly can!” Beverly and I immediately bowed our heads and prayed to our heavenly Father and put Lori's plight in his strong hands.

As we finished our prayer, a deep sense of peace and assurance washed over us. No one can understand such an experience except those who have walked through something like it. Even then we knew that whether she lived or died, she remained in God's loving care and that someday we would see her again. Two days later, Lori was out of the oxygen tent and well on the road to recovery. Today she is the busy mother of four of our nine grandchildren.

But the story doesn't end there. Next to us in that room so long ago sat a couple about our age with a daughter in the same plight. They wept uncontrollably. Though I tried, I could not console them, for God was obviously a stranger to them. That is when I began to realize how very important it is to gain the right understanding of who and what God really is before we face that unknown tragedy or circumstance that will come inevitably to every life.

That is what this book is all about—getting to know the real God, just as he has revealed himself through the most spiritual men in the Bible: the Hebrew prophets and the apostles of Jesus. Even though “God is Spirit” (John 4:24) and “no one has seen God at any time” (John 1:18), God has given us many ways to come to know him. As the Psalmist said, “the heavens declare the glory of God” (Ps 19:1). Certainly the marvels of creation prove that he exists, that he is all-powerful, and that he is the Master Designer of all things. But creation does not tell us much of who God is—what he is like, how he feels, and whether he is for us or against us. Somehow we all know he is holy, while we are sinners who have fallen short of his standard of holiness. But it is only in the Bible that we learn what he is really like and what kind of relationship we can have with him.

The apostle Paul spoke of two ways to know God: through the revelation the Lord has given of himself through the Hebrew prophets and through God's only begotten Son, Jesus Christ, who came into this world not only to die for the sins of mankind but also to reveal God as Father.

God, who at various times and in various ways spoke in time past to the fathers by the prophets, has in these last days spoken to us by His Son … the express image of His person. (Heb. 1:1–3)

Think of it! The Bible calls Jesus Christ the “express image” of God. When Jesus walked on this earth, everything he did expressed the true nature of God. His attitude toward children reflected the heavenly Father's attitude toward the totally dependant of our world. Jesus said, “Suffer the little children to come unto me” (Mark 10:14 kjv), which shows God's love for children. We learn that when the Savior felt the hurt and sorrow of his friends, “Jesus wept” (John 11:35). He saw the sorrow of Mary and Martha at the death of their brother, Lazarus, and he revealed himself to be completely in tune with human sorrows, grief, and hurts. By doing so he revealed how God the Father responds when we hurt.

While in this book we shall examine the life of Christ as the crowning illustration of God's character, we shall also explore the writings of the most spiritual men of the ancient world: the Hebrew prophets. From Enoch, Moses, Samuel, and the twelve minor and four major prophets, we learn things about God that would otherwise remain unknown. No other religion or philosophy in the world gives anything that will convince us that we do not have to quake in fear before God, afraid of what he may do next. But in this study we will learn that he is a merciful God, longsuffering, compassionate, and forgiving. We will learn that God loves us and is for us—a welcome thought in times of need!

Sooner or later we will all face our own personal time of crisis. Your time of need may be self-inflicted. Or it may occur simply because you are a human being living in a fallen world. I pray you will see that, whatever the cause of your misfortune, you can turn from wherever you are, like the Prodigal son, and return to your heavenly Father.

As we begin, I must declare that I cannot view God as a cruel taskmaster, standing at the gate of heaven to keep people out. Instead, I see him as the loving, merciful heavenly Father—just as described by the prophets and Jesus Christ, his Son—who stands at the gate of heaven, seeking to draw the greatest possible number of men and women in. While all those who enter must come through faith in his Son's sacrifice for our sins on the cross and his subsequent resurrection, we can be certain of this: if there is any way to get someone through the pearly gates, God will make sure it happens!

Where did I ever get such an idea of God? The Bible! The Word of God remains the only reliable source of who and what God is—and only there can we discover the wonderful plan he has in store for humanity. I invite you now to join me and make that delightful discovery for yourself.


PART ONE

THE GOD OF PROPHECY
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God Has Gotten a Bad Rap

When someone speaks of “Bible prophecy,” what images come to mind? What pictures do you see? More important, how do these images influence your concept of God? What sort of scenes do they paint in your consciousness?

If you're like many people, “Bible prophecy” conjures up frightening images of doom, of fireballs raining from heaven, of mountains crashing into the sea, and of the sky turning a deep, blood red (before it grows dark and inky black altogether). It makes you think of an angry God bent on destruction. It scares you, and you'd just as soon not think of it at all.

Although I'm no movie buff, I think two scenes from the 1984 blockbuster film Ghostbusters probably sum up as well as anything the picture most folks have of biblical prophecy.1 In the first scene, Winston and Ray are driving across the Brooklyn Bridge in New York City when Winston asks, “Hey, Ray. Do you remember something in the Bible about the last days, when the dead would rise from the grave?”

“I remember Revelation 6:12,” Ray replies. “‘And I looked, as he opened the sixth seal, and behold, there was a great earthquake, and the sun became as black as sackcloth. And the moon became as blood.’”

“And the seas boiled and the skies fell,” whispers Winston.

“Judgment Day,” Ray concludes.

“Judgment Day,” agrees Winston.

A little later in the film, all of the ghostbusters appear before New York's mayor, trying to convince him and other city officials to allow them to handle the crisis. “This city is headed for a disaster of biblical proportions,” says their leader.

“What do you mean, ‘biblical’?” asks the mayor.

“What he means is Old Testament biblical, Mr. Mayor,” replies Ray. “Real wrath-of-God-type stuff. Fire and brimstone coming from the sky! Rivers and seas boiling!”

“Forty years of darkness!” cries another. “Earthquakes! Volcanoes!”

“The dead rising from the grave!” shouts Winston.

“Human sacrifice, dogs and cats living together, mass hysteria!” sneers their leader.

The movie plays these scenes for laughs, of course—it's supposed to be a comedy, after all—but nevertheless I believe it accurately captures the general public's attitude toward biblical prophecy. When many folks ponder the Bible's predictions about the future, they often dredge up mental images of terrifying calamities, as well as grim scenes of a furious God flinging one bolt of judgment after another at trembling sinners. Even many Christians feel this way.

Frightened of Prophecy

Shortly after they were married, Tom and Carol2 very publicly declared to friends at their church that they did not intend to have children. When asked how they had made such an important decision, they both pointed to Bible prophecy.

“The Bible tells us that the world is going to get worse and worse,” Carol explained. “There are going to be awful wars and terrible earthquakes. Thousands, maybe millions, of believers are going to be martyred for their faith. Why would I want to bring any children into a world like that?”

Tom wholeheartedly agreed. “It just doesn't make any sense to subject your own children to the awful time that's coming,” he would say. “I mean, the apostle Paul says in 2 Timothy that ‘there will be terrible times in the last days.’ God says, ‘People will be lovers of themselves, lovers of money, boastful, proud, abusive, disobedient to their parents, ungrateful, unholy, without love, unforgiving, slanderous, without self-control, brutal, not lovers of the good, treacherous, rash, conceited, lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God—having a form of godliness but denying its power.’ Paul even says to ‘have nothing to do with them.’ So why would we want to expose our own flesh and blood to something so atrocious as that?” (2 Tim. 3:1–5 niv).

A longtime friend of this couple, Barb, expressed similar feelings. “I haven't studied any of the ‘end times’ stuff and I don't read any of the novels on prophecy that are so popular right now,” she said. “I don't read them because when you talk about the devil, that scares me. It's not like sci-fi, which is make-believe; Satan is a real power, not some scary monster. Also, because I am such a visual person, it's hard for me to get those images out of my head. So I have avoided prophecy, although I know I probably should study it so that I'm more prepared for the future and so that I can recognize some of the ‘signs of the times’ when they happen.”

Barb's avoidance of Bible prophecy comes down to what we might call “the fear factor.” Prophecies of hard times and coming judgment don't comfort her, they frighten her. They make her wonder what terrifying events might happen in the next minute, what might be lying in wait around the next corner.

“Prophecy makes me feel the way you do when you're watching a horror movie and something bad happens in the bathroom—after that you don't want to go in your own bathroom!” she explained. “I tend to want to avoid both conflict and fear; that's been my M.O. I also don't like thinking about the spiritual battle between evil and good. A few days after the terrorist attack on the World Trade Center towers, my family attended a service in our community. One speaker talked about how we're really not battling an army, we're battling evil itself. And that kind of gives me the creeps because it is so less concrete than the other thing, which we could dominate.”

When unspeakable acts of violence strike our world—like the September 11, 2001, attacks on the World Trade Center and on the Pentagon—it's almost impossible not to recall biblical images of future judgment. More than one witness to the destruction caused in New York City and Washington, D.C., described it to television reporters in these words: “It looked like Armageddon.”

Jesus himself, speaking of “the end,” told his disciples that when that time comes, “Nations will be in anguish and perplexity … Men will faint from terror, apprehensive of what is coming on the world, for the heavenly bodies will be shaken” (Luke 21:25–26 niv).

Now, I freely admit that such terrifying imagery doesn't bring comfort in the usual sense (in fact, I don't think it's meant to). But I am convinced that even such knee-knocking terminology is designed to communicate God's immeasurable mercy, grace, and love. God is not some celestial ogre who delights in inflicting catastrophe, but a loving Lord who does everything he can to help us escape divine judgment. He uses Bible prophecy not to frighten us, but for at least three other purposes: to prove beyond a shadow of a doubt that he exists; to warn us of the real dangers that lay ahead; and to encourage us into accepting his gracious offer of life, happiness, and ultimate satisfaction—forever.

From my perspective, the popular images of prophecy as a “downer” are all wrong. They completely misrepresent the loving nature of God and what he plans to do with the inhabitants of planet earth.

Of course, I can well understand how such a huge misunderstanding can take place. Why? Because many years ago I shared the very same viewpoint.

Who Wants to Go to Heaven?

At a summer camp when I was fifteen years old, I dedicated my life to the gospel ministry. Even from that early age, I knew I wanted to serve Jesus Christ and tell as many people as possible about his amazing love.

Five years later, after serving two years in the Air Force, I entered a Christian college to study to be a minister. Shortly after classes began, I met a beautiful young woman named Beverly. I fell in love with her almost immediately and eventually married her, but I almost missed the opportunity to discover what a real gem she truly is. On our very first date, I nearly torpedoed any chance I had at winning her heart. Truth be told, I just about scared her off.

At our school, students on dates couldn't hold hands or do anything really exciting. We were allowed to talk and that was it. So in two hours of conversation—with eagle-eyed chaperones lurking nearby with rifles and telescopes (or so it seemed to me)—she asked a few questions about the future and about heaven.

Without much thought, I blurted out, “I really am not too nuts about going to heaven—you know, floating around on a cloud, strumming a harp. I'm musically tone-deaf, anyway. It just doesn't grab me.”

My lovely date looked at me with incredulity in her eyes and stammered, “Well, don't you love God?”

“Do you want me to be honest?” I asked.

She nodded.

Understand, I came from a background where God had been pictured as an angry taskmaster who sat glumly on the judgment seat, eagerly waiting for us to do something sinful so that he could zap us with a lightning bolt. I grew up thinking that God just couldn't wait to condemn all kinds of people to hell.

So I flatly told Bev, “To tell the truth, I really don't even like God.”

Today, of course, I realize how close to blasphemy such a statement is—but it's exactly how I felt at the time. Fortunately, God knows the condition of our hearts and he judges according to our hearts, not necessarily by some of the stupid things we say.

After recovering from the shock, my gracious wife-to-be sat up straight and asked me in her very direct and spiritual way, “Well, if you don't like God and you don't want to go to heaven, then why are you here?”

A sensible question from a most sensible and practical woman. But I thought I had a perfectly logical answer.

“You don't understand,” I said. “I love Jesus. He saved me, he called me to preach, and he's the reason I'm here.”

So far as I was concerned, that answer explained everything. I loved Jesus with all my heart. I knew that Jesus loved me and that he had died for my sins so that I might live forever with him. I felt excited, even thrilled, about the opportunity to win people to Christ. I went to that school so that I could more effectively tell others about Jesus.

But I had no idea how Jesus and God connected. To me, they seemed as different and as contrary to one another as could be imagined. Therefore I could enthusiastically declare that while I loved Jesus, I disliked God.

Do you know what was wrong? I knew practically nothing of what the Bible actually teaches about God. I had not rejected God, but rather a grotesque caricature of him that has become very common in our world.

I'm convinced that one of the main reasons so many men and women in our society feel such aversion toward God is that they have no idea how gracious and merciful and loving he really is. They suffer under a Ghostbusters view of God, a distorted picture that sees the Almighty as dour, angry, ill-tempered, and eager to mete out horrific judgment. And amazing as it now seems to me, I once was a card-carrying member of that nervous club.

After our unusual date, Bev returned to her dormitory—you might even say she fled—and told her roommate, “I just had a date with the craziest guy I've ever met. I will never date him again.” (So much for that vow, after fifty-five years of marriage!)

This sad event occurred a long, long time ago, and today I can say that I truly love God with all my heart. Once I studied every verse in the Bible about who and what God is, I gained a completely different view of him. Once I discovered the truth about God—that he is really merciful and gracious and looks on us with such inexhaustible love that he sent his Son, Jesus Christ, to become the Savior of the world—my whole world changed. To bring about this change and to open my eyes to his true nature, God especially made use of a famous story from the lips of Jesus.

Discovering the Truth

When Jesus wanted his audience to grasp the passionate love of God for them, he told them three short but powerful stories (Luke 15). All of them memorably illustrate the Father's longing to find and bring home all of his lost children.

In the third of these stories, a young man from a wealthy family demands and gets his inheritance long before the death of his father (the time when custom said he ought to receive the money). He leaves home and spends his entire fortune on wild living, eventually winding up broke and friendless and working in a pigpen. One day, surrounded by hogs that eat better than he does, he comes to his senses. He realizes that even his father's servants enjoy a better life than the one he is enduring. So he picks himself up and sets off for home, determined to ask his father for work as a hired hand.

Meanwhile, his dad sits patiently on the veranda, scanning the road and praying each day to see his wandering son return home at last. On this day, while the son is still a long way off, the father recognizes the tired silhouette of his boy hobbling down the road. And what does he do? Does he sit there with folded arms and a scowl on his face and say, “Well, let's see if this foolish boy can make it all the way up to the bunkhouse. Then I'll give him a piece of my mind”? Not on your life! The father leaps off the veranda and runs to his son, embraces him, covers his dirty, pigsty face with kisses, and treats him to a homecoming party, complete with the best fresh beef in the county.

As I sat in a Bible class one day, studying this parable, I suddenly realized that the real story is not so much the prodigal, but the father of the prodigal. Jesus was portraying God as the prodigal's father! Our Lord wanted us to realize that his Father, God Almighty, was just like the merciful father in this story.

And for the first time I grasped the gracious, loving nature of God.

At that moment the lightbulb went off in my head. At once I understood that God isn't sitting up in heaven, arms crossed, trying to prevent people from entering. Instead, he stands with arms wide open, trying in all conceivable ways to usher as many people into heaven as possible.

The Bible insists that when any of us makes it to heaven, we do so only because God has made it possible (Matt. 18:14; John 6:37, 39–40, 44; 1 Tim. 2:3–4; 2 Pet. 3:9). If he can discover any way for us to make it safely through heaven's gates, he'll see that it happens. This is the truth about our gracious God. He reaches out to bring us to his side, where he has stockpiled “pleasures forevermore” at his right hand (Ps. 16:11).

That's the truth about God! Our Lord is a loving Father. And believe it or not, Bible prophecy reveals God's kind nature as almost nothing else can. So deeply do I believe this, that I've dedicated the rest of my life to helping others grasp this breathtaking truth.

Prophecy Shows God's Amazing Love

People are interested in prophecy today as never before. I can't adequately express how thrilled I am at the way God is blessing the Left Behind fiction series that Jerry B. Jenkins and I are writing. I have to pinch myself. People all over the country ask me how and why the series took off the way it did. The truth is, I don't know. All I can say is that God loves to honor his prophetic Word. When we began, I certainly had no idea of what was to come. Initially, I envisioned only one book.

I got the original idea seventeen years ago while sitting on an airplane, and it burned in my soul from that day on. Although I was a successful nonfiction author with forty titles in print, I had never written fiction. At first I thought, You know, I should try on my own to write a story based on prophecy. At the time, three of my nonfiction-writing friends wrote novels. I picked up their books, thinking, Hey, if they can do it, so can I. But then I actually read what they had written. And I quickly realized the truth: None of us can write good fiction.

I profited by that experience and asked the Lord to hook me up with an experienced author of fiction. I did some looking, found a promising candidate, and together we wrote a book.

I paid him to throw it away.

It cost me a fortune to toss a 550-page book in the trash, but the final product just didn't have the quality I demanded. It didn't feel like my book; it didn't speak to my heart.

Then I met Jerry B. Jenkins—and the rest, as they say, is history. At the time of this writing, more than fifty million books from the series are in print worldwide. We estimate that at least one hundred thousand readers have so far made a decision to receive Christ as their Savior through the influence of these novels.

Now can you see why I have a deep passion to declare the mercy and love of God through the medium of Bible prophecy? I want to counter the false notion that only gloom, doom, and despair await this troubled world. Much to the contrary, the Bible proclaims that God has a magnificent plan for our future, a plan that reveals his mercy. When properly understood, prophecy shows us the astonishing steps God will take to help a maximum number of people enjoy a spectacular eternity with him.

We should all stand amazed at how many future events God has revealed, primarily in order to show us his love and mercy. Even now he is carefully and relentlessly at work, superintending the course of world events in order to bring about the glorious future he has foretold. Some important prophetic events appear to be unfolding even now, in our own day.

God does love this world! Bible prophecy proves it! And this great message of divine love has become the passion of my heart. I'm in my mid-seventies, and I feel a strong compulsion to do whatever I can in the time I have left to encourage men and women to earnestly study Bible prophecy.

One of the most important books of prophecy, Revelation, says, “Blessed [or happy] is he who reads and those who hear the words of this prophecy, and keep those things which are written in it; because the time is near” (1:3).

Do you want to enjoy the greatest possible happiness? Then you must strive to understand Bible prophecy. God promises in his Word to give a special blessing of happiness to all those who seek to grasp what he has revealed about the future. Those who neglect the prophetic plan of God lack something essential in their lives, particularly in relation to their understanding and appreciation of Jesus. It may be that you have little desire to understand Bible prophecy—but do you want to know Jesus better? If so, then you must invest some time in God's prophetic word. Don't forget that the Book of Revelation does not merely disclose future events, but is particularly “the Revelation of Jesus Christ” (Rev. 1:1). If you want to know Jesus as he truly is, you cannot afford to bypass Bible prophecy.

Amazing treasures await those who plunge into the world of Bible prophecy. For there we learn that if the Scriptures teach us anything about God, it's that he is for us. He is not against us! He calls us to obey him, not because he needs our puny efforts, but because he wants to bless our lives. And as we will discover, the key to opening the door to God's blessing is to say, “Here's my life, Lord. Do with it whatever you see fit.”

Love from Cover to Cover

Still, you may wonder, But how does Bible prophecy reveal to us the mercy of God? That's what this book is all about. We'll see how he has used prophecy in the past to communicate his amazing grace, how prophecy can help us right now to experience his abundant love, and how prophecy will continue to convince men and women of God's gracious intentions, right up to the very end of history. All of that is to come in the following pages.

But we can say, right off the top, that from cover to cover, Bible prophecy powerfully proclaims the grace, mercy, and love of God to those who believe in him.

Find that hard to believe? Then I suggest you turn to the very first book of the Bible, Genesis. There you will discover that God was thinking prophetically as soon as the first humans sinned. Only moments after Adam and Eve took a bite out of the forbidden fruit, God declared to the evil one who had enticed them to sin, “I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your seed and her Seed; He shall bruise your head, and you shall bruise His heel” (3:15). That's an amazingly gracious prophecy—at least, for the man and the woman! Even at this darkest of hours, our merciful God prophesied that he would send the Christ (the Seed of the woman) to defeat Satan (“he shall bruise your head”) by dying on the cross (“you shall bruise His heel”).

Imagine! Even before his special creatures had sinned, God already had designed a remedy, a potent solution for their estrangement from him—in fact, the only solution. For only God himself, in the person of his Son, Jesus Christ, could die for the sins of the whole world.

How hard could it be to love a God like that?

What's more, God has woven this gracious thread of prophecy all the way through the Bible. The word grace first appears in Scripture in Genesis 6:8, when we read that, “Noah found grace in the eyes of the Lord.” The last book in Scripture, Revelation, opens with a reference to God's grace (1:4) and closes the same way (22:21). The middle of the book reminds us of the greatest act of grace in history, that Jesus Christ was “slain from the foundation of the world” (13:8).

Why this concentrated focus on grace? To give us courage, strength, and hope, particularly in uncertain times like these.

Prophecy tells us that from the very beginning of history to its last gasp, God shows himself to be merciful, gracious, and loving beyond all imagination. And from the first book of the Bible to the last, prophecy declares that God has crafted an astonishing plan to bless untold millions of redeemed human beings with eternal life, eternal significance, and eternal joy.

I say it again: No one has to be afraid of the God of prophecy!

In fact, there is only one kind of god we do have to fear: the one who doesn't exist, the one who rubs his hands together and grins each time we fail, thereby earning his angry judgment. That is a god to fear.

Happily, that is not the God of the Bible. That is not the God of prophecy. The God of Scripture is for us. He is always available to us, always attentive to our needs. And prophecy assures us that his ears are always attuned to our cry.

Just the other day I saw a bumper sticker that made me both smile and reflect. Its message featured just two lines, but they say a lot about our times:

Where are we going?

And why am I in this hand basket?

Bible prophecy shouts loud and clear, “You can know where you're going; you don't have to remain in the dark. And you do not have to stay in a place that takes you exactly where you don't want to be!”

I love Bible prophecy because it reveals a kindhearted God who is merciful and gracious beyond all expectation. But perhaps most marvelous of all is the open invitation he gives to each one of us: Come and see! (Ps. 66:5; Isa. 66:18).

I say, let's take him up on his offer.
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The God of the Prophets

Where would we be without the Old Testament prophets? For one thing, without them, we'd also be without some of the greatest spiritual leaders the English-speaking world has ever produced.

Consider two such leaders—one American, one British, and both named Charles. Charles G. Finney (1792–1875) and Charles H. Spurgeon (1834–1892) helped millions of seeking men and women in their day to connect deeply with God. Yet neither might have burst upon the scene apart from the influence of the ancient prophets of God.

Finney describes how he spent several difficult days anguishing over the state of his soul. He knew the gospel intellectually, but it had never made much of a difference in his life. As he grew increasingly aware of his need for divine mercy, he grew progressively more agitated. He wrote in his memoirs:

Just at that point, this passage of Scripture seemed to drop into my mind with a flood of light: “Then shall ye go and pray unto me, and I will hearken unto you. Then ye shall seek me and find me, when ye shall search for me with all your heart.” I instantly seized hold of this with my heart. I had intellectually believed the Bible before; but never had the truth been in my mind that faith was a voluntary trust instead of an intellectual state … I knew that it was God's word, and God's voice, as it were, that spoke to me.1

The word Finney heard came from the prophet Jeremiah (29:12–13 kjv).

On the spot Finney declared that he would take God at his word, that God could not lie, that therefore he was sure the Almighty had heard his prayer and that he would certainly find the God he sought.

God heard Finney's petition and soon afterward the future revivalist found the mercy he had so earnestly sought. He wrote:

The repose of my mind was unspeakably great. I never can describe it in words. The thought of God was sweet to my mind, and the most profound spiritual tranquility had taken full possession of me … No words can express the wonderful love that was shed abroad in my heart. I wept aloud with joy and love; and I do not know but I should say, I literally bellowed out the unutterable gushings of my heart. These waves came over me, and over me, and over me, one after the other, until I recollect I cried out, “I shall die if these waves continue to pass over me.” I said, “Lord, I cannot bear any more”; yet I had no fear of death.2

The next morning Finney described how God's mercy had rescued him: “He then cleared the subject up so much to my mind that it was in fact impossible for me to doubt that the Spirit of God had taken possession of my soul.”3

Many have called Charles H. Spurgeon the “Prince of Preachers.” At the height of his popularity he spoke twice a week in the six-thousand-seat Metropolitan Tabernacle in London. Yet he wrote, “I sometimes think I might have been in darkness and despair until now had it not been for the goodness of God in sending a snowstorm, one Sunday morning, while I was going to a certain place of worship.” Forced by the weather to enter a Primitive Methodist Chapel, Spurgeon joined about a dozen people in worship, and although “they sang so loudly that they made people's heads ache,” he didn't mind, for “I wanted to know how I might be saved, and if they could tell me that, I did not care how much they made my head ache.”4

When the regular minister did not show up, a member of the congregation began to preach. Spurgeon described the impromptu preacher as “a very thin-looking man, a shoemaker, or tailor, or something of that sort… really stupid,” and said the man “was obliged to stick to his text, for the simple reason that he had little else to say.”5 The preacher chose the text, “Look unto me, and be ye saved, all the ends of the earth”—a verse from the prophet Isaiah (45:22 kjv). The man didn't have much of an idea about how to preach Isaiah, but he spoke what he knew. Spurgeon's description of what happened that morning is still priceless:

He did not even pronounce the words rightly, but that did not matter. There was, I thought, a glimpse of hope for me in that text. The preacher began thus:—” My dear friends, this is a very simple text indeed. It says, ‘Look.’ Now lookin' don't take a deal of pains. It ain't liftin' your foot or your finger; it is just, ‘Look.’ Well, a man needn't go to College to learn to look. You may be the biggest fool, and yet you can look. A man needn't be worth a thousand a year to be able to look. Anyone can look; even a child can look. But then the text says, ‘Look unto Me.’ Ay!” said he, in broad Essex, “many on ye are lookin' to yourselves, but it's no use lookin' there. You'll never find any comfort in yourselves. Some look to God the Father. No, look to Him by-and-by. Jesus Christ says, ‘Look unto Me.’ Some on ye say, ‘We must wait for the Spirit's workin’.' You have no business with that just now. Look to Christ. The text says, ‘Look unto Me.’”5

The man went on like this for about ten minutes, until he reached “the end of his tether,” according to Spurgeon.

Then he looked at me under the gallery, and I daresay, with so few present, he knew me to be a stranger. Just fixing his eyes on me, as if he knew all my heart, he said, “Young man, you look very miserable.” Well, I did; but I had not been accustomed to have remarks made from the pulpit on my personal appearance before. However, it was a good blow, struck right home. He continued, “and you always will be miserable—miserable in life, and miserable in death,—if you don't obey my text; but if you obey now, this moment, you will be saved.” Then, lifting up his hands, he shouted, as only a Primitive Methodist could do, “Young man, look to Jesus Christ. Look! Look! Look! You have nothin' to do but to look and live.”7

At once Spurgeon said he saw:

… the way of salvation. I had been waiting to do fifty things, but when I heard that word, “Look!” what a charming word it seemed to me! Oh! I looked until I could almost have looked my eyes away. There and then the cloud was gone, the darkness had rolled away, and that moment I saw the sun; and I could have risen that instant, and sung with the most enthusiastic of them, of the precious blood of Christ, and the simple faith which looks alone to Him. Oh, that somebody had told me this before, “Trust Christ, and you shall be saved.”8

So did two of the most influential and revered spiritual leaders in the English-speaking world find the mercy and grace of God. And how did they find it? Through the words of two of the most honored prophets in the Old Testament.

So what was it about these prophets that cause their words to live on yet today? Let's take a look.

The Best God Had

I believe the testimony of the prophets on the nature of God is crucial because these remarkable servants really were the best God had. No wonder the apostle Peter called them “holy men of God”! (2 Pet. 1:21).

It's tough to name a godly king or judge in the Old Testament who wasn't a prophet as well. And when we list the great heroes of the Old Testament, whom do we most often discuss? Samuel, Elijah, Elisha, Daniel, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, David, and Moses. Not only were all these men the special servants of God for their generation, all of them were also prophets. In their time they knew the Lord better than anyone else. They had a special insight into the nature and character of God.

Do you really want to know who God is? Then understand him from the prophets. If we listen to their testimony regarding the nature of God, we will see the light burning at the end of our own tunnels. Everyone has problems and we all look to God for solutions. How much better to call upon the God whom the prophets knew so well!

Jonah, the Rebellious Prophet

Have you heard of Jonah, a rebellious prophet who took the first submarine ride in history? Oddly enough, this man ended up surfing undersea currents in the belly of great fish precisely because he knew God to be gracious and merciful. But that takes a little explanation.

Jonah lived sometime around the eighth century b.c., when Assyria dominated the affairs of the ancient Near East. From about 900–600 b.c., Assyria overran Mesopotamia through its powerful and vicious armies. Historical accounts of the time tell us it was not uncommon for the Assyrians to take the heads of its conquered foes and pile them up in huge heaps as a not-so-subtle warning to others.

Nineveh, the capital of Assyria, had become the greatest city in the world. A wall almost eight miles around enveloped the city, while a population of at least 120,000 lived within its walls.9 A much larger administrative district surrounded the walled city; the whole complex was often referred to as “Nineveh.” The huge site amounted to an enormous metropolis.

God told Jonah to go to that teeming city and proclaim, “Yet forty days, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!” (Jon. 3:4). Assyria had long posed a threat to Israel, and since Jonah was a Hebrew prophet, perhaps he could see that one day this powerful Gentile nation would destroy Israel (an event which did in fact occur in 722 b.c.). So when God told Jonah to call the Ninevites to repent, he feared that they really might. Therefore, instead of heading to Nineveh, he fled in the opposite direction, to the seaport town of Joppa. There he booked passage to the even more distant region of Tarshish.

The familiar Bible story describes how the seas grew rough and stormy and threatened to sink his vessel. Jonah counseled the sailors to throw him overboard, and reluctantly, they did. We're told “a great fish” immediately swallowed the disgruntled prophet. After three days and nights spent in the depths of the sea, even the fish couldn't stomach that rebel, so the beast ejected the prophet onto the beach.

This time, when God instructed Jonah to preach in Nineveh, he complied—and the city responded with what may be the biggest revival in history. The Bible says the entire population of Nineveh—from the king to the lowliest of servants—put on sackcloth, began to fast, and repented. God saw their change of heart and relented from sending destruction. And so the Book of Jonah reminds us what kind of God we serve. He is the sort of Lord who loves to show mercy!

Still, while the repentance of the Ninevites greatly pleased God, it didn't please Jonah at all.

“Ah Lord,” the prophet prayed, “was not this what I said when I was still in my country? Therefore I fled previously to Tarshish; for I know that You are a gracious and merciful God, slow to anger and abundant in lovingkindness, One who relents from doing harm” (Jon. 4:2).

Can you imagine? A prophet used by God to spark the greatest revival in history—and he bitterly complained about it! He didn't like this turn of events, because from his perspective the recipients of God's grace hailed from the “wrong” nation. Jonah wanted God to wipe the filthy Assyrians off the face of the earth—and instead he spared them!

Don't miss what happened. The prophet ran from God, not because he feared a God eager to hurl down bolts of judgment, but because he knew God to be gracious, merciful, and deeply loving. This was too much for Jonah to handle.

True to form, however, God wasn't through with this prophet.

Jonah lingered for a few days outside Nineveh, hoping that God would change his mind and obliterate the city. It's hot in this part of the world, and Jonah felt overjoyed when overnight the Lord caused a vine to grow over his head to give him a measure of relief from the blazing sun. But early the next day, God sent a worm to wither the vine. And that made Jonah even more furious.

“Is it right for you to be angry about the plant?” God asked his prophet.

“It is right for me to be angry,” Jonah replied, “even to death!”

That's when Jonah learned a second lesson about God's kindhearted and merciful nature.

“You had pity on the plant for which you have not labored, nor made it grow, which came up in a night and perished in a night,” God said. “And should I not pity Nineveh, that great city, in which are more than one hundred and twenty thousand persons who cannot discern between their right hand and their left—and much livestock?” (Jon. 4:10–11).

Jonah felt compassion for a plant that helped him feel comfortable; God felt compassion toward a people that for many years had scorned and blasphemed him.

Despite himself, Jonah tells us a great deal about the nature of God. Jonah wanted judgment; God wanted mercy. Jonah rooted for death; God championed life.

Thank the Lord, God won!

And I thank the Lord, too, that Jonah didn't originate this idea of God as merciful, gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in love. He learned it from yet another prophet.

Of Locusts and Repentance and Love

About a century or so before the time of Jonah, another Hebrew prophet named Joel ministered to the people of Judah. In his days, the nation enjoyed unparalleled prosperity—but affluence led many to forget that they enjoyed their wealth only through the blessing of God. Joel, whose name means “Yahweh is God,” could not allow this sad state of affairs to continue unchallenged.

A terrible locust plague had engulfed his nation, and Joel used the calamity to encourage his countrymen to turn back to the Lord. He declared that if they refused to repent, a plague even greater than mighty locust armies would devastate the nation on the great and terrible “day of the Lord” (Joel 2:11).

Joel's short book reveals that he knew intimately the temple and its ministry, and that he firmly grasped the geography and history of his land. As a spiritually mature man, he pled with his nation to turn away from their rebellion and return with their whole hearts to the God of their fathers.

I had never paid enough attention to the message of this “minor prophet” until I discovered him anew in my devotions. His book covers only three short chapters and it's easy to miss him among the myriad Old Testament prophets. But there, in the second chapter of his book, I saw it. Joel, a great saint of God, wanted to teach me about his good Lord. Read carefully what he had to say:

“Now, therefore,” says the Lord,

“Turn to Me with all your heart,

With fasting, with weeping,

and with mourning.”

So rend your heart, and not your garments;

Return to the Lord your God,

For He is gracious and merciful,

Slow to anger, and of great kindness;

And He relents from doing harm.

(Joel 2:12–13)

Did you catch Joel's stunning picture of God? Certainly the prophet didn't shrink from warning his people that God would soon judge their sin. He used graphic pictures and arresting images to encourage God's people to leave their false gods and their sinful ways of life and to return to the Lord. He urged them to come to God with their whole hearts, not merely with some religious show.

But what ultimate reason did Joel give to his countrymen for returning to God? What was his ace in the hole? What truth did he most lean on to encourage them to “return to the Lord your God”? Make sure you don't miss it: “For He is gracious and merciful, slow to anger, and of great kindness; and He relents from doing harm.”

Doesn't that sound familiar? It should! It sounds just like the message of Jonah, who lived about a century after Joel. No doubt Jonah had been reading Joel's little book!

This idea of a merciful God must have flourished in ancient Israel, for both Amos and Malachi (two minor prophets who lived near the end of Old Testament history) referred to their merciful God as “gracious,” and both major prophets, Isaiah and Jeremiah, referred to him as “merciful.” God described himself to Jeremiah in these words: “‘I am merciful,’ says the Lord; ‘I will not remain angry forever. Only acknowledge your iniquity’” (Jer. 3:12–13).

What comfort this is to sinners in any age, to know that they can find “mercy” when they admit their sin to God. God himself said so! There is no better guarantee of forgiveness than that given by God himself.

Do you want to believe in a God like that? I know I do, for that is the kind of God I need, one who understands the thoughts and intents of my heart—and who yet, because of his mercy, wants to bless me anyway.

These prophets weren't alone in “getting” the message. The truth is, the good news about God's love goes even deeper and further back, long before their time.

The Clock Turns Still Further Back

That God is merciful should take none of us by surprise. Consider the Book of 2 Kings. Several times this sacred record of Israel's history mentions what it calls “the sons of the prophets” (2:3, 5, 7, 15; 4:1, 38; 5:22; 6:1; 9:1). I have a hunch that the great prophet Elijah founded a school of prophets through which he helped his followers to understand that our merciful God is gracious, slow to anger, and abundant in lovingkindness.

No doubt it was the effective ministry of this school of prophets that prompted King Hezekiah to write a letter to his people in which he reminded them, “the Lord your God is gracious and merciful, and will not turn His face from you if you return to Him” (2 Chron. 30:9).

Happily, we cannot say that Elijah—even though he founded the school of the prophets to formally teach young prophets the ways and nature of God—originated this delightful concept. Long before his time, the greatest king in Israel's history—and a prophet in his own right—penned the following words: “But You, O Lord, are a God full of compassion, and gracious, longsuffering and abundant in mercy and truth” (Ps. 86:15).

No wonder David could say, after such a great confession, “Oh, turn to me, and have mercy on me!” (v. 16) The nature of God continued to inspire him when he wrote:

The Lord is merciful and gracious,

Slow to anger, and abounding in mercy.

He will not always strive with us,

Nor will He keep His anger forever.

He has not dealt with us according to our sins,

Nor punished us according to our iniquities.

For as high as the heavens are high above the earth,

So great is His mercy toward those who fear Him.

As far as the east is from the west,

So far has He removed our transgressions from us.

(Ps. 103:8–12)

David, who seemed to know God as well as anyone in the Old Testament, mentioned the mercy of God no fewer than fourteen times in his writings—and that's not counting Psalm 136, where twenty-six times he declared that God's “mercy endures forever.”

Long before Jonah; long before Joel; long before even Elijah, King David extolled the infinite mercy, grace, and love of the Lord. The “sweet psalmist of Israel” could never get over the boundless mercy of his God, and he eagerly set to music his joyful understanding of God's love.

But do you want to know something? Not even David originated this idea. It predated even him … by a long, long time.

The Lawgiver Himself Speaks

What part of the Old Testament did David, Elijah, and his fellow prophets study to become so convinced of the mercy and grace of God? Where in Scripture did they turn? No doubt they opened their scrolls of Torah to learn from Moses, the lawgiver himself.
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