Eschatology is the study of the events of the end times when Jesus returns to bring final justice and reward, establishing the Eternal Kingdom of God.  There are many prophecies concerning these events, what leads up to the end, exactly what happens and the sequence of prophecies fulfilled.  Isaiah, Daniel, Ezekiel and Revelation as well as the teachings of Jesus point to these events.  However, much of the language is symbolic, some is literal, and some has cultural references which relate to Israel's history and God's dealings with them.  Interpretation is widely varied and often causes dissention and division among believers.  The Pharisees who were most knowledgeable about Scripture had interpretations which caused them to miss Jesus' first coming and the importance of His life, death and resurrection.

There are prophecies concerning a 7-year tribulation, a 1,000-year reign, a "rapture" when physical resurrection occurs, seals broken, trumpets blown and bowls poured out, and final disposition of Satan and his followers. Just as the book of Isaiah is often difficult to interpret because of poetic and symbolic language, prophecies elsewhere in Scripture have the same challenges.  Whether something is taken as literal or symbolic determines other interpretations.  Then, what is the exact sequence of events.  Is it right to assume that they are given in chronological order?  Probably not.  Also, how do we weave the prophecies given through different prophets into a cohesive narrative? These considerations explain why there are so many varied interpretations which often generate discord and division among believers.

A popular fictional book series "Left Behind" got a lot of attention.  It follows a "dispensational" view of events.  Reformed theology, having as a foundation the Olivet Discourse in Matt. 24, understands the end times from a "preterist" point of view which sees the 1,000 years not as literal but as symbolic of a very long time, longer than anyone has ever lived; that the 7-years of tribulation may refer to the time of the destruction of Jerusalem in 70 AD or may be attributed to the entire church age and seven is only symbolic of its having a designated time for completion; that Jesus will return in a single event when the dead in Christ will rise (rapture) and the final judgment of the earth and all its inhabitants will be complete, saints will receive their eternal reward, and thereby the Eternal Kingdom will be fully established.

Why did God give us these revelations and prophecies if they are so hard to understand?  As some prophecies are fulfilled and recorded in history, we can have confidence that all other prophecies will come to pass.  For instance, a sequence of empires from Assyria, Babylon and Persia which were prophesied by Isaiah (and Daniel) have happened, so we can expect future prophecies to come about.  Also, what is known about God is revealed by Him and not discovered by theologians or scholars.  There are many things yet to be revealed, but when they occur God's people will know and understand what God has said.  It has been proposed that a Christian in a cave with a Bible and a candle knows more about what is going on in the world than CNN or Fox News.

Why study end times prophecies at all?  So, that when it happens, we will believe.  John 14:29
However, what is the best use of our time and what should be our focus?  Many Christians don't know enough about God's character or His word to live righteously for one day.  To love the LORD with all our heart, mind and strength, we must know Him.  In knowing and loving Him, we learn how to love others, worship, serve, give, overcome, gain wisdom, witness, evangelize, honor our parents and spouse, raise our children, remain faithful, endure hardships, overcome and triumph, while experiencing the joy and peace of our salvation. The Scriptures which give us the prophecies address all the issues of living worthy of God's love, Jesus' sacrifice and the power of the Holy Spirit given to us.  Perhaps we should trust God to keep His promises for the future without spending our lives trying to discover what has not yet been revealed.
