
$lE ls such a
sign visible
worldwide in
thk generation?

Wnot tttt
surprising facts
of history reieal
regarding
claimed
evidence for
our dav.

BY CARL OLOF JOruSSON-WOLFGANG HERBST





The "Sign" of the Last Days

-When?



THE "SIGN''

OF THE LAST DAYS

-WHEN?

CARL OLOF JONSSON
WOLFGANG HERBST

COMMENTARY PRESS O ATLANTA



Unless othenrise indicated, Scripture quotations in this book are from the American

Standard Version. Abbreviations of other Bible translations referred to are:

AT An AmericanTranslation
JB The Jerusalem Bible
NAB The New American Bible
NASB The New American Standard Bible
NEB The New EnglishBible
MV The New International Version
NW TheNewWorldTranslation
RSV The Revised StandardVersion
TEV Today's EnglishVersion

All rights resened.
Copyright @ 1987 by
Comnentary Press, P.O.&ox43532, Atlanta, Georgia 303j6

Manufacnred in the United States of America
Typography by Graphic Composition, Inc.
Printing & binding by Arcata Graphics

ISBN: 0-914675-09-s
Library of Congress Catalog CardNo.: 86-72140



Be careful that you are not deceived.... There
will be many coming in my name, saying "I am hett
and'dThe time is very near now." Neyer follow men
like that.

-Words 
of Jesus Christ recorded at Luke 2l:8,

The New Tbstament in Modern English.
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PREFACE

l{hat terrible wars, both foreign and domestic!
what pestilences, famines . . . and quakings of
the earth has history recorded!-Tertullian, in
Ad Nationes, writing in the year 197 A.D.

THE COMING of Jesus Christ on earth and ttre promise of his return
awakened great expectations in human hearts. In the nineteen centu-
ries that have followed from then till now, not all of the expectations
people have embraced have proved to be healthful ones, solidly based
on either Scripture or fact.

A characteristic among a large segment in every generation seems

to have been the belief that their day was unique. Though aware of
the hardships and calamities that have been the cornmon lot of people
in all ages, they have nonetheless concluded that their times were
worse-that troubles and dangers were mounting rapidly toward the
exfreme calamity that could, and would, end the world.

We often hear the expression, "the good old days." Nostalgia makes
the past seem better and the present to be getting worse. This attitude
calls to mind the Biblical admonition, "Do not say: 'How is it that
former times were better than these?' for it is not in wisdom that you
ask about this."-Ecclesiastes 7:10, The New American Bible.

Commenting on this text, one scholar says:

The supposition is a foolish reflection upon the providence of God in
this world. . . . One is so much a stranger to the times past, and such an
incompetentJudge even of the present times, that he cannot expect a sat-

isfactory aililer to the enquiry and therefore he 'does not enquire
wisely.'r

I Matthew Henry's Commentary on Ecclesiastes 7:10.



Perhaps because we are to such an extent'sEflgers to the past,' we
easily read into the events and circumstances of our own day a distinc-
tiveness and uniqueness that may not actually be there.

In the minds of many religious people there is a belief that the final
war of Armageddon, the coming of Christ Jesus for the final judg-
ment, is sure to occur in their day. It is hard for a person to accept that
an event of such momentous importance should not happen in his or
her lifetime. One inwardly resists the thought of missing out on it, of
not experiencing a personal 'rendezvous with history,' particularly di-
vine history. Doubtless this is why books that feed and stimulate such
expectations often enjoy great popularity. As just one example, the
book The Late Great Planet Earth, by Hal Lindsey, reached a circu-
lation of over l8 million copies in a number of languages. People

obviously want to believe ttrat their day is unique, singled out in Bible
prophecy as special.

Yet, history shows that generation after generation has fixed high
hopes on certain dates or predictions, only to suffer disappointment,
many becoming seriously, even bitterly, disillusioned when their ex-
pectations failed to materialize.

Quite in contrast to such attitude, the Bible sets out ttre plain rcality
of matters as relates to human life in general, saying:

\ilhat has happened before will happen again. lilhat has been done

before will be done again. There is nothing new ln the whole world.

'Look!' they say, 'here is something new!' But no' it has all happened

before we were born. No one remembers whet has happencd in the past,

and no one in days to come will remember what happens between now
and then.-Ecclesiastes l:9-l l, Todoy's English Version.

Whether in the Dark Ages, the Middle Ages, the Age of Discovery
the Indusrial Age, the Atomic Age, the Space Age, the events of the
day are essentially repetitions, variations, elaborations or extensions
of the past, and life on earth, the overall course of humankind, human
nature itself and mankind's relationships with one another continue
very much the same as they were in the past. What appears momen-
tous, even stupendous, to one generation is not to the next, and rarely
figures in the daily thoughts or concerns of people living in such later
time. Spectacular though a lunar landing may be, today how many
persons remember the name of the first man to set foot on the moon?
The past fades from human thoughts that are immersed in the present
and grappling with the future.

Scripture, in reality, shows ttrat the only genuinely complete change



takes place at the revelation of God's Son, who can make all things
truly new.

If history has any lesson for us, it makes no stronger point than the
unwisdom of "date-setting" for the end. Editorial writer Noel Mason
says:

The history of Jewish and Christian 'date-setters' with atl its bitter
disappointment and disillusionment has not curbed the desire of many
Christians to calculate the end. Some groups continue to cling to their
dates in spite of the embarrassment created by the continuation of history.
Rsther than acknowledgmg their lnterpretations of Daniel and Revelation
as wrong, many simply avoid the embarassment by reinterpreting the
supposed'fulfillment.',

Such date-setting and religious alarmist writings are thus very "old
news," repeatedly occurring throughout the nineteen centuries of the
Christian era. Already in the first century we find the apostle Paul
writing to fellow believers in Thessalonica:

Now we implore you, brotherc, by the certainty of the coming of our
Lord Jesus Christ and of our meeting hlm together, to keep your heads
and not be thrown offyour balance by any prediction or message or letter
purporting to come from us, and saying that the day of the Lord has
already come. I}on't let anyone deceive you by any means whatever.-
Second Thessalonians 2:l-3, The New Testqnent in Modern English by J. B.
Phillips.

Despite that plea, the conjecture and predictions did not end. In the
third century for example, we find church father Cyprian painting this
ominous picture to Christians of his day:

That wars contlnue frequently to prevail, that death and famlne accu-
mulate anxiety, that health is shaffered by raging diseascs, that the human
racs is wasted by the desolation of pestllence, know that this was foretold;
that evils should be multiplied in the last times, and that misfortunes
should be varied; and that the day ofjudgment is now drawing nigh.3

In the sixth century in a powerful, stirring sennon, Pope Grcgory
the Great proclaimed:

Of dl the signs descrlbed by our Lord as prcsasdng the end of the world
s{rme wo see already accomplished. . . . For we now see that nation arises

Good News Unltmited magazine, Septcmber, 1984, p. 4.
Cyprian, Theatise 5, "An Addrcss to Demetrianusl' Thc Antc-Nbene Fathers, edited by
A. Roberts andJ. Donaldson, Eerdmans, 1978, Vol. V p. 459.

2
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against nation and that they press and weigh upon the land in our own

times as never before in the annals of the past. Earthquakes overwhelm

countless cities, as we often hear from other parts of the world. Pestilence

we endure without intemrption. It is true that we do not behold signs in

the sun tnd moon and stars but that these are not far ofr we may infer
hom the changes in the atrnosphereJ

History thus records the long and dismal list of predictions and
failures of countless "prophets" of the end times. It seems hardly nec-

essary to go into detail about all the last-days proclaimers who in our
own time have-both by printed word and radio and television ser-

mons-stirred up excited expectations with their eschatological
alarmist predictions.

Does this mean that a sense of expectancy is wrong? By no means'

for we are constantly urged in Scripture to stay "on the watch." On

the watch for wlat then? Do ttre failures of past predictions necessarily

mean that our generation may not be the exception, that our twentieth
century may not indeed contain events that definitely mark our time
as that in which Bible prophecy will reach final fulfillment? If the
Bible actually sets out a certain "sign" (perhaps composed of a num-

ber of individual "signs") that enables us to identify such a period and

if that "sign" is now visible, it would be disastous for us not to ac-

knowledge it, reprehensible not to contribute toward making it known.
On the other hand, if such claims are nothing more than the result of
manipulation of fact and, worse, manipulation of Scripture, ttren it
would be equally disasftous and reprehensible for us to promote trust

in such claims, to contibute toward their spread. Reprehensible' be-

cause it would mean disobeying the Word of God which warns against
practicing deception on others, deception which can not only be hurt-
ful emotionally, materially and physically, but can also cause devas-

tating erosion of faith in the genuine message of God.
The claim is certainly made that we today are seeing such a "sign"

or "signs" identifying our generation as living in the end-time of the

world.
In his best-selling book, Approaching Hoofbeats, The Four Horse-

men of the Apocalypse, Dr. Billy Graham states:

We have to ask ourselves: Is this the tlme of 'the end' that the Bible

speaks of so graphicatty in so many places? . . . The Bible teaches that

there will be a number of signs that are easily discernible as we approach

4 Quoted in His Appearing and His Kingdom, by T. Francis Glasson, M.A., D.D.' Thc

EpworthPress, london, 1953, p. 45.



the end of the age. Nl of these iigns seem currently to be comlng lnto
focus.-Pages 126,l2l.

Under the heading "Watch for These Signs," inThe Promise, pub.
lished in 1982, Hal Lindsey refers to Jesus' words in Matthew chapter
twenty-four and lists these signs as wars, famine, plagues, lawlessness
and earttrquakes. He likens these and other features of prophecy to
pieces of a "great jigsaw ptJzzle" and then goes on to say that, follow-
ing the establistrment of the Jewish state in Israel in 1948, '6the whole
prophetic scenario began to fall together with dizzying speed."-
Pages 197-199.

In Good-fue, Planet Earth, a book that in some respects seems

to be patterned after Hal Lindsey's The Late Great Planet Eanh,
Seventh-Day Adventist author Robert H. Pierson cites the disciples'
question about Jesus' coming and then says:

Read what Jesus answered-what He had to say about your day and
mine-the latter part of the hrentieth century. . . .

Read these words in the light of current world events.

Then follows the subheading:

The Phenomenal Increase of War, Crime, Violence and Fear Are All
Slgns of Jesus's Second Cominglr

The now-deceased Herbert W. Armstrong, founder and leader of
the Worldwide Church of God, in a letter to subscribers of PlainTiuth
magazine, wrote:

. . . let me glve you a brief prevlew of the world YOU live in today,
and what the next verX few yeans are golng to bring li-to YOLR tife and
mlne. We are living in a time of extreme DANGER! . . . All evidence

seems to indicate it-pollution, unprecedented crlme and violence, fanily
life breaking down, morals in the cespool, terrorism, local wars in Asia,
the Middle East, South America. ALL slgns point to the fact that we are
living in the IIME OF IIIE END of this present civilization! . . .

TYe are living in the most tremendous days of world history-the vera
END TIME, the END of thtu present evil, unhappy vlolent world-jnst
prlor to the Second Coming of Jesus Christ.

While numerous sources proclaim that our day is indeed different
from any past time and that we do indeed see events and conditions

5 Good-byc, Phna Earth, Pacific Press Ptrblishing Association, 1976, p.48. As will bc
sccn in Chapter E, uot all Seventh Day Adventist sources take the samc position as sutbc
Picrson.



that positively mark our era as the foretold and final one, probably
none is more vocal in this claim than the international organization
known as Jehovah's Witnesses. Their leadership, through its agency

the Watch Tower Society, with headquarters in Brooklyn, New York,
has built up a worldwide publishing empire rarely equalled for sheer

volume of output. The millions of persons among the organization's
membership are continually exhorted to be conscious of the 'urgency
of the time.' In response, members are to be found knocking at the

doors of homes in all lands where such activity is allowed, offering
literature which declares as indisputable fact that the last days began

in the second decade of this century and that some of the people living
then will positively still be alive when the final end arives.

More than this, their Governing Body makes belief in such teaching

an article of faith, essential to acceptance by God and Christ and

therefore necessary for anyone to gain salvation. For that reason' any

member who seriously questions the soundness of such teaching-on
the basis of Scripture and fact-is subject to disfellowshipment, there-
after to be considered, and totally shunned, as an "apostate" from the

true faith.
Because of such factors, and particularly because their claims re-

garding the "uniqueness" of our times often surpass-both in bold-
ness and extent-those of other sources, in its comparison of scrip-
tural teachings and historical facts this book may at times focus

somewhat wider consideration on the claims and predictions made by
the Governing Body of Jehorah's Witnesses and their Watch Tower
Society as to the times we live in.

In so doing the views of other widely publicized sources are by no
means lost from sight, for the same facts here considered generally
have a strong bearing on the claims and predictions made by those

other sources.

Whatever the source, the essential question is: Are such claims
truly authorized by Scripture? Do the events and conditions so
dramatically pointed to actually constitute a Biblical "sign"? Are
they truly unique to our century and distinctive of our generation?
What do the facts show?

We believe that the material prepared by the authors of this book
will bring home to the great majority of us just how much we have

been 'strangers to the past,' and therefore how easily we may have

shown ourselves to be'incompetent judges of the present.'The histor-



ical evidence resulting from the authors' intensive research will doubt-
less be surprising for many, yet it is carefully and authentically docu-
mented. We are pleased to publish this work, trusting that it will
greatly clarify some very crucial questions.

The Editors





CHAPTER I

Our 20th Century-Time of the End?

THE REMAINING years of the twentieth century are rushing toward
their close. Our century has already been the stage for some monu-
mental events and may see still more.

If we accept the claims made by a number of religious sources, this
century is the scene of the last days. Books circulate earthwide that
dramatically describe events and circumstances of our time as visible
proof of the immediacy of "the end." Their claims are seriously made

and often accompanied by impressive evidence as proof of their valid-
ity. Some of these religious sources even assign a specific starting
point for the last days within the context of this century.

l9l4-The Start of the Last Days?

Doubtless the most highly visible and publicly vocal of these sources

is the worldwide religious movement known as Jehovah's Witnesses.

The year l9l4 plays a very key role in all their public preaching. The
circulation of millions of copies of books by certain end-times authors
is easily eclipsed by the hundreds of millions of copies of Watch
Tower publications that go out each year in scores of languages, all
heralding the significance of the year 1914.

That year, it is claimed, Jesus Christ's promised return to earth took
place, starting tis parousia or "presence." In that year, we are told,
the kingdom of God was established and the "last days" began. This,
according to Watch Tower teaching, means that the generation that
experienced l9l4 will not, in fact cannot, pass away until the final
end has come. It is a claim presented, not as a mere possibility or even

a probability, but as an absolute certainty!
Yet people ask, "How can l9l4 have this significance when no man

has actually seen Jesus or his kingdom?"



2 The'Sign'of the Last DaYs-When?

Because Jesus came invisibty and his kingdom was set up in God's

invisible heavens, replies the Watch Tower Society.

If true, these claims obviously have vital importance to each of us.

What evidence is there to support them? On examining that claimed

evidence, we will at the same time examine the views published by a

number of other religious sources in our time, with their resulting

excitement of expectation. For, although differing widely in many

areas, the evidenCe they offer for the nearness of the end is often re-

markably similar.

In proof of their claims, the Watch Tower Society, the publishing

agency of Jehovah's Witnesses, uses two lines of argumenf,l) Bible

chronology, and2) what they describe as the "signs" since 1914'

Briefly put, according to the Watch Tower Society's understanding

the "timeJof the Gentiles," or as they prefer to translate it, "the ap-

pointed times of the nations," referred to at Luke chapter twenty-one,

verse 24, is a period of 2,520 years that began in 607 B.C. and ended

in l9l4 R.p. puring this period it is understood that the nations

would be allowed to rule without interference from God.

But, again, people ask, "How could the times of the Gentile nations

have ended in l9l4?" After all, the nations are still ruling this planet

as much as they did before that date. The number of nations, in fact,

has nearly triplid since l9l4! How, then, could their times have ended

in that ylar? For almost two-thirds of existing nations today' their

times have begun, not ended, since 1914.

Another problem, a major one, is that the starting point for this

calculation-the year 607 B.C., claimed as the date for the destruc-

tion of Jerusalem-is in conflict with a long string of historical facts,

as well as with a numhr of passages in the Bible.r

Rather than struggle with these chronological difrculties, the Watch

TOwer Society, therefore, prefers to concentrate on the "signs" since

1914. In this they are not alone, for well-known writers of a number

of other religioui organizations focus on the very same signs as proof

of the nearness of the end. What are these "signs"?

I Forafullprescntationofthescfrcts,secCarlOtofJonsson,TheGentileTtmesRcconsid'
cred, 2nd edit., Commentary hess, Atlanta' I 986'



Our 20th Century-7i^e of the End?

What sign did Jesus actually give?

A few days before his death, Jesus predicted the coming destruction
of the temple of Jerusalem. (Matthew 24:l, 2) Because of this predic-
tion some of his disciples put a couple of questions to him:

Tell us, when will these things be' and what will be the sign of your
coming, and of the end of the age?-Manhew 24:3, NASB.2

Before actually answering these questions, Jesus gave some warn-
ings to his disciples:

'Be careful that no one misleads your' returned Jesus' 'for many men
will come in my name saying "I am Christ", and they will mislead many.

You will certainly hear of wars and rumours of wars-but don't be

alarmed. Such things must indeed happen, but that is not the end. For
one nation will rise in arms against another, and one kingdom against
another, and there will be famines and earthquakes in difrerent parts of
the world. But all this is only the beginning of the birth-pangs.'-Matthew
24;4-8, The New Testatnent in Modern English by J. B. Phillips, Revised

Edition.

In addition to wars, famines and earthquakes, Jesus, in the follow-
ing verses, mentions persecutions, false prophets and increasing law-
lessness. Were all these occurrences to be understood as the positive,
identifying signs of Christ's return and the end of the age? Or, to the
contrary, did Jesus in fact warn his disciples not to let themselves be

led astray by such events?
Careful and discreet Bible commentators have often pointed out

that Jesus nowhere identifies these events as the "sign" of his coming,
but rather appears to warn his disciples not to draw such a conclusion
when disasters or catastrophes of this kind take place. From the very
start of his reply, his admonishment was: "Don't be misled. Don't be

terrified. Such things must take place, but the end is not yet." They
also point out that the Greek word for "sign" (to sEmeion) at Matthew

2 In the Watch Tower Society's New World Tlanslation this text has been rendercd so as to
support the idea of Christ's being invisibly present "Iell us, when will these things be'
and what wilt be the sign of yourpresence and of the conclusion of the system of things."
However, although "prcsence" is the primary meaning of the Greek wordparousfa, ilwas
atso used in a technical sense as meaning "the visit of a ruler." Practically all NT Greek

scholan today agree that the word parousta, when used in connection with Christ's second

coming, is used in its technical rather than its primary sense. The context and manner of
its usage in this connection in the Bible itself harmonizes with this view This topic will
be dealt with later in this publication. (See Appendix B.)



4 The "Sign'of thc Last DaYs-When?

24, verse 3, is iz the singular and therefore could hardly refer to 4
number of different events.

They have further observed that Jesus actually does not describe his

return until his words in verses 27 to 31, following his prediction of
the desguction of Jerusalem. Then, for the first time, he starts to talk

about the sign of his coming, "the sign of the Son of man" (verse 30),

here again in the singular precisely as in verse 3.

This "sign," according to Jesus' words, was to "appear in heaven,"

not on earth. The Watch Tower Society admits this. They are, there-

fore, forced to make a distinction between "the sign of the Son of
man . . . in heaven," appearing when he comes for the final judgment'

and the "sign" of his coming Qtarousia), which they say is to be found
in the wars, famines, pestilences, earthquakes, and so forth, since

lgL4.3In this way they not only get two diferent rypes of "signs" of
Christ's coming-they also have wo dffirent comings, one in l9l4
and another at the "great tribulation."

However, Jesus' introductory words should evidently be understood

as warnings against false conclgsiells-('1ryatch out that no one de-

ceives you . . . see to it that you are not alarmed." There would be

wars, famines, pestilences, earthquakes and other troubles. His fol-
lowers would also have to meet hatred and persecution, not only once

but many times in the future. They would have to endure such things

all the time right up to the end. Before that the gospel of the kingdom
preached by Jesus and his disciples would reach all nations of earth.

Not until after this would the end come. (Matthew 24:4-14) After
giving this general survey of future history Jesus then began to answer

the questions of the four disciples: their question about the destruction

of the temple (verses 15 to 22), and their question about his return and

the end of the age (verses 27 onward).

End-times proclaimers as a rule do not accept this natural under-

standing of Jesus' reply. Many popular expositors of the prophecies

today insist on interpreting Jesus' initial words about the coming

troubles, not as a preliminary introduction, but as the answer to the

question about the sign of his coming and the end. The Watch Tower

Society, for example, explains away the singular form of the Greek

word for "sign" by saying that the sign itself consists of. a number of
diferent features. They speak of the sign as "the composire sign."

When all the events-wani, famines, pcstilences, eartfuquakes and

3 God's Kingdom of aThousandYears Has Appruched (1973)' pp. 326-32E.



Our 20th Century-Time of the End?

THE LAST DAYS AND THEIR SIGN
as depicted by one religious source

Jr{naBy 15, 1gl3 IIEeWATCHTOWER

SXAEBI-EilL & rE5

Jesus' words about wars, famine, pestilences, earthquakes, lawlesssness

and so on, are understood by many expositors to be the "sign" of his coming.

The Watch Tower society claims that we have seen this "composite sign" on

an unprecedented scale since 1914. This, it is held, means that Christ's parou-
sfa and the last days began with that year, and that Armageddon will come

within the generation of 1914.

other tribulations-apper at the same time, during the same genera-
tion, then we are able to discern the "sign," the sign proving that
Christ has come and is invisibly present.

Against this interpretation it might be objected: Has not every Een-
eration seen such a "composite sign"?

Have we not always had wars? Some historians point out that in the
past 5,600 years we have had only a total of 292 years without wus.
Others feel there may not have been any such war-free years at dl!

Has not every generation been africted by famines and pestilences?
As history demonstrates, wars have characteristically had famines and



5 The'Sign'of the last DaYs-When?

pestilences in tow. The three scourges have virtually always been in-

ieparable, and as a rule more persons have died in the famines and

pestilences than were killed in the wars.
Has not every generation experienced a number of great earth-

quakes "in one place after another"? The catalogs of earthquakes pre-

pared by modern experts and covering the past two thousand years

give abundant proof of this.- 
The past history of mankind has also been marked by fluctuating

periods of increased violence and lawlessness, as also persecutions of
iifferent groups of christians who have been preaching the gospel of
the Kingdom.

We therefore ask: How can events such as wars, famines, pesti-

lences, earthquakes and so on, distinguish this twentieth century (or

any period within it) when history shows that every Seneration since

the time of Jesus has been hit by this so-called "composite sign"?

It is the astounding increase and intensification of these visitations

that turns them into the "sign" of our days, is the answer of most end-

times proclaimers.
n fhe Late Great Planet Earth, for instance, on discussing the

disciples' inquiry for a sign as recorded at Matthew chapter twenty-

four, verse 3, Hal Lindsey explains:

In answer Jesus gave many general slgns involving world conditlons

which he catted .birth pangs.' IIe said that these signs, such as religious

apostasy, wars, national revolutions, earthquakes, famine, etc., would in-

crcase in frequency and intensity just like birth pangs before a child is

born.-Page 52.

While the Watch Tower Society holds that this increase and inten-

sification has been evident since 1914, Hal Lindsey argues that it has

(rccurred since 1948, the starting point of his end+ime "generation."
Seventh Day Adventist author Robert Pierson's book, Good-bye,

Planet Earth, though not fixing on specific dates, adopts a similar
stance as to the significance of our times. When speaking of war in
this century he speaks of it as "on a scale this world has never wit-
nessed before," of "elements of destruction that boggle the human

imagination"; when dealing with natural catasfiophes, he describes

nanpe as now "running wild all around us," of the earth's shaking and

quaking "with increasing frequency and intensity"; when discussing

hunger, he quotes predictions of "increasing famine, pestilence, the

extermination of large numbrs of people"-all presented as incontro-

vertible proof that 'Tesus will come soon."-Pages 8, 15, 19-21,23.



Our 20th Century-Time of the End? 7

Dr. Billy Graham somewhat cautiously says that these signs are
'currently coming into focus' and will intensify in the near future.
Commenting on the four horsemen of the Apocalypse-the symbols
of war, famine, pestilence and death-he writes:

At some time in the future-a time unknown to us-the terrible hooves
of the four horsemen will finally trample across the stage of human history
with an unprecedented intensity, bringing in their wake deception, war,
hunger and death on a scale that staggers the imagination. . . .

How near are the horsemen right now? I do not know! AII I can say

with certainty is that everX sign points to one facfi the hoofbeats of the
four honsemen are approaching, sounding louder and louder every
day. . . . May God open our ears to hear and our eyes to see their warning
before it is too late!.

In a rather more flamboyant style, the Worldwide Church of God
publication Famine-Can We Survive?, on pages 89 and 90, says:

These crises of war, pestilence and FAMII\IE were predicted long ago.
They were foretold centuries ago by the greatest newscasier who ever
lived-JESUS CHRIST. Christ told his students to watch the sigrs of the
frnes. . . .

Jesus Christ, the world's greatest newscaster, was telling His students
what would occur in OUR generation-the generation that would see

these things come to pass (see [Matthew 24] verse 3). This fantastic fore-
cast is being increasingly FIJLFILLED!

Faced with the fact that every age has had its share of wars, fam-
ines, pestilences, and so forth, these expositors thus hold, as does the
Watch Tower Society, that it is the increare of these troubles that con-
stitutes the sign of the end.

But was it really that aspect of the enumerated events upon which
Jesus laid sEess? With respect to wars, famines, pestilences and earth-
quakes, he did not tell his disciples that they should look for an in-
crease of these affiictions.s

Nevertheless, the end-times expositors, either directly or by impli-
cation, take the position that Jesus tnusthave had in mind an increase

Bifly Graham, Approaching Hoofbeats, The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, 1983,
p. 74,76. In this book the author holds that wars, famines, pestilences, and so forth, in
eadier ages werc only "precurson of the horsemel," 6nd states that now 'the shadows of
alf four horsemen can . . . be seen galloping throughout the world."-pages 9,77.
While it is true that later Jesus spoke of increasing lawlessness, this apparently did not
rcfer to the world in general, which was always lawless. Rather, it appears to r€fer to what
would take place in the Christian congregation. Of course, it took a while for the foretold
apostasy to reach the point of being revealed.
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of the scourges he mentions. Otherwise these "signs" would not be

signs, having nothing about them to make them distinctive. Many of
these religious writers simply present their claims accompanied by

descriptions-usually very dramatic-of modern-day calamities and

troublls, without attempting to defend their position against any con-

fary evidence. The Watch Tower Society, by contrast, seems com-

peGd to provide such defense and regularly endeavor to "shore up"

ionfidence in their claims. Consequently they are quick to argue

against any contrary evidence and do their utmost to prove that a

unique inirease in calamitous events had indeed taken place since

1914.6 The publications of the Watch Tower Society virtually bristle

with statements, quotations and statistics in support of their claim that

wars, famines, pestilences and earthquakes before 1914 were mere

nifles comparedlo their extent after thatyear. The Watchtower of Feb-

ruary l, 1985, page 15, states their position succinctly and unequiv-

ocally:

Tbue, there had been wars, food shortages, earthquakes, and pesti'

lences down through the centuries of our common Era until 1914. (Luke

21:11) Nevertheless, there had been nothing to compare with what has

taken place since the Gentile fimes ended in that momentous year'

A person seeking the truth, however, must ask himself: How gen-

uine is the startling picture of our times the various religious

sources present when this picture is viewed against the back'
ground of mankind's past history? Are the statistical proofs they

display genuinely trustworthy? Has thefull evidence been brought
to [ght, or have the views and interpretations of the writers influ-
enced their selection of figures and quotations in a way that dis-

torts the actual facts?
A careful examination of theirquotations and statistics may surprise

millions of persons who, as a result of reading such publications, be-

lieve that *orta conditions dramatically mark their time as "special,"

a time uniquely focused on by Bible prophecy.

Is a thorough examination of the alleged "sign"
t9

Propert
Many may shfink back from such a critical investigation. Particularly

among the millions affliated with the Whtch Tower organization,

6 See Sarvival into a New Eanh (1984), pp, 22,23,
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many may feel that to do so would be to partake of the findings of
"ridiculers" who would challenge the claims of Christ's "presence" as
advocated by Jehovah's Witnesses. The Watchtower of July 15, 1979,
page 13, categorizes any who refute its claims as lawless ones and
false prophets, citing Second Peter, chapter three, verses 3 and 4, in
support. TheWatchtower of. August l, 1980, page 19, stated that the
"ridiculers" could be found "within the Christian congregation" and
spoke of them as "making light of the fulfillment of prophecies con-
cerning Christ's'presence."'

Somewhat similarly, after discussing what he points to as signs of
the final end, Adventist author Pierson's book, Good-bye, Planet
Earth, has a subheading reading: You Dontt Believe It? Then You
Are a Sign! (Page 51) He, too, then quotes Peter's words about scof-
fers in the last days.

This would mean that anyone calling the end-times concepts of
these sources into question is automatically classed among ungodly
ones. Is this a fair and honest use of the text? Are the "ridiculers"
described by the apostle Peter persons who firrnly believe (as do we,
the authors) that 'Jehovah's day will indeed come as a thief' and spell
destruction to ungodly men and an evil system of things? Cenainly
not. As the context shows, the apostle rather describes persons who
have utterly ceased to believe in the eventual-and certain-anival of
that day of divine judgment, persons who question tlut it will ever
come.7

Our focusing a Scriptural and historical searchlight upon certain
teachings dealing with claimed evidence marking our time, does not

7 The rcadcr who is a Witness might wcll bc impressed insrcad by the following quotation

from the Watch Tower Society's book Choosing tlc Best Way of Life (1979), with whicb
quotation the present writers heartily agree:

"In fulfillment of Peter's words, even today wc hcar the voice of ridiculers. (2 Petcr
3:3,4) In effect they say, 'What reason is there to believc that the Son of God is going to
ex€cute the ungodly and reward his disciples? Why, nothing has changed since the time of
crcation. The original processes of life arc continuing and give no indication of coming to
a disasrous end in the near future. Men are marrying, and women are being given ia
marriage, babies arc being born, and men continue to grcw old and die.'Thus they imply
that the Lord Jesus Christ never will come to execute judgment or that this event is so far
ofr in the future that it is of no immediate concern." (Pp. 169, 170)

Such persons quirc clearly were such as €xpect to sce somethi.g unusual, striking,
unprccedented in their day, as proofthat the foretold event would indeed take place. Percrb
words indicate that they would not see such, and because of not seeing it they would not
exercise faith in the certainty of that day of judgment. In whatevcr time we live, as mor!
tals, we all cventually face a very crucial end-the end of our lives. The quality of our
personal relationship with God and his Son up uutil tbat ticre should ever be the mattcr of
surpassing concem and inportance o ur.
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reflect any doubt in the slightest as to the Bible's prophecies regarding

Clrrist's ':presence." On ihe contrary, we have seriously considered

some ofdn neglected words in Christ's Ereat parousfa prophecy'

which we urge our readers to contemplate honestly also. Jesus foretold

that "many" would mislead people in his name, claiming, "The time
is very nlar now." Ti'ue disciples should remain unimpressed, for
Jesus, in the very same breath, added: "Never follow men like

that."-Luke 2l:8, J. B. Phillips translation.

Therefore for any Christian simply to shut his eyes and passively

hold on to doctrines of religious authorities could be a serious' even

fatal, error. In an article entitled "Fallacies Can Be Dangerous," the

Awake! magazine of November 8, 1970, dealt with some fallacies

found in popular ideas about such things as frostbite and quicksand,

and then went on to saY:

But much more harm can result from clinging to careless and inaccu.

rate religious ideas that run contrary to what the Bible says. lvhy so?

Because it is not merely the present life that is endangered. Rather' ever'

lasting life is involved. Ibuth and everlasting life are intimately con'

nected. . . .surely it is following the safe course to clear our minds of all

fallacies!-Page 6.

Indeed, the "love of the truth" is essential for salvation and may at

times require that we be willing to investigate and learn. (Compare

Second Thessalonians 2:10.) If the reader decides to do so, he must,

of course, keep an open mind. ttHaving an open mindr" the Watch

Tower Societyltatedln the Awake!magivine of November 22,1984,
.smeans to be receptive to new information and ideas. It means

being willing to evaluate information without a biased attitude."-
pages 3, 4.- 

In presenting the information and data about calamities in history

the authors of this book have not, from considerations of space, been

able to present all the material available. Nor have we gone into all

the Bibli texts that we feel might enhance the explanations presented.

Nevertheless we are continuing our study and research and would wel-

come any constructive criticism, as well as other information relating

to the subjects dealt with in this publication.

Considlr now the evidence regarding famines, earthquakes, pesti-

lence and war in our century as contrasted with the past. We believe

the reader will find the facts to be quite different, at times shockingly

different, from what many today claim.



CHAPTER 2

Famine-Is It Worse Today?

A VERY grim picture of earth's food situation comes to us through
many writings dealing with the end-times. The writers understand Je-
sus' words "there will be famines," and the symbols in Revelation
chapter six, as predicting global hunger of enormous and unparalleled
proportions.

In 1982, best-selling author Hal Lindsey wrote in The Promise
(page 198):

Jesus predictd a greot outbreak of worldwide famine on a scale never

before known to man. Today the headlines of Time, Newsweek and the
daily newspapem scream out the devastating facts that millions are dying
of starvation right at this moment. And the forecast is that millions more
will starve within the immediate years ahead . . .

In Approaching Hoofbeatr, pages 151 and 153, Dr. Billy Graham
states:

Following the white and red horses, famine will prevail upon the earth.
Millions will die of hunger. Millions more will suffer from malnutri-
tion. . . . The black horse and rider are God's warning of the human
sufrering that lies ahead if man refuses to obey His commands.

The black horse and his rider thunder in our direction. The hoolbeats
of warning are the cries of children dying of starvation and disease.

Seventh Day Adventist writer Robert Pierson warns:

. . . in at least thirty-two countries of earth today' . . . according to
some estimates, seven hundred million (over three times the population of
the United States of America) are facing starvation right now. . . .

Speaking of the signs of His second advent Jesus said' 'There will be

famines. . . everywhere.' . . .
Another unmistakable sign of the times In which we live. Jesus is com.

fng soon!-G ood-by e, P lanet E arth, pages 22, 24.

il
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A Worldwide Church of God publication , The Black Horse Famine
(1976), on page 48, makes these notable claims:

There have always been famines, but there have never been famines

the tikes of which the wortd is currently experiencing. Usually famines in
the past came in coqiunction with droughts, wars and other natural or
man-made disturbances. . . . Today worldwide famine ls built into the

structure of world society. Famine is now a way of life for millions of
people. . . .

Today's famines also differ in both nature and size from those of the

past. Never before did multiple hundreds of millions of people suffer from
hunger and malnutrition at any given period in history as they do today.

It is undeniable that, for some areas of the earth, the situation is

genuinely grim. It is equally undeniable that "millions are dying of
starvation right at this moment" and that millions of "children are

dying of starvation." The question is, is this situation unique to our
times or to this twentieth century? Is it unusual-sufficiently dis'
tinctive to be pointed to as constituting a divine sign of imminent
disaster?

The earlier-quoted authors present what they view as ominous evi-
dence of a predicted worldwide famine, either already here or very
near. The Watch Tower Society is equally as explicit as the Worldwide
Church of God, repeatedly announcing in its publications that a time
of famine unparalleled in human history has definitely anived. The

claim is made, in fact, that such time of unmatched hunger for man-

kind has seen dramatic fulfillment since the second decade of this
century.

What is the truth of the matter?

How many are really starving today?

There seems to be considerable confusion as to just how many people

in the world are actually starving today. In the Watch Tower publica-

tion Happiness-How to Fird /t (1980) a news report is quoted as

saying that, "At least one out of eight people on earth is still affiicted

by some form of malnutrition." (Page 149) On the very same page'

however, another news report is quoted as saying that "more than one

billion people won't get enough to eat this year."r That would be one

I As shown by The Watchrower of April 15, 1983, page 7, this statement was cited from the

vancouver s4n, which in turn claims it is an estimate by FAO, the United Nations Food

and Agriculture Organization. See also the Watch Tower Society's book Reasoning from
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out of every four persons on earth. An earlier publication , From Par-
adise Lost to Paradise Regained (1958), cited a United Nations food
expert, Josu6 de Castro, to the effect that two thirds of the human race
suffer from malnutrition or, as the Watch Tower Society "explains" the
term, "slow staryation". According to de Castro, another expert,
W. P. Forrest, put the figure at 85 percent of the population of the
globe. From the last-mentioned statements the Watch Tower Society
drew the conclusion that "Since 1914 food shortages or famines have
affected twice as many people as in th@ever
before the year l9l4 was the whole earth short of food."2

What is the truth behin<i sucE confri&ing statements? How many
are really starving or "short of food" today: "one out of eight" (12.5
percent), "more than one billion" (25 percent), "two thirds of the hu-
man race" (67 percent), "85 percent", or "the whole earth" (100 per-
cent)?

Famine and malnutrition-a distinction
Discussing the wide range of opinion among experts on the extent of
hunger, Dr. Pandurang V. Sukhatme notes: "The first and basic dif-
ficulty arises from lack of a precise definition of hunger."3 Up till
modern times hunger and famine simply meant starvation due to lack
of food. Thus the Encyclopaedia of the Social Sciences defines famine
as "a state of exffeme hunger suffered by the population of a region as
a result of the failure of the accustomed food supply."a

Modern science, however, has broadened the concept of "hunger"
to include also the so-called "hidden hunger" ot malnutrition, which
rcfers to a lack of one or more essential nutients in the diet such as
various kinds of amino acids, mineral salts, and vitamins. This "hid-
den hunget'' was, quite naturally, little known in earlier centuries due
to lack of knowledge of these essential nutrients, although such "hid-
den hunger" was even more widespread in the past than it is today, as
this study will demonstrate.

the Scriptures (1985), page 235, wherc the same claim is repeated. The FAO, however,
never said that one billion people were staming, which may be the impression the average
reader would draw from this carelessly formulated newspaper rcport.
From Paradise Lost to Paradise Regained (1958), pp. l8l, 182.
Pandurang V. Sukhatme, Feeding India's Growing Millions (london, 1965), p. l. Other
difficulties, says Sukhatme, are lack of a dietary standard and the limitations of available
statistics on food consumption. (P. 2)
Frank A. Southard, Jr., in his article on "Famine" in the Encyclopedia of Social Sciences,
Vol.6(New York, l93l), p. 85.

2
3
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When modern food experts talk about hunger today, then, it is gen-

erally in this broader sense. Josu6 de Castro, quoted by the Watch
Tower Society as saying that two-thirds of the human race suffer from
malnurition, uses "hungel" in this sense, as Lord Boyd On, the first
Director of FAO (United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization)'
explains in ttre foreword to de Casto's book Geography of Hunger:

The term 'hunger' used by the author needs to be defined. In the past

It was used to mean lack of food to satisfy appetite and the number of
deaths from hunger limited to emaciated people' who died from sheer

stanation as in famine. The author, however, uses it in the modern sense

as lack of any of the forty or so food constituents needed to maintain
health. The lack of any of these causes premature death though not nec'

cssarily from emacfution due to lack of any kind of food that can be eaten.

Showing the effect this adjusted definition of hunger has on esti-
mates of the world's hungry, he adds:

If hunger be used in this sense lhen according to the best pre'war esfi'
mates two-thirds of the population of the world are hungry. A recent

American Committee put the number as bigh as 85 per cent.3

Thus it is necessary to distinguish clearly between famine and hun-
ger in the old (and still common) sense, and this modern concept of
malnunition.6 So how many today are actually starving, and how
many are malnourished?

The extent of starvation and malnutrition today

More recent and more careful investigations of the extent of hunger

today have shown that the earlier, pre-war estimate that two-thirds of
mankind sufrer from malnurition was erroneous. Dr. P. V. Sukhatme,
for instance, after a very thorough investigation of the extent of hun-

5 l.ord Boyd Orr in the foreword to Geogrqlry af Hungen by Josu€ dc Casro (london'
1952), pp. 5,6. A revised and enlarged edition of this book was published in 1973 and

tanslated into English tn 1977 asThe Gcopolitics of Hunger. This edition will be used in
the following references.

6 M. K. Bennett, inttplnternationalEncyclopediaof theSocialScienccs(ed. byDavidL.
Sills, 1968), points out: "shortagc of a particular vitamin or mineral in a population'

evidenced perhaps by uncommonly hesvy incidence of scurvy, beribcri, pellagra' rickets'

or impaired vision, is rotfantize, al0rough in recent decades the word has been applied to
cuch shortages." (Vot. 5, p.322) Snictty, malnutrition should also be distinguished ftom
utdernatition, defined as "inadequacy in calorie intake" (Sukhatme' p. 2). Famine' in
orn "is to be distinguished from the more or less constant utrdcrnourishraent ofchronicdly
poverty scicten districts." (Southard, P. 85)
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ger in India, concluded that about 50 percent of the population in India
suffer from undernourishment or malnutrition or both.7

If this holds true of India, until recently one of the most hunger-
sticken countries in the world, the proportion of malnourished people
in the world as a whole must, of course, be much lower, hence, con-
siderably less than 50 percent.

Probably the most authoritative investigation of the extent of hun-
ger tday is that published before the World Food Conference in Rome
in 1974.8 The investigation showed that between 460 and 900 million
in the world suffered from various degrees of malnutrition or under-
nutrition, that is, 12.5 to 25 percent of mankind. Half of these were
children, of whom about l0 million suffered from seriou.s undernour-
ishment or staryation.

The same estimates that indicate some one billion suffering from
malnutrition or undernourishment also show that, of these, no more
than c. 40 million are actually staming. This is less than one percent
of rmnkindle

The question, then, is this: When Jesus in his infioductory words
of warning said that, besides wars and earthquakes, "there shall be
famines . . . in diverse places" (Matthew 24:7), did he then think of
ffiin the old, common sense-recurring and acute starvation ca-
tashophes in various places? Or did he think of hunger in the modern
sense, that is, chronic undernourishment or malnutrition due to inad-
equate calorie intake and/or lack of one or more essential nuEients in
the diet?

Sukhatme, p. 75. Since Sukhatrne's investigation twenty years ago the food situation in
India has martedly improved.
The Unitcd Nations document Assessment of the World Food Sitwtion, Item 8 of the
provisional Agenda (of the World Food Conf. 1974),ElC-nnt,65/3. More recently, FAO,
on the basis of the Fourth World Food Survey (1977), has estimated that 455 million
pcople in the developing countries (excluding China) sufier ftrom malnutition and/q
undemutrition.
Swedish food experts lassc and Lisa Berg in Mat och makt ("Food and Powef'), (Avesta,
Sweden, 1978), pp.2O-25.TheAwale! magazineof October22, 1984, indirectlyag;reed
with thesc figures by quoting lle Unesco Courier as saying that'€hronic hunger remains
a poblem for lens of millions of people," while "Nearly 500 million human beings, stag-
nating in poverty', are under daily threat of famine." (P. 6) Thus hmdreds of millions are
threatenedby famine (that is, malnourished), but lens of millions arc actually sutrering it.
Moreover, the estimates of between 500 million and one billion malnourished/undcrnour-
ishcd arc probably serious exaggerations. They have recently bcen criticized by a numbcr
of leading food cxperrs, who would like to lower the figure to 240 million or less. See the
well-known food expert D. Gale Johnson inThe Resourc{ul Eanh, eliteA by Julian L.
Sirnon and Herman Kahn (landon, 1984), pp. 76,77.)

7
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The answer seems obvious. The Greek word translated "famine",

limds, refers to famine in the old sense: starvation due to lack of food.

It is also noteworthy that the word is used in the plural namber, limot
("famines"). This does not indicate some chronic condition of under-

nourishment, but indicates acute catastophes of famine "in diverse

places".- 
Applying the Bible term to the state of chronic undernutrition and

mdnufition prevailing in some parts of the world today, as the Watch

Tower Society does, and limiting this application to the period since

1914, not only conflicts with the natural understanding of Jesus' state-

ment. It is also in conflict with the fact that the greater part of mankind

has evidently suffered from malnutrition and undernutition since time

immemorial, and did so at the very time Jesus uttered his prophecy'

Have we, then, seen more and worse actual famines today than

humanity ever saw in the past? Does raw hunger-or for that matter

even "hidden hungef'-now gnaw at the vitals of mankind as never

before? ln the following discussion these questions will be answercd

fint by a review of the history of famines in different parts of the

world. Then we will take a closer look at malnutrition, and especially

child mortality due to malnutrition or undernourishment, as compared

with this problem in the past.

"The greatest famine of all historytt-before or after
/9r4T
For decades the Watch Tower Society has claimed that the greatest

famine and the worst food shortages in human history took place

shortly after World War I:

The worst food shortages in human history followed on the heels of
World War l.-Ttre Watchtower, October 15,1975, page 634.

. . . in the wake of World War I came the greatest famtne of all hls'

tory.-"Let Your Kingdom Come", 1981, page L22; *'e also los Can Live

Forever in Pardise on Earth, 1982, page 150.

Which famines or food shortages followed in the wake of World

War I? TheWatchtower of April 15, 1983, explains:

lnlg2l,famine brought death to some 5 million people in the U.S'S'R'

ln 1929, famine caused an estimated 3 miltion deaths in Chtna. In the

1930's,5 million died of hunger in the U.S.S.R. (Page 5)
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Were these, however, the worst famines in all history? No, they
were not. In the very snme issue of the Watchtower the author, who
evidently had done some research on the subject, felt compelled to
contadict all earlier statements to that effect and admit:

. . . it is tnre that history is full of accounts of famlne from away back
in the days of Abraham and Joseph up to the greatest recorded famine of
dl time, the one that struck China between 1878 and 1879. (Genesis

l2zl0;41:54) Estimates of the number of Chinese who died in that famine
vary from 9 to 13 million.-Ifte Watchtower, April 15, 1983, page 3.

This admission is all the more interesting because the Watch Tower
Society's publications had claimed for years that the biggest famine rz
China had occurred after World War Mlluding to the drought in
northern China in 192O-1921thebook From Paradise Lost to Para-
dise Regained (1958) stated: "Shortly after World War I China had
the famine it ever had-15,000 died every day and

5,000 a day may seem impressive
at first glance-until it is learned that the situation was soon relieved
by government and private philanthropic efforts. According to the best
obtainable information half a million (500,000) perished in the fa-
mine.rr Although this is a frightening figure, the death toll in many
other Chinese famines previous to l9l4 was much higher, as will be
shown in what follows.

Consequently, the "greatest famine" and "worst food shortages" in
human history did not follow "on the heels of World War I", as the
Watch Tower Society for decades had been telling the readers of its
publications. Neither did China have its "biggest famine" "shortly
after World War I". The greatest, biggest, and wont famines or food
shortages all belonged to the past centuries-and they still do.

However, even if actual famines have not increased in individaal
size since 1914, it might be claimed that they have increased in overall
numbers since that date. This is indicated by the author of the same

Watchtower article cited above:

Ilave we soen more such food shortages than have prevlous genera-

tions? lVe cannot say for certain because statistics are incomplete. But this
century has had its share of natural calamities and has sufrered more from

P. l8l. This claim has been repeated many times since. See for instance "Izt Your Klng'
dom Come" (1981), page 122, and You Can Live Forever in Paradise on Earth (1982)'
page 150.
Ping-ti Ho, Studles on the Population dChina, 1368-1953 (Cambridge, Massachusctts'

1959), p. 233; Walter H. Mallory China: Land offamize (New York, 1926)' P. 2.
lt
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war than any other generstion in history. Hence, lt may be that overall

there lnye been more food shortages than ever before.r2

In this statement the Watchtower writer makes another surprising

admission not found in earlier publications of the Society. He admits

that it cannot^b said/or certain that famines have increased in num-

bers, only ttrit ttris m"y Ae the case! If there is no definite Proof that

famines have increased in size or in numbers since 1914, how, then,

can it be claimed that they are a "sign" of anything?

But the author, despite his caution, did not present the full truth

about past famines. Even if it is true that statistics are incomplete,
there ii enough information preserved to demonstrate that the number

of famines has decreased in our century compared with earlier centu-

ries! This will become apparent in the following survey of past fa-

mines in China, India, Europe, and other parts of the world.

The study of hunger and famines

Of the three calamities, wars, famines and pestilences, famines have

been the least studied subject. As de Castro noted, very little had been

written about hunger until the end of World War II: "For each study
of the problems of hunger there were a thousand publications on
the problem of war."t3

The reason why scholars seemed to avoid the subject was not that

hunger wati a small problem in the past. Quite the opposite was the

case! The extent and destructiveness of famines in the past actually

may have been too tenifying to invite scholars to take a closer look at

them. The "human waste that has resulted from hunger is considerably
greater than that produced by wars and epidemics combined."r4It has

rightly been said that history "will never be understood until a tenible

book has been written-the History of Hunger." If such a book were

written, observed E. P. Prentice, "a new light would be shed on the

history . . . of the whole world-because in all ages, and in all parts

of the world, men have suferedfrorn hungen" ts

TheWatchtovrer April 15, 1983, p. 6.

Josu6 de Castro, Ire Geopolitics of Hunger (New York and [.ondon, 1977)' p' 50'

Ibid., p. 50.
Ibid., p. 4ol (quoting from E. Parmelce Prentice, Hunger and History, New York 1939).

B. M. Bhatia, too, str€sses the worldwide extent of famine in the past: "Beforc the indus-

fial and commercial revolutions occurred in Europe, famine was a natural calamity from

which no part of the world was completely immune."-fbrnines in India, 2nd edition

(London, 1967), p. l.

12
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The first careful investigation of famines was done by Cornelius
Walford of the Royal Historical Society in England, who published
two lengthy articles on the subject in the Journal of the Statistical
Society in 1878 and 1879.16 In the first article Walford included a list
of over 350 major famines in various parts of the world from A.D. 6
to A.D. 1878.17

Since then other studies have appeared, usually limited to certain
areas or countries and covering different time periods. In 1892 Dr.
Alwin Schultz published a table of famines in Germany during the
yean 1300-1499.tt A lengthy study of famines in Europe from 700
to l3l7 A.D. was published by Friu Curschmann in 1900.'e And
Llopold Delisle published a list of famines in France in 1903, cover-
ing the period 1053-1414 A.D.20 More recently, works on famines in
China, India, and other parts of the world have appeared, which stud-
ies have been consulted for the information presented in the next sec-
tions.

China, ttland of famine"

China, the home of nearly a quarter of the inhabitants on earth, is-
and seems to have been for most of the past 2,000 years-the most
populous part of the world.

This country has so often been visited by destructive famines that
it came to be known throughout the world as "the land of famine".2r
As was demonstrated by a study completed in the 1920s, the country
had suffered almost a.famine a year in the past 2,000 years:

Ihe food problem is an ancient one In China; from the earliest times
famines have been an ever recurring scourge. A study recently completed
by the Student Agricultural Society of the University of Nanking brought

Cornelius Walford, 'The Famines of the World: Past and Presentl' Journal of the Statisti-
calSociety, Vol. XLI, 1878, pp. 433-534, and Vol. XLII, 1879, pp.79-275.
Walford (t878), pp. 434-49. The list also includes a few famines from the pre-Christian
era.
Dr. Alwin Schultz, Deutsches ltben im XIV. und ){V. Jahrhunden, (Vienna, 1892),
pp. 639-651.
Fritz Curschmann, "Hungersnilte im Mittelaltet' Leipziger Studien aus dem Gebiet der
Geschichte, cd. by Buchholz, Lamprecht, Marcks, and Seeliger (l*ipzig, 1900), pp. I-
2r7.
Ilopold Delisle, Eudes sur la Condition de la Classe Agricole (Paris, 1903), pp. 627-
648.
Ping-ti Ho, p, 227. "Until the revolution of 1949," says de Castro, 'this huge country was

the quintessential region ofhunger." (P. 258)

l6

l7

r8

l9

n
2l
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to light the surprising and significant fact that between the years 108 B.C.

and 1911 A.D. there were 1828 famines, or one nearly every year in some

one of the provinces. Untold millions have died of starvation"z2

The most tenible of these famines resulted from the periodic great

droughts: "Out of the thousand years from 620 to 16201 610 were

drought years in one proyince or another and 203 of these were

years of serious famines."23 At least fifteen of these famines were so

ierious that the Chinese resorted to cannibalism.2a In many of these

famines millions of people must have died. Figures, however, are usu-

ally partly or wholly missing. During the four years betw_ee_n 1333 and

tl3i, for instance, Chinese records report that "4r(X)0'000 people

perished from starvation in the neighbourhood of Kiang aloner"

ihir lust word indicating that millions of others died in other areas.2s

From the past few centuries better information is available. A num-

ber of very destructive famines aflicted China during the pasl century.
..The foui famines of 1810, 1811, 1846 and 1849 are said to have

taken a toll of not less than 4510001000 lives.tt26 Of these "that of
1849 is said to have cost nearly 14 million lives".2z Between 1854 and

1864 "another 20 million are believed to have perished".2E Then, in

1876-1879, came the great famine referred to by The Watchtower

quoted earlier as "the greatest recorded famine of all time", in which

fiom nine to thirteen million human beings perished'2e

The statement that it was the "greatest" of all famines is, however,

not quite accurate. Mallory writing in 1926, more correctly describes

it as the "worst famine that has occulred in China within the memory

of the present inhabitants."3o Some earlier famines are known to have

@r example that in China in 1849 (nearly 14

million dying), or the one that struck India in 1769-L770 (which may

have claimed tens of millions of lives).
Towards the close of the already hunger-plagued nineteenth cen-

22
23
24
25

26
27

2E

29

30

Wafter H. Mallory, China: Iand ofFamine (New York' 1926)' p' l '
de Castro, pp.271,272.
lbid., p. 212.
Ralph A, Graves, "Fearful Famines of the Pastl' The National Geographic Magazine, July

1917, Washington D.C., p. 89.

Graves, p. 89.
E. J. Hobsbawm,TheAgeof capitatIS4S-1875(London,1975),p. 133. SeealsoMaur-

ice Bruce, The Shaping ofthe ModernWorld 1870-1939 (London, 1958' p' 801')

Hobsbawm, page 133.

The Watchtowe,r, April 15, 1983, p. 3. The situation in some areas was so desperate that

cannibalism was reported "again and again". (Ping+i Ho' p. 231)

Mallory, p. 29.
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CANNIBALISM-A COMMON FEAIURE DTJRING
THE GREAT CHINESE EAMINE OF 1876-1879

DDIEJ LIE DBAD OX lf,E 80ADr .tlfD IllE &lYtNC gEllYU

looEraDn t0[ lllDltt rLEslL

Iho rupcrior lto! in ordinary tincr, wbilo bo eltr
cookoil flcrb, hor bir sbonblcr aril kitchon swot fion hil
hdl; but h thL toer of fooiao, mon cot ouo anotber.

httcrr frca tho oouniry tell ns thot if oboily lio nnburiorl'

tbo e0orviug lunouutl it, r,ondy to rush on it rvith thcir
Enivoq rnil onC of,tbo f,orh for fooil. Tho ilccit ilioil booouro

tfioy coukl got Do fooil, ouil tho living rook nov to pttloug

thcir lirsr by ooting tbo ilood. Woukl you brro thoq ilio

llthgr? lVhot rill not fonlno oompol ncn to ilo ?

Illustration published inThe Famine in China (Committee of the China Fa-

mine Relief Fund, [.ondon: C. Kegan Paul and Co., 1878). (Republished in
P. R. Bohr, Famine in China and the Missionary, Cunbidge, 1972, after page

20.)
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tury, yet another severe famine occurred in China in the years 1892-
l8t4; claiming approximately one million additional victims.3l

Thus, the nineteenth century was one of disastrous hunger for
China, since during that century according to de Castro's estimate,

'bome one hundred million individuals starved to deathtt!32

How many of those today who read books with exciting titles and

striking statements about signs of the end-times are aware of these

hard facts of history? As for the millions of Jehovatr's Witnesses

around the world, it is doubtful if even a handful of them are ac-

quainted with the factual evidence on this subject.

What then can be said of China in our twentieth century? Has it
experienced an increase in famines, either in size or number (fre-

qulncy)? Is hunger there greater since l9l4 ttran before? The record

shows a very interesting development.
The fint severe famine in China following 1914 took place in

l92O-21, as has been mentioned. Since the numberperishing came to
half a million, it obviously came nowhere near to being China's great-

est famine. Next was the great famine of 1928-29, causing more than

three million deaths.33 Neither of these two famines came close to the

size of some of the great famines of the nineteenth century which we
have discussed.

During the 1930's and the 1940's, China, under the leadership of
Chiang Kai-shek, attempted to raise the living standards of the Chi-

nese people, aided by loans from ttre Western powers. Despite these

efforts, the situation did not improve much until after the Communist
revolution under Mao Tse-tung had won in 1949. After that the new

government took energetic measures to increase agricultural produc-

tion in order to bring an end to starvation. The struggle turned out to

be remarkably successful:

In the space of seven years, China almost doubled lts grain yleld' av'
eraging an annual increase of about E percent that astonished the entire

world. . . . This hemendous lncrrcase in production and the lower costs

that rcsulted from rising rates of productivity improved the standards of
ilieb anilfreed the Chiwse people fiom the clwch otfanine. . . . Through

Ping-ti Ho, p. 233.
de Castro, p. 53.
PinS-ti Ho, p.233iThe Warchnwcn APril 15' 1983' p. 5.

3t
32
33
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organized and effective politicat action, the new China within ten years
solved its greatest problem: the feeding of its 700 million inhabitants.s

The victory was not complete, however. A series of exceptionally
severe droughts in 1960 and l96l-right in the middle of the unfor-
tunate economic experiment called "the great leap forward"-felssd
China to import great quantities of grain from the Western countries.
It has long been known that this crisis caused enormous suffering and
a severc famine. But not until 1984, when the Chinese released the
results of the 1964 census, could the real extent of the disaster be
estimated by demographic experts. Estimates of the number of deaths
due to famine, malnutition and child mortality during the four years
1958-61 vary from 8 to 30 million.3s

This famine, then, was fully comparable to some of the worst fa-
mines in the past. Yet it constitutes one dark spot in an otherwise
bright or brightening picture. And, it may be noted, it would still not
make the Chinese food situation anywhere near as critical for the
twentieth century as it was during the disastous nineteenth century.

Aside from the temporary setbacts listed, the food situation in

de Castno, pp. 298, 306.
Ibid., pp. 306-308; I*ster Brown, State of the World (New York, 1984), p. 188; Popu-
lation and Development Review, Vol. ?, No. I (March l98l), pp. 85-97; Vol. 8, No. 2
(Junc 1982), 9p.277,278; Vol. 10, No. 4 (December 1984), pp. 613-645; Scientifrc
American, December 1985, p. 194. The Guinness 1983 Bookof WorldRecords (Bantam
Books, 2lst U.S. edition, p. 465) erroneously dated this famine in 1969:71 instead of
1959-61. (Penonal conespondence.) It should be noted that the estimates of the number
of deaths (8-30 million) in this famine are not bascd on contemporary eyewitness FpoG,
but arc demographic estimates made more than 20 years after the disaster. These estimates
are based on the Chinese censuses of 1953, 19& and 1982, of which the fint two (1953
and l!)64) are said to be of doubtful or defective quality and therefore "of limited useful-
rcss for demographic analysis." (J. D. Durand, "Historical Estimates of World Popula-
6onl' Population and Darclopment Review Vol. 3, No. 3, September 1977,pp. 254,255,
260-264: J. S. Aird, "Population Studies and Population Policy in China," Ibid., Vol. 8,
No. 2, pp. 272-278;'Population Trends, Population Policy and Population Studies in
China," Ibid., Vol. 7, No. I, P. 91.)

If the recent estimates of the number of deaths in the famine of 1959-61 indicate the
tue magnitude of this disaster, it seems curious that a crisis of such severity would not
only have gone unmentioned by contemporary Chinese leaders, but also have passed un-
noticed by trained Western observers, who visited China during 0re catastrophe. Thus
Marshal Montgomery who made a long visit to China during l96l-at what would have
been the height of the crisis-in an interview with the fimes of l,ondon stated that "he
had seen no hunger in China, that the population seemed well nourished, and that only
ccrtain products werc rationerl as a result of an exceptionally bad year for agriculture." (de
Casuo, pp. 306,307)

34
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China has steadily improved. In 1973, world food expert de Castro

wrote:

Since 1962, despite a population increase of about 2 percent a year'

agriculture has expanded at an annual rate of 4 percent, and has been

able to keep pace well enough to banish the specter of famine completely.36

Thus China, the old "land of famine", no longer deserves that des-

ignation. Having been visited by famines almost annually for thou-

sanas of years, this country has in this century-for the first time in
its long history-gradually attained a remarkable freedom from the

scourga of famine. The population has grown to over one billion
people, but forceful measures are now being taken to limit this

gto*n. The claim that famines have increased since 1914 clearly does

not hold fiue for this quarter part of all mankind. On the contary,
famine in this land has decreased, virtually disappeared, in this until
recently the most hunger-plagued part of the world!

Famines in India

Next to China, India was and still is the most populous country in the

world. If Pakistan and Bangladesh, which up to 1947 were parts of
India, were included its present population would be close to 900 mil-
lion, or about one fifth of the population on earth. Next to China,

India has also experienced more massive famines than any other

country.

India has suffercd from famines since time immemorial. Ihough a con'

nected and complete account of atl the famines that occurred in the pre-

British period of Indian history is lacking' the available evidence suggests

that in the earlier times a majortamineoccurred once in every 50 J€ars.rr

The ancient records tell about devastating famines, now and then

accompanied by cannibalism among the starving victims. Whole

provinces are said to have been depopulated in 1022 and 1052 A.D.

"In 1555, and again in 1596, violent famine throughout north'
west India resulted in scenes of cannibalismr according to contem-

de castro, p. 308. Since de castno wrcte this in 1973, PKtgress has continued- Swedish

food experts Lasse and Lisa Berg, in 1978, wrote that china, in three decades, has'erad-

icated starvation and @l' (Mat och mal<t, Avesta, Swedcn'

1978, p. 170)
B.M. Bhatia, Famines in India, second edition (London, 1967), p. 7.



Famin*Is It Worse Tday? 25

porary chroniclersotaE In 1630 a devastating drought "affiicted the
province of Gujarat and whole centers were depopulated."3e

Perhaps the greatest famine on record was the catastrophe of 1769-
1770, during which, according to some estimates, one third of the
Indian population perished. In Bengal alone, fully ten million per-
ished, and possibly several tens of millions died in all India.€

The frequency of famines in India seems to have increased after the
British colonization began in 1756. From 1765 to 1858 the country
experienced twelve famines and four severe scarcities. Another six
major famines occurred during the twenty years from 1860 to 1880.

of the forty-nine years from 1860 to 1908, wenty were years of fa-
mine or scarcity.ar Several of these famines caused millions of deaths

each. 'The famines of the early 1800's, according to Andre Philip'
killed ofr half the inhabitants of Madras' Mysore and Hydera-
bad.ta2 The famine of 1865-66 took close to three million lives, and
that of 1876-78 over five million.a3 The nineteenth century closed
with two of the most disastrous famines of the century: over five mil-
lion perished in the famine of 1896-98, and another 3.25 million in
the years 1899-1900.44

What we are interested in knowing is whether this twentieth century
has seen any increase in the number of famines in India, and particu-
larly so since 1914. The answer will certainly come as a surprise to
some: "There was no major famine in the country after 1908 till
the fateful Bengal tragedy of 1943/'Dr. Bhatia, the leading expert
on Indian famines, points out.as

Thus, during nearly three decades immediately following upon
World War I-in the period when the Watch Tower Society's "com-
posite sign" required more famines than ever-the vast, hunger-
sticken peninsula of India did not conftibute one single famine to this
"sign"! Why not? Bhatia explains:

38 FernandBraudel,CivilizationandCapinlismlStl*ISthCennry:TheStnrcturesofEvery-
dayLife (London, l98l), p. 76. Speakingof thepasthistoryof Chinaandlndia, Braudel

notes that "Famines there seemed like the end of the world." (P. 76)
Graves, p. 87.
Walford (18?8), p. 442; Graves, p.88. The Guinness 1983 Book of World Records in a
footnote accompanying its table (page 465) of the gr€atest catasEophes io the world men-

tions that the grcat lndian famine of 1770 took several tens of millions of lives. We havc

not been able to authenticate this statement, however.

Bhatia, pp. 7, 8, 58. Compare Walford (1878), PP. 442-49.
de Castro, p. 320,
Bhatia, pp. 68,70,74, 108.

Ibid., pp. 242,261.
Ibid., p. vi.
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Ihe famine of l9U-0E . . . provd to be a turning point in the long

history of food and famine problem in India. Henceforth, drought ceased

to be a problem of serious concern. Attention was turned, on the othcr
hand, to pricc of food, availability of employment and the rate of wags

Explaining what this meant as to famine in India, he explains:

Famine m mone meant mass starvation because of want of food; it
came to imply, as in some other modern eco,nomies, high prices of food'
grains unaccompanied by a proportionate increase ln wages resulting in
reduccd consumption offoodgrains on the part ofthe poor and' thereforc'
semistarvation. Famine was transforrned into Food Problem, which ever

since has continued to be with us.6

Consequently, over a period of thirty-five years, from 1908 to 1942,

"India experienced a numhr of scarcities but no maior famine
involving any considerable loss of life.'{7 The Bengal famine of
1943, therefore, came as a shock, and India was unprepared for it.
Before the situation got under control, a million and a half poor and

helpless people had starved to death.48 Again in 1974, Bengal (by then

separated from India as Bangladesh) experienced a famine in which
several hundreds of thousands died from starvation, a famine that,

according to observers, was brought about by political causes and

could have been avoided.4e
Of India itself in its present dimensions, Bhatia wrote in 1965:

'Over the last two decades we have succeeded in avoiding deaths
from starvation in any part of the country."50 This was made pos-

sible by large imports of foodgrains and by international aid.

46 lbid., p- TlO. The Watchtower of April 15, 1983, quotes on page 6 George Borgstrtim' an

authority on world nutrition, as saying that food conditions in India became "unbearablC'

in the nineteenth and twentieth centurics. But as Dr. Bhatia, the leading authority on

Indian famines, shows, this holds true for the nineteenth century but not for the twentieth,
when the situation has radically changed. Further, Borgstrtim's statement that only ten

million in India are "adequately fed" is also shown to be much in error by the careful

investigation of Dr. Sukhatme, who concluded that 50 percent of the Indian population is

adequately fed! (See information under the subheading "The extent of starvation and mal-

nutrition today.) Borgstrtm was one of the "doomsday prophets" of the 1960's who

warned of a coming famine catastrophe. Some of these even predicted that many countries,

headed by India, would experience widesprcad famines in the 1970's-a prcdiction that

failed completely. (Sec for instarrce W. & P. Paddock, Famine'1975!, [,ondon, 1967'

pp.60,61. This book was quoted repeatedly in Watch Tower publications previous to
1975; not since.)
Bhatia, p. 309. In a footnote Bhatia adds: "From l9l0 to 1940 there wcre 18 scarcities,

but there was no loss oflife due to starvation over the entirc period." (P. 309)

Ibid., p. 310. . (Bhatia, P- 3?4)

Berg and Berg, p. l12.
Bhatia, p. 342.
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Since 1966, Indian leaders have struggled hard to free their country
from dependence on international charity, and the situation has grad-
ually improved. De Castro wrote in 19732

Bccause of technical and organizational measures, India's nutritional
situation, until 1966 among the worst in the world, began to show signs of
reaching a turning point. During the past two years farm production has

increased at a rate of 8 percent, which is a real miracle.sl

What of the situation today? India is still a very poor country; none-
theless the economic development has continued. In 1985, Time mag-
azine could report:

The most important gains have been made in food production. Fifteen
years ago, India had to rely heavily on imported grain to feed its hungry
millions and drought was regularly a life-or-death issue. The country is

now self-sufficient in food. Since 1971' grain production has increased by

40%orlargely as a result ofthe'green revolutionr'the scientific program

of using high-yield seeds and extensive irrigation that began in the mid.
1960s.52

As in China, the picture of famine in India, then, shows a notable
development. Having been plagued by recurrent famines for most of
its history this vast and populous peninsula has made great strides
toward freeing itself from severe famine over the course of this twen-
tieth century. Great efforts are being made to control population ex-
pansion and to eliminate India's perennial problem of poverty.

In brief, malnourishment certainly exists in India. This is neither
new or unusual to its.history. What is new and unusual is the fact that,
rather than worsening, the situation is definitely improving in our cen-
tury.

Thus far our investigation has demonstrated that the two most pop-
ulous and famine-plagued countries of the world, China and India,
both show a striking decrease in the size and number of famines since
1914, quite contrary to the trend we should have found if the remark-
able claims of various religious sources were colrect! In both countries
the 1800's were remarkably worse in famines than the 1900's have

been. I-et us turn our attention, then, to another great populous center
on earth today-the third in order: Europe.

de Castro, pp. 341, 342.
TIme magazine, January 14, 1985, p. 25. (Compare Science magazine, August 3' 1984.)

5t
52
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Europe's history of hunger
Europe (its border on the east reaching to the Soviet Union) covers an

area a little vaster than the Indian peninsula but holds only slightly
more than half as many inhabitants: 500 million. For more than a
century famines have been practically unknown on the European con-

tinent. People today are usually well fed, often overfed, and even

malnutrition is a very small problem in most countries of Europe com-

pared with some other parts of the world. Most peoplg five in fortu-

nate ignorance of the continent's past dreadful history of famines. Per-

haps ihey would count themselves even more fortunate if they knew

something about it.
In stark contrast to present conditions, from the earliest times fa-

mine constantly visited the European continent, often killing multi-

tudes of people and partly or wholly devastating large areas. A climax

seems tohave been reached during the Middle Ages. During the 600

years from the tenth century to the sixteenth, "some 400 widespread
lamines racked the countries of the Continent and the British
Isles."53 Many of these were so dreadful and had such demoralizing

effects, that even in these Christianized countries people resorted to

cannibalism. Throughout these centuries, says Bhatia, 'Eritain and
countries of Western Europe . . . were more frequently menaced

by famines than any other part of the globe."s
The situation improved somewhat from the seventeenth century on-

ward, but local or widespread famines continued to cause tremendous

havoc from time to time far into the nineteenth century.ss

The impression that Europe, during these centuries, was kept in a
near permanent state of hunger is fortified by a closer look at the state

in the individual countries. Historian Fernand Braudel writes:

Any national calculation shows a sad story. France, by any standards

a privileged country, is reckoned to have experienced l0 general famines

during the tenth century; 26 in the eleventh; 2 in the twelfth; 4 in the

fourteenth; 7 in the fifteenth; 13 in the sixteenth; 11 in the seventeenth

and 16 in the eighteenth. while one cannot guarantee the accuracy of this

eighteenth-century calculation, the only risk it runs is of over-optimism'

because it omits the hundreds and hundreds oI local famines. . . ' The

same could be said of any country in Europe.s6

53 de Castro, p. 398.
54 Bhatia, p. 2.

55 Southard, in the Encyclopedia of the social sciences, vol. VI, says that 450 famines arc

known to have occuned in Europe from A.D. 1000 to A.D. 1855. (P. 85).

56 The great historian Fernand Braudel inCivilization & Capitalism litlvlSth Century: The
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Mortality figures are usually missing in the ancient sources, the
authors mostly restricting themselves to such general statements as,
"great mortality", "endless multitudes died", "whole villages emp-
tied", "the ground covered with dead bodies", and so on. In several
cases it is stated that "one third of the population" in the country per-
ished.sT To convey to the reader some of the almost indescribable mis-
ery that prevailed in Europe during these food catastrophes, the fol-
lowing list presents a few examples from the hundreds of devastating
famines that visited the continent during earlier centuries.ss The list is
accompanied by comments quoted from the ancient sources:

A.D. Comments

192

310
450

695-700

836
879
936

963-96/.

1004-1005

Ireland: General scarcity, "so that lands and houses, territories and

Eibes, were emptied."

England : 40,000 perished.

/taly; "When parents ate their children."
England, Ireland: Famines and pestilences, "so that men ate each

other."
Wales:'"Fhe ground covered with dead bodies of men and beasts."

U niv er sal famine prevailed.

Scotland: After a comet, famine for four years, "till people began

to devour one another."
Ireland: An intolerable famine, "so that parcnts sold their children
for food."
England: "Such a famine prevailed as no man could remember."

"This year was the greatest famine in England."5e

England, Germany: Endless multitudes died of famine.

Europe: Awful famine throughout Europe.

England: Widespread famine, "so that man, driven by hunger ate

human, dog, and horse flesh."
England: Famine, followed by mortality so fierce that the living
could take no car€ of the sick, nor bury the dead.

l0l2
l0l6
1069

1073

57

58

Structures of Everyday Life (london, l98l), p. 74.
Fritz Curschmann, Lcipziger Studien aus dem Gebiet der Geschichte (I-eipzig, l90O),
pp.60-62.
Sources: Walford, pp. 434-449; Graves, p. 84; Braudel, p.74;E. P. Prcntice, Food, War

and the Fature (New York, London, l9tA), p. 14;E. Le Roy Ladurie, Times of Feast,

Times of Famine (London, 1972), pp.68, 70; Prof. Eino Jutikkala, "The Great Finnish

Famine in 1696-1697: The Scandinavian Economic Review III, 1955, pp. 48-63. The

Roman famines up to the time of Trajan (98-l 17 A.D.) have been examined by Kenneth

Sperber Gapp in his doctorate A History of the Roman Famines to Time Trajan, Princeton

University, 1934. Unfortunately, it has not been possible to acquire a copy ofthis thesis.

Some of the old chroniclers declare that during the long famine period from 1005 to 1016

fully half the population of the larger island perished! (Graves, p. 8 l.)
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I I 16 lreland: Great famine, "during which the people even ate each

other."
1239 England: Great famine, "people ate their children."

1316 Europe: Universal dearth, and such a mortality, particularly of the

.4 poor, followed, that the living could scarcely bury the dead-
F l34l ltaly: Adreadful famine swept away by absolute stanation vast

numben of the inhabitants' Followed by pestilence.

1437 France and other countries: A great famine swept over France and

many other countries, lasting for two years. "Multitudes in the

large towns dying in heaps on dunghills."

l5E6-1589 lreland: Great famine period, "when one did eat another for

hunger."
I 693 Fiance and ne i ghboring c ountrie s : "An aPocalyptic medieval-type

dearth which killed millions of people in France and the

neighboring countries."

1696-1697 Finland: One of the most dreadful famines in the history of
Europe. A quarter or up to a third of the country's population

perished.

l7W France: About one million starved to death.

1846 lreland: The whole potato crop rotted. A million people starved to

death and still more fled the county to escape the same fate. This

was thc last greatfantine in Europe.

Upon reading such descriptions, one cannot but consider oneself for-
tunate to be living in the twentieth century. Where, in any part of
Europe today, do we read of millions-or thousands or even hun-

dreds-dying because of famine? Where today, even in famine-
sEicken areas, do we read about people "eating each othet'', "eating
their children", or "selling their children for food"? It is true that cer-

tain areas on earth are still scourged by severe famines, but conditions

have clearly improved. The progress made in storage methods and in
communications has contributed much to this situation, and interna-

tional aid via the United Nations, the Red Cross, and many other
charity organizations can quickly reach the shicken al€as on a scale

that was completely unthinkable just a hundred years ago-provided
that enough money is arailable.

As Bhatia points out, famine "was
after 1850."@ The last great famine in
kish calamity of 1846-47.61

almost banished foom EuroPe

that part of the world was the

It is true that famine conditions threatened parts of Europe

60 Bhatia, p. 2.
6l de C8str,o, pp, 400,4Ol.

during
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TIIE LAST GREAT FAMINE IN EUROPE: IRELAND
1846-47

a--*'

The Irish famine of 1846-47 reduced the peasanry to starrration and forced

them to beg at the doors of the workhouses. Over one million starved to death

and many more emigrated abroad. This, Europe's last severe famine, took
place some 140 years ago. (Illustation from Collier's Encyclopedia, 1974

edition, Vol. 9, p. 553.)

and after World War II, especially in Poland and Holland, where tens
of thousands faced starvation, and many actually died of hunger or
undernourishment.62 Relief measures initiated by the U.S.A., how-
ever, soon changed the situation. Supported by the American Marshall

62 lbid., W.421-4U.
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Plan in 1947 'the European economy recovered rapidly and the
marks of hunger quickly diminished across the whole area. In a
short time Europe had regained its pre'war nutritional level."63

Since then the continent for almost a whole generation has experi-

enced a steadily increasing prosperity.

Our examination of famines in the three greatest population centers

on earth, with a combined population of more than half of mankind,

thus shows a most remarkable development: from having been the

most famine-plagued areas on earth, our twentieth century has seen

these centers gradually freed almost completely from the scourge of
famine!

This phenomenal decrease of famines in these countries is more
than enough to show that any claimed increase in famines in this cen-

tury or since 1914 in particular, simply has no foundation in fact. For

the sake of completeness, however, a brief summary will also be given

of the past and present food situation in the rest of the world. How
much have Russia, Japan, Africa, America, and other areas contib-
uted to the claimed "hunger sign"?

Famines in other parts of the world

Our search for the supposed increase of famines in our century has so

far been fruitless, in spite of the fact that about half of mankind has

been explored. Instead of increases in hunger we have found tremen'

dous decreases. T[gning now to the other half of mankind, we will be

confronted by the same palpable Eend in one area after the other:

decreases instead of increases. Several vast and populous areas are

completely freed from famines today. These include North America,
the Soviet Union, Japan, Indonesia, the Philippines, and most coun-

tries in South West Asia west of Afghanistan.
These areas, with a combined population of about one billion

people today, were scourged by numerous famines in the past centu-

ries.

In Rzssia, for instance, hunger has always played a decisive role.

"Imperial Russia . . . suffered famine nearly every year.'a It is
true that the country was stricken by some major famines in the two
decades following upon World War I, one in l92l in which between

Ibid., pp. 438-44.
Southard, p. 86.

63
&
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I and 3 million died, another in 193243 that killed five million.6s
These, however, were only the last in a long series of other great
famines. 66Russia was scourged by major famines eleven times be-
tween 1845 and 1922:'6 Among the most severe famines in the his-
tory of the country were the three of 1891, 1906, and l9ll, all of
them coming before 1914.67 Since the 1940's, agricultural advances

have steadily improved the food situation, and famine has ceased to
menace the country.

As for North America, with the exception of certain American In-
dian communities, such as the Pueblo Indians, it seems that extensive
famines have been absent from this vast area since the days of Colum-
bus!tr In the U.S.A., even problems of malnutrition are largely lim-
ited to some pocket areas, mainly in ttre South. Food is notably abun-
dant throughout the continent.

Japan is another country visited by periodic famines in the past.
The victory over hunger began with the abolishment of feudalism in
the 1860's, followed by agrarian reforms and the introduction of
scientific agricultural methods. Long before World War tr these ad-
vancements had'!ut an end to famines that periodically decimated
the population and left the survivors with lifelong signs of physical
degeneration'6e Not only has famine disappeared but the rise in liv-
ing standards and the improved diet, especially since the 1950's, have

also freed Japan from malnutrition and undernourishment.?o
South West Asia is yet another area with a famine-stricken past.

"The late 1860s and early 1870s saw an epidemic of hunger in the
entire belt of countries stretching from India in the east to Spain
in the west.'trr Persia alone "lost between 1.5 to 2 million in the great

famine of 1871-3."?2 Malnutrition and undernutition still prevail in
many of the countries in the region, but, with the exception of a seri-
ous famine in Afghanistan in the 1970's, the great famines that once
aflicted this vast area are gone.?3

65 Richard G. Robbins, !r., Famine in Russia I89I-I8D (New York and London' 1975)'

p. 172. The statement on page 5 inThe Watcluowen April 15, 1983, that the famine in
l92l killed "some 5 million people" does not seem to be correct. 'Reliable sources esti-

marc that &ere were between I and 3 million victims of the disasrcr." (Robbias, Jr.,
p. 172.1

66 Southard, p. 86.
67 Graves, p. 89.
68 Graves, p. 90; Southard, p. 87.

69 de Casto, pp. 348-351.
70 lbid., pp. 365,366.
7l Hobsbawn (1975), p. 133.
72 lbid., p. 133.
73 Awak!, Fcbruary 8, 1973, p. 29. Dcath fgures arc not available.



3a The'Sign'of the last DaYs-When?

None of this is to say that sevene famines belong entirely to the past.

At times'acute famine conditions do develop in certain parts of the

earth, particularly in Africa, and South America, the regions wherc

malnutrition and undernutrition are also most widespread. Of the two
areas, Africa is the most affected. In the early 1980's, three or four
years of widespread droughts have hit the continent, affecting millions
of people in 24 countries, with Ethiopia evidently being the country
suffering most dramatically. Of the nearly 40 million people in the

land, drought affected 6-7 million, and by the end of 1985 experts

estimated that about one million had starved to death. Thousands of
others died in the Sudan, Mozambique and other countries. However,
international efforts by United Nation's organs (the UNDP and UNI-
CED, by the Red Cross and numerous other charity organizations

succeeded in preventing a much greater catastrophe. Thus it is esti-

mated that the food aid to Ethiopia in 1985 saved about five million
people from starving to death. For most countries in Africa, the crisis
is now over, but much aid is still needed in years ahead to prevent a

recurring catastrophe.
Famines today usually generate widespread publicity. The simple

fact is that much of this is due to famine's having become more and

more of a rarity among mankind. Public interest today is aroused to
the need in distant parts of the earth and many are moved to contribute
to charity organizations and share in relief activities. In the past,

newspapers could not equal the graphic impact of television-reporting
of conditions in remote areas; inadequate means of communication
sharply hindered extensive relief aid. The publicity given to recent

famines in Africa has made them "official," known to the general pub-

lic, in contrast to famines in earlier times. The effect has been to cause

some to believe that the recent famines are the worst ever in Africa.
As an example, a series of droughts hit Africa in the early 1970's,

africting Ethiopia and the countries bordering the Satrara Desert; the

resulting famine caused about 100,000 deaths.Ta The Awake! maga'
zine of luly 22, 1974, called it "the greatest snatural' disaster in
Africa's history.' (Page 6) Such statements, which often appear in
different newspaper articles during catastrophes of various kinds, tell

74 The Watchtower, April 15, 1983, p.6. Estimates vary; some set the death figure at

2O0,OOO or more. John C. Caldwell, in his study ofthe sahelisn drought, concluded rhat

death figures had been exaggerated. He stated that "the figures in the newspaper headlines

were figments of the imagination and many apparently serious rcports werc little better."

S*The Sabetian drought and its demographic impficalions (Washington, D.C.: American

Courcil on Education, Overseas Liaison Comminec Paper No. 8' 1975)' p. 26.
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more abut the ignorance of the authors of such articles-and of those
quoting from them-than of the history of the country.

Numerous famines that ravaged Africa in the past were much
greater than those that have scourged the continent in our century.

Because of the current prominence of the Ethiopian famine, it may
be instructive to examine more closely some of its past famines.

In February 1984, representatives from many African countries met
in Addis Ababa, Ethiopia, to discuss the climatic situation and
drought in that continent. At the conference, the Ethiopian delegation
released a document on these topics that included a table of occur-
rences of drought and famine in their country covering the period
from 253 B.C. to A.D. 1982.7s Although the document points out that
much data is lacking for the centuries previous to A.D. 1800, the table
gives a terrifying picture of Ethiopia's past.

Many of the famines listed affected not only Ethiopia but also "Su-
dan, Egypt and [apparently] also the rest of Africa and the Sahelian
region." (Page 14) Many of these famines undoubtedly claimed mil-
lions of lives but "Reports on human mortality are practically non-
existent for the droughts of the period before the first half of the pres-

ent century." (Page 25) For the nineteenth century the table reveals 9
major famines, five of which affected the whole of Ethiopia. Of one
of these, the famine of 1888-92, the table states: About Vt of the
population perished.t' (Page 16) By contrast, the recent famine in
Ethiopia affected about 15 percent ofthe people and about 2.5 percent

of the population died-far less than the 33 percent of the nineteenth-
century famine victims. It should be kept in mind, of course, that the
present population is considerably greater today than in the past. The
seriousness of the present situation, as the Ethiopian document shows,
owes to the fact that the intervals between recurrent droughts tend to
become shorter and shorter, and soil erosion caused by human misuse
(deforestation and over-grazing) aggravate the situation further.

Famine, then, is admittedly a current and serious problem in Af-
rica. This is true. What is not true is the view that this is distinctive
of our time. Africa has suffered from faminss "since remote an-
tiquity."76 Best known are the famines of Egypt. A series of severe

famines swept over Egypt from the tenth to the twelfth centuries,

A copy ofrhe document was kindly forwarded to us by Anders Johansson, prcsent at the

conference as Africa correspondent for D agens Nyheter, the largest morning newspaper of
Sweden. Johansson is presently News Editor of this newspaper.

de Castro, p. 367.
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when the Mohammedans ruled the country. The famine of 968 A.D.
"swept away 600,000 people in the vicinity of Fustat."?7 Another
more widespread and more disastrous famine came in 1025. A still
more terrible famine began in 1064 and lasted for seven years. The

desperate people finally resorted to cannibalism and human flesh was

sold in the open market. The same suffering and degradation were

induced by the dreadful famine in the years 1201 and L202, when "the
very graves of Egypt were ransacked for food."78 Severe famines have

also hit other countries in Africa. In the famines between 186l to 1872

the Moslem population of Algeria "dropped by over 20 per cent."
Morocco lost three million people-close to one-third of its popula-
tion-in the famine of 1878-79. Numerous other famines have

scourged Algeria, Tunisia, Morocco and other North African coun-

tries throughout the centuries, as shown by studies carried out by Dr.
Charles Bois.Te

In our century food conditions have actually improved in the very
northernmost countries of Africa and in South Africa. They are not
africted by famine, although the nutritional problem is still serious in
some areas.so

Similarly, in Latin America, a high percentage of the population
suffers from undernourishment and malnutrition, and several countries
have a high child mortality. Again, however, this state is nothing new

to that part of the world. "It comes from the pastr" says de Castro,

'from the time of the earliest discovery of these lands." And speak-

ing of Central America he explains, "The multideficient diet
throughout Central America and the chronic starvation that re'
sults are in a sense an inheritance from the indigenous pre'
Columbian culture, although the situation has since been aggra'
vated in many respects by the shortsighted methods of colonial
exploitationr" which began in the sixteenth century.8r

Famine and hunger have scourged Latin America "all through his-
tory," and famine conditions still develop in different areas.E2 Nothing
seems to have changed basically, then, in these respects in our century.

Graves, p. 75.
Ibid., pp. 75,77,79.
Hobsbawn (1975), p. 133; Revue pour l'Etude des Calamitts, No' 2l (Jan.-Dec. 194r,
pp.3-26; No. 26-27 (Jan. 1948-Dec. 1949), pp. 33-71; No. 28-29 (Jan. 1950-Dec.

l95l), pp. 47-62. (Thisjournal was published in Geneva, Switzerland.)

de Castro, pp. 374-376,388, 389.
Ibid., pp. 142,199.
Ibid., p. 139.
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Our review of the famines in the world, past and present, ends here.
The evidence brought to light during our investigation can lead to only
one conclusion, namely, that on a world basis famines have de-
creased, and decreased very conspicuously, in this twentieth century,
including the period since 1914.

This development should not really surprise us. Famines in the past
were principally a consequence of primitive agricultural methods
(which often brought on crop failures due to being more easily af-
fected by changes in the weather) and a consequence of the primitive
means of communication, which often made help from adjacent areas

unattainable. The Industrial Revolution brought better farming imple-
ments, more resistant varieties of grains, and improved communica-
tions, and the food situation began to change:

Around 1800 A.D. a development started in Western Europe and North
America that almost abolished famines and epidemics and also lowered
the normal level of mortalitS so that the remaining average length of life
increased from the 30 years of that time to the 75 years of today.E3

Chronic rnalnutrition, however, still remains as the greatest hun-
ger problem, as the great European demographer (population expert)
Alfred Sauvy points out:

While acute and disastrous famine has almost disappeared, chronic
malnutrition is still a problem in many parts of the world.e

We are thus faced with the remaining question as to whether mal-
nutrition and undernourishment are indeed more widespread today
than in the past.

Malnutrition and child mortality in the past and
today

As shown earlier, aboat one percenr of mankind is srarving today,
very probably the lowest proportion is known history. A far greater

Danish demographer P. C. Matthiessen in Befolkningsuwecklingen-orsak och verl<an,

second edition (Lund, Sweden,1972), p. 35. (Translated from the Swedish edition).
Jan lcnica and Alfrcd Sawy, Population Explosion, Abundance or Famine (New York,
1962). The quotation is taken from the Swedish edition (Befolbdngsproblem, Stockholm,

1965, p. 44.)
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numbr, however, perhaps as much as 25 percent, ate trulnourished
or undernourished or both.ss

About half of these are children. The majority of those who die

from malnutition or diseases indirectly caused by malnutrition or
undernutrition are children under six years of age.

In discussing the ride of the black horse of Revelation, symbolizing

hunger, Dr. Gratram draws attention to the plight of children, saying

thatl.the hootbeats of warning are the cries of children dying of
starvation and disease,tt and he cites a Mennonite Cental Comminee
report which estimates that '6twelve million infants die of the efrects

ol malnutrition every year in the developing countries." (Ap-

proaching HooJbeats, pages I 53, 154) The picture is certainly a heart-

rending, deeply disturbing one. There is no question about that. What

may rightly be questioned, however, is whettrer the situation is unique

to our times.
The Watch Tower Society clearly endeavors to bolster its "famine-

sign" by the aid of child mortality figures, using these to counteract

the evidence of surpassing hunger in the past:

A report from the Untted Nations Children's Fund estlmahs that 17

million of the world's children died from hunger and disease in 19t1. rrt4t
is more than thc cstinutctl iteatlr during thc tsniblc chhese lamhe of tlu
yeart 187E-9.6

But comparing child mortality in all the world in 1981 with the

great famine in China in 1878-79.-if done with ttre goal of distin-
guishing our time as preeminently hunger-stricken-is at best a sign

of ignorance, at worst a sign of dishonesty. Why? Because, although

certainly not as clearly identified as today, malnutrition, with resultant

child mortality, definitely co+xisted right along with famine in the

past.87 And just as with famine, malnurition was evidently not a

smaller problem in past centuries. The evidence is that it was $eater.
This is indicated by the undeniable fact that mortality at all ages,

As explained earlier (in fooUrotc 6), wtdernutrition refen to tlrc quantity of food eatcn'

wbile nalnwrition has to do with the qrctity of ttn diet. About half of 0re malnourished,

pertraps 10-15 percent of mankind, are also undernourished. Starrration is an exteme form

of undernutition, and famine is widespread starvation.
Tlu Watchtower of April 15, 1983, p. 7. Child mortatity sccms to have declined somewhat

in 19E2. Tt:p t9E3 UNICEF AmualReporr shows that close to 15 million (&,000 a day)

childrcn died or werp disabled that year due to malnubition and hungcr-rclated discasce

such as dianbeE. (Pp. 3, 28)
Eren today malnuritioo is, in the majority of thc cascs 'invisible", Glln !o motlprs of
nalnourisbed children. Here thc term "hidden hunget''.
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and particularly child mortality has steadily declined during the whole
twentieth century in almost every counfl!88

Swedish demographer Professor Erland Hofsten estimates that in-
fant mortality in earlier centuries was as high as 40-50 percent in
many countries, possibly even higher in some areas!8e

In Sweden, where running statistics have been kept of child mor-
tality since 1749, the child mortality rate was 20-25 percent from
1749 to 1814, but then it began to decline. By 1985 it had been re-
duced to 0.7 percentls A similar development has occurred in many
other countries, especially in Europe and North America.

Progress has been slower in the developing countries, but there,
too, a palpable improvement has taken place, especially since the end
of World War II:

Practically everyrvhere in the poor counhies mortality has declined
sharply since the War. . . . mortality has declined at aII ages. The decline
of infant mortuIily ha:s been particularly significant.el

Tirue, large numbers of children still die of malnutition in many
poorer areas of the earth. But infant mortality in the developing coun-
nies has declined during this century from 40-50 percent to only 9
percent on the average in 1983, although in a few countries it remains
as high as 20 percent.e2 Modern medicines, improved diet and better
hygiene have pushed back death and more than doubled the length of
life in the whole Western world, and a similar development is now in
progress also in the developing countries, even though it is somewhat
slower.e3

88 This is also indirectly admitted in the Awake! of August 8, 1983, where the population

'explosion" is panly explained in the following way: "It is due in part to rygllgi*
decline in the death rate as a rcsult of improved medical care and economic and social
;onditi-ons. consequently, fewer babies are dying and more people are living longer."
(P.4)

89 Erland Hofsten, Vdrdens befolkning ('World Population", Upsala, Sweden, 1970),
pp. 94-96.
According to information rcgularly released by Statistislca Cennalbyrdn ("The Statistical
C.cntal Offic€') in Sweden.
Erland Hofsrcn , Denografins grwder ("Basics of Demography", Lund, Sweden, 1982),
p. 139.
Hofsten, Vttrldens befolkning, p. 96; 1985 tltorld Population Dam Slpet, publishcd by the
Population Reference Bureau, [nc., Washin$on, D. C.
In China, for instance, infant mortality declined from c. 15 perccnt in 1950 to 3.8 percent

in 1983. (RoyPrrosterman,TlpDeclilwinHunger-RebtedDeaths, 1984,p. l6;The 1985

World Population Data Sheet.)
Th€ ,98t UNICEF Amwl Report says that, "Bctween thc mid-1940s and the carly

90
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In 1900, every ruttion on earth had an infant mortality rate of over 50 per
l,000live births.

By 1983, &4 rutions had lowered their infant mortality rate below 50 per
l,000live births.

Authorities regard the infant mortality rate to be the best indicatorof overall
social and economic well-being. When the rate has fallen to 5 percent (=JQ
deaths per 1,0(X) live births) or below, this indicates that that country "is meet-
ing basic hrnnn needs, including food, shelter, clothing, safe drinking water
and sanitation." The fact that in 1900 all nations had an infant mortality ratc
surpassing 5 percent is a strong indicator of the lack of proper nutrition then
prevailing. That 84 nations, by 1983, had lowered this rate below 5 percent,
is an equally shong indicator that within their borders hunger had ceased to be
a basic, society-wide issue. (Roy L. Prrosterman, The Declhv in Hwger-Re-
lated Deaths, San Francisco 1984, pp. 1,4; Ending Hunger: An ldeaWhose
Time Has Come, published by the Hunger hoject in 1985, p. 384; 1985 World
Population Dam Sheet, published by the Population Reference Bur€au, Inc.,
washingon, D.c. in 1985.)
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Consequently, those who would employ child mortality figures in
an attempt to "prove" that our generation has seen more famine and
malnutrition than earlier centuries can only do so by ignoring all the
conrary evidence. How many millions of children died annually in
earlier centuries due to malnunition and hunger-related diseases no
one can say with certainty, as global estimates of the annual death rate
were never made. But in view of the fact thatafour-fold or evenfive-

fold decline in child mortality has taken place in many of the devel-
oping countries, and up to a twenty-fold decline in numerous counries
in the Western world, it is easy to realize that in earlier centuries many
millions of children died every year from hunger and hunger-related
diseases-in spite of the fact that the population of the world was
much smaller in those days!

Undoubtedly this exceptional decline in infant and child mortality
has saved hundreds of millions of lives in the developing countries
alone. Professor D. Gale Johnson states:

Those of us who decry the high rates of population growth in the de-

vetoping countries should not forget that the increases in these rates have

been due entirely to reductions in death rates and not at all to an increase

in birth rates. There has been an enormous reduction in human sufrering
that has gone largely unrecognized-the pain and grief of hundreds of
miltions of parents that have been avoided by the reduction in infant and
child mortality.s

In a world where 99 percent of mankind do not starve, and 75
percent are not even malnourished, it is not often realized that this
situation is something new and unique in human history and that in
the past poverty and want were so universal that most people regarded
them as matters of course, conditions that were inevitable, and there-
fore seldom questioned or even talked about. The book Hunger and,

History states:

Feasts could well be occasions of happy memorJ' but of daily want was

so little said that a world which regards hunger as a rvrong from which no
person in civilfued countries should suffer, finds it somewhat difffcult to
understand that want and hunger were the lasting conditlons under which
previous generations lived. . . . It is hdrd for persons living under modern

190's there was a 50 p€r cent rcduction in child death rates in many low'income coun'
tries," although the ratc of progress has slowed since then. (P. 7)

94 D. Gale Johnson, World Food Problems and Prospeas (Washingtoo, D.C., 1975), p. 19.
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conditions to realize even inadequately what life was when the population

pressd upon food supply during those ages when want was univensal.s

Is a future famine catastroPhe unavoidable?

Faced with the hard evidence that famine and hunger were unques-

tionably greater in past centuries than today, those who write material

designed to excite a sense of impending doom often resort to the dis-

cussion, not of what has happened or rs happening, but of what might

happen.
li is not difficult to find statements by prominent persons pointing

to some future tragedy as likely. In the book The Late Great Planet

Earth (pages l0l, 102), J. Bruce Giffing, Chairman of the Genetics

Department at Ohio State University, is quoted as stating in 1969 that
ttUnless mankind acts immediately, there will be a worldwide fa'
mine in 1985, and the extinction of man within 75 years." Evi-
dently mankind 'acted' in time, for 1985 saw nothing remotely resem-

bling a worldwide famine.
Similarly, The Watchtower of April 15, 1983, points to ttre rapidly

increasing world population today, "that strains the world's long-term
capacity to feed itself," and quotes food expert E. R. Duncan as say-

ing that "this situation is unique in human history." Did Duncan, how-
ever, conclude that popu-latfun will inevitably outstrip food produc-

tion, causing large-scale famines within the next few decades? No,

while acknowledging the possibility, he finds no reasons for believing

it will necessarily come. "Indeed, this may eventually be true' but
rccent history shows that while the situation is precarious it is not
disastrous except in a few cases."e6In the long run, he believes that
population "will be stabilized at a manageable level."e7- 

Many other authorities agree, pointing to the fact that the rapid

E. P. Pnentice, Hunger and History, pp. lO, 137. French historian Femand Braudel sum-

marizes the world's food situation in the past in this way: "Famine recurred so insistently

for centuries on end that it became incorporated into man's biological regime and built
into his daily life. Dearth and penury were continuat, and familiar even in Europe' despitc

its privileged position." (Civitintion & Cqitalism l'th-I8th Century, p. 73) Like Pren-

tice, Braudel emphasizes that'thronic under-nourishment" p'revailed all over the world in

ttre past. (P. 9l) N. W. Pirie, one of England's bcst known scientists, agr€es: "It s€ems

tikely that malnutrition permanently or during certain timcs of the year has been the usual

condition of mankind and that it was regarded as normal."-Food Resources Conventional

ffiuoted from the Swedish edition, published in Stockholm' 1970' p. 32)

E. R. Duncan (editor), World Food Problcns (Ames, Iowa, 1977'1' p' 3.

Ibid, p. xi.
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population increases that started in the 1940's reached a climax in the
1960's with an annual growth rate of around 2.0 percent, but then
began to decline. Today the global growth rate is 1.7 percent, and
energetic efforts are being made in many countries to limit the growth
further.es If these efforts turn out to be successful, the "population
bomb" can be disarmed before it explodes in a world catastrophe.

Equally as important, food production has so far kept pace with the
population increases. "Worldwide the period from 1950 to l97l
saw a doubling of cereal grain production, while population in-
creased by only half that amountr" Duncan notes.ry And according
to FAO (United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization), there is
still no lack of food in the world. On the contrary, in the world as a
whole there has been a growing surplus of food in recent years.rm The
1983 UNICEF Annual Report states that'food pro&rction exceeded
population growth in 19E2, and, with the exception of Africa
south of Sahara, increased harvests were recorded for all devel-
oping regions." (Page 6) If this is so, why do we yet see tens of
millions starving today, and hundreds of millions, possibly over a bil-
lion persons, are malnourished or undernourished?

As Edouard Saouma, the present Director of FAO, explained at the
World Food Conference held in Rome in October, 1983, these hun-
dreds of millions are malnourished or stanring, simply because they
are poor. They cannot afford to buy the food that actually exists. And
what is worse: This poverty in the underdeveloped countries is kept
up by strong economic and political interests in the developed coun-
tries, who are unwilling to share their abundance.r0r

The fact is that leading experts now believe that the global population crisis is essentially
over. "The population bomb is being defused," said iVew Sciezrrsr magazine of August 9,
1984. "Almost unnoticed, in the past l0 years the annual growth in the world's population

has shrunk from 2 per cent to 1.7 per cent. . . . The United Nations now predicts that the
world's population, cunently around 4.7 billion, will reach only 6.1 billion by 2000 (20
per cent less than some past estimates) and will stabilize at around l0 billion sometime
around the end of the next century." (P, 12) See also New Scientist of August 16, lg8/-,
p. E, and Awakl of April 8, 1984, p. 29.
Duncan, p. 23.
I 982 FAO Production Yearbook (Rome, I 983), pp. 5, 9, 7 5, 7 6, 97-101, 261, 262.
As James P. Grant, the present Execution Director of UNICEF, explains on Page 2 of the

1982 UNICEF Annual Reporr, with only $6.5 billion a year over the next 15 years "it
would bc possible to break the back of large-scale hunger and malnutrition." Further new
techniques developed during the last few years'tould reduce disabilities and deaths among

children in most developing countries . . . by at least halfbefore the end ofthis century."

Thesc techniques, says, Grant, "are even less costly than we had thought." (1983 UNICEF
Annuol Repon, pp. 3,4)
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WHAT LEADING AUTHORITIES SAY ABOUT HUNGER

TODAY COMPARED WITH THE PAST

"For the first time ever' a society ls possible in which poverty can be

abotished and with it, misery and hunger. The eradication of hunger is
no longer a utopian scheme; it is a perfectly available objective."-
Josud dl Castro in The Geopolitics of Hunger (New York, 1977) , pp. 447 '
448.

"In every age and in every land people have starved, . . - Yet the fact
seems to be ttrat man' on the average, is steadily achieving a better
diet. . . . certainly the people today are, on the average, somewhat bet'
ter fed than they were 100 years ago."-The Biology of Human Starva-
tionby A. Keys, J. Bozek, A. Henschel, O. Michelsen and H' Longstreet

Taylor (St. Paul, 1950), pp.3,12.

"A world which regards hunger as a wrong . . . finds it somewhat dif'
ficult to understand that want and hunger were the lasting conditions
under which previous generations lived. . . . It is hard for persons liv'
ing under modern conditions to realize even inadequately what life was

. .-. during those long ages when want was universal."-E. Parmalee

Prentice, Hunger and History, The Influence of Hunger on Human History
(Caldwell, Idaho, l95l), pp. 10, 137.

"Famine over the centuries has been a frequent phenomenon and has

tended to be regarded as a more or less normal calamity. . . . But there
is every indication that the incidence [in earlier times] was considerably
greatei than it is today in nearly all inhabited areas of the world."-
Bruce F. Johnston in his article on "Famine" in Colliers Encyclopedia,
Editorial Director William D. Halsey, Vol. 9 (New York, 1979), pp. 552'
553.

"We might be inclined to deduce from the pictorial evidence of famine
that we have seen recently on television, in newspapers, and in maga'
zines that the world is more prone to famine now than it used to be.
But the evidence is clearly to the contrary. . . . There has been a rather
substantial reduction in the incidence of famine during the past cen'
turyJ'-Food expert Professor D. Gale Johnson,World Food Problems and
Prospects (Washington, D. C., 1975), p. 17.

'€onsumption of food per pennn in the world is up over the last 30
years. . .-. Famine deaths have decreased in tht past _cenlury even in
ibsolute terms, let alone relative to population. World food prices have
been trending lower for decades and centuries. . . and thereis strong
reason to believe that this trend will continue.:r-Julian L' Simon and

Herman Kahn in The Resourceful Earth (London, 1984), p. 16.
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Neither population increase nor food production, then, is the real
problem. It is a well-known fact that the resources of the earth could
well feed a world population many times greater than that living on
earth today. And what is more: For the first time in history mankind
has at its disposal the means for exploiting these resources to that
extent. As de CasEo observes:

The knowledge that man now lxxsesses' tf lntelligently applied' would
provide humanity with enough food of the necessary quality to Insure its
nutritiond balance for many years to comer even if the population were

to double, quadruple, or increase tenfold.to2

Whether mankind will make use of these possibilities to put an end
to famine and malnutrition or not, is, of course, unpredictable. Any-
thing can happen in the next few decades, and we make no attempt to
speculate or to prophesy. Basically, the problem is one of love for
one's neighbour. How do we as Christians react on hearing and read-

ing about the existing millions of poor and hungry people? If our
interest in them is limited to the question: Are they numerous enough
to constitute one of the features of a supposed "composite sign" of the
end?-would that not indicate that there is something fundamentally
wrcng with our "Christianity"? If our interest in such hungry ones

goes no further than that, would we not then run the risk of being
placed among those to whom our Lord Jesus Christ will say on the
"day of judgment": "I was hungry and you gave me nothing to
eat. . . .'?-Matthew chapter twenty-five, verse 42, NIV.

de Castro, p. 466. "It is no accident," said iVew Scientt'rt of August 9, 1984' 'that it is itr

Africa wherc farming methods are least developed, that famine persists." (P. 15) Yet it
would be possible for many countries in Africa to increase considerably their food produc-

tion wirlr the use of the present primitive methods. FAO (UN's Food and Agriculture

Organization) says that 'bnly half of the world's potential land is under cultivation today."

This includes many parts of Africa, wherc in ll countries, "including Taire'?anrbia,
Angola and the lvory Coast, the people could, using cunent methods, feed five times their

current populations. Thc Congo could fced 20 timcs its population and Gabon 100 timcs.

Ovcrall, Africa could, with primitive nrethods, t*A2.7 times its cunpnt pogutation' sayr

rhc FAO." (Ibid., P. 15)



CHAPTER 3

Earthquakes and Historical Facts

WHAT ARE ttre facts about earthquakes in our time? Is our planet

Earth shaking with greatcr frequency and intensity than ever before in
human history?

As we have seen, in The l-ate Great Planet Earth, Hal Lindsey
listed this as one of the signs marking the time for Christ's setting up
his Kingdom. (Pages 52, 53) Again in The Promise, he states that

Jesus'tvarned that earthquakes would increase in frequency and
intensity as this old earth prepared for its final cataclysm." (Page

198) This piece of the prophetic 'Jigsaw puzzle" is supposed to have

come into place in our day.
In his bookGood-bye Planet Earth (1976), Seventh Day Adventist

author Robert H. Pierson has a subheading "A Shakingr Quaking
Planet." Under it he states:

lilith increasing frequency and intensity Mother Earth has been shak'
ing and quaking. Hundreds ofthousands of people have lost their lives.

Multiplied thousands more will perish in greater earth spasms ahead.

Never since the days of t{oah has the world been so badly battered.

Again God is speaking to us-He is seeking to tell us that our time is

short. His Son, Jsus Christ, will rcturn soon. Naturets voice speaks

through the floods' the storms, the earthquakes. (Pages 21,22)

He then quotes Jesus' words at Luke chapter twenty-one' verse I l, as

evidence of this.
The most remarkable and detailed claims in this regard, however,

are those made by the Governing Body of Jehovah's Witnesses and

their Watch Tower Society. Maintaining that Christ's statement regard-

ing "great earthquakes" (Luke chapter 21, verse ll) has seen its true

fulfillment only since 1914, the Watch Tower Society claims that we

have experienced an enolmous increase in such earthquakes since that
year:
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The fitquency of mqior earthquakes has lncrcased abrliat 20 times what
It was on an average during the two thousand years before 1914.-Sr-
vival into a New Earth (1984), page23.

This is a fantastic claim. It is really possible to prove such a state-
ment? How much is actually known about earthquake activity in the
past? Are ancient records on earthquakes complete enough to allow
for reliable comparisons with our century? And what is meant by a
"great" earthquake? What determines its 'greatness'?

To be able to assess accurately the claims of the Watch Tower So-
ciety, we must first seek an answer to these questions.

Recording earthquake activity

The Greek word for "shaking" and (when it applies to the earth)
"earthquake" is seism6s. The science of earthquakes, therefore, is
called seismology.

Seismology is a very young branch of science. "Not . . . until the
early 1850s did the first true seismologist, as we would recognize
the term, appear on the scene. He was an lrishman, Robert Mal-
let.'r After him came John Milne, called "the father of seismology."2
In 1880 he invented the first proper seismograph, and from the end of
the last century a fairly accurate recording of earthquakes has been
possible.3

Consequently seismologists are able to present a complete list of
the great earthquakes that have occurred on earth from 1903 onward.a
With further improvement of the seismograph an increasing number
of countries have adopted its use. But not until the end of the 1950's
did this observation network reach a global scale.s Since then it has

Peter Verney, The Eanhquakc Handbook, New York and london 1979, p. 47. There is no
general consensus about this. Professor N, N. Ambraseys, for instance, considers John

Michell (l7U-93>'the first true seismologist.' (Ambraseys, Engineering Seismology,

Univenity of [.ondon, Inaugural lecture 18 Nov. 1975, p. 54.)
Verney, p. 51. Others would term him the 'father of English seismology' only, recognizing
that other, contemporary scientists in other countries, too, made important contributions
to the eady development of seismology. (See the discussion by Dr. August Sieberg in
Geologische, physikalische un angewandte Erdbebenhtnde, lena 1923, pp. 2,373.)
Verney, pp. 53,54; B. Booth & F. Fitch, Earthshock, l.ondon 1979,p.89.
G. A.Eiby, Eanhquakcs, london1968,p. l9l.Thisholdstrueonlyofearthquakesmea-
suring 7.9 and above on the Richter scale.
Martus BAth,IntoductiontoSeismology,2nded., Basel, Boston, Stuttgart 1979,pp.27,
262-26.

3
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been possible to record and measure all earthquakes, smdl and major,
all over the globe.

It is not an easy matter to compare the complete list of great earth-
quakes recorded in our century by modern seismologists with that of
past centuries. This is because of the comparatively scanty and incom-
plete information available from earlier centuries. Historical sources

become more and more sparse the farther back in time we go. Even

of modern records, seismologist A. W. Lee in 1939 wrote:

The statistics are complete enough to give a fair representation of the

distribution of the earthquakes which now occur' but, since they extend
over less than half a centur]' are insufficient for showing whether there
has been any secular change in the frequency.6

Another factor that considerably limits our knowledge of ancient

earthquakes is that most earthquakes take place outside Europe, the
source of most of our information for the gleater part of history from
the first century to the "Age of Discovery" in the fifteenth century.
The Encyclopedia Americanatells us that:

Roughly 80 percent of the seismic energy of the world is released ln a
belt which girdtes the Pacific Ocean. A secondary belt' starting in the

Mediterranean area and running easterly across Asia, is the scene of
earthquakes which represent over 15 percent of the seismlc energl of the
world.?

ttWestern Europertt writes Verney, ttnight be considered almost
a stable zone by comparison with the hectic earthquake history of
the Andes or elsewhere on the Ring of Fire [the Pacific Ocean
beltl.'8

As the historical source material for past centuries is, with a few
important exceptions, limited to Europe and the Mediterranean area,

it is easily realized what this means. What do we, for instance, know
about the "hectic earthquake" activity in North, Middle and South
America before Columbus? John Milne points oufi "The records be-
fore the Christian era, and prior to the year 1700' are practically
confined to occurrences in Southern Europe, China and Japan.'D
In our own century, the majority of the most destructive earthquakes

6 J. Milne & A. W. l*r., Earthquakes and Orher Eanh Movements, Tth ed., l,ondon 1939'
pp. 134,135.
The Encyclopedia Americana, 1966, under "Earthquake," p. 496.
Verney, p. 75.
Repon of the Eightieth Meeting of the British Association for the Advancemen of Science '
Portsmouth: l9I I, Aug. 3l-Sept.7 ([.ondon l9l2), p. $9.

7
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Earthquakes and Histoical Fac-tt

TIIE EARTHQUAKE BELTS OF TIIE EARTH

Seismic map showing the two earthquake belts of the world. (From R. A.
Daly, Our Mobile Earth, New York & Iondon 1926, p. 6.)

have occurred in areas outside Europe and in most cases in areas from
which no historical records of past @currences are available for com-
parison. The Watch Tower Society, either by choice or otherwise,
takes not a single one of these vital factors into consideration when
making its remarluble claim.

What constitutes a'6greattt earthquake?

According to Luke's rendering of Jesus' words to his disciples thele
would be "great earttrquakes." (Luke 2l:ll) What is meant by a

"great" earthquake?
Modern seismologists measure the size of an earthquake according

to certain scales. The one in common use today is the so+alled Rl'cft-
ter scale, devised by C. F. Richter in 1935. This scale measures tfte
total amount of energy released in seismic waves during an earth-
quake. Earttrquakes measuring 7.0 or more on the scale are termed
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"major," while those measuring 8.0 and over are termed "great."lo ft
should be noted that the "magnitude" of an earthquake on this scale

has little to do with the number of casualties:

There is usually no clear correlation between the magritude of a shock

and the number of people killed or other destruction. An earthquake may

be destructive but not large.rl

Similarly an earthquake may be large but not destructive of life.
The earthquake in Owens Valley, California, in 1872, for example, is

said to have been the greatest earthquake in the United States in the

past 150 years, in that it is estimated to have had a magnitude of 8.3

on the Richter scale. Yet only 27 persons were killed, as the area was

very thinly populated. t2

How common are "major" earthquakes, measured by the standard

of the Richter scale?

It has been calculated that every year there witl be two earthquakes of
7.7 magnitude or greateq seventeen between 7.0 and 7.7; one hundred

between 6.0 and 7.0; and no less than fifty thousand between 3.0 and 4.0.13

The number of "major" earthquakes, then, are, according to these

calculations, about 19-20 per year. Do we have any indication that

the "major" (7.0 and more in magnitude) and "great" (8.0 and more)

earthquakes have increased in number and magnitude during the pe-

riod it has been possible to measurc them instrumentally, that is, since

the end of the last century onward?
If we were to believe a recent claim by the Worldwide Church of

God, an increasingly vocal organization proclaiming the speedy end

of the age, the answer would be 'Yes.' On page 7 of the April, 1986,

issue of its monthly The Good News of the World Tomorrow, Norman

L. Shoaf, a spokesman of the movement, confidently asserted:

Did you know that from 1901 to 194/,, during more than four decades'

only three earthquakes measured magnitude 7 or over? . . . Then' in just

l0 years from 1945 to 1954, the number leaped to 21 quakes measuring 7

Booth & Fitch, p. 9O; C. F. Richter, Natural History, December 1969, p. 44-

BAth, p. 137.
Verney, p. 96. The earthquake in San Francisco in 1906, that killed about 700 people' also

had a magnitude of 8.3. (The three earthquakes in New Madrid, Missouri, in l8ll-12
were greater than these two, with estimated magnitudes of 8.6, 8.5 and 8.7, respectively.)

Vemey, p. 72. The Encyclopedia Americana, 1966 ed., under "Earthquake"'page 496'

states that, "If all shocks down to the very smallest are included, it is likely that the total

may be well over a million." The great majority of these shocks are, of course, not noticed

by man, being recorded only with the aid of instruments.

t0
il
t2

l3
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or oven From then on, large earthquakes have increased dramatically.
From 1955 to 1964-in just one decade-87 earthquakes measurcd 7 or
over; from 1965 to 1974,lfi; from 1975 to 1984' 133.

It would be a charitable understatement to say that this claim is
simply nonsensical. When confronted with this claim, Professor Sew-

eryn J. Duda, a renowned seismologist at the University of Hamburg,
West Germany, wrote that "In the time l90l-I94,y'. about 1000 (one

thousand) earthquakes with magnitude 7 or over have taken place
worldwide." In fact, his letter to the authors dated July 7, 1986, con-
tradicted the entire statement of the Worldwide Church of God. See

Appendix A for the complete text of his letter.

The simple fact, then, is that no such unique increases have been
observed, either since 1914 or at any other subsequent point of this
century. Actually, the evidence produced by modern seismologists in-
dicates the contrary.

Charles F. Richter, former President of the Seismological Society
of America and the originator of the "Richter scale," made reference
to this evidence in an article published in the December 1969 issue of
Natural H istory magazine:

One notices with some amusement that certain religious groups have

plcked this rather unfortunate time to insist that the number of earth-
quakes is increasing. In part they are misled by the increasing number of
small earthquakes that are being catalogued and listed by newer' more
sensitive stations throughout the world. It is worth remarking that the
number of great [that is, 8.0 and over on the Richter scale] earthquakes
from 1E96 to lf)6 (about twenty-five) was greater than in any ten'year
interval since.ra

Parts of this statement were quoted disapprovingly on page 72 of
The Watchtower of February l, 1974-without the reader being in-
formed that it came from a leading authority on seismology. Jesus was

not speaking of any "ten-year interval," sudThe Watchtower, but of a
whole "generation."

Dr. Richter's statement, however, was aimed at demonstrating that
the claimed increase in the earthquake activity during our century
finds no support in the recorded seismological data during the period

14 Natural History, Dec. 1969, p. 44. In his Elementary Seismology (San Francisco 1958'

page 357) Richter similarly states that'"There is no escape from the conclusion that the

greatest shallow [that is, near the surface] shocks were morc frequent before l9l8 than

afterward."
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of instrumentally measured seismicity, which covers the period from
1896, or more particularly from 1903 onward.

Still, his statement was made back in 1969. What, then, of this

claim found on page 30 of the book The |98|'s-Countdown to Ar'
mageddon, by Hat Lindsey?

The 19?0's experienced the largest increase in the number of quakes

known to history. In fact, the dramatic increase In quakes in 1976 led

many scientists to say we are entering a period of great seismic distur-

bances.

This statement has no more basis in fact that do those of the Watch
Tower Society and the worldwide church of God. More recent statis-

tics published by other seismologists, who have carefully and objec-

tively examined the matter, not only confirm the accuracy of Dr. Rich-

ter's statement, but show that it continued to be true into the 1970's.

In 1965 the well-known seismologist Seweryn J. Duda published a
catalog of the major earthquakes for the period 1897-196/'.ln 1979
this catalog was updated to include the period L965-1977 in an article
written by the same author jointly with professor Markus Blth, an-

other seismologist of worldwide repute. Their very thorough study

shows that during this eighty-year period (1897-1977) about twenty
(L9.94 to be exact) major earthquakes occurred annually. Any change
in the number of earthquakes with a magnitude of 7.0 and above on
the Richter scale could not be demonstrated for the period after l9l4'
compared to the period before that date. As to the tnagnitude of the

quakes, on the other hand, their study revealed that the first twenty
years ofour century (1900-1920) had about twice as great un energy

release per year as the whole period thereafter up to 1977!t5

15 S. J. Duda, "secular seismic energy release in the circum-Pacific belt," Tectonophysics,2

(1965), pp. 4O9-52; Markus Bath and s. J. Duda, "some aspects of global seismicity,"

Tbctonoplrysics, 54 (1979), pp. Tl-T8. Newspapers ofrcn present grcssly misleading datr

on earthquakes. Richter (1958, p. 5) points out that "the popular press" can be used "only
with caution." However, The watchtower of May 15, 1984, p, 25, referred to an articlc
published inTheNewYorkTimesthattermed 1983"AYearof Earthquakes,"becauseof a

claimed "rash of lethal earthquakes" that year. To prove this T&e Watchtower reproduced

a list of 9 quakes from a period of 3 months, all of which were said to be "major earth-

quakes, reckoned on the Richter scale." A closer look at the list, however, shows that only

3 of the 9 earthquakes are "major," having a magnitude of 7.0 or more. As Profcssor

Markus BAth points out (personal lener, dated October 3, 1984), this is nor abovc, but

below the normal: "The information from The New YorkTimes is completely misleading.

With 3 earthquakes of a magnitude of 7 or more during 3 months, the number of such

quakes would be 12 in a year. This is clearly below the average, which is 20 quakes a yesr
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The table on page 54, published in 1912 (for the years 1899 to
1909), gives some idea of the high seismicity recorded in the period
previous to 1914. For the period before the beginning of our century
reliable instrumental data are missing, as was pointed out earlier.

What is the conclusion to be drawn from this very careful study of
the period from which reliable instrumental recordings are available?
It is this: No marked change in the number of major earthquakes may
be demonstated during the period from 1897 to 1977. On the other
hand, the snrdy shows the frequence of the greatest earthquakes to
have been considerably higher in the first twenty years of this period
than in the sixty years that followed!

Efforts to Overcome the Evidence

It goes without saying that, on being confronted with these scientific
statistics, the Watch Tower Society takes no great delight in the mea-
surements of the seismologists. The Society's tendency has been to
reject them altogether when making statistical comparisons on earth-
quake activity before and after 1914, supplying instead a definition of
their own making as to what is meant by a "great" earthquake. We
read:

What is it that makes an earthquake'great'? Is lt not its efrect on lives
and property? But modern earthquake students tend to consider an earth.
quake 'greatt only if it rates high on the Richter scale' which rates 'mag-
nituder' the power or force a quake releases.r6

with a magnitude of 7 or more. Thc statement in the newspaper points to a quake activity
that is below the normal!" Nor was 1983'A Year of Earthquakes" measured by death

fgures.lffirding to information available from the World Data Center Afor Solid Eanh
Geophysics (see later, footnote l9), only 2,328 penons died in earthquakes during 1983,

which is far below the average.
Even 1976 did not see the 'dramatic increase in quakes' claimed by Hal Lindsey, despite

the great earthquake in China that year. hofessor Markus BAth, in his Introduction to
Seismology, says: "The year 1976 deserves a special conrment. Numerous earthquake dis-
asters occunpd throughout the year, with maximum number of casualties in China. . ' .

On the other hand, at 1976 from a int of view therc werc

nol more or l5l) Commenting on
years after 1976 until now

[985], at least, have shown a clear decline in the seismic activity of the earth, both with
respect to the number of great earthquakes (high magnitudes, over 7.0) and the number of
quake victims. But this is, of course, just an example of an occasional variation that has

always occurred." (Pri te letter BAth-Jonsson, dated August 2 1, 1 985')
The Watchtowerr February l,1974, p.72.
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Seismologist F. M. Walker in Report of the Eighteenth Meeting of the Brit'
ish Associationfor the Advancement of Science, lnndon 1912, pages 38 and

39. The expression "very large," here has no reference to the Richter scale,

which was not in use at that time.

The Watch Tower Society, thus, prefers to measure the magnitude

of an earthquake in the number of deaths caused. It states:

One way to prove clearly that the generation since 1914 ls unusual ss

far as earthquakes are concerned is to consider how many deaths they

have caused.lT

Some reflection will soon reveal why the Watch Tower Society
would prefer this method of reckoning the 'greatness' of earthquakes.
It contains several flaws of which most persons ar€ unaware, and the

claims of the Society depend on that fact for their appearance of au-

17 The Watchtower, February l, 1974, p. 73.
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thenticity. When the false premises upon which the Society bases its
arguments are clearly seen, however, their statistics lose their impres-
siveness. Considen

First, as was pointed out earlier, data on earthquakes and death
figures are much sparser from past centuries due to the fragmentary
historical sourtes, which moreover, previous to the year 1700, "are
practically confined to occurrences in Southern Europe, China and
Japan." So the idea that completely accurate comparisons can be made
betrveen modern-day and historic earthquake death figures is simply
not true.

Second, the rapid population growth and urbanization in our cen-
tury has very reasonably increased the number of deaths in great
earthquakes, particularly when these have hit densely populated areas.

An increase in the number of deaths, then, would not be a valid indi-
cator of an increase in the number of "great earthquakes." We may
also rightly ask Did Jesus, in referring to "great earthquakes," actu-
ally speak of an increase either in the number of quakes or the number
of victims? His simple statement was that, along with war, famine and
pestilence, "there will be great earthquakes." Anything beyond that
is human assumption, a reading into his words more than they actu-
ally say.

Despite their choice of death figures in preference to seismological
measurements, when it suits their argumentation the Watch Tower So-
ciety does not hesitate to quote statements about earthquakes that are

based on the Richter scale-without telling their readers that they are

doing so. For example, the very same issue of the Watchtower (Feb-
ruary l, 1974) quoted above presents a long string of statements on
earthquakes occurring since 1914, the statements said to be taken
from "highly respected reference works" (though no references are
given):

China (1920), 'one of the most appalling catastrophes in history.' Japan
(19?3),'the worst disaster in [Japan's] history.' Pakistan (1935)' 'one of
the greatest earthquakes of history.' El Salvador (1951)' the most destruc-
tive quake in El Salvador's history.' Egypt (1955), 'Egypt experienced the
worst earthquake in its history.' Afghanistan (1956)' rbelieved to be the

wonst in the history of the country.' Chile (1960)' 'no earthquake in his-

tory has ever had a greater range than this.' Alaska (Lg@)r'the largest

earthquake ever recorded in North America.l Peru (1970)' 'the worst nat'
ural disaster on record in the Western Hemisphere.'r8

18 The Watchtowen February l, 1974, p. 74.
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But the reader is not informed that expressions such as "largest,"

"worst," "greatest," and so forth in these statements in several cases

do not refer to the number of deaths in these earthquakes, and at least
in some cases clearly refer to the Richter scale which this same article
has said should not be the means of measuring earthquake "greatness"!

Thus the earthquake in Alaska in l9&-"the largest earthquake

ever recorded in North America"-took only I 14 (some sources say

13l) lives, although it had a very great magnitude of 8.5 on the Rich-
ter scale!le

The phrase "the largest . . . ever recorded" further limits the time
of comparison to the period during which earthquakes have been mea-

sured insfrzmentally, that is, from the end of the last century onward.

Some of the earthquakes included were not "great" on any count,
neither according to Richter's scale, nor in the number of lives lost.
What is called the "most destructive quake in El Salvador's history"
had a magnitude of only 6.5 and took 400 lives (according to another

source 1,100 lives), while the claimed "worst earthquake in [Egypt's]
history" had a magnitude of 6.3 and took just 18 lives!2o

Several of the statements quoted are certainly not scientific descrip-

tions. They rather reflect sensation-rousing newspaper headlines cre-

ated during the immediate impact of the catastrophe. Although some

of tlre earttrquakes mentioned (China 1920, Japan 1923, Pakistan 1935'

and Peru 1970) were indeed very great and claimed thousands of lives,

most seismologists would certainly be hesitant to term arry of them he
"worst" or "greatest" in the history of ttre country in question.

Quite recently the Watch Tower Society has come up with a new

definition of a "great" earthquake. According to the Awake! magazine

of October 22, 1984, its latest statistical calculations are now said to
include earthquakes that meet at least one of the following qualifica-
tions:

Magnitude .o.o.... 7.5 or more on the Richter scale
Deaths ..o.....o.o.. 100 or more
Damage ......o..... $5 million (U.S.) or more in

property destroyed.-Page 6.

19 Booth & Fitch, p. 80; Robert A. Ganse and John B. Nelson, Catalog of Significant Earth'
quakes 2M0 B.C. - 1979, Boulder, Colorado 1981, p. 63 (Report SE-27 of the World

Data Center A for Solid Earth Geophysics).
20 Ganse & Nelson, pp. 56, 58. The earthquake in Afghanistan in 1956 claimed 220 lives

according to some tables, 2,000 according to otbers.
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firese standards for measuring "greatness" at€ also used in the 1985

Watch Tower Society publication Reasoningfrom the Suiptures, pa1e
236.

Surprisingly, the Richter scale, previously rejected, has now been
intoduced to play an important role in their statistics. On a closer
look at their calculations, the reason soon becomes apparent. While
seismologists properly make comparisons based on the Richter scale

only for the period during which earthquakes have been measured
instrumentaW that is, by seismograph since the end of the last cen-
tury, the Watch Tower Society elects to include the past 2000 years in
its comparisons! This allows for a very biased comparison. How so?

While it is true that seismologists havei estimated magnrndes for
many great earthquakes of the past, for the bulk of desEuctive earth-
quakes before A.D. 1900 such estimates are missing.tt All these de-
structive earthquakes obviously would fail to meet the first criterion
set up by the Watch Tower Society-no maffer how great in magni-
tude they actually may have beenlz And if they do not meet at least
one of the other trvo criteria, they are conveniently excluded from the
calculations altogether!

As to the second criterion, it has already been pointed out that death
figures are often missing in ancient records, especially if the losses

amounted to only some hundreds or less. In fact, many severe earth-
quakes that involved relatively few fatalities may have been com-
pletely ignored in the early records. This can only mean that countless
"qualified" earthquakes in the past have been excluded by the Soci-
ety's arbitrarily set standards of comparison!

The same holds tnre for damage, the third criterion set up by the
Watch Tower Society. Damages are far better known for modern earth-
quakes than for the earlier ones.23 Besides that, since there are mani-
fold more buildings nowadays-and larger and more sophisticated

Thc estimates ofthis kind that do exist seem to have been generally included in thc caalog
prepared by Ganse and Nelson. (See earlier footnote 19.)

In tbis connection it is noteworthy that The Watchtowen February l, 1974, p. 72, sta&s

that "some of the carthquakes with the highest magnitudc ratings . . . are under thc

ocpans" and that such "have had virtually no effect on men." Speaking of "potentially
damaging earthquakes" (3.8 and over), seismologist J. H. Latter, in the Advancement of
Science (June 1969, page 365) even says that'the overwhelming majority occur beneath

thc sea or far ftom inhabited regions." As such quakes in most cases would pass untoticed
beforc the time of instrumental registration, it is clear that the Society's magnitude crite-
rion could grossly distort the real facts about carthquake frequcncy.

Although Ganse and Nelson have tried to cstimate such damages for past earthqualcs in
their catalog, the damages for numelous earthquakes arc stated to b€ "unknowo-"

2l
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ones at that-a comparison of the sort carried out by the Watch Tower

Society of necessity must clearly do injustice to any comparison with
the past. This is stressed by N. N. Ambraseys, who is professor of
Engineering Seismology at Imperial College of Science and Technol-

ogy in London. He saYs that,

. . . the exact repetition of an old earthquake at the present day will
differ not onty in the type of structures damaged but also in the degree of
damage. In some cases modern structures will be more severely damaged

than old buildings. A distant large earthquake ten centuries ago would

have caused practically no damage in Istanbul, Ankara or Jerusalem; the

same earthquake today would cause damage to a large number of long'
period shTctures in these cities.a

Quite naturally, many earttrquakes in earlier times, although involv-

ing substantial damage, would fail to meet the Watch Tower Society's

purely arbirary criterion of "$5 million or more in property de-

stroyed."
Obviously the new criteria for "great earthquakes" suggested by the

Watch Tower Society are designed to qualify the largest number pos-

sible of the earthquakes after l9l4 and to exclude as many as possible

from the time previottJ to that year. We are not at all surprised to find
that calculations based on such slanted and biased reasoning would
appear to show an enonnous increase of "great" earthquakes in our

century compared to earlier times. \\e Awakel article just quoted con-

cluded:

Since 1914 the yearly average of reported earthquakes has soared.

There are 11 times the number that there were, on an average, annually

during the 1r0(D years before that date. And 20 times the annual average

for the 2,fi)0 years preceding l9t4.a

The present world seismological situation does not actually lend

itself tosuch statistical comparison with that of the past two millenia.

This is because, as demonstrated earlier, available data on earthquakes

N. N. Ambraseys, "Value of Historical Records of Earthquakes I' Nature, Vol' 232' Au-

gust 6, 1971, p. 379.
Awake! Qct.22, l98/, p. 6. Note the wording "reported earthquakcs." It indicates that thc

Society knows that written rccords of great quakes in the past are incomplete' However'

the unsuspecting reader is not likely to notice this distinction. The Society obviously wants

him to conclude that therc actually has been atremendous incrcase ofearthquakes sincc

1914. Thus the Society's book Snrvival into a New Eanh (1984) does not hesitatc to state

that the frequency of major earthquakes "has increased about 20 times what it was on an

average during the two thousand years before 1914." (p. 23)

24
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are much sparser from earlier centuries. In fact, for whole continents
data are completely lacking for the greater part of the past two mil-
lenia, and especially previous to the year 1700. Similarly, it has only
been in this century that tremors occurring in oceanic beds or unin-
habited regions could be recorded, yet it is in such regions that the
vast majority of high magnitude quakes occur.

It should also be observed that the method of comparison used in
the earlier-quoted calculation contains another fraudulent element, not
easily recognized by the unsuspecting reader. By extending the pre-
l9l4 period of comparison thousands of years back in time tg include
the long ages of poor reporting of earthquakes, the Watch Tower So-
ciety naturally gets a very low overall annual average, even for later
centuries when reporting actually increased. This conceals the large
number of severe earthquakes known from the latest centuries, level-
ing them out with the aid of earlier centuries when reporting was poor.

It is further concealed that this method does not point to 1914 any
more than to any other date within the last 200-300 years. The choice
of l9l4 as the seismic "turning point" is thus wholly arbitrary. It
would be equally possible to use the identical method to choose, for
example, 1789, when the French Revolution started, or 1939, when
World War II began and obtain similar results. Whatever date during
the last 200-300 years picked as a watershed would get the full advan-
tage of modern reporting following it, giving an apparent great in-
cr€ase in the annual average.

It is safe to say that any scientist who would slant and manipulate
statistical data in this way in a scholarly journal would be quickly
exposed as a fraud. In a religious paper, however, read by millions of
unsuspecting people who feel that it might be a sin to question their
leaders, such calculations easily pass as if they were firmly estab-
lished facts.

When foretelling "great earthquakes" Jesus, quite evidently did not
have in mind any modern standard, such as magnitudes on the Richter
scale or a certain minimum of fatalities or damages calculated accord-
ing to modern money standards. The Watch Tower Society's use of
such standards does not appeal to us, as it should be natural for Chris-
tians first of all to turn to the Bible for clarification. Tiue, we do find
that an earthquake damaging "a tenth of" a city and killing "seven

thousand persons" is termed "great" at Revelation chapter eleven,
verse thirteen. However, the two earthquakes described as "great" at
Matthew chapter twenty-eight, verse two, and Acts chapter sixteen,
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verse twenty-six, are not shown to have caused any appreciable dam-

age, let alone any loss of life. Yet the Society accepts both of these as

proof that there was a "first-century fulfillment of Jesus' words" l€'
garding great earthquakes !26

From the Scriptures themselves, then, it is only reasonable to con-
clude that Jesus spoke of "great earthquakes" in a general sense, of
fiemors affecting-with greater or lesser severity-people, property
and landscape. He could not reasonably have had in mind statistics of
average numbers of annual deaths before and after certain dates!

Nonetheless, since such figures play a very major role in the Society's
calculations, we will now proceed to a closer look at its statistics.

How to ttprovett by statistics

In an article entitled "Can Statistics Mislead You?" the Awake!maga-
zine of January 22,1984, said on page25:

Figures don't lie, we are told. But be on guard. Honestly used' they

can be very informative and useful. HoweYer, statistics can also be pre'
sented in a way that misleads you.

The examples presented below will show that this warning has a
pertinence that its writer probably did not realize.

According to Awake!, February 22, 196l,page'1, the estimated
number of annual deaths in earthquakes before 1914 was 5,000.

But in 1974 the Watch Tower Society lowered that figure. T&e

Watchtower of February I that year cited a statement in the I97I
Naturelscience Annual, according to which "more than three million
people (possibly four million)" have died in earthquakes during the
past 1,000 years. Estimating that at least 900,000 of these had died
since 1914, the Society presented the following impressive statistics
(page 73):

Eanhquake deaths each year
Before l9l4: 3,000
Since l9l4: 15,000

These same statistics were published again in Awake!, January 8,
1977 (pages 15, 16). However, the book Happiness How to Find It,

26 The Watchtower, May 15, 1983, p. 5. ln Awake!, August 8, 1968, p. 30' the Society

emphasized that an earthquake in the latter part of June that year "claiming the lives of 16

persons and injuring 100 others" fulfilled "Scripture prophecies," although no magnitude

rating or property value was considercd. We agree that this earthquake met Jesus' proph-

ecy, even if the Society should now rcject it in the light of their latest criteria. Therc have

been innumerable such earthquakes since Jesus spoke his words about them.
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published in 1980, managed to "improve" the figures considerably, as

the table on page 149 shows:

Earthquake deaths

Up to l9l4 1,800 a year

Since l9l4 5,300 a year

That the number of annual deaths could be increased in four years
(from 1974 to 1980) to such an extent-from 15,000 to 25,000 a
year-is relatively simple to explain:

In 1976 China was hit by the greatest killer earthquake in this cen-
tury. Western newspapers, misled by a premature report from Hong
Kong, first put the death toll of the quake at 650,000 or more (some

even said 800,000). If this figure is divided by the number of years

that had then passed since l9l4 (62 years, from 1915 to 1976 inclu-
sive), we get an average-from just this one earthquake-of close to
10,500 deaths a year. Thus a single great earthquake may create im-
pressive statistics for a whole generation! If we were to take in place

of this earthquake the great earthquake in China in 1556 which is
listed as claiming about 830,000 victims, and then divide that death
figure by the same number of years (62), we would get an average of
about 13,400 deaths a year from that one earthquake alone.2? (Adding
other disasfious earthquakes from that century would, obviously, in-
crease substantially the number of annual deaths during that sixteenth
century.)

The Watch Tower Society, however, by its method of employing
statistics, not only increased the annual death rate after 1914 from
15,000 to 25,300. They also succeeded in reducing the number of
annual deaths before I9I4 from 3,000 a year (according to their sta-

tistics of 1974) to just 1,800 a year (according to their statistics of
1980)! This is perplexing indeed. How did they arrive at this new
figure?

The answer is that the latest (and lower) statistics were not based

upon the estimated 3-4 million victims of earthquakes during the past

27 This quake is usually said to have claimed more lives than any other recorded earthquake

in history. However, it may have been surpassed in this rcspect by the earthquake that hit
Upper Egypt and/or Syria on July 5, 1201, which, according to some ancient records, cost

about I , 100,000 lives. If this 6gure were divided by a period of 62 years, we would obtain

an annual average of 17 ,740. This would be a higher figurc than the correct figure for the

20th century, 15,700, as shown in this section. See S. Alsinawi and H. A. A. Ghalith'
"Historical Seismiciry of lraq," Proceedings of the First Arab Seismological Seminar,

Seismological Unit of Scientific Research, Baghdad, haq, December 1978; also Ganse

aad Nelson, p. 6.
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1,000 years, as wene the earlier Society statistics, but upon a much
smallerfigure, 1,9'l3,A0O victims during a period of 1,059 years. The
extraordinary feature about this is that this new figure is not some

estimate made by any modern seismologist-it is a figure which the

Watch Tower Society itself has created by adding up the number of
deaths in only 24 nujor earthquakes, selected from nmong literally
thousands of destuctive qualces tlnt took place in the 1,059 years

before I9I4!
The new figure first appeared in the Awake! magazine of February

22, 1977 , page I l. In connection with a list of 43 earttrquakes from
the period of 1915-1976, it stated:

Interestlngly, for a period of 1,059 years (856 to 1914 C.E.)' reliable
sources list mly Z mqjor earthquakes, wi0l l'92'952 fatalities. But com'
pare that with the acconpanying partial list citing 43 instances of earth'
quafres, in which 1r579,2fr9 pennns died during just the 62 years from
l9l5 to 1976 C.8.. . . . Ihe dranatic upsurge in earthquake activity sincl
1914 helps to prove that we are now living in the tinrc of Jesus' prennae.

The statement that 'reliable sources list only 24 maior earttrquakes

for the 1,059 years from 856 to l9l4' is so far from the truth that it is
almost impossible to understand how anyone with even an elementary
knowledge of the subject could make such a statement. The fact is
that reliable sources list literally thousands of destuctive earthquakcs
during this period! (The evidence of this will be discussed in the last
section of this chapter.) And this is by no means the end of the matter.
The writer of the Awake! article takes those Vlprc-1914 earthquakes
and seeks to make a comparison between them and earthquakes in the
62 years following 1914. But whereas the24 earlier earthquakes were
allnujor catastophes, they are now compared with a modern list that
includes both great and stnall disasters (some have death figures of
52, 65, I15, 13l, and so on).

This unequal method of comparison is either the result of sheer

carelessness or of deliberate bias and manipulation of fact. And, to
further add to the distorted picture, the writer describes his post-1914
list as "partial," thus implying that the ?A major earthquakes allotted
to the 1,059 yeus before 1914 is a complete number! With this the
statement becomes so foreign to fact as to be almost comical.s

Yet it is upon absurd figures of this kind ttrat the lVatch Tower So-

28 Tlre author of the Society's tcxtbook You Cor Live Foratcr in Pardisc on Earth (19821.

clearly prescnts these 24 quakes as a complete list of rnajor quakes by saying that "ftom
the year 856 C.E. to 1914, there were only 24 major earthquakes." (P. l5l)
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ciety has built up its figures of the average numhr of annual deaths
before and after l9l4 in its publications.2e

The tendency is apparent. In the statistics of the Watch Tower So-
ciety, whereas the number of annual deaths after I9I4 has been raised,
the average number of annual deaths previous to 1914 hu been stead-

ily shrinking, as follows:

Annual earthquake deaths before I9I4
Society statistics of 196l: 5,000 per year
Society statistics of 1974: 3,000 per year
Society statistics of 1980: I,800 per year

If this tnend were to continue at the same rate for another 20 years,
the annual death figure previous to l9l4 would be reduced to zero in
the statistics of the Watch Tower Society!

How many people have acnmlly died in earthquakes in past history?
Due to the incomplete source material no one can say with definite
certainty and estimates vary. "It has been estimated that over seven
million people have lost their lives in earthquakesr" wrote Verney.3o

Another source states that probably ten million have died in earth-
quakes since the time of Christ.3r An outstanding seismologist, Pro-
fessor Bflth, however, says:

It has becn estimated that during historlcal ttme 50 to t0 (according to
one estimate 74) million people have lost their lives in earthquakes or their
lmmediatc afterefiects, such as fires' landslides, tsunamis, etc.32

It is obvious, then, that estimates of annual deaths in earthquakes
in the past will be as divergent as the guesses of the total death number
upon which they are based. Population growth is an important factor.

Happiness How to Firrd n, 1980, p. 149; the same impressive statistics were again pub
lished in The Watchtower of May 15, 1983, p. 7 (chart III).
Verney, p. 7. Seismologist J. H. Latter estimates that'h minimum of five million people
have died as a result of earthquakes, and half a million as a result of volcanic eruptions,
since A.D. 1000." But he adds: It is probable that the mqdmum flgures ar€ between
two and three tlmes hlgher than this," that is, 10-15 million since A.D. lfi)0. This
would mean a maximum of 1.5 million peroentury on the average. (Advancenent d
Science, June 1969, p.362)
N cw York Times, August 20, 1950. Comparc Awal<c/ December 22, 1960, p. 14.
Bath, p. 137. The Time magazine of September l, 1975, similarly starcd: "During re-
corded history, earthquakes-and the floods, fires and landslides they have triggercd-
rre estimatcd to have taken as many as 74 million lives."

D
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Since about half of the world's population lives in the earthquake belts

of the earth, it would certainly not be surprising if the number of
deaths in earthquakes kept pace with the population growth in those

areas. This would not constitute proof, however, that earthquakes

have increased either in numbers or severity.

Along with their figures for pre-1914 earthquakes and their shifting
death statistics, the Watch Tower Society has published lists of earth-

quakes with death figures from the year 1914 onward. Interestingly,

the death figures in these lists also seem to change from one list to
next, and they differ with authoritative reports in several instances. A
comparison between the two latest lists-published in the Awake! of
February 22,1977,page ll, and inTheWatchtowerof May 15, 1983,

pageT-gives the following result:

Earthquakes:

Death figures
according to

Awake!
21221r977

Death figures
according to
Watchtower
5/15/1983:

1920, China
1939 Tbrkey
1950, India
1962, Iran
192, Nicaragua
196, China

Total:

180,000

23,000
1,500

10,000
6,000

655,235

875,735

200,000

30,000
20,000
12,230
10,000

E00,000

l,o72r23o

As can be seen, the death figures have been raised in the latest list
by a total of nearly 200,000! This does not mean that the figures have

been deliberately falsified. Lists showing deaths in earthquakes, pub-

lished in different works, often vary. But the Watch Tower Society's

listings reveal a clear tendency to choose always the highest, not the

most reliable, figures in these works, evidently in an attempt to pre-

sent the earthquakes of the twentieth century as being as "great" as

possible, while the tendency to reduce the numbers and size of the

earthquakes before l9l4 is equally apparent. This is not an honest,

objective use of data.
Actually, the most authoritative works often present much lower

figures than those given by the Watch Tower Society in both of their
post-1914 lists quoted above. The 1920 earthquake in China, which

the Society lists as claiming 180,000 or 200,000 lives, according to
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the Encyclopedia Americana clairmed about 100,000 victims.33 Like-
wise the great earthquake in China in 1976, which the latest list of the
Society shows as causing 800,000 deaths, in reality claimed 242,000
lives according to the figures released by the Chinese authorities!3
This lower figure is now generally believed by seismologists to be the
correct one.3s Inasmuch as the latest estimate of annual deaths in
earthquakes since l9l4 published by the Society is based upon figures
that include a death toll of 650,000 for this quake, the correction men-
tioned here reduces the actual death figure of the Society by as much
as one third!36

The varying figures to be found in diferent works clearly demon-
sfrate what a hazardous task it is to try to make any comparisons be-
tween earthquakes before and after l9l4 based on death figures. lt
also demonsEates how easy it is to create a seemingly very impressive
and convincing, but completely misleading, statistical picture, simply
by choosing only those figures that best support a preconceived view
from among the many different lists that have been published. To do
this reflects, at best, shallow research and irresponsible journalism; at
worst, deliberate deception.

Encyclopedia Americana, 1966, "Earthquake," page 498. Bath (page l4l) has the same
figure, 100,000, in his list. The earthquake in Japan 1923, which according to the Soci-
ety's list took 143,000 lives, killed 95,000 accordingto the Encyclopedia Americana. But
as shown by C. F. Richter (E/ementary Seismology, page 562), who gives the death figue
as 99,331 , an additional number of 43,476 were reported as missing. The total death toll,
then, was probably about 143,000. In one case the Enqclopedia Americanahas a consid-
erably higher figurc than The Watchtower. This is the 1939 earthquake in Tlrkey, which
the encyclopedia claims to have taken about 100,000 lives, while The Watchtower, like
Bith, Ganse & Nelson, and other seismologists, sets the death figure at 30,000.
A report ftom Hong Kong first erroneously set the death figure at 655,237, from which
the Westem estimates of 650,000-800,000 werc derived. When finally, the Chinese au-

thorities, who at first kept all information about the catastrophe secret, released informa-
tion about the earthquake, they put thc death total at 242,O0o. ("Chinese Seismological
Society Report on July 28, 1976 Event," Dalian Meeting 1979 Xinhua News Agency.
Compare Ganse & Nelson, p. 70, 148, ref. 61.) T\e Dallas Times Herald of Sept. 3,
1983, summarized the new information as follows: "Officials now put the Tangshan death

toll at 148,000 with another 81,000 seriously injured. In a deadly triangle anchored by
Tirngshan, Peking and Tianjin, nearly 100,000 other people died, increasing the official
death total to 242,Co0. Westem estimates placed the death toll as high as 800,000."
Professor Bith, in a personal letter dated October 3, 1984, explains: "A recent example

[of exaggerations] is the China earthquake 27 17 , 1976 (page 149 in my 'introduction'), for
which Hongkong (!) gave a much too high a figurc immediately after ttle quake. Lctg
afterwards (too late, in fact, to be included in my book) an official Chinese report gave the
number of victims as 242,000, which now is regarded as the correct figure."
Professor BAth, in hi nual deaths ia
earthquakes during the twentieth century are 15,700 on the average (as against the Soci-

ety's 25,300).

35
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How to ttprovett with quotations

The seismic activiry in the earth's crust is not quite constant. The
activity seems to have had varying cycles during different periods in
the past, with periods of greater activity and periods of lesser activity.

The-evidence is, however, that in a longer perspective the activity has

been stable. The above-mentioned fluctuations, then, are only minor
variations in the overall pattern. Some popular writers feel that the

earth is now going through one of the periods of increased activity.
'oThere are now indications that the planet Earth is moving into an era

of increasing earthquake activity," writes Verney.37

But it is doubtful if any seismologists would agree with this. Thue,

The Watchtower of May 15, 1983, claims that seismologist Keiiti Aki
"speaks of 'the apparent surge in intensity and frequency of major

earthquakes during the last one hundred years,' though stating that the

period from 1500 through 1700 was as active." (Page 6) It is difficult
to see how such a statement can be helpful to the Watch Tower Society

since it embraces "the last one hundred years," rather than the much

shorter period following 1914.
However, the true significance of Professor Aki's statement was

obviously glossed over by the Watch Tower Society. In his lener to the

Watch Tower Society, Professor Aki did not indicate that there had

been a real or actual increase in the earthquake activity during the last

one hundred years. His full statement was:

The appartnt surje In intensity and fiequency of mqior earthquakes

during the last one hundred yeans is, in all probability' due to improved

recording ofearthquakes and the increased vulnerability ofhuman society

to earthquake damage. (Letter from Keiiti Aki !o the Watch Tower Society'

dated 30 September 1982. A copy of this letter is rcproduced in Appendix A.)

From that letter it is clear that the Watchtower magazine misused

the information supplied to them. Professor Aki's letter to the Watch

Tower Society shows that when refening to "the apparent surge in
intensity and frequency of major earthquakes" he clearly used the term
"apparent" in the sense of a seeming surge, not in the sense of that
which is evident or noticeable. For he stated in the same sentence that

3? Verney, page7.7lrcAwake! of April 8, lgsl,alsoquotedRobertl.Trlling'chief of the

u.S. Geologicat Survey's office of Geochemistry and Geophysics, as saying that there arc

"some suggestions that both votcanoes and earthquakes worldwide are on thc incrpase."

hofessor Markus BAth, however, who is a leading authority on earthquakc activity, com-

rnents that "filling's statement is wrong. No incrcase in the seismic activity of the earth

has occurred." (Personal lener of October 3, 1984)
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such "apparent" surge was "in all probability, due to the improved
recording of earthquakes and the increased vulnerability of human
society to earthquake damages." The Watch Tower Society saw fit to
drop this portion, thereby giving to the quoted phrase a meaning that
it does not have.

The true standpoint of Professor Aki is that there has been no in-
crease at all in earthquake activity in our century and that the seismic-
ity of the earth has been stationary for milleniums. In a private letter
to the authors, dated September 5, 1985, Professor Aki explains:

I feel strongly that the seismicity has been stationary for thousands of
years. I was trying to convince Jehovah's Witnesses about the stationarity
of the seismicity, using the data obtained in China for the period 15fi)
through 17fi), but they put only weak emphasis in the published state-

ment. (For the entirety of this letter, see Appendix A.)

Obviously, then, The Watchtower quoted Professor Aki in a way
that concealed his true position and views. As Professor Aki, on being
confronted with the Watch Tower Society's use of his letter, remarked,
"it is clear that they quoted the part they wanted, eliminating my main
message," namely that the seismicity has been essentially stable, with
no increase. (Letter from Keiiti Aki to the authors, dated June 16,

1986.)
Regrenably, it must be said that this method of "proving" a case is

in no way exceptional in the publications of this movement, as the
following additional examples demonstrate.

In September 1950 the Scientific American magazine published a

brief news item on earthquake activity. Parts of this have been quoted
in Watch Tower publications, time and again, for about twenty years,
as the principal proof of their claim that great earthquakes have in-
creased in numbers since 1914. The sentences cited by the Watch
Tower Society are:

Mqior quakes used to occur in clusters, each period of activity being
followed by a rest period. . . . But the periods of activity became progres-
sively shorter and closer together. Since 1948 the pattern has entered a
new phase with approximately one great quake a year.s

38 Scientific American, September 1950, p. 48. The quotation may be found, for example,
inAwake!, March 8, 1956, pp. 7,8:Awake!, December22, 1960, pp. 14,15:The Watch'
tower, 1961, p. 628: Awakel, October 8, 1965, p. 16; and in Aid, 1971, p. 478. ln each

case, the quotation was the sole evidence of an increase in the earthquake activity since

l9r4!
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Maior qunkes used to occur tn clus'
ters, 6ach'period of ocdvity being fol-

Scientific American, September 1950' page 48'

These sentences, isolated from their context, stongly convey the
impression of an increare in the number of major earthquakes in our
century and especially since 1948. A careful examination of the

whole news item, however, gives quite another impression. For the

reader's benefit, we present the news item above in its entirety.
Does the news item actually claim that major earthquakes have in-

creased in number since 1948? Does it say they have been more vio-
lent or destructive since that date? No, it does not. It refers to a study

of a special type of great earthquakes, "the highly destructive shallow
quakei, which take fhce less than 45 miles below the earth's siffi
Forr5,-eigtrt quakes of this kind had occurred between 1904 and 1950,
that is, about one such quake a year, on the average. But while they
earlier used to occur in clusters, followed by a rest period, the pattern

entered a new phase in 1948, "with approximately one gre

[that is, of 8.0 magnitude or more] a year." Thus the average number
of earthquakes was still the same.

To illustrate, if in a ten-year period a cluster of four great earth-
quakes occurred in the first year, another cluster of three in the sixth
year, and a third cluster of three in the tenth, with the intervening
years being years of quiet, the total number would be ten great earth-
quakes in the ten-year period. This would be the sams as if there had

One snecrrlntiou is tlrrtt peritxlic increases
in thi errrth's rate of srrin duc to slicht
chrrnges in the tidal fbrces of tlre iirn
and moou mrry enLuge the elrth, ollcn-
ing its serrms sulficiently to rt:leasc tbc
accunrulated teusions.

All these quakes fell into a pattern --{s

orderly rrnd regrlar as the critting edge
cI a saw."
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been one great earthquake each year during the ten-year period. The
total number would be the same in either case.

The Scientific American news item itself clearly shows that no in-
crease in either the total number or size of earthquakes had occurred.
Only by quoting two or three sentences out of context was it possible
to create the opposite impression.

According to the study of seismologists Bith and Duda, mentioned
earlier, about 20 major (7.0 or more in magnitude) earthquakes a year
have occurred from 1897 to 1977. No marked change in that pattern
could be demonstrated for this whole period, except that the frequency
of the greatest earthquakes was almost twice as great before 1920,
compared to the whole period thereafter up to 1977. The "new phase"
mentioned in the Scientific American of September 1950, then, must
have been a comparatively trivial episode in the larger pattern.3e

In spite of this, the sentences quoted out of context by the Watch
Tower Society have been used, time and again, in an attempt to
"prove" that earthquake activity entered a new and more violent phase
in 1948, and that this phase has persisted since. In the long run, of
course, the Scientific American item of September 1950 could not be
dusted off every time this need to bo "proved."ao

39 lt should also be observed that the "new phase" had appeared for at most parts of three
years, from 1948 to 1950, when the information was published. The information could
not show, of course, whether the "new phase" would continue after 1950. Certainly this
would be a slender thread of evidence upon which to build such startling claims.

40 There is evidence that it was realized that the Scientifc American article of I 950 had begun
to take on a somewhat outdated look, one in need of renewal. The Watch Tower Society's
Bible dictionary Aid to Bible Understandlng, published in 1971, thus made use of this
quote in an unusual way, one that gave a further false appearance, as is shown in the
following quotation: "Jesus foretold earthquakes in great number and magnitude as a fea-
ture of the sign of his second prcsence. (Matt. 24:3,7,8; Mark l3:4, 8) Since l914 C.E.,
and especially since 1948. there has been an incrcase in the number of es-

in be-
a annually, in addition to a great

smaller ones.-See The Encyclopedia Americana, Annuals, 1965-1967, under
'Earthquakes."'(Aid to Bible Understanding, p. 178.) The sentences from the Scientific
American arc almost literally repeated in this dictionary, but instead of referring to that
magazine (by then some twenty years old) as the source, The Encyclopedia Americana,
Annuals of 1965-1967 , is referred to, evidently in order to give this "proof' a more cunent
look and to indicate that the 1948-50 phase still persisted. The problem is, however, that
this encyclopedia has nothing whatever to say about such a "new phase" from 1948, or of
any increase in earthquake activity in our century! The unsuspicious and loyal reader of
the Watch Tower publications takes it for granted that the new source cited confirms the
statement about such an increase. It is most unlikely that he will check the source to find
out that he has been misled. This way of substantiating claims is far from honest, espe-
cially as the statements are presented as the sole proof of the claimed post-1914 incrcase
in earthquakes.
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NUMBER OF GREAT "SHALLOW QUAKESI 1897-1977

tgOO ,9& Y.o, F}K) lsEo Em

This figure shows the annual number of great shallow quakes of 1897-1977,

measuring 7.8 or above on the Richter scale. These are usually the most de-

structive quakes, especially when they hit densely inhabited arcas. The great

earthquake that struck Mexico City on September 19, 1985, belongs to this

category. About 2.1 quakes of this type occur each year on the average' No

increase in the number of such quakes has been observed in our century. As

regards those who would designate l9l4 a turning point, the fact is that the

number was highest in the pre-1914 period! (K. Abe & H. Kanamori inTec-

tonophysics, Vol.62, 1980, P. 196')

A new ttevidencett advanced

By 1978 the statementin Scientific American magazine had been used

fol about twenty years as the Watch Tower Society's principal or only

neutral "proof' of the claimed increase in earthquake activity since

1914. In 1978, however, another "evidence" began to be quoted, one

that has served as virtually the only "neu6al" source of proof since

then. A closer scrutiny of the source and dependability of this new

evidence will give us yet another interesting lesson in the Society's art

of "proving" by the aid of quotations.
The erroneous statement presented in 1977 that "reliable sources

list only 24 major earthquakes" from A.D. 856 to l9l4 would soon

become useful to the Watch Tower Society in another, most unex-

pected way. The year after that claim was published, in the Italian
journal Il Piccolo, of October 8, 1978, a writer, Geo Malagoli, pre-

sented the following views:
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Our generatlon lives in a dangerous period of high seismic activity, as

statistics show. In fact, during a period of 1,059 years (from E56 to 1914)

rcliable sourccs list only Z mqior earthquakes causing 1,973,000 deaths.
However, if we compare this figure to the partially complete list of recent
disasters, we find that 1r600rfi)0 persons have died in only 63 years, as a
result of4l earthquakes which occurred from 1915 to 1978. The dramatic
lncrease further goes to emphasize another accepted fact-our generation
fs an unfortunate one in many ways. (Quoted from The Watchtower, Mzy
15, 1983, page 6.)

By stating that fatality figures indicate that ours is a "period of high
seismic activity," Geo Malagoli reveals that he is definitely not a seis-
mologist.4r He is clearly a reader of the Awake! magazine, however.
A careful comparison will show that his statement is practically a
word-for-word repetition of the same statement published by the
Watch Tower Society one and a half years earlier. (See page 62.)

It is quite evident that the source of Malagoli's "information" was
the Awal<c! magazine of February 22, 1977 , quoted earlier. The slight
differences arc easy to explain. He has rounded off the figures:
1,972,952 to 1,973,000, and 1,579,209 to 1,600,000. As one year
had passed since ttre figures were originally published in Awake!, he
has also raised the 62 years (from 1915 to 1977) to 63 years (1915-
1978). But aside from this, all details are identical. And from now on
this Geo Malagoli began to appear in the Watch Tower publications,
time and again, every time the subject of earthquakes was brought up
for discussion-elevated to the position of a neutral, impartial earth-
quake authority!

Malagoli's statement in Il Piccolo was first picked up and cited
under the heading of "Insight on the News" inThe Watchtower of June
15, 1979 (page I l), without the reader being informed that Malagoli
had in turn borrowed his information from theAwake! magazine. Next
year-in l980-Malagoli and his statement appeared again, this time
in the book Happiness How to Find /t, where he is quoted on page
148 as the sole "evidence" presented of the claimed increase in earth-
quake activity since 1914. A few months later, in the Awal<c! of Oc-
tober 8, 1980, Malagoli is again quoted as the one and only source of
evidence:

4l High seismic activity is not necessarily translated into high death figures. As Blth (quoted

above, see footnote ll) points out, "There is usually no clear correlation between the
magnitude of a shock and the number of killed people or other destruction." Only if the
seismic activity is manifested in densely populated areas can there be high death figures.
Seismologists, thereforc, measune seismic activity by instruments, not by fatality reports.
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Has the frequency of earthquakes really increased? The ltalian maga'

zine Il Piccolo observed: 'Our generation lives in a dangerous period of
high seismic activity, as statistics show.' And then it produced figures for
the past thousand yeanl to prove it. (Page 20,21)

And of course they avoided mentioning the fact that the 'figures
produced' were 

-originally-produced 
by the Watch Tower Society

itself.
In 1981 Malagoli was quoted in the Society's book"Let Your King'

dom Come" on page ll3, and in 1982 "his" figures were referred to
three times: in the Awake!of April 8, page 13, in The Watchtower of
April 15, page 9, and in the new study book You Can Live Forever in
Paradise on Earth, page l5l. Each time Malagoli's figures were the
only "evidence" offered as to increased earthquake activity. In the spe-

cial discussion of earthquake activity published inThe Watchtower of
May 15, 1983, Malagoli was finally brought up again as the principal
witness (aside from the Watch Tower Society's own misleading statis-

tics) to the claimed increase in the earthquake activity since 1914.

Incredible as it may seem, this time his statement was used to "dis-
prove" what an authentic earthquake authority, Keiiti Aki, states,

namely, that the period from 1500 through 1700 was as active as the
past 100 years!

Thus we find that the Watch Tower Society's principal, yes, its sole

seemingly "neural" and "impartial" proof that earthquake activity has

increased since 1914 is an Italian writer, who-undoubtedly in good

faith-bonowed his "information" right out of the Awake!magazine.
That "information" on seismic activity in the past is, in turn, com-
pletely erroneous and has nothing to do with actual historical evi-
dence. The fact that the Society, time and again, has presented this
false information-seemingly taken from a neutral source-in order
to "prove" its interpretation of the "sign" since 1914, should induce
every honest reader of its publications to ask if this Society is genu-

inely deserving of his or her confidence in its remarkable claims.

Quotations taken out of context and given a different, slanted mean-
ing, biased selection of figures and data, misuse of and even fabrica-
tion of statistics that are then presented as though coming from an

outside, neutral source-these are the methods employed by the
Watch Tower publications to support the.claim that the number of
earthquakes and of quake victims has soared since 1914. How is it
that persons considered as devout and respectable men resort to such

methods?
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An article entitled *Fraud in Science," published in the Awake! of
May 22, 1984, pointed out that dedicated scientists such as Ptolemy,
Galileo, Mendel, Newton and others sometimes resorted to manipu-
lation of figures, data selection and even fabrication of data in order
to support their theories. The article then says that, "conscientious
and honorable though a scientist, or anyone, may be in other
things, when his own reputation or interest is at stake, he can
become quite dogmatic, irrational, even reckless, or take a short-
cut." (Page 6) Emphasizing that'bcience, too, has its skeletons in
the closetr" the article concludes:

Ihelr occaslonal orposure ought to make us realfue that though sclence

and scientists are often put on a pedestal, their place on it should be care.
fully rcevaluated. (Page 8)

We ask When such "skeletonsl' are also found in the "closet" of a
religious organization, should not this induce a similar reevaluation of
the exalted position which that organization claims for itself?

Earthquakes in the light of history
What are, then, the actual facts about earthquakes in the past? If, as

seismologists clearly demonstrate, thousands of destnrctive earth-
quakes took place during the period from 856 to 1914, how is it pos-
sible for anyone to state that "there were only 24 major earthquakes"
during that period? One possibility is that such a listing was found
under the entry "Earthquake" in a reference work of one kind or an-
other. Encyclopedias and other reference works often present tables
with a brief selection of major earthquakes of the past. But in no case
have we ever found any such list that claims to be complete. On the
contrary, one is usually informed in one way or another that the list
presented is incomplete. Thus seismologists Frank Press and Ray-
mond Siever, on page 651 of their popular textbook Earth (San Fran-
cisco 1974) list 32 (note!) earthquakes from 856 to l9l4 under the
heading "Some of the world's wo6t earthquakes (in lives lost)."
Clearly, only a writer grossly ignorant of the facts could honestly
claim that pre-1914 history recognizes only 24 major earthquakes!
Only such a writer would also be able to pen the following statement
on page 18 of the Awalce! of May 8, 1974:

Further, the great earthquakes of the past werc generally lsolated
events occurring years, eyen centuries, apart. There were not many of
them in a single generation.
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In a remarkably similar statement, Hal Lindsey's fuk The

L98|'s-Countdown to Armageddon (1981)' on page 29 says:

There have been many great earthquakc throughout history but' ac.

cording to surprisingly well.kept rtcords, ln the past they did not occur

verx frequently. The 20th century, howeYer, has experienced an unprece'

dented increase in the frequency of thesc calamitles. In fact' the numbcr

of earthquakes per decade has roughly doubled ln each of the l0'year
pcriods since 1950.

Although lacking even the slightest foundation in fact, such state-

ments could be th; hasty impression obtained by someone whose

main, perhaps only, information about earthquakes in history has been

brief t-ootcs 
-at 

tables containing partial selections of major eaftlF

quakes.

As has been shown, the earthquake catalogs carefully worked out

by seismologists list a vastly greater number of major earthquakes for
the period S5O-tgt+. For thiJreason the Watch Tower Society has felt

it nicessary to try to undermine confidence in these catalogs. The

Awalce!magazine of May 8,1974, stated:

I\br do all hlstorical rccords about 'great' earthquakes of the past lIr
splre confidencc ln their rcliability. That was the view of noted cataloger

John Milne. .In these cataloguesr' we read in the 1939 editton of hls book

Earthquakes and Other Earth Movemeng (rcvised and rewrittcn by A. W.

Lee), .there are uncertainties in the dates, or even the years, for many of

the ancient earthquakes. There are numengus lnaccurate or obscure ref'

enenoes in the original wrltings.' (Page lt)
With this quotation, taken out of context, the Watch Tower Society

dismisses Af *re catalogs of thousands of earthquakes in the past'

carefully compiled by modern specialists. Was it really the view of
John Milne anO n. W. Lee that these catalogs could be ignored' be-

cause the ancient documents often contained "inaccurate or obscurc

references," and beCause "there are uncertaintieS in the date, or even

the years," for many of the quakes? Milne's statement seen in its con-

text gives the reader quite a different impression:

The lnformatlon available for examination of the distribution of earth-

quakes in different parts of the world througbout historic tlmes has been

"ott.ct 
d in many catalogues. Ihe older catalogues, which were prepared

from reports found in the histories of vsrious countries, are necessarily

lncompiete, and do not give a fair reprcsentation of the distribltlon of

seismic phenomena over the entire globe. In these catalogues there are
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unceftaindes In the dates, or eyen the years, for many of the ancient
carthquakes. There are numenous inaccurate or obscure references in the
original writings, and the dates are frequently given according to some
little known system of reckoning. The entries for these ancient shocks re-
fer, for the moet part, to widespread disasters.4

Read in its entirety and in its context, Milne's (and lre's) estima-
tion of the catalogs presents a quite different meaning. What they in
fact point out is that, since the older catalogs are incomplete, the real
number of ancient earthquakes was actually larger, and that these cat-
alogs, therefore, do not give a fair representation of the full scope of
the situation as regards earlier seismic activity. The uncertainties re-
garding certain dates or years, they say, are owing to the fact that the
dates are frequently given according to some system of reckoning that
is little known today. This in no way says, then, that the ancient
sources were careless and thus unreliable in this respect, an impres-
sion created by the Watch Tower Society by taking the statement out
of its context and intemrpting the quotation in the middle of a sen-
tence. Nor does the observation that the descriptions of the ancient
earthquakes sometimes contain "inaccurate or obscure references"
constitute a denial that these earthquakes did indeed take place.

Tbrning to one of the learned classical writers of antiquity, we ob-
tain an interesting illustration of this incompleteness of existing cata-
logs of earthquakes of the past. Shortly before his death in A.D. 65,
the famous Roman writer Seneca stated that frequent earthquakes had
long been a characteristic of the ancient world:

How often have cities in Asia, how often in Achaia, been laid low by a
slngle shock of earthquake! How many towns in Syria, how many in Ma-
cedonia, have been swallowed up! How often has this kind of devastation
laid Cyprus in ruins! How often has Paphos collapsed! Not infrequently
are tidings brought to us of the utter destruction of entire cities. (Seneca

Ad Luciliunt Epistulae Morales, translated by Richard M. Gummere, Vol. II,
london & New York, 1920, p. 437.)

No existing earthquake catalog would claim to embrace all the di-
silsEous shocks presupposed by this statement. In fact, only a very
small number of earthquakes before A.D. 65 have been specifically
identified. But it would certainly be a mistake to infer from this that
earthquake catastrophes *did not occur very frequently" in the past,

42 lohn Milne & A.W. l*e, Earthquakes ard Other Earth Movements, scventh edition, lon-
don 1939, p. 134.
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as author Lindsey states and the Watch Tower's Awake!magazine im-
plies. Seneca's personal testimony is that as far back as the first cen-

tury they did occur with notable frequency. That few if any specifics

are known today about these destructive quakes certainly does not

mean that they did not take place.

That modern earthquake catalogs, far from exaggerating the num-
ber of shocks in the past, actually list only a small minority of them,

has been noted by several seismologists. In 1971, for example, seis-

mologist N. N. Ambraseys at Imperial College of Science and lbch-
nology, [-ondon, reported that he had identified about 2,2W "larger
shocks" in the Eastern Mediterranean alone between A.D. l0 and

1699. Having started a fresh and painstaking examination of contem-

porary source material and recent archaeological evidence from that

area of notable seismicity, he stated:

The total number of all earthquakes, large and small' identlfted so far
for the period AD 10 to 169), is just over 3,(X)0, or about twenty times the

number of genuine earthquakes listed for the same period in modern cst'

alogues.€

Professor Ambraseys has not yet published a documented study of
these findings, but the series of catastrophic earthquakes that befell
the Eastern Roman Empire in A.D. 447-the year of Attila the Hun's
second invasion-are probably among the 2,200 larger shocks men-

tioned above. We learn of them through historian E. A. Thompson,
who states the following in his book A History of Attila and the Huns
(Oxford, England, 1948), on page 9l:

As the Hun squadrons prepared to move' a disaster of the first magni'
tude befell the Romans. The series of earthquakes which shattered the

Eastern Empire for four months beginning on 26 January 44'l were, in

the betief of Evagrius, the worst in its history. Entire villages were swal'

lowed up and countless disasters occurred both on land and sea. Thrace'

the Hellespont, and the Cyclades all suffered. For three or four days after
the earthquakes began, the rain poured from the sky, we are told' in riv'
ers of water. Hillocks were levelled with the ground. Countless buildings

were thrown down in Constantinople, and, worst of all' a stretch of the

massive walts of Anthemius, including no less than fifty'seven towers' fell

to the ground.

43 N. N. Ambraseys in Nature, August 6, 1971, pp. 375,376.
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Yet these disastrous shocks of 447 A.D. are not included in any of
the earthquake catalogs the authors of this present work have had
access to.

It is only since the middle of the last century that seismologists have
intensively studied records of earthquakes in the past. Robert Mallet,
"the first true seismologist," not only examined the older catalogs
compiled by his predecessors, but he also searched through libraries
all over Europe, looking for records of ancient earthquakes. Finally,
in the Reports of the British Association for the years 1852-54, he
published a catalog of nearly seven thousand earthquakes, dating
from 1606 B.C. to A.D. 1850!a As Milne and Lee pointed out, these
entries "refer, for the most part, to widespread disasters," that is, great
and de struoive earthquakes.

But this was just a beginning. When John Milne, "the father of
seismology," arrived in Tokyo in 1875, "it was to find records of over
two thousand earthquakes in the Japanese archives."as In Japan a run-
ning list of destructive earthquakes had been kept for a period of more
than two thousand years! Soon also similar records were discovered
in China. The Chinese records go back to 1100 B.C. and "are fairly
complete from around 780 BC, the period of the Chou dynasty in
north China."a6

Within a short time several seismologists started working out care-
ful catalogs of quakes in different countries. Thus Davison's History
of British Earthquakes lists 1,191 shocks from A.D. 974 to 1924 in
England alone-a country far removed from the earthquake belts of
the earth.aT In ltaly, Mario Baratta, in his I Terremoti d'Italia, pub-
lished in 1901, gives accounts of 1,364 earthquakes which have
shaken Italy from A.D. I to 1898.48 Similar catalogs list earthquakes
in Austria, Russia, China, Japan and so on.ae

The greatest earthquake collector among modern seismologists,
however, was a Frenchman, Count F. Montessus de Ballore. From

Milne/Lee, p. 2; Verney, p. 50. To his catalog, Mallet added a bibliography of about seven
thousand books and pamphlets.
Vemey, p. 76.
Milne/L*e, p. 135. Booth/Fitch, p. 76.
Milne/L*e, p. 135.
Milne (19l l; see footnote 9 above), p. 655.
Milne (l9ll), pp. 655-658. Wong Wen-Hao's list for China, compiled from historical
records, includes 3,394 earthquakes from 1767 B.C. to 1896 A.D.!-Comptes Rendus
Congris GEol. Interntl. X///, Belgium 1922,fasc.2,Liege 1925. pp. l16l-1197.
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1885 to l922he devoted all his time to studying and cataloging earth-
quakes. 3'His greatest work, however, was never published. This i3
a monumental catalogue of the earthquakes in all parts of the
world since the earliest historic times, and contains information
about l7lr43/. earthquakes"! The manuscript is stored in the library
of the Geographical Society in Paris, where it occupies 26 metres

(over 84 feet) of bookshelves.so
John Milne, too, spent several years in compiling his catalog of

earthquakes from all over the world. Limiting his study to destructive

earthquakes only, he lists 4,151 destructive earthquakes betrveen the
years A.D. 7 to A.D. l899.sr The entries before A.D. 1700, which
"arc practically confined to occurrences in Southern Europe, China,
and Japan," ar€, for logical reasons, sparser.s2 Milne was admirably

sEict in handling his sources. He states:

Not only have ceilain small earthquakes been omitted, but whenever

the information on which the accounts of larger ones have been based has

been of doubtful character, these also have been rejected.st

Milne indicated the intensity of the earthquakes he listed according

to the scale I, II and III, with III refening to the most destructive

earttrquakes, "ttlose which destroyed towns and devastated districts,"
cracking walls, shattering old buildings, and so forth "up to a distance

of 100 miles" from the center. During the last century alone (the nine-

teenth), when the records are most complete, about 370 earthquakes

of class III are listed. When compared with such documented evidence

the Watch Tower Society's reference to only 24 maior earthquakes

from 856 to 1914 A.D. becomes virnrally ludicrous.
As a matter of fact, the Watch Tower Society in effect has now

recognized this. In the summer of 1985 they published a statement

acknowledging that there had been 856 severe earthquakes during the

2000 years preceding 1914. (See Reasoning from the Scriptures,
1985, page 236.) Although this is a step in the right direction, this
figure also is a far cry from the actual truth. The arguments based on

this new figure actually are as deceptive as those based on the earlier

figures. (See the accompanying box on page 79.)
When it comes to the number of deatlu in different earthquakes in

the past, the ancient records are often silent or give very scanty infor-

Milne/l,ee, pp. 137, 138.

Milne (l9l l), pp. 649-74O. Milne/Lee, p. 138.

Milne (19ll), p. 649.
Milne (19l l). p. 651.
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FROM 24TO 856 EARTHQUAKES

In its textbook You Can Live Forever in Paradise on Earth (1982), the
Watch Tower Society claimed that "from the year 856 C.E. to 1914, there
were only 24 major earthquakes." (Page 15l)

Obviously leaving that claim behind, three yean later the textbook Rea-
soning trom the Scripures (1985) offen a vastly grealer number of earth-

Wtth data obtalned fiom the Na.
donal Geophysical Data @nter ln Boulder, Coloradq sup
plemented by a number of standard refelencr works, a
tabulationwas made in 1984that hcluded on[yearttquaker
that measured ?.5 or moDe on the Rtchter scalg or that
rcsult€d ln destruction of Ave million dollars (U.S.) or more
ln pmperty, or that caused 100 or more deaths. It was
calculatcd that

same
aea?8 1914 there were 605

ol ruch quskeE Thst means that, tn comparlson wlth the
plevious 2,(XX)yeaB,
as mat slnce 1914.

Did the Data Center in Boulder really support the claim?

Terming this statement a "misuse of the statistics" seismologist Wilbur A.
Rinehart at the National Geophysical Data Cenler in Boulder, Colorado,
stated that "there has been no significant increase in the numbers ofearth-
quakes during this or any other century." (For his complete reply to our
questions, see Appendix A.)

YYhat about the (20 times increase?

Writing about the limited area of the Eastern Mediterranean basin, the re-
nowned seismologist N. N. Ambraseys stated in l97l:

the total number of all earthquakes, large and smsll, ldentlfted so far
for the perlod AD l0 to 1699, lsJust over 31000, or about twenty times
thc number of genutne earthquakes listed for the san6fril6ilTfrffilffi
ca@. . . for the luger shocks, about 2,2fi) In all, the 6omogene-
Ify-tffimatertd can be proved to be satlsfactory for tbc wholc pe-
t'lad.-Nature magazine, August 6, 197 l, pp. 37 5, 37 6.

These findings of themselves totally nullify the Watch Tower Society's
claims.

What leading seismologists comment

The Watch liower Society's statement about a 2Gfold increase in earth-
quakes since l9l4 was also sent to a number of leading seismologists
around the world. All of them rejected the claim and none of them thought
that our century is in any way unique with respect to the number of great
earthquakes. A number of the answers received are reproduced in the Ap
pendix (Appendix A).
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mation. T\e Awakel issue of July 8, 1982, on page 16, claimed that,

"From the time Jesus gave his prophecy until 1914, history records

five earthquakes that each took 100,000lives or more," while "In the
period since l9l4 at least four more such superearthquakes have oc-
curred."

Just to demonstrate how enoneous such a Statement is, the follow-
ing table presents 24 such "superearthquakes" from the period A.D.
532 to 1914. Perhaps as many as seven of ttrese (there are quite natu-

rally some uncertainties) occurred in the eighteenth century alone.v

Location Deatls

A.D.532 Syria
678 Syna

856 lran: Qumis Damghan

893 India: Daipul
893 lran: Ardabil

1138 Egypt, Syria

ll39 lran: Gansana

l20l UpperEgypt, Syria

1290 China: Chihli
1556 China
l&l lran: Dehkwargan, Tabriz

1662 China

1669 Sicily (Etna eruption)

1693 Sicily: Catania and Naples

1703 Japan (tsunami)

l72l kan: Tabriz
1730 China: Chihli
1730 Japan: Hokkaido
l'131 China: Peking

1737 India: Calcutta
1780 lran: Tabriz
1850 China
1876 Bay of Bengal (tsunami)

1908 ltaly:Messina/Reggio

130,000

170,000
200,000
180,000
150,000

230,000

100,000

1,100,000
100,000

830,000
300,000
300,000
100,000

100,000

100,000

100,000

100,000

137,000

100,000

300,000
100,000

300-400,fl)O
215,000
I10,000

Robert A. Ganse and John B. Nelson, Catalog of Significant Earthquakes 2000 B.C. -
1979, Botilder, Colorado, 1981, pp. 3-33. (Report SE-27 of the World Data Center A for
Solid Earth Geophysics.) On the Messina/Reggio quake, see A. Imamura' Theoretical

and Apptied Seismology, Tokyo 1937, pp. 140, 202,'204, which says that some 83,000

died in Messina and c. 20,000 in Reggio. Other sources used are: N' N. Ambraseys in

Revue pour l'6nde des calamitds, No. 37, Geneve, December 196l' p. l8f; J' H. Latter'

"Natural Disasters,"Advancementof Science, June 1969, pp. 363' 370; N. N' Ambraseys

& C. P. Melville, A History of Persian Earthquakes, Cambridge 1982; R. A. Daly, Our
Mobile Earth, New York & London 1926; A. T. Wilson, "Earthquakes inPersial' Bulletin
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Comparing this information with the statementof.the Awakel writer
earlier-quoted, it becomes painfully evident how remarkably superfi-
cial the research of the Watch Tower publications is, how utterly irre-
sponsible the claims made actually are.

In many cases great numbers of deaths have been caused by accom-
panying results or consequences of earthquake activity, such as tsu-
namis, volcanic eruptions, landslides, fires, and similar factors. But
this holds equally true for some of the "superearthquakes" occurring
after 1914. The 100,000 that died in the earthquake in China in 1920,
for example, wetre killed primarily by a landslide triggered by the
quake. The earthquake in Japan in 1923 caused a fire storm that killed
38,000 of the 143,000 victims. It should also be added that the table
above certainly does not claim to list all "superearthquakes" before
t914.

In view of the population increase it might seem only reasonable to
expect that more people have died in earthquakes during our century
than during earlier centuries.ss The following challenge on page 19 of
the Awalce! magazine of May 8, 1974, would therefore seem rather
safe to make:

All together, over 9(X),(XX) persons have died In earthquakes since 1914!

Can any single 'generation' equal that terrible record? Jesus' prophecies

about eorthquakes apply now.

Although this number has subsequently increased by a few hundred
thousands in the years that have passed since that statement was pub-

of the School of Orienml Studies, london Institution, Vol. VI (1930-32); Dr. A. Sieberg

in Handbuch der Geophysik (ed. Prof. B. Gutenberg), Vol. IY l*ipzig 1932; and James

Comell, The Great International Disaster Boo&, New York 1979. Death figures vary, and

in several cases some souroes give considerably higher figures than shown in our table.
Thus the New Caalog of Stong Eanhquakes in the U.S.S.R. from AncientTimes through

1977 (Reporr SE-31 of the World Data Center A, July 1982) gives 200,000-300,000
deaths for the earthquake in Gansana, han, in 1139. Comell (page 153) sets the death

figure for the 1693 quake in Sicily at 153,000,.and Sieberg (in Gutenberg, p. 854) has

150,000 for the Japanese earthquake in 1703. For the nvo earthquakes that hit Thbriz in
kan in l72l and 1780, estimates range up to 250,000 and 205,000 rcspectively. (Ambr8-
scyJMelville, pp. 54, 184, 186) Tbvo other relatively recent quakes that may have been

"superearthquakes" are the earthquake in Japan in 1855, which may have claimed 106,000

lives (Sieberg in Gurcnberg, p. 854), and the earthquake in Kangra, India, in 1905, of
which Cornell (p. 139) says that "some other r€ports claim nearly 370,000 people werc

killed in Cenral India when several villages were completely destroyed." Neither of these

has been included in the table.
55 Professor Beth points out that "the coastal arcas ar€ most often visited by quakes, and that

these areas always have been thosc most densely populated." Thus, "one cannot reckon
with the total population on earth as a clue for earlier timcs" when estir.nating tbe total
numbcr of earthquake victims in the past. (Penonal letter of October 3, 1984.)
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lished intheAwalce! magazine, we will nonetheless take up the gaunt-

let presented by the Watch Tower's challenge.

As the historical entries before A.D. 1700 "are practically confined

to occunences in Southern Europe, China and Japan" (Milne)' we

choose the generation from l7l4 onward and compare it with-the gen-

eration after tgt+. The table in the Awalcc! of February 22, 1977,

covering the period 1915-1976, has been updated to include the years

up to 1083 inclusive. A correction of the figure for the great earth-

quut in China in l976has been made at the bottom of the table, with
a rcference to a later statement in Awale!. (See page 83.)

The results show that the total death figure in earthquakes from
l9l5 to 1983 amounts to 1,210,597, which is an annual average of
17,545.

The accompanyrng table (on the left side) listing 43 major earth
quakes rrom fzt5 to tzgr shows a total of 1,373,845 deaths, which

ii about 163,000 more, giving an annual average of 19,911!

To prove that 1914 was a real seismic "turning point" The watch-

tower-ofMay 15, 1983, made reference to 50 desfuctive earthquakes

during the 68 years htween 1914 and 1982. (PageZ] Wg-tgye there-

fore frepared a table for the 68 years preceding l9l4 (lU7-1914)
showing a partial list of 50 destructive earthquakes compiled from

reliablJsoulces. It demonstrates very conclusively that l9l4 cannot

have been the conspicuous turning point the Watch Tower Society

claims it was.
Of course, no such tables are complete. For a number of great

earttrquakes from the 18*r century onward, no death figUres are

known, the contemporary records simply giving the information that
..many;' were killed in them. Even if death figures were to-be added

to all-three tables by including more earthquakes from the three peri-

ods involved, the iomparison still would only demonstate that the

generation of 1914 is in no way unique as far as earttquakes are con-

cerned.s6 (See page 84.)
we have seen,-one by one, the difrerent claims of the watch Tower

Society demolished by historical facts-that the period A.D. 856-

56 Sources used for the table on ttre lSth century earthquakes include: the catalog by Ganse

& Nelsou Milne (l9ll), pp. 686_698; Robert Giffen in the Jourtul o| the Statistical

society. Vol. XLI, tandon-t8zs, pp. 42-4; Charles Davison, Great Eanhquakcs,

London 1936; Akitune lmamura, Theoretical and Applied seismology, Tokyo 1937; Rich-

ter (1958X BAth (1979), page 139; Booth & Firch, p. 78; and Encyclopedia Amertcana:

Antuls, 1965-67, page Aea. If the fact that the population on earth today is six-fold as

great as that of the lSth century (c. 750 million in 1770), and the number of earthquake

victims is seen as a ratio of the total population, the lSth century far surpasses the 20ttt!



A COMPARISON OF EARTHQUAKE VICTIMS
1715-17&i:

Year Location

l7l5 Algcria
17l7 Algeria
l7l8 China
1719 Asia Minor
l72l lran
1724 Peru (tsunami)

1725 Peru
l72S China
1726 ltaly
1727 lran
1730 ltaly
l?30 China
1730 Japan
l73l China
1732 Italy
1736 China
1737 India
1739 China
1746 Peru
1749 Spain
1750 Grcece
l75l Japan

l?51 China
l7S2 Syna
1754 Egypt
1755 China
1755 lran
1755 Portugal
1755 Morocco
1757 ltaly
1759 Syria
1763 China
1765 China
1766 Japan

llTl Japan (tsunami)

1773 Guatemala
1774 Newfoundland
1778 lran (Kashan)

1780 lran (Thbriz)

1780 lran (Khurasan)

1783 ltaly (Calabria)

1783 ltaly (Palmi)
1783 ltaly(Monteleone)

Total 1715-1783:
Annual average:

Deaths

20,000
20,000
43,000

I,000
r00,0@
r8,000
I,500

s56
6,000

77,W
2W

tm,mo
r37,000
r00,000

I,940
2@

300,000
s0,000
4,800
5,000
2,000
2,000

900
20,000
40,000

270
1,200

60,000
12,0@
r0,000
30,0@

1,000
I,189
I,335

I r,700
20,000

300
8,000

r00,000
3,000

60,000
1,504
I,r9l

lJ?3S45
19,91I

l9l5-1983:
(See Awake! February 22, 1977\

Year Location Deaths

l9l5 ltaly 29,970
1920 China 180,000
1923 Japan 143,000
1927 China 200,000
1932 China 70,000
1933 U.S.A. I 15

1935 India (Pakistan) 60,000
1939 Chile 30,000
1939 Tbrkey 23,000
1946 Tirrkey 1,300

1946 Japan 2,000
1948 Japan 5,131
1949 Ecuador 6,000
1950 India 1.500
1953 Tirrkey 1,200
1953 Grcece 424
1954 Algeria 1,657

t956 Afghanistan 2,000
1957 Iran (Northern) 2,500
1957 Iran (Westem) 2,000
1960 Chile 5,700
1960 Morocco 12,000
1962 lran 10,000
1963 Yugoslavia I,100
1964 Alaska l3t
1966 Ttrrkey 2,529
1968 lran 11.588
1970 Thrkey 1,086
1970 Peru 66,794
r97t u.s.A. 65
1972 lran 5,057
1972 Nicaragua 6,000
1973 Mexico (Westem) 52
1973 Mexico (Central) 700
1974 Pakistan 5,2N
1975 China 200

1975 Tlrkey 2,312
1976 Guatemala 23,000
1976 Italy 900
1976 Bali 600
1976 China 242,00f)*
1976 Philippines 3,373
1976 Turkey 3,790
1977-1983 addition: 44,623+
Total 1915-1983: 1,210,597
Annual average; 17,545

*See page 65, footnote 34; compare Awake! July 8, 1982, p. 13.

*Ganse & Nelson list a death figurc of 44,623 for this perid.
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DID DT4 REALTY BRING A CHANGE?

SOURCES: Blth: Introduction to Seismology (1979); Richter: Elementary

Seismology (1958); Imamura: Theoretical and Applied Seismology (1937);

Ganse-Nelson: Catalog of Significant Earthquakes (1981); Ambraseys: Ecrrft-

quake Hazard and Vulnerabiliry (1981); Ambraseys-Melville: A History of
Persian Earthquakes (1982); [,atter: Natural Disasters (Advancement of Sci-

ence, lune 1969); Press-Siever: Earth (1974); Handbuch der Geophysik (ed.

Prof. B Gutenberg), Band IV (Berlin 1932).

l9l4 saw orty 24 major earthquakes, that the great earthquakes of the

past occurred "years, even centuries, apart," that history records only
five "superearthquakes" from the time of Christ to L914, and that no
single generation before l9l4 can equal the one following that year

with respect to earthquake victims. Is it really possible that the writers
of the Watch Tower publications are so ignorant of past earthquakes-
or are they trying to conceal the truth about them from their readers?

We prefer to believe that they primarily have been ignorant of the

Year Place

l&n Japan

1850 China
l85l lran
l85l ltaly

Deaths

34,000
300-,100,000

2,000
r4,000

1853 Iran (Shiraz) 12,000

1883 Greece. Asia Minor 15,000

1883 Java 36,400

1885 India 3,000

Year Place

1882 Italy
1883 ltaly

1887 France
1887 China
l89l Japan

1896 Japan

1897 India (Assam)

Deaths

2,3t3
r,990

l,000
2,000
7.283

27,t22
t,542

1853 Iran (Isfahan)
1854 Japan
1854 El Salvador
1855 Japan
1856 Java

1857 ltaly
1857 ltaly
1859 Ecuador
1859 Turkey
l86l Argentina
1863 Philippines
1868 Peru

10,000
34,000

1,000
6,757
3,000

10,000
12,000
5,000

15,000
7,000

r0,000
40,000

2,000
10,430
4,mo
8,866

1893 Western Tlrrkmenia 18,000

1902 Cuatemda 2,000

1868 Ecuador, Colombia 70,000
1872 Asia Minor 1,800
1875 Venezuela, Colombia 16,000
1876 BayofBengal 215,000

1902 T[rrkestan

1903 Tttrkey
1905 India (Kangra)

1905 ltaly
1906 Colombia
1906 Formosa
1906 Chile
1907 Jamaica
1907 Central Asia
1908 ltaly
1909 lran
19l0 Costa Rica

1879 lran
1879 China
1880 Greece (Chios)

t88l Asia Minor

4,562
6,000

r9,0m
2,500
1,000

I,300
20,000

I,.!00
12,000

l10,(n0
6-8,0m

r,750

Total victims for 68 years previous to l9l4:
Annual average:

l9l2 Marmara@349!!
I .148,973-l ,250,973

l7,149-t8,671
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facts. But if so, it is extremely remarkable that an organization claim-
ing to have been authorized by Jesus Christ to interpret the signs of
the time for people of our days, seems to take so little interest in
verifying how its interpretations and statistics tally with historical re-
ality.

Finally, what do the seismologists themselves say as to the overall
picture? Have they found any marked difference between the fre-
quency of earthquakes since l9l4 compared with earlier centuries?
Seismologists J. Milne and A. W. I-ee declared that "there is no in-
dication that seismic activity has increased or diminished appre-
ciably throughout historic times."s7 And professor Markus Bith
agrees: "For earlier centuries we do not have the same reliable
statistics, but there are no indications at all of any increase in the
activity in the course of time."58

As the ancient records become more and more sparse and incom-
plete the farther back in time we go, it is only natural that we have

more and better information from the latest centuries than from the
earlier ones. There is, however, one exception: Japan. As was shown
earlier, the Japanese have kept a running record of destructive earth-
quakes in that country (with its frequent seismic activity) reaching
back to well before the birth of Christ. According to Milne's catalog
the number of destructive earthquakes in Japan recorded during each

century from the ninth to the nineteenth are:

Century

No. of destructive earthquakes

in Japan

40
t'l
20

l8
l6
l9
36

t7
26
3l
27

9th
lOth
I lth
l2rh
l3th
l4th
l5rh
l6th
lTth
lSth
l9th

57
s8

Milne/Lee, page 155.
hofessor Bith, private letter dated June 17, 1983. See also Richter as quoted earlier,

Natural History, December 1969, page 44, and Appendix A.
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WHAT LEADING SEISMOLOGISTS SAY ABOUT
EARTHQUAKES TODAY AND IN THE PAST

"There is no indication that seismic activity has increased or dimin'
ished appreciably throughout historic time."-Seismologists f. lylifne
and A. W. Lee, Earthquakes and Other Earth Movemenrs, seventh edition
(London, 1939), p. 155.

"Certain religious groups have picked this rather unfortunate time to
insist that the number bf earthquakes is increasing. In part they are
misled by the increasing numbei of small earthquakes that are being
catalogued and listed by newer, more sensitive stations throughout the
worldl It is worth remarking that the number of great earthquakes
from 1896 to 1906 was greater than in any ten'year interval sinss.'r-
Professor Charles Richterin Natiotwl History December 1969, p- 44-

..For earlier centuries we do not have the same reliable statistics, but
there are no indications at all of any increase in the activity in the
course of time."-Professor Markus B[th, private letter dated June 17,

r983.

..I certainly would agree with both Professors Bfrth and Richter ln their
assessmeni that there has been no significant increase in the number of
earthquakes during this or any other century."-Wilbur A. Rinehart'

seismologist at the World Data Center A, Boulder, Colorado. Private lener

dated August 8, 1985.

An expert on the seismicity of the Mediterranean area' one of the earth's
major earthquake regions, says:

i'Most cdrtainly,-there his been no increase in the seismlc activity of
the Mediterranean during this century. Quite the contrary in the East'
ern Mediterranean the aclivity of this century has been abnormally low
when compared with that of the l0tlFl2th and l8th centuries.'-Pro'
fessor N. N. Ambraseys, private letter dated August 9, 1985.

"I feel strongly that the seismicity has been stationarX for thousands of
years. . . . Eicellent geological evidence for the stationarity las been

6btained by Prof. Keriy Sieh of Caltech, for the San Andreas fault."-
Seismologist Keiiti Aki, professor at the Department of Geological-Sci-
ences, Ui-iversity of Southern California, Los Angeles. Private letter dated

September 5, 1985.

"There art indications that worldwide seismic activity-if expressed in
terms of earthquakes with magnitude 7 or over-has decreased stead'
ily in the time-from the beginning of the 20th century u_ntil now.'-
Slweryn J. Duda, Professor of Geophysics, University of Hamburg. Pri-
vate letter dated July 7, 1986.

(The private letters quoted above are reproduced in their entirety in the

Appendix.)
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In our own century about 20 earthqualies of some importance had
occurred in Japan up to 1983, pointing to a final total of perhaps 25-
30 for the whole present century.se Evaluating these figures, Milne and
Lee reported that'3the data support the conclusion that during his-
toric times the amount of seismic activity has not changed to any
appreciable extent.tm

Consequently, there is no evidence whatsoever in support of the
claim made by various religious sources, including the Worldwide
Church of God, a Seventh Day Adventist author, and notably by the
Watch Tower Society, that earthquake activity is markedly different in
our century compared with earlier centuries. All information available
points to the conmry. The shifting, twisting, uncoordinated claims of
the Watch Tower Society and their juggling of facts and figures in an
effort to prove that an increase has occurred have been revealed above
as fraudulent-hopefully not deliberately so, but as a result of re-
markably poor research, superfical analysis and wishful thinking.

Compare thc tablc by Milne/t oe GD. 232-235r, Eiby (pp. l9l-195), Blth (pp. I l4-l l7),
and thc staternens by Vemey tB, 77). Also Ganse & Nelson.
Milnctl,ce, p. 156.

59

@



CHAPTER 4

Pestileng*-Pzst and Present

PICTURES OFTEN have a deeper impact on our minds than words.

Unproven or erroneous statements may seem more convincing and

true if they are accompanied by dramatic and impressive illustations.
The front cover of the November 22, 1983, issue of the Awake!

magazine, for example, has a picture showing people attempting to
escape from a tenible sea wave that covers almost the whole page.

The bold words across the page proclaim that mankind today is being

"DELUGED BY EPIDEMICS." The illustation is a skillful presen-

tation of the claim of the Watch Tower Society that mankind since
l9l4 has seen a tremendous increase of pestilences or epidemics. Is
this true? Does the picture give a correct presentation of the actual

facts?
In similar vein, another end-times expositor, Hal Lindsey, states:

Jesus said that plagtes would sweep the world prlor to hls retun. For
years now, scientists have felt that the great plagues that used to t'hreaten

mankind werc virtually under control. But in just the past few years great

epidemics have killed millions and even though vaccines are available
ngrinsf some of them, therets no way to innoculate tbe worldts EalNl(xl.l

Thus, while acknowledging that a change has come with regard to
"the great plagues that used to threaten mankind," author Lindsey,

who holds that since 1948 mankind has entered a divinely marked
period, at least implies ttrat there is evidence today of 'plagues sweeP
ing the world.'

We may ask, then, what are the "great epidemics" of this century?
To what extent have they "deluged" mankind or "swept the world,"

I Thc Promise (1982), page 198.
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since 1914, or 1948 or any other supposed 'prophetically marked

date' of our time?

The greatest plague of our century was the so-called Spankh influ'
enza thitsweptlwiftly over the world in the years 1918-1919, killing
between 15 and 25 million PeoPle.

The Watch Tower Society, however, goes much farther and claims

ttrat this was the greatest plague, not only of our century but in the

whole history of mankind. The text book You Can Live Forever in

Paradise on Earth (1982), for instance, says on page 151:

Right atter World War I more pmple died of the Spanlsh flu than had

died of any disease epidemic in the history of mankind.2

In proof of this claim the Watch Tower Society has sometimes

quotea an American magazine, The Saturday Evening Post of Sep-

iember 26, lg5g, in which a writer stated that "No recorded pesti-

lence before or since has equaled the 1918-19t9 death toll in total
numbers.t'3

Such a statement, however, only reveals that the journalist had done

very little research on the great, devastating plagues of the past.

it suffices here to remind of the Black Death, the great plague that

visited mankind time and again from the fourteenth century onward,
and which claimed between 25 and 40 miltion lives ln Europe alone

in its first attack during the three years from December 1347 to De-

cember 1350. The Spanish flu of 1918-1919, on the other hand, took

only 24 million lives in Europe, and this in spite of theiagl that the

population of Europe at that time had quadrupled since 1347!a- 
Along with the 

-Black 
Death, several pestilences in the past have

influenced human history more profoundly than the Spanish flu, as

will become evident in the discussion that follows.
What other pestilences, then, have "deluged" mankind since 1914?

Having mentioned the Spanish flu, the earlier-mentioned text book of
the Watch Tower Society goes on to say:

Yet pestilence and disease continue to rage. Millions die each year from

heart trouble and cancer. venereal dis€8se is spreading rapidly. other

Sce also similar statements in Awake!, March 8, 1971, page 3, and in Tlp Watcltower of
April 15, 1982, page 9.
**fn" Wuchtower of 1961, gage 128, andThe Watchtower of October 15' 1975' page

6v.
Awake!, luly 22,1956, pp' 22-24;Awake!, March 8' l97l' P' 6'

2

3

4
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terrible diseases, such as malaria, snail fever and river bllndness' occur
in country after counfir, especially in Asia' Africs and Latin America.s

It is true that such diseases are widespread in some areas. What we
are interested to know, however, is: Is there anything new or different
about this situation? Have these diseases increased duing our twen-
tieth century? Has mankind experienced more and greater pestilences
in this century than in any other perid of human history?

What about other plagues that killed millions of people in the past,

such as smallpox, the bubonic plague and cholera?
And what about heart trouble and cancer? Are such diseases really

"pestilences" in the sense the Bible writer Luke uses this word at Luke
2l:ll?

Evidently, before we take a closer look at the dreadful history of
pestilences, there is another question that first needs answering: What
r's a pestilence?

The meaning of ttpestilencett

In his gospel account Mark does not mention pestilences among the
calamities of which Jesus spoke, but Luke (and possibly also Mat-
thew, according to some manuscripts) does:

. . . therc shall be great earthquakes, and in divers places famines and
pestilences.-Luke 2l : I I, ASV.

The Greek word hanslated "pestilences" in this verse is loimot, the
plural of loim6s. According to W. E. Vine this word means "a pesti-
lence, any deadly infectious malady."6 The word is used at only one

other place in the New Testament, at Acts chapter twenty-four, verse

5, where the Jewish leaders accuse the apostle Paul before governor
Felix, saying:

For we have found this man a pestilent fellow lGreek: loim6sl, and a
mover of insurrections among all the Jews throughout the world' and a

ringleader of the sect of the Nazarenes. (ASV)

You C an Live Forever in Paradise on Eanh ( I 982), p, I 5 l.
Vine's Expository Dictionary of New Testament Words, unabridged edition, MacDonald

hrblishing Company (Mclean, Virginia), p.862. I'oim6s, therefore, is commonly ren-

dcred "pestilence" (see King Janes Version, American Standard Version, New Interna'
tional Version, and Goodspeed), or "plague" (se* The Jerusalem Bible and The New En-

glish Biblel.

5
6
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Although the word loim6s is used metaphorically in this text, it is
clear that the allusion is not merely to a disease of whatever sort, but

to an infectious disease, a pestilence. In the eyes of these Jewish lead-

ers Paul was a dangerous threat, an infectious subversive whose teach-

ings were being spread throughout the Roman world like an epidemic

disease, causing risings among the Jews everywhere.

The well-known Bible commentator Albert Barnes, who is cited in
The Watchtower of May I , 1983 on page 3 , also stresses the loimoi at

Luke 2l:1 I refers to "raging, epidemic diseases."T

The word loim6s, then, was confined to deadly, epidemic diseases

or pestilences. Interestingly, the Watch Tower Society in its Bible dic-

tionary Aid to Bible Understanding defines "pestilence" as "Any rap'
idly spreading infectious disease capable of attaining epidemic
proportions and of causing death." (Page 1295) This definition
gives ttre meaning of loimds in an excellent way. When talking of
diseases in a more general way, the Greeks had other words, such as

n6sos. This term is used, for example, at Matthew 4:23, where it is
stated that Jesus was healing "all manner of disease" (n6sos). The
same verse alsO mentions "all manner of sickness," which translates

the Greek word malakia. A third term for disease was astheneia,

meaning "weakness." This word is used of Lazarus' illness at John

chapter eleven, verses l-6.
The reason for this linguistic digression is this: the Watch Tower

Society, in its attempts to prove that pestilences have been increasing

since 1914, counts heart trouble and cancer among the pestilences

supposedly fulfilling Jesus' words at Luke chapter twenty-one' verse

I l. As the above-quoted text book said in this connection: "Millions
die each year from heart trouble and cancer." In fact, the Society tends

to count all types of diseases among the pestilences of Luke 2l:ll,
infectious or not, deadly or not.

An article in the May l, 1983, issue of The Watchtower, for ex-
ample, carried the title, '(Disease-A Sign of the Last Days?" A table

of diseases on page 7 inTE same issue starts with cancer and ends

7 The Greek word thdnatos, "death," was also used for pestilence or plague, for example at

Revelation 6:8. The name of the rider on the pale horse was Thdnatos (commonly trans-

lated ..Death"). He was followedby Hddes, the god of the nether world in Greek mythol-

ogy, here evidently used as a symbol for death or the grave. To them werc given "power

over a quarter of the earth, with the right to kill by sword and by famine, by pestilence

(Greek: rhdnatos) and wild beasts." (The New English Bible) These scourges allude to

Ezekiel t 4: 2 I , where the Hebrew word for pestilence , deber, is ranslated as thdnatos in

the Greek Sepraaginr version.
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with multiple sclerosis. Except for these and for influenza and ma-
laria, many of the other diseases mentioned in the table have little or
no mortality today.s

Deadly though they may be, cancer and heart trouble are not pesti-
lences in the Biblical sense. They are not "raging , epidemic diseases"
or infectious diseases, even if The New York Times Encyclopedic Al-
manac 1970 happened to call coronary catastrophe a "pandemic." Al-
though this obviously was said figuratively (as a pandemic actually
refers to a widespread infectioas disease), the Watchtower soon seized
upon the statement and cited it in support of the claimed increase of
pestilences.e

However, when Luke, who was himself a physician, chose the
Greek word loim6,s, we may certainly believe he did so on purpose.
He knew that Jesus was not speaking of diseases of ordinary kind
(n6sos), but of infectious, epidemic diseases or pestilences. The fact
that the Watch Tower Society counts cancer, heart diseases, and other
kinds of non-infectious maladies among the predicted pestilences not
only conflicts with the definition given in its own Bible dictionary. It
also indicates that its writers know that genuine pestilences-pesti-
lences in the proper (and Biblical) sense of the word-have not in-
creased since 1914.

In his book Approaching Hoofbeats, Billy Graham correctly defines
"pestilence" as a word meaning "any infectious malady which is fa-
tal." (Page 186) Later, when referring to Jesus' statement about pesti-
lences at Luke chapter twenty-one, Dr. Graham uses the word
"plague" as a synonym of pestilence and, strangely, now widens out

Although river blindness may cause blindness, it is not fatal. After a ten-year campaign,
WHO (the World Health Organization) has now succeeded in bringing river blindness
under control in West Africa, wherc this disease has been most widespread. (See the World
Healthmagazine of October, 1985, pp. 6,8, 19,24.)

Lupus and snail feven when trcated, seldom cause death. Not only is the mortality in
snail fever today negligible when compared to what it was in earlier centuries, but the
geographical extent has also been sharply reduced in many countries that earlier were
severely hit by the disease, such as China, Japan, the Philippines, Brazil, Venezuela,

Puerto Rico, Egypt, Morocco, the Sudan, Congo, Malawi, Zimbabwe and Mali. (See the

World Health magazine of December, 1984.)
Chagas disease can lead to eventual death but is evidently no more prevalent today than

in the past. And although perhaps as many as 350 million people today suffer from ma-
,ana, this is actually a sharp decline of this disease since 1914. In earlier centuries over a
third of mankind suffercd from it and many millions died of it each year. At the outbreak
of the First World War, 800 million people-45 percent of earth's population at that
time-still were affiicted by it. (Schrader, p. 184) Today (1986), despite rapid increase in
rccent years, only about 7.5 percent suffer from it.
See for instance The Watchtower of October 15, 1975, page 634.
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its application to include such things as plagues of insects, even refer-

ring-to an occasion in Florida when "millions of toads overran whole

corinties." He includes "shifting climate Patterns" among the
..plagues" of current times. (Pages 192, 193) None of such things fit
his earlier-stated definition of "pestilence." Nor do toads or changing

weather patterns fit the meaning of the words used by Luke and by

John in his Revelation account.

Historians and pestilences

The fact is that we live in a time when epidemic diseases play a rela-

tively unimportant role compared with their ravages in earlier centu-

ries. Becauie of this people today find it difficult to imagine the hor-

rifying scope of the citastrophes that time and again infested-mankind

during pasi generations. As Professor william H. McNeill, one of
America's most distinguished historians, points out, the mortality
count in many of the great pestilences in the past has been so high that

many modern historians, who judge only from their own experience

of epidemic infection, tend to discount as exaggeration the ancient

reports about massive die-off from many of the great plagues in the

past. He states:

Epidemic disease, when it did become decisive in peace or in war' ran

counter to the effort to make the past intelligible. Historians consequently

played such episodes down.ro

But physicians and other researchers who, like McNeill, have stud-

ied the history of pestilences, do not agree with the attempt by some

historians to downgrade the enormity of the effect of such plagues of
earlier centuries. Plofessor Folke Henschen, for example, a patholo-

gist of international reputation, notes in his historical review of infec-

tious diseases:

Infectious diseases . . . have probably been the most dangerous ene-

mies of mankind, much more so than war and mass murden When one

studies the constant epidemics of the past and the deficiency diseases on

Iand and at s€a, one realizes that the whole of civilization could have suc'

cumbed, and one is constantly surprised that mankind has survived.rr

William H. McNeill, Plagues and Peoples (Anchor Press/Doubleday, Garden City' New

York, 1976), unabridged edition, p' 4. See also pages 120' 135.

Folke Henschen,The History of Diseases (tondon: l.ongman, Greenandco. Ltd, 1966),

p 2r.

lo
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I-et us review, then, the various periods and ages of mankind that
followed the time of Christ, so that we can then be in better position
to assess today's situation and circumstances as they relate to our sub-
ject. What follows below are just a few examples gleaned from the
history of pestilences. We recommend that those who want to go
deeper into the subject might read the book by McNeill (Plagues and
Peoples), which probably is the best-researched and best-documented
survey of the pestilences that have visited mankind during the past
2,000 years.12

Pestilences during the Roman Period

A great number of widespread and very deadly pestilences visited the
world during the Roman period. The following were some of the most
severc:

l.InA.D. 165 an epidemic (probably smallpox) was brought to the
Mediterranean area from Mesopotamia by Roman soldiers. History
shows that it spread through the whole Roman empire and raged for
about fifteen years. The mortality was enonnous. A quarter to a third
of the population in affected places died. The plague "inaugurated a
process of continued decay of the population of the Mediterranean
lands that lasted, despite some local recoveries, for more than half
a millennium.ttl3

2. From 251 to 266 A.D. another great plague ravaged the Roman
world. This time the mortality was even greater. At the height of the
epidemic 5,000 a day died in the city of Rome alone. Other calamities
also set in during this century: civil Wars, barbarian invasions and
repeated periods of famine. The overall devastation was so great that
a population expert, J. C. Russell, estimates that the population of the
Roman empire was reduced by 50 percent between Augustan times
and A.D. 543.14

3. In the years 310-312 China was hit by a pestilence that virtually
wlped out the population in the northwestern provinces, killing 98-99
percent of the people there. It was followed ten years later, in 322,by

The work is also available in an abridged pocket edition in the Anchor Books series.

McNeill, p. I16. At about the same time, in A.D. 16l-162, a similar pestilence broke out
in China, killing 30-rt0 percent of the army serving on the northwestem frontier. (Mc-
Neill, p. 132) All quotations in the following are from the unabridged edition.
McNeill,pp. ll6-tlS,32l.ContemporaryauthorssaythattheplagueofA.D.25lsprcad
"over the whole known world."-Raymond Crawfurd, Plague and Pestilence in Lirerature
and An (Oxford, l9l4), p. 74.

t2
l3

t4
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another epidemic that killed 20-30 percent of the population over a

wider region of the country.rs
4. In the years 542-543, during the reign of the Byzantine emperor

Justinian (527-565), the so-called "plague of Justinian" reached Eu-
rope. It originated either in northeastern India or in central Africa. We

have good information on this plague, because a contemporary eye-

witness, the physician, historian and prefect Procopius, has left a

careful and detailed description of the misery of his days. Thanks to
his description it has been possible to identify the plague asthe pneu'
monic and/or bubonic, the same plague that swept over the world in
the l4th century and later was called the Black Death.r6 Before it
reached Europe n 542, Constantinople, Procopius' home town, was

severely hit:

In Constantinople it killed 5,000-10,000 people a day. Through Greece

It spread to ltaly, and after fifteen years lt reached the Rhine. There it
turned and on its way back it pased through Constantinople again' hav'

lng then in no way lost its virulence. It is estimated that the Eastern En'
pire lost half the number of its inhabitants. Many citles died out.r?

In all, the "Justinian plague" is thought to have claimed 100 million
lives.rs McNeill and Henschen both stress that the plagues of the third
and the sixth centuries played a substantial role in the decline of the

Roman Empire.te The bubonic plague returned and raged periodically

up to A.D. 750. McNeill compares it with the Black Death in scope

and mortality:

Historlc evidence, lndeed, suggests that the plagues of the strth and

seventh centuries had an lmportance for Mediterranean peoples futty
onalogous to that of the more famous Black Death of the fourteenth cen'

tury. The disease certainly provoked an initial die'offof a large proportion

of the urban dwellers in afrected regions, and the over'all dininution of
population took centuries to repair.a

McNeill, pp. 132, 135.

Procopius, Persian Wars,Il,22.6-39: McNeill, p. 322.

The Swedish medical historian Matts Bergmark in his book Erdn pest till polio (*Frcm

Pestilence to Polio"), third edition (Stockholm, 1983), page ll.
See The Watchtower of lune 15, 1977, page 359.
McNeill, p. 120; Henschen, p. 78. Professor Henry E. Sigerist, inhis Civilization and

Disease (Ithaca, New York, 1945), argues that the Justinian Plague put an end to the

Roman Empire both in the east and the west and co.ncludes: "Thus the 6th century marts

a tuming-point in the history of the Mediterranean world, and the great plague of Justinian

appears as a demarcation line between the two periods. . . . The old world broke down,

and on its ruins a new civilization began slowly to rise." (Pp. I l3-l 15)

McNeill, p. 127

l5
l6
t7

l8
l9
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The bubonic plague also visited Asia in several deadly waves. The
earliest Chinese description of it dates from A.D. 610. In 642 it rav-
aged the Kwantung province. In762 it broke out in the coastal prov-
inces, and "more than half the population of Shantung province
died."2r In 806 it killed off more than half the population in Chekiang
province.2

During the same period, Japan underwent a number of very severe
epidemics. As the result of a pestilence that broke out in A.D. 808
"over half of the population perished," and similar devastation is re-
ported for another disease that struck in994-995.23

Pestilence continued to ravage numerous countries at short inter-
vals. Anglo-Saxon sources mention no less than forty-nine outbreaks
of epidemics between A.D. 526 and 1087. fuabic sources list over
fifty different visitations of pestilences in Egypt, Syria, and Iraq be-
tween 632 and 1301. Chinese records report as many as 288 pesti-
lences from A.D. 37 to l9ll! As McNeill points out, the sources are,
of course, far from complete.2a

The Late Middle Ages, Time of the Black Death

Toward the end of the year 1347 the frighdul pneumonic/bubonic
plague again visited Europe. Before its arrival there it had already
swept over all Asia. As early as l33l the epidemic broke out in the
province of Hopei in China, where it is reported to have killed nine
out ofevery ten persons. In 1353 and 1354 it raged in eight different
and widely scattered parts of China. Contemporary chronicles report
that "two thirds of the population" of those areas died.2s

Rumors that had reached Europe in 1346 told of the tenible
plague's spread from China "through Tartary (Central Asia) to India
and Persia, Mesopotamia, Syria, Egypt, and all of Asia Minor." As
historian Tlrchman relates, they told of "a death toll so devastating that

Ibid., p. 134.
Ibid., pp. t34, 135.

Ibid., pp. 1,10, l4l.
Ibid., pp. 128,334,293-302. Egypt underwent constant plagues from A.D. 541 on into
the nineteenth century. In the famine period of 1053-1060, atone point 10,000 aday died
in Cairo, and in l20l two-thirds of the whole population of Egypt died within a few
months! "Syria, too, appears to have lost halfits population between the second and eighth

centuries A.D.'-T. H. Hollingsworth, Historical Demography (London and Southamp
ton, 1969), pp. 308, 309.
McNeill, p. 162.

2l
22
23
24
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all India was said to be depopulated, whole territories covered by dead

bodies, other areas with no one left alive."6
The pestilence was brought westwards via the caravan routes and

reached the Crimea in 1346. From there it was sPread by ship through-

out the Meditenanean area. The fatalities (or "die-ofl') werc devas-

tating. "About a third of Egypt's population seems to have died in the

first 
-attack , 1347-1349."2? Through Sicily, where half a million

people died, the plague reached Italy, killing over half of its popula-

tion.x
From Italy the catastophic infection spread westward and north-

wald over the European continent. In France, at least one third (ac-

cording to some estimates, three quarters) of the population was an-

nihilated. ("Hearth tax" records are available for this period and

clearly support the swift and remarkable wiping out of thousands upon

thousandiof entire households by the plague. Monasteries and similar

places where considerable numhrs were in close contact suffered par-

iicular damage, at times the number of residents dropping from as

many as a hundred to just two or three.) Nineteenth century scholar

J. F. K. Hecker estimaied that Poland lost three quarters of its inhab-

itants, and in Germany his findings indicated that "200,000 small

country towns . . . were bereft of all their inhabitants."2e

By August 1348 the plague had crossed the channel into England.

Within nine months it had wiped out half the population. In the same

autumn an English ship brought the pestilence to Iceland, and there,

too, half the population perished. In Norway, where the plague broke

out in the summer of 1349, two thirds of the population died. In the

same year it swept over Denmark, in some areas completely depopu-

lating up to 40 percent of the villages, and reached Sweden in the

spring of tlSO. Before the end of the year one third of the population

in Sweden had died.s

26 Barbara W. Tuchman, A Distan Mirror. The Calamitous l4th Century. london: Mac-

Millan London Limited, 1979,page 93. See also McNeill, page 190'

27 McNeill, p. 187. In Cairo, as many as 20,000 died in a day in 1348. (Hollingsworth'

p. 309) Itls estimarcd that the whole Islamic world (Middle East and North Africa) suf-

iered similar proportional losses: "By 1349, the entire Islamic world had becn engulfed by

the Black Death-About a third of the general population and perhaps4O%to50% of thosc

living in towns had died." (Robert s. Gottfried, Thc Black Deatlr, London, 1983, p. 41.)

28 This is the estimate of the ninetcenth century scholar J. F. K. Hecker, whose figurcs are

the most conservative of all. See George Dcaux, Tlv Black Death 1347 (in the series

TLrning Points in History, edited by Sir Denis Brogan, london, l%9)' p' 75'

29 Georgc Deaux, pp. I I l-l 14; Bergmark, p. 52; T[chman (1978)' pp' 92fr'

30 Bergmark, pp. 28-30; K. Lunden in Bra Bilclcers viirldshistoria c'Good Books' world

History), Vol. 6 (Hdganiis, Sweden, l98a)' p. 26.
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THE PROGRESS OF THE BLACK DEATH IN EUROPE
DECEMBER l347-DECEMBER 1350

The Black Death killed about one-third of the population of Europe, and
probably also of the whole world. In Europe alone, 25-40 million died be-
tween Decembr 1347 and December 1350. No disaster since has equalled this
tenifying devastation.

Europe was never to
of death. Contemporaries
Death.3r Estimates of the
fourth to as much as one

forget this incredibly massive visitation
called it Magna monalitas-Tlte Great
total mortality in Europe vary from one
half of the total population, which would

3l The "Black Death" is a later term given to subsequent visitations of the plague, although
it is now generally used of the first attack in 1347-1350.
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mean that between 25 and 40 million people were annihilated in the

first attack of the plague in 1347-50.32 A few estimates range as high

as three fourths of the European population, that is @:75 million, but

these are probably overestimates.
The total figure for the whole world is, of course, difficult to esti-

mate, especially as figures from the countries of Asia arelacY'rng. The

Watchtower of June 15, 1977, on page 359 quotes Science Digest

magazine as saying that the plague took 62 million lives worldwide.

The 1983 Guinness Book of World Records (page 465), on the other
hand, sets the number at 75 million. In view of the information that is

available, for example for China, this figure is certainly not too high.
It may, in fact, even be an underestimate. Froissart, a chronicler of
the l4th century estimated that one-third of the population of the

world died, and as pointed out by historian George Deaux, "there is

widespread agreement with Froissart's estimate."33 This estimate

would put the death figure far above 100 million.
And yet this was not the end.

The pneumonic and bubonic plagues returned, again and again,

after the first violent attack in the years 1347-1350. People lived in
dread of it for nearly four centuries. From 1346 to 1720, when the last

violent outbreak of the plague occurred in Europe, between 60 and 70

European epidemics are known. This means that the plague visited

Europe every sixth year on the average during this period.v
During the fourteenth century alone, following its initial attack,

another six outbreaks occurred in Europe. Often 30-50 percent of the
population of the cities affected died in these new ravages.3s Europe's

McNeill, p. 168. Coltier's Encyclopedia (Vol. 4, 1974, p.234) says that the total of 25

million deaths in Europe "are J. F. K. Hecker's statistics, which are the lowest of all

authorities'." The most recent studies tend to show that Hecker's estimate was too low.

iF-t-nnaen, pp. 1742) In 1931, Professor A. M. Campbell concluded that "the figures

would seem . . . to support lhe estimates that one-halfmorc nearly than that ofone-fourth
as the population loss sustained by Europe in consequence ofthe Black Death." (The Black

Death and Men of Learning, New York, l93l , p. 145)

George Deaux, pp. lll, lzt4. Earth's population is estimated to have been about 450

miflion beforc the Black Death struck. (8. Hofsten, Befolkningsliira, Lund, Sweden'

1982, p. 16)
Bergmark, p. 37.
Swedish historian Michael Nordberg says that the result of the epidemics was "st least 8s

tenifying as in 1348-50." He gives the following examples: "London.lost through plagues

the following parts of its population: 1563: 25-30 percent; 1593: c. 18 percent; 1603:22-

26 percent; 1625: c. 25 percent; 1636: almost l0 percent; 1665 (The Grcat Plague) c' 28

perccnt. Still worse were the losses for many North-Italian cities in the severc epidemic in

34
35
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WHAT LEADING AUTHORITIES SAY ABOUT THE
BLACK DEATH

"Almost certainly the most terrible visitation to which mankind has
ever been exposed."-Professor Folke Henschen, The History of Diseases
(London, 1966), page 79 .

"The Black Death was an unprecedented catastrophe for which the
only parallels are the Biblical story of the Flood and the 20th-century
predictions of the effects of an all-out nuclear war."-George Deaux,
The Black Death 1347 (London, 1969), pages 143,14y''.

"Undoubtedly the worst disaster that has ever befallen mankind.'-
Michael W. Dols, The Black Death in the Middle Easr (Princeton, New
Jersey, 1977), page vii.

'3The most lethal disaster of recorded history."-Barbara Ttrchman, A
Distant Mirror. The Calamitous l4th Century ([,ondon, 1979), page xiii.

"[The] greatest of all crises faced by the human species."-Isaac Asi-
mov, A Choice of Catastrophes (London, 1980),page242.

'The only possible comparison would be with the hypothetical results
of a modern nuclear or bacteriological war."-The renowned French
historian Emmanuel Le Roy Ladurie, The Mind and Method of the Histor-
rcn (Brighton, Sussex, England, l98l), page 71.

'3The impact of the Black Death, the greatest ecological upheaval, has
been compared to that of the two world wars of the twentieth century.
To a degree this is true. But the Black Death . . . wrought even more
essential change. . . . The efrects of this natural and human disaster
changed Europe profoundly, perhaps more so than any other series of
events. For this reason, alone, the Black Death should be ranked as the
greatest biological-environmental event in history, and one of the ma-
jor turning points of Western Civilization."-Robert S. Gottfried, Tfte
Black Death (London, 1983), page 163.

'dThe greatest disaster ever suffered by the world was the pandemic
spread of bubonic plague, which killed as much as one-third of the
world's population before running its course across fourteenth-century
Europe and Asia."-James Cornell, The Great International Disaster
Boo& (New York, 1979), page 70.
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population continued to decline. As of the year 1380 it had been re-

duced by about 40 percent, and toward the end of the century by
nearly 50 percent.36 The lowest level was reached between 1440 and

1480.37

The same trend may be noted for other parts of the world. About
A.D. 1200 China had a population of 123 million. In 1393 it had

decreased to a mere 65 million. Although historians usually ascribe

this decrease to the civil war that raged at the same time as the plague
(the war being caused by Chinese reaction against Mongol dominion
and ending in the expulsion of the Mongols), McNeill is certainly
more realistic when he lays the heaviest responsibility for the drastic

decrease upon the plague.38 Again, in the sixteenth century China is

said to have been almost depopulated by the bubonic plague.

Although this scourge practically disappeared from Europe after
1720, it continued to rage in other parts of the world. As late as be-

tween 1906 and l,9ll,7 .5 million were killed by the plague in India.3e

In view of all this, it is not difficult to understand why authorities

make statements such as those shown in the accompanying boxed list,
in reference to the first attack in the fourteenth century.

Yet this pneumonic/bubonic plague, which repeatedly visited man-

kind for hundreds of years after 1350, was not the only epidemic to
ravage the world during these centuries. It was to be accompanied by

a series of other devastating pestilences, as we now see.

A.D. 1500 to 1800: era of syphilis and smallPo*

The transoceanic expeditions that began in the year 1492 ushered in a
new era of pandemics that had fatal consequences for the entire globe.

At the end of the fifteenth century syphilis came to Europe, per-

haps imported from America by the sailors of Columbus. "In the
years that followed the disease spread all over Euro1rc, Africa and
Asia, and everywhere it took a very malignant turn.'ru In spite of

1630: Milan 35-40 percent; Venice 35 percent; Padova 44 percent; Parma 50 Percent;
Verona 59 percent; Brescia 45 percent; Cremona c. 6O percent and Mantova 69 percent!"

(Den dynamisla medeltiden, Stockholm, 1984, p. 32)
Tirchman (1979), p. l19. Similar ravages occurred in Africa and Asia. In 1380, for in-

stance, the plague kitled another l3 million people in China. (Collier's Encyclopedia' Yol.
4, 1974, p. 234,
McNeill, p. 169.

Ibid., pp. 163, l9o.
Awake!, Iuly 22, 1956, pp. 22-24.
Bergmark, p. 59.

37
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all the talk about syphilis today, it is the sixteenth century not the
twentieth, that may be called "the century of syphilis." The disease
was everywhere, in all classes of society, in the homes, at the public
baths, in public houses, among children and adults. The frequency of
the disease was frightening and the organic lesions were very serious.
Millions died of it. The disease was also inherited by the offspring,
and blind, deaf, and otherwise malformed children were born.

Since the sixteenth century syphilis has grown weaker and less di-
sastrous. Syphilis was considered incurable up to the beginning of our
century but from then on different antibiotics have been developed
against it. Today the mortality has decreased to a fraction of what it
was before the First World War. Though still with us, syphilis no
longer kills the millions that it did in the sixteenth century.ar

Even if syphilis was brought to the Old World from America by
Columbus' sailors, as some researchers believe, this disease was by
no means as disastrous to the Europeans as the pestilences the Amer-
ican aborigines got in exchange from the Europeans.

When the Europeans came to America, they brought with them
epidemic diseases that had been raging in the Old World for centuries,
and against which the Eurasian populations had developed a certain
degree of immunity.

The Amerindian populations, on the other hand, were entirely de-
fenseless against these new infectious diseases. The result was a com-
plete catastrophe, the real magnitude of which only recently has be-
come clear. The reason is, as McNeill explains, that historians before
World War II systematically underestimated the pre-Columbian popu-
lations of America, putting the total between eight and fourteen mil-
lion.

Rectnt estimates, however, based upon sampling of tribute lists, mis.
sionary reports and elaborate statistical arguments, have multiplied such
earlier estimates tenfold and more, putting Amerindian population on the
eve of the conquest at about one hundred million, with twenty-five to
thirty million of this total assignable to the Mexican and an approximately
cqual number to the Andean civilizations.a2

Bergmart, pp. 83, 87, 91. See also Rend Dubos, Mirage of Heabh (New York, 1959),
chapter six, and Awake !, September 8, 1984, page 3.
McNeill, pp. 203, 204. Compare also the discussion of the distinguished European histor-
ian Fernand Braudel inhis Civilization and Capitalism 15th-I8th Century: Tlw Stucures
of EverydayLife (tondon, l98l),pp.35-33.AlsoEmmanuelI-eRoyladurie,The Mind
and Methd of the Historian (Brighton, Susser, England, l98l), pp. 72,76,77.
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It was not Cortez' soldiers but smallpox that conquered the king-
dom of the Aztecs in Mexico in 1520. Cortez' soldiers brought with
them the disease from Hispaniola (the island now occupied by the

Dominican Republic and Haiti), where it had arrived from Europe two
years earlier. The smallpox epidemic that broke out in Mexico quickly

ipread to Guatemala and then farther south. By 1525 or 1526 it
reached the Inca domain in South America, where it paved the way

for Pizarro's conquest in the same way that it had conquered Mexico
for Cortez a few years earlier. The mortality was frightful. After the

initial ravages, about one thfud of the total population had diedla3

Smallpox was followed by other pestilences. In 1530-1531 an epi
demic of measles spread through Mexico and Peru, killing large num-

bers. It was followed fifteen years later by another epidemic, probably

typhus. Then, in 1558-1559, a deadly influenza epidemic ravaged

America. This epidemic seems to have been global. It had broken out

in Europe in 1556 and lasted for four years, with disastrous conse-

quences. It is estimated that England lost 20 percent of its entire pop-

ulation, and similar losses occurred in other countries. Contemporary

Japanese sources also mention this dreadful influenza, telling that

"very many died" in it.4
The consequences for the Amerindian populations of these and

other outbreaks of pestilence were devastating. In 1568, fifty years

after Cortez' conquest, the epidemics had reduced the population of
Mexico from 25_30 million to less than three million. By 1605 it had

decreased to one million. Similar declines occurred in other parts of
America.as

By the middle of the seventeenth century two other very lethal dis-

eases had been brought to America from Africa: malaria and yellow

fever. Both diseases were new to the Amerindians, and the results,

therefore, were extremely serious. Malaria "appears to have com-
pleted the destruction of Amerindians in the Eopical lowlands, so as

to empty formerly well-populated regions almost completely."6 And
yellow fever, which had reached the Caribbean from West Africa in
1648, had a similar devastating effect on Amerindian populations.

Since no immunity had developed (as it had to some degree among

McNeill, p. 209.
McNeill, p. 209. Although death figures are lacking, it is quite possible that this influenza

epidemic was comparable to the Spanish flu of 1918-1919 with respect to extent and

mortality.
Braudel, p. 36; McNeill, pp. 2M, 205.
McNeill, p. 213.
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many in Africa), it almost unerringly killed every adult that confacted
it.47

After all these ravages, what was the final result for the native pop-
ulations of the Americas? McNeill summarizes:

Overall, the disaster to Amerindian population assumed a scale that is
hard for us to imagine, living as we do in an age when epidemic disease

hanlty matters. Ratios of 20:1 or even 25:1 between pre-Columbian pof
ulations and the bottoming out point in Amerindian population curves
seem mone or less correct, despite wide local variations. Behind such chill
statistics lurks enormous and repeated human anguish, as whole societies

fell apart, values cnrmbled, and old ways of life lost all shrtd of mean

ing.*

In plain language this means that the total decrease of the Amer-
indian populations in North, Central, and South America was 95 or
96 percent, that is, a decrease from about 100 million to as low as 5
or4 million!

The pestilences that devasted America also visited Europe, al-
though the consequences were not as severe. Smallpox appeared in
Europe after the decline of the Roman Empire, but did not become
widespread until the sixteenth century. ln 1614 a pandemic spread
from Asia over great parts of Europe and Africa. In the eighteenth
century smallpox killed sixty million of the population in Europe
alone. Mortality was especially high among children. 25-35 percent
of those infected died-and practically all children caught the infec-
tionlae Millions of homes throughout Europe were bereaved of
younger members by the onslaught of smallpox.

Nineteenth century: time of cholera, measles and
scarlet fsvsl-andtime of change

Cholera was the great plague of the nineteenth century. It is spread
mainly through water or food contaminated by excrement of infected
persons. No pestilence killed as quickly as cholera and, until recent
times, the mortality rate was very high: from 50 to 80 percent.

Up to 1817 this plague was known only in India. In that year it
began to move northwest, reaching the Russian town of Astrachan at

Ibid., p. 214.
Ibid., p. 215.
Bergmark, pp. l14, l15.
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THIRD CHOLERA PAI\DEnfl C, 1846-62

Woodcut created by artist Alfied Rethel depicting the ragic efect of the

third cholera pandemic in 1846-62. (Republished by M. Bergmark, Frdn pest

till polio, Stockholm 1983, p. 204.)

the Caspian Sea in 1823. Another thrust in 1826 brought it to Russia

again in 1829, and from there it suddenly spread to Europe, America,

anO tne rest of the world, spreading horror and death everywhere for
seven years. Another four pandemics swept over the whole world dur-

ing the next sixty years, the last in 1883-1896. The five outbreaks are

esiimated to have killed about 100 million people worldwide.so

Measles and scarlet fever also belonged to the nineteenth century

more than to any other century. Up to 1840 measles was the most

common cause of child mortality. From 1840 to 1880 that role was

taken over by scarlet fever, which was responsible for four to six per-

cent of all deaths during this period, not only among children but

among all age groups. From 1880 to 1915 measles again held the

50 Bergmark, pp. l9l, 207-2cf; Herbert L. Schrader, und dennoch siegte das Lzben (swtt-
gutt, rss+), pp. il-67,70, 71. cholera still rages in some parts of the world, especially

Asia, where it is pandemic. But effective measures of treatment (liquid supply) are ap
plied, and the mortality rate is low today.
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position as the greatest child killer.sr Other great pestilences of the
past century were typhus and tuberculosis, the last of which still kills
some three million people annually.

Despite its calamitous plagues, the nineteenth century was to
mark the turning-point for most of the great pestilences. As early as

the beginning of the century large-scale inoculation and vaccination
against smallpox were started in one country after another. After
Louis Pasteur's discovery of microorganisms, the real causes of epi-
demic diseases began to be understood, and this in turn brought about
a series of dramatic medical discoveries, especially from the 1880's
and on.

Since then vaccines, antibiotics, and other prophylactics, controls
and cures have been developed against most of the great pestilences,

for example against the bubonic plague, cholera, yellow fever, syphi-
lis, typhus, tuberculosis, and malaria. In our century smallpox has

been virtually exterminated. The last known case was reported from
Somalia in October 1977.

ln fact, only one of the great plagues remains to be brought under
control by modern medical science: Influenza. True, cholera still
breaks out in some areas, particularly Asia, but improvement in sani-
tation and in sewage disposal systems has reduced its incidence; effec-
tive treatment (notably of liquid supply) is now applied and mortality
today is low. Influenza, by contrast, still produces occasional pandem-

ics that are worldwide.
Because this plague caused some twenty million deaths in the great

pandemic of 1918-1919, the Watch Tower Society constantly refers
to it as its best evidence in support of its claim that pestilences have

been increasing since 1914. It seems proper, therefore, to conclude
this survey of past centuries and their plagues with some observations
on the Spanish flu of 1918-1919. Was this pandemic disease really
unique in the history of pestilences? Was it even unique in the history
of influenza epidemics?

Influenza-(1hs last great plaguett

In almost every age most people seem to have thought that the prob-
lems and catastrophes of their own time were so great that they must

5l Dubos, chapter6.
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have been unparalleled in the history of mankind.s2 The reason for
this is that most people, while well aware of the calamities of their
own days, such as wars, famines, crimes, earthquakes and epidemics,

usually know very little about the extent and frequency of such mis-
eries in the past.

It is no surprise, therefore, that the problems of today may seem

unique to many. Even experts, who may know a lot about hunger,

diseases, and similar calamities in the world today, have seldom

delved deeply into the extent of these problems in earlier centuries.

Thus, they may sometimes make sensational statements about the
"uniqueness" of this or that catastrophe of our century-statements
that simply are not true, although these opinions may be widely pub-

licized and accepted. Some statements about the Spanish influenza of
l9l8-1919 quoted in the Watch Tower literature clearly belong to this
category. What, then, are the facts about the "Spanish flu"?

According to noted bacteriologist Dr. Edwin Oakes Jordan, the
Spanish flu of 1918-1919 killed 21,&2,283 persons.

More than half of these, or twelve and a half million, died in India.

Another two million died in Europe, and about seven million in
other parts of the world.53

As pointed out at the beginning of this chapter, the Watch Tower
Society, quoting an American magazine, maintains that this influenza
was the greatest plague in world history and that more people died of
it 'than had died of any disease epidemic in the history of man'
kind." From the discussion already presented about plagues of the
past it should now be clear to every attentive reader that this claim is
in direct conflict with the historical evidence. The claim is totally
false.

A number of great pestilences in the past took more lives than the

Spanish flu. As shown above, the "plague of Justinian" in the sixth
century is estimated to have claimed 100 million lives. The Black
Death of the fourteenth century probably killed as many as 75 million.
The smallpox epidemic in the 1520's may have killed over 30 mil-

See the pertinent observations of Dr. N. W. Pirie in the "Introduction" to his book firod
Resources Conventional and Novel (London, 1969).

Dr. Edwin Oakes Jordan, Epidemic In;fluenza (1927); Enqclopaedia Britannica, Vol. 12

(1969),p.242:Awake!,March8, l9Tl,p.6.Oneexpert,citedonpage29of theAwake!
of February 22, 1977 , feels that a total death figure of 2l million "probably" is "a gross

underestimation," as that number may have died in India alone. If this could be supported'

the total death figure would be raised to about 30 million.

52
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lion-a third of the total Amerindian population-in America alone.
And in the nineteenth century cholera took about 100 million lives in
five great pandemics. Some of these cholera pandemics killed far
above twenty million each, and were, therefore, each fully compa-
rable to the Spanish flu. Obviously, the Spanish flu was not the "great-
est" or "most destructive" epidemic in the history of mankind.

Perhaps for this reason Watch Tower claims about the Spanish flu
sometimes focus on its mortality rate, that is, the claim is made that
it killed a higher percentage of those infected with it than any other
known pestilence. Thus an article on the Spanish flu in the Awake!
magazine of March 8,1971, was given the title "The Deadliest Killer
of All Time." On page three the article then quoted frEilamed au-
thority as stating:

Had the epidemlc continued its mathematical rate of acceleration, civ.
ilization would easily have disappeared from the earth within a matter of
a few more weeks.s

This statement is, however, totally absurd. It is generally estimated
that about 525 million-over a quarter of mankind-fell ill with the
influenza. Of these 15-25 million died and about 500 million recov-
ered. The average mortality, then, was about four percent.ss What
does this mean? It means that even if every single person on earth had
fallen sick with the influenza, the great majority of mankind-about
96 percent-would have survived. Civilization obviously was never
in danger!

Influenza epidemics commonly develop quickly and spread swiftly
to a high percentage of the population. Often 25-40 percent are af-
fected. But mortality is commonly low.

These features were also shared by the 1918-1919 epidemic, al-
though the approximately four percent mortality was higher than

The statement is repeated in the Watch Tower Society's new book on evolution, lrle-
How Did lt Get Here? (1985), page 225, where the reference shows the source to have
been Joseph E. Penico, Science Digest, March, 1977, page 79.
Bergmark, p. 260. According to Jordan and Henschen about 50 percent of mankind (one
billion) fell sick, which would lower the average mortality to two percent. Henschen puts
it as low as 0.25 percent, which is too low. (Encyclopaedia Britannica, Vol. 12, 1969,
p. 242: Henschen, p. 52) In most places the mortality was much lower than the two per-
cent global figure suggested by Jordan and Henschen, for instance in the U.S.A., where it
was 0.5 percent. ln a few places it ran considerably higher. In India four percent of the
population died, and in Westem Samoa 20-25 percent of the population, or 7,500 out of
38,000 perished. (W. I. Beveridge, Influenza: The last Great Plague, London, 1977,
p. 3l;The Watchtower, August l, 1978, p. 29)
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usual.56 The fact is, however, that most of the great pestilences

throughout history had afar higher mortality than did the Spanish flu.
Typhoid fever and dysentery, both of which used to be the constant

foitoweri of wars in the past, sometimes killed as many as 20 and 50

percent of the infected, respectively. Yellow fever had a mortality of
60 percent or more.sT Cholera killed from 50 to 80 percent of those

who fetl ill with it. Mortality due to the bubonic plague varied be-

tween 30 and 90 percent, while pneumonic plague-the other type of
infection during the Black Death pandemic of 1347-1350-had a

mortality of 100 percent, with no known survivors!58

Clearly, it would be far from correct to describe the Spanish flu,
with an iuerage mortality of 4 percent, as "the deadliest killer of all
time," as the Watch Tower Society does. Compared with the other

great plagues of history it was, instead, one of the least deadly of
those killers!

The swiftest killer?
A third claim is that the Spanish flu took its death toll more swiftly

than any earlier plagues. "In all history there had been no strongert

swifter visitation of deathr" said The Watchtower of June 15, 1977 ,

on page 359, citing Science Digest magazine. It was then pointed out

ttrai wtrite the Black Death took 62 million lives worldwide in three

years, the Spanish flu took 2l million lives in;zsr four months.

What the article does not point out to the reader is that the Spanish

flu did not last for only four months. It lasted for about twelve months,

from the early spring of 1918 to the spring of 1919.5e It reached a

peak in the autumn months of 1918, when mortality was highest. But
iomparing the peak period of greatest mortality of the spanish flu

with the total duration of. the Black Death and other earlier plagues,

such as the plague of Justinian, will certainly give a warped picture of
the mortality rates, because these earlier plagues had their peak peri-

ods too! To get a colrect result we must 'compare apples with apples'

and not apples with pears. We must either comparc the mortality rate

during the pealcs of both the Spanish flu and the Black Death, or the

56 Encyclopaedia Britannica, Vol. 12 (1969),page242. The mortality was not unique among

the influenza epidemics, however. Some of the earlier influenza epidemics had a much

higher mortality!
57 Bergmark, pp. l4l, 154,232.
58 McNeill, p. 168.

59 Beveridge, pp. 21, 42, 43.
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nverage mortdity rate of both during the whole periods of their dura-
tion. Thus, the Spanish flu killed 2l million persons in about one year,
while the Black Death took at least 62 million lives in three years-
which is likewise about 2l million a year!@

This is a noteworthy matter, for two reasons. First, because the
fastest means of fiansportation at the time of the Black Death was the
sailing vessel or ship. By contrast, at the time of the Spanish flu au-
tomobiles, trains and steamboats providetl for swifter modes of travel.
Thus, viruses and bacteria that earlier took several weeks or months
to spread from one continent to another could now cover the same
distance in relatively few days.

Second, it is noteworthy because the world population at the time
of the Black Death was only a fourth of what it was in 1918. In three
years the Black Death killed at least 14 percent (the most conservative
estimate being 62 million out of 450 million) of the population of the
earth, or about 5 percent per year, while the Spanish flu in one year
killed slightly more than one percenr of mankind (21 milion out of
1,800 million).6r

The Black Death, therefore, far more than the Spanish flu, deserves
to be called the sternest and swiftesr visitation of death in history.

The most widespread killer?
Finally, the Spanish flu is proclaimed "noteworthy because it raged
world wide."@ But many earlier pestilences also had spread all over
the world, including some influenza epidemics. These included the
influenza epidemics of 1556-1559, 1580, 1732-1733, 178l-1782,
1830-1833, 1857-1858, and 1889-1890. All of these spread rapidly
over the whole world and affected a high percentage of the popula-
tion.6

One of the most fatal influenza epidemics was the global pandemic
of 1556-1559 which, as noted earlier, killed offabout one out of every

If it is objected that the Spanish flu may have killed more than 2l million, perhaps 25
million or more, it should be remembered that the Black Death, too, probably killed more
than 62 million world wide-perhaps 75 million or more.
Isaac Asimov, in pointing out that the Black Death "may have killed a third of all the

human population of the planet," comparcs it with the Spanish flu and concludes: "How-
ever, the inffuenza epidemic killed less than 2 per cent of the world's population, so that
the Black Death remains unrivalled." (A Choice of Camstrophes. London, 1980, pp. 241,

-

The Watchtower, August l, 1978, p. 29.
Beveridge, pp. 26-30; McNeill, p. 209.
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five persons of the entire population of England and of some other

European countries. Again in 1580, an epidemic started in Asia and

spread to Africa, Europe, and America. Contemporary records report

that 36in the space of six weeks it affiicted almost all the nations of
Europe, of whom hardly the twentieth person was free of the dis'
ease, and anyone who was so became an object of wonder to oth'
ers in the place.'tr In some areas the mortdity was very high. In the

city of Rome 9,000 died; some Spanish cities were said to be "nearly

entirely depopulated by the disease."6
The influenza pandemic of 1781-1782, which "was reported from

all European countries, China, India, and North America," attacked
up to two-thirds and three-quarters of the population in some places.6

Some of these pandemics reached a considerable mortality. In Britain'
the "great influenza of 1847" was compared to the ravages of cholera,

"as there were more influenza deaths than there had been cholera

deaths during the great epidemic of that disease tn 1832.*67

To sum up, on all counts the Spanish influenza of 1918-1919 was

far from being the "greatest" plague in the history of mankind. As

rcgards total loss of life, several other plagues in the past killed morc
people than the 1918-1919 epidemic.

Nor was its rate of mortality the highest of all the great plagues of
the past. Rather, the mortality rate was low compared with many ear-

lier pestilences. In this regard, it would rank, not as the "deadliest,"

but among the least deadly of the great plagues of history.

The claim that the Spanish flu was the "swiftest" killer of all time
has been shown to be false, also, as this claim is based upon a faulty
use of statistics.

Finally, the worldwide extent of the 1918-1919 influenza was in no
way "noteworthy," as many earlier epidemics, including a number of
influenza epidemics, raged worldwide also.

In what way, then, was the Spanish flu exceptional? Was it unique
in any respect? lt may have been unique in one respect, although even

this is impossible to prove. The Spanish flu may have killed more

people than any earlier influenza epidemic. This seems to be the opin-
ion of many experts. According to the Encyclopaedia Britannica,

Beveridge, p. 26.
Ibid., p. 26.
Ibid., p. 28.
Ibid., p. 29; McNeill, p. 209.
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'The 1918 epidemic was the most destructive [influenza epidemic]
in history.'68 Dr. Beveridge, in his review of influenza epidemics,
tends to agree, describing it at fint as 6the greatest visitation [of
lnflusn2sl eyer experienced by the human race.'$e And yet he is far
fi'om convinced of this. Mankind has been periodically visited by in-
fluenza epidemics since ancient times, several of which were world-
wide in scope and had a high mortality. The historical records, how-
ever, are far from complete and mortality figures are usually missing.
Beveridge, who briefly describes sixteen major epidemics of influenza
during the 200 years that immediately preceded the Spanish flu, con-
cludes his discussion of this last-mentioned disease by saying:

The 1918-19 pandemlc was by far the most serious in recent tlmes and
we have come to think of it as quite exceptional. However, perhaps it is
not unique. Judging from historicd accounts, some epidemics in former
times that may have been influenza were just as devastating.'to

Even in this respect, then, the Spanish flu may not have been
unique.

Have pestilences increased in this century?

For the modern picture to fit the claim that we now live in a unique
and prophetically marked period, there should be evidence of an in-
crease in pestilence in our time. While not specifically stating that this
is happeninB, Dr. Graham, in his treatise on the four horsemen of the
Apocalypse, nonetheless writes of "the lifeless forms of the 401000
children who died from hunger and disease in the short time you
were sleepingr" and adds, "Count up the Third World victims of
plague and pestilence that now sweep the famine and drought-
ravaged towns and villages of the earth.t' (Approaching Hoofbeats,
page 184) Later, stating that the Lord 'srvarned us there would be
plaguesj'he goes on to say, "We are being warned by scientists
today about bacteria, viruses and insects that are highly resistant
to radiation, antibiotics or insecticides. Some feel the tilt of nature
has already been affected by modern chemicals." (Page 192)

What do we actually find if we 'count up the Third World victims
of plague and pestilencg'-s1 even those of the rest of the earth-in

The Encyclopaedia Britannica, Vol. 12 (1969), p. 242.
Beveridge, p. 32.
Beveridge, pp.32,33.
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our time? Do we find the increase that many end-times exposito$
warn of? Are there even substantial indications of darkening prospects

for the near future?
The answer that all qualified researchen-historians, physicians

and other scholan who have studied the subject-give to this question

is unanimous: Pestilences have not increased during ttris century. Tftey

lnve decr?ased. Consider these observations:
Professor Folke Henschen, pathologist:

Infectious diseass, which only one or two generations ago formed the

largest group in our statistics on morbidity and mortality' have been

driven back by the advance of mediclne.Tr

Matts Bergmark, medical historian:

. . . lt is precisely the infectious diseases that have decreascd'z

Herbert L. Schrader, medical historian:

. . . the subjugators of pestilences have won the greatest vtctory that

cver has been gained during six thousand years of world history: the vlc-

tory over a premature death.?3

Professor William H. McNeill, historian:

In most places epidemic diseases have become unlmportant, and many

Linds of infection have become rare where they were formerly common

and serious. The net increment to human health and etreerfulness is hard

to exaggerate; indeed, it now requires an act ofimagination to understand

what infectious disease formerly meant to humanklnd' or even to our own

grandfathers.?a

This enormous decrease in the ravages of pestilences, a decttase

ttrat has been steadily going on since the end of the last century, is a

fact firmly established by medical history a fact that no informed
person would dream of denying. Though placing the start of the end-

iime generation in 1948, author Hal Lindsey acknowled,ges that'1In
this day of modern medical science, plagues seem to be things of
the pait.tt He therefore can only express anticipation of their possible

Henschen, p. l.
Bergmark, p. 326.
Schrader, p. 278.
McNeill, p.287.
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revival in the near future, saying: '6But there are new factors which
make plagues a real possibility for the future.'ts

The Watch Tower Society, however, flatly refuses to accept the fact
that epidemic diseases have decreased in this century. It is forced to
deny this because its widely publicizedprophetical interpretations and
claims imply that pestilences lnve not decreased but increased. Thus
it desperately clings to its list of the infectious diseases that still are
prominent in different parts of the world and constantly refers to them
in support of the idea that the "sign" has appeared on earth since 1914.

One example, often referred to, is mnlaria. The Watchtower of May
l, 1983, for instance, points out that this disease annually kills a mil-
lion children under the age of five in Africa, and that'tnore than 150
million people worldwide now suffer the chills, fever and other
symptoms of malaria." (Page 7)

The readers are not told, however, that the extent of this disease has
been sharply reduced in our century. As was pointed out in a previous
footnote, over one-third of mankind suffered from this disease in ear-
lier centuries utd mortality from malaria in the past was much higher
than it is today, when it can be suppressed medically by the use of
drugs.?6 In earlier centuries, malaria profoundly influenced human so-
cieties throughout the world:

ln India many centuries before the present era, it was called the 'King
of Diseasesr' and was also known in ancient China. Whether, as some
bistoriqns assert, it was decisive in the downfall of Grecce and Rome and
caused the mysterious depopulations that left massive nrins at Polonna-
nrwa, Sri Lanka, and at Ankor.Vltat, Democratic Kampuchea, cannot be
determined; but it is certain that malaria has been one of the great

scourges of humanity.'n

At the outbreak of the Fint World War, 800 million persons still
suffered from malaria. Since then modern medicines have greatly re-
duced the mortality of ttre disease, and, particularly since the end of

Hal Undscy, Tlu 1980s Countdown to Armageddon (New York, l98l), pp. 30, 32. The
"new factors"-the number of starving or malnourished people tied in with overpopulation
of thc world's poorest regions, and resulting sanitation problems, shortages of medicines
and doctors-are "tuming these poor areas into breeding grounds for disease," says Lind-
scy. (Page 32) However, apart from overpopulation, none ofthe "new factors" are really
new in these areas. They are age-old problems.
Scc earlier footnote 8.
,. H.€. Hempel in World Heahh, the magazine of the World Health Organization, April,
1982, p. 6. 'Not Vandals and Goths, but malaria was the frnal conqueror of Rome." (Berg-
ma*,p.223)
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World War II, DDT and other insecticides have freed large geograph-

ical areas from it. As one authority writes:

In geographical terms, malaria has been eliminated from the whole of
Europe, almost all of USSR, from several countries of the Near'East' the

USA and most ofthe Caribbean, large areas ofthe northern and southern

parts of South America, Australia, and large parts of China.Tt

Thus the cases of malaria were reduced from 800 million to about
250 million in 1955, and to some 150 million in the 1970's. Unfortu-
nately, the last ten years has seen an upswing in the number of cases,

due to increased resistence of mosquitoes to insecticides in some

areas. According to the last count by the World Health Organization,
the number of cases presently (1985) is 365 million. (See Awake! of
January 8, 1985, page 29.) This is still less than half the number

affected at the time of World War I. Future prospects appear promising

as new insecticides and anti-malarial medicines are being developed;

recent research suggests that a malarial vaccine may be available
within the next few years.Te

Possibly even more notable has been the progress in reducing tz-
berculosis, which according to the same issue of The Watchtower re-
ferred to earlier (May l, 1983, page 4) annually kills some 3 million
people. Here again, the reader is not told that this disease had its
greatest extension in the middle of the last century when it implacably
killed one-tenth of the population. During the nineteenth century tu-
berculosis was still "the deadliest of all diseases in Europe."80 Since

the discovery of the tubercle bacillus in 1882, different vaccines and

medicines have been developed against this disease, resulting in a

steady decrease in mortality, particularly after the First World War.8r

(See accompanying figure.)
As evidence that "The fourth horseman [of the Apocalypse] rides"

in our time, Dr. Graham lists herpes simplex II and AIDS among

"noxious plagues" and "destroyer diseases." E2

Hempel, p. 9. In many places Progress has been very dramatic: "In India the number of
malaria cases had been estimated in 1935 at 100 million annually, with one million deaths.

Once the use of DDT started, notifications of malaria dropped sharply, until by 1965 there

werc only 100,000 cases with no deaths reported." (Ibid')
World Heatth, September, 1983, p. 30i Science, August 10, 1984' pp. 607' 608; Nature,

August 16, 1984.
Schrader, p. 213.
Schrader, p.241--246.
Approaching HooJbeats, pp. 193, 194.
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DECLINE IN TUBERCULOS$ MORTALITY, 1870-1950
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Mortality resulting from tuberculosis per 100,000 population in different
countries 1870-1950. At the beginning of our century, about one million
people died annually from tuberculosis in Europe alone. In many underdevel-

oped countries tuberculosis remains high, but worldwide there has been a re-

markable decline since the start of this century. (Dr. Britt-Inger Puranen, Iir-
berculosis, Umei, Sweden, 1984, pp. l15, 318, 348. (Republished from:
R. & J. Dubos, 1953, Diagram C.)
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The Watch Tower Society also regularly includes the venereal dis'
eases, above all syphilis, gonorhea, chlamydia, herpes and, more

recently, AIDS as part of its "sign of the last days."83

Whiie painful, herpes simplex is certainly not a lethal disease and

in no way qualifies under the Biblical definition of pestilence'

Sypftilr's, as was noted earlier, was most disastrous in the sixteenth

ceniury when millions of people died of it. While it has continued its

ravagel since, it has been with a decreasing mortality. Since 1909

r.rJditt that partially control it (salvarsan in 1909, penicillin since

lg43) have bJen available. The number of cases decreased for a

couple of decades after World War II, but from the 1960's it has been

incriasing again in a number of countries, although the mortality rate

continues to decline.e
Gonorrhea, too, was widespread in the past. "It ranks among the

oldest diseases," says the Encyclopaedia Britannica, and was familiar

to the ancient Chinese, Arabs, Greeks; Hindus, and Romans'8s It is
impossible to say whether gonorrhea is more widespread today than

in ihe past, although it has had a worldwide increase since the mid-

1950's, following i period of decline. Like syphilis, it is treated with

penicillin. It is true that the gonococci have developed a growing re-

tittun.t to penicillin, but at the same time they have changed in char-

acter, resulting in milder symptoms.e Although the complications
may sometimes be severe, mortality from gonorrhea is negligible.

Thii also holds true of chlamydia (which in some respects resembles

gonorrhea) and, as mentioned, herpes. As the Greek word for pesti-

lenc., loim6s, is defined as "any deadly infectious malady," it seems

strained to count any of these three diseases among the pestilences

referred to at Luke 2l:ll.
AIDS, on the other hand, has a high mortality rate, as shown by

the fact that c. 80 percent of the patients have died two years after

diagnosis. But is AIOS an epidemic disease? A disease is epidemic

when it is "prevalent and spreading rapidly among many people in a
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Awake!, September8, 1984, pp. 3-10.
The Encyctopaedia Britannica, Yol.22 (1969), p. 946; P. R' Cox, Demograpfty' 5th edi-

tion (Cambridge , 1976), pp. 126, 127. In some countries the number of cases has contin-

ued to decrease. sweden, for example, had only 176 cases of syphilis in 1984. (Statens

Bakt. Lab., Sweden)
Encyclopaedia Britannica, Yol.22 (1969)' p. 949.

Bergmark, pp. 97, 98. In some countries it has continued to decline. Sweden had 34,624

cases in 1969, but only c. 7,000 in 1984' (Stat. Bakt. tab')
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community, as a contagious disease."87 Can this be said of AIDS
today?

Certainly the number infectedby the AIDS virus (HTLV-[I) is high
in some countries.ss As far as is known, however, only a minority-
between 5 and 20 percent of those within the high risk groups who
become infected-will actually develop the disease.8e Further, as the
virus is not transmitted via the air, or by common contacts, but instead
through sexual, especially homosexual, contacts, by transfusions of
infected blood and blood products, and via intravenous injections of
drugs, the risk of being infected is small outside the direct "risk
groups" (active homosexuals, hemophiliacs and abusers of intra-
venous drugs).

The proportion of AIDS cases in the United States outside the risk
groups is not increasing, but has remained constant-about one per-
cent-during the last few years, and it is estimated that in the United
States the chances for people outside the the risk groups of contracting
AIDS "are less than one in a million." (The Discover magazine of
December 1985, pp. 31, 49) By June, 1986, about 30,000 cases of
AIDS were known worldwide, of which more than 21,000 had oc-
curred in the United States. About half of these had died. A few years
ago the doubling period for the reported cases in the United States was
six months, but since then it has been protracted, to about 12-14
months at present (1986). This indicates that the spreading rate is
slowing down. All this also means that the disease does not spread
rapidly, as does a general epidemic.

Undoubtedly, AIDS is a very dangerous infection that eventually
could kill hundreds of thousands of people if it is not broughr under
control.s But it seems very unlikely that it will ever reach comparable
proportions to the great pestilences of the past. Professor Sten Iwar-

Websnr's New WorU Dictionary, Compact Desk Edition (1963), p. 160.
Estimates of thc number infecrcd in the United States range from a half million to one
million. In Cenual Africa, where the disease is supposed to have originated, as much as

6-10 pcrcent of the population in the big cities is thought to be infected.
The Swedish Ul'artidningen ('"The Medical Magazine") of May 15, 1985, pp. 1849,
1E68. Because of the long incubation period-up to five years, perhaps longer-the exact
figure is not known. Of the 0.5-l million infected in ttre United States "more than l0
percient . . . are likely to develop the discasc over the next five yeasJ' (Nature, April 25,
1985, p. 659)
In April, 1984, rescarchers announccd that they had isolated the virus that causes AIDS,
but a vaccine "is still several years away." (Nature, April 25, 1984, p. 659) Some estimatc
ttat about 300,000 will have contracted AIDS by 1991.

87
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son, head of the infection clinic in Gothenburg, Sweden, and a lead-

ing authority on AIDS in that counfy, explains in an interview in the

Swedish Gdteborgs-Posten of June 2, 1985:

AIDS is the most dangerous disease today, but as a pestilence it is tim.

ited to certain risk groups. AIDS cannot be compared to the Black Death

or the spanish Flu in which peopte died by the millions. The way of trans'

mlssion is difrerent, and the society is different. . . . AIDS is transmitted

through intercourse and via blood transfuslons and is limited to certain

risk groups. Atthough a lesser number outside the risk groups may also

be stricken, there is actually nothing to indicate that it will develop into a

general pestilence.

Only the future, of course, can tell what will become of this new

infection. At any rate, the mere possibility of afuture epidemic cannot

be used to prove that pestilences have increased since 1914, and a

review of vinereal diseases during the past seventy years since that

date gives no support to that claim either.

In the light of these facts it is not at all surprising that end-times

expositors, and notably the Watch Tower Society, attempt to improve

the "pestilence sign" by going outside the limits of true pestilence and

bringlng in other, non-infectious diseases as added "evidence." Thus,

in discussing the "sign of the last days," The Watchtower of May l,
1983, said on page 5:

science ls far from conquering sickness and disease. For example, heart

disease remains the leading cause of premature death in industrialized

countries.

While the statement of itself is accurate, it actually proves very

distinctly that pestilences, in the true sense of the term, have de-

creased in our century. How so?

Because the principal cause of premature death in previous centu-

ries was not heart disease, referred to by the Society, but was precisely

pestilences or infectious diseases. Showing the change that has come'

Professor Hofsten states:

Everyrvhere in the world mortality is now considerably lower than ln

the past. A more marked development toward a reduced mortality started

in northern and western Europe around 18fi).

Of the situation in the developed counfries, Hofsten goes on to say:

If the causes of death are considered, one finds that the infectious dis-

eases now have almost disappeared as a cause of death. FormerlS these
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diseases affected people of all ages and were the most lmportant reason

why the mortality among children and youth in those days was quite
high.e'

Before the nineteenth century the average length of life was be-
tween 20 and 30 years.e2 Today, on a worldwide basis, it is more than
double that figure. In the indusnialized countries life expectancy is up
to 75 years or more, while in the developing countries it has increased
to between 30 and 60 years.e3

Obviously, all people die sooner or later. The causes are different.
If death comes late in life, the causes are usually degenerative ot ag-
ing diseases. And cancer and heart diseases are-primarily-aging
diseases.ea Writing of cancer, Bergmark says that "This dreaded dis-
ease is comparatively rare in ages under 50 years.'Ds And of both
cancer and heart diseases, Schrader states:

The two most common causes of death [in the developed countries] at
the turn of the last century were still tuberculosis and cholera. Today it is
heart and circulatory diseases and cancer, two sufrerings that an old or a
prematurely worn out body is exposed to.s

We thus need to distinguish betwedn "deaths due to aging of the
organism (essentially, diseases of the heart and of the circulatory sys-
tem, and cancer), and deaths from infections or accidents."eT Pesti-
lences are infections. Heart ailments and cancer are not. If, as shown,
the latter are the leading cause of death in the developed nations, this
proves that deaths from pestilence have been markedly reduced in
these countries.

Although heart diseases and cancer are presently the leading causes
of death in the developed nations does this automatically mean that
these ailments are on the rise in those counries? The Watch Tower
Society maintains that they are, saying in the Watchtower of January
15, 1985, on page ll:

Erland Hofsten, Vtirldens befolkning,2ad edition (Uppsala, 1970) pp. 90, 9l.
Poul Chr. Matiiessen, Befolkningsunecklingen-orsak och verlcan, (Lund, 1972), p. 34.
Mathiessen, pp.36,42. SepalsoRolandPressat,DemographicAnalysis (Chicago, 1972),
pp. 7l-75.
This is, ofcourse, with the exception of lung cancer caused by smoking. In Sweden, about
15 percent of all cases of cancer are caused by smoking; in England this percentage is
twice as high.
Bergmark, p. 327.
Schrader, W. n8,279. See also T. H. Hollingsworth, Historical Demography (Loadon
and Southampton, 1969), p. 23.
Pressat, p. 84.
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WHAT LEADING AUTHORITIES SAY ABOUT
PESTILENCBS TODAY AND IN THE PAST

'The creation . . . of a 'common market'of mlcrobes, passed through
a particularty intense, rapid, dramatic, one migbt even say apocalyptic
phase, during the period roughly 1300-1600. The sacrifice of human
liies resulting from the global spread ofpathogenic agents durlng these
three centuries has had no pardlel before s1 5in33."-fpnch historian
Emmanuel I* Roy Ladurie, ihe Mtnd and Metlnd of the Historian (Brigh-

ton, Sussex, England, l98l), page 30.

"We who live in civilized countries where medlcine has made such tre'
mendous advances, and hygiene is preached and practised' know ngth'
ing of such plagues as swept across whole continents ln the Middle
Ages.'-Ito-Huberman, Man's Worldly Goods. The Story of tlw Weahh of
Natiorls (New York and london, 1968), page 50.

"Infectious dlseases, which only one or two generadons ago formed the
largest group in our statistics on morbidity and mortality' have been
driien back by the advance of medicine."-Professor Folke Henschen'
Thc Hktory of Diseases (London, 1966), page l.

6In many wtys one can thlnk of the middle of the twentleth ctntury as

the end of one of the most important social rtvolutions ln history the
virtuat ellnination of infectious disease as a significant factor in soclal
Iife."-Sir MacFadane Burnet, Nanral History of Infectious Disease
(Cambridge, 1962), page 3.

sln most placts epidemlc diseases have become uninportant' and
nany kinds of infection have become rare wherc they were formerly
common and serious. The net increment to human health and cheer'
fulness is hard to exaggerate; indeed, it now requires an act of tmagl-
nation to understand what infectious disease formerly meant to man'
kind, or even to our own grandfathers."-Professor William H.
McNeill, Phgues and Peoples (New Yort, L976), page287.

cThe subjugatorc of pestilencts have won the grcatest victory that ever
has been gained durihg six thousand years of world hislorl: the victory
over a p[mature death."-Herbert L. Schrader, Und dennoch siegte das

Lebe n (Stnttgart, I 954), page 27 8.

stlhe most remarkable achievement of the twentleth century may be
the eradication of the great pandemics that once swept over entire na'
tions-and continents-crippling' maiming, scarring, snl killing mil'
fions."-James Cornell, The Great Intenutiorwl Disaster Eoot (New
York, 1979), page 182.
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In developed natlom cancer, heart trouble, diabetes, cirrhosis, and
emotional disorders are on the rise.

As regards cancer, this simply is not true. The world-famous cancer
r€searcher Professor Richard Peto, in an interview for the Swedish
newspaper Gdteborgs-Posten (October 20, 1984), said that 3.It is a
common misconception among the general public that the number
of cases of cancer is increasing. But this is wrong. When the fre-
quency of the disease within the same age group is compared from
year to year we rather find a decrease-with the exception of lung
cancer.tt

On the whole, the same is true of heart diseases. Although heart
attacks are increasing in some countries, for example in Sweden, it is
well known among researchers that they are now decreasing in most
other industrialized nations, including the USA.e8

What is happening, then, is that cancer and heart trouble tend to
come later and later in life. The reason? Quite sirnply it is that in our
time people as a whole are enjoying better health-and living longer
lives.

Today, in this last quarter of the twentieth century people still be-
come ill and people still die. But only a small fraction die from pesti-
lence, fewer than ever before in known history. Despite the dire fore-
bodings and frightening scenes dramatically drawn by some authors
and religious sources, the facts show that the health picture in our
century is, not darker, but measurably brighter for mankind as a
whole.

This was pointed out, for instance, by the Swedish heart researcher Dr. Lars Wilhelmsson,
in the Swedish newspaper Gdteborgs-Tidnizgan, February 10, 1985, p. 5. See also Dr.
A. E. Harpea "Nutrition and Health in the Changing Environment )' in The Resourceful
Earth, editcd by J. L. Simon and H. Kahn (Oxford and New York, 1984), pp. 490, 507-
5r l)



CHAPTER 5

Some Remarkable Facts About Wars

NO SENSIBLE person would wish to belittle the threat created by

modern warfare. War has increased in destructive power during the

past five hundred years due to a series of technical advancements,

which may be divided into three stages:

l) The introduction of gunpowder on the battlefield in the four-

teenth century led to the replacement of bows and crossbows with
gunpowder weapons in the fifteenth century.- 

2) The next stage arrived in the eighteenth century with the Indus'
tial Revolution. With it came the invention of a number of new and

more lethal weapons during the nineteenth century such as revolvers,

machine guns, hand grenades, field mines and underwater mines

("torpedoes"). All of these and many other kinds of new technological
means of waging warfare were used, for example, in the American
Civil War (1861-1865). This development has continued at an ever-

increasing rate in our own century. The most important weaponry

news before World War II concerned tanks, submarines, and air-
planes, all used to some degree in World War I, though still in the

experimental stage at that time.
3) The third and most dramatic step in the development took place

in 1945, when the first atomic bomb was dropped over Hiroshima,
and mankind suddenly entered the Nuclear Age. With this step the

human race for the first time in history found itself confronted with
the specter of global self-destruction.

However, does this situation imply, as some claim, that our twen-
tieth century is the most warlike period of human history? Does it
serve to clearly identify our day as one marked in Bible prophecy as

the "time of the end"?

t24
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ln The Late Great Planet Earth, the author cites the modern state
of war as evidence that Jesus' words in Matthew chapter twenty-four
find fulfillment in our time. "War has greatly increased in fre-
quency and intensity in this centuryi' he states and refers to the

"continuous fighting on our globett since World War II.r
Adventist writer Robert Pierson, stressing that'6there have been

wars during the last sixty-five years on a scale this world has never
witnessed beforer" sees these as signs of the end, with prophecy
being fulfilled in a way unique to our time.2

Dr. Billy Graham, while not fixing on specific dates, similarly ex-
presses the belief that Jesus' expression about wars relates to some

unique intensification and escalation of warfare. Speaking of the
'signs that seem currently to be coming into focus,' he says:

. . . one of the major signs that He indicated was the increasing inten-
sity of warfare.

Mankind has always had wars, but never on the scale that Jesus pre-

dicted in Matthew 24 and Revelation 6.3

The most specific, detailed and remarkable claims, however, are
those made by the Watch Tower Society, with tremendous importance
placed upon the war which broke out in Europe in 1914. They present
this as strong evidence that Christ returned and "the conclusion of the
system of things" began in that year. The claim is made that Jesus, in
Matthew chapter twenty-four, verse 7, foretold the first world war as

the initial feature of the sign of an "invisible presence" since 1914.
Was l9l4 really the great "turning point" in history the Watch Tower
Society claims it was?

What of other impressive claims in Watch Tower publications about
the 1914-1918 conflict? Was it actually the first world war of history?
Did it really break out wholly unexpectedly, suddenly terminating a

long era of peace? Is the claim true that this one war was "seven times
greater than all the 901 major wars of the previous 2,400 years?"4 In
other words, do the statistics of the Watch Tower Society tally with

Hal Lindsey, The Late Great Planet Earth, p. 147.
Robert H. Pierson, Goody-bye, Planet Earth, pp. 8, I l-15.
Billy Graham, Approaching Hoofbeats, The Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse, pp. 127,
t28.
This statement, cited (evrcently without first verifying its accuracy) from a brief news-
item in the Collier's magazine of September 29, 1945, has often been repeated in Watch

Tower publicationq. See for instance The Watchtower of October 15, 1975, page 633, also

April 15, 1982, page S,andYouCanLiveForeverinParadiseonEarth(1982), page 150.

I
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the facts, or have the figures been "improved on" in an efrort to make

the year l9l4 stand out as marked as possible?

Did Jesus predict the First World War?

When Jesus, in Matthew chapter twenty-four, verces 6, 7, foretold
that there would be wars, did he then refer to world wars? Do his
words contain any statement about wars that no generation before

l9l4 saw fulfilled in the wars of their own time?
The idea that Matthew chapter twenty-four, verse 7, points to the

First World War and the wars that followed thereafter is based upon

the expression "nation shall rise against nation, and kingdom against

kingdom."s It is felt that the wording indicates that Jesus had a great

war in mind, a war in which many nations and kingdoms would be

involved: The First WorM War! lt should be observed, however, that

in the original Greek text the words for "nation" (6thnos) and "king-
dom" (basileta) are in the singular number. Thus the Anchor Bible
(W. F. Albright and C. S. Mann, Matthew, l97l) says: "For one
people will rise against another, one kingdom against another."
(See also J. B. Phitlips translation, the 1972 revised edition.) This
carries one's thoughts to wars in general, not especially to "world
wars" or even necessarily major wars.

This is also confirmed by the fact that Jesus framed his statement

in terms borrowed from similar expressions found in the Hebrew

Scriptures or Old Testament, for instance at Isaiah chapter nineteen,

verse 2 and Second Chronicles chapter fifteen, verse 6. None of these

texts deals, of course, with world wars. The first of them even refen
to a war within one rution only, a civil war:

5 Earlier the Watch Tower Society held that the "wan and r€ports of wars" mentioned in
verse 6 referred to the wars that occurred previous to World War I, while verse 7 describes

Worfd War I and other major wars since 1914. (From Paradise Lost to Paradise Regained,

1958, pp. l?8, 179.) But the two verses cannot be separated from each other in this way,

because the word "fo/'(Grcek gar) in verse 7 clearly shows that this verse simply is an

explanation of the preceding verse! The thought is: "You will hear of wars and rumors of
wars, but don't be frightened into believing that the end is coming. For there will be many

wars and other troubles," etc. The Society finally realized that the two verses refer to the

same kinds of wars. Thus lle Watchtower of January t, 1970, admits: "By going on to

say that nation would rise against nation and kingdom against kingdom, Jesus is explaining

why it is that they would hear of wars and reports of wary." (Pp. 43 and 44) This view is
83, where it is stated on page 4 that Jesus'

in verse 7, "went on to explain" what he hadjust said in versc 6. This is quirc correct-
but the consequence for the Watch Tower Society is that it is forced to apply, unnaturally,

both verses to the wars since l9l4!
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And I wtll stlr up the Eg5ptians agalnst the Egptlans: and th€y shall
fight every one against hls brother, and every one against his neighbor;
city agdnst city, and kingdom against kingdom.6

That lesus did not use the expression "nation against nation and
kingdom against kingdom" especially of world wars is also evident
from the fact that his description included the wars and revolts within
the Roman Empire that preceded and culminated in the destruction of
Jerusalem and its temple in A.D. 70. Even the Watch Tower Society
agrees about that, but holds that the wars and other difficulties that led
up to the destnrction of Jerusalem in A.D. 70 were a prophetic proto-
type of the troubles on earth since 1914.7 The Society, therefore, at-
tempts to portray the period before A.D. 70 as a particularly violent
and troublesome period, filled with wars, revolts, famines and earth-
quakes.

But the simple truth is that this period was no worse in these re-
spects than many other periods in history. In fact, the first century of
our era was comparatively one of the most peaceful and undisturbed
eras in history! It was a part of the long and well-known peace perid
called Pax Romana, "the Roman peace," extending from the yeu 29
B.C. to about A.D. 162. cThis, the era of the Pax Romana, was
perhaps the least eventful period of mititary historyr" according to
the two military historians R. Ernest Dupuy and Trevor N. Dupuy.8
The most important break in this peaceful period came from the
above-mentioned revolts within the Roman Empire, which in Judea
caused the destruction of Jerusalem and its temple in A.D. 70.e

Consequently, neither in ttre actual wording nor in the subsequent
events that took place is there anything to indicate that Jesus' state-

lsaiah l9:2, ASV. Isaiah's prophecy was ovidently fulfilled in the concluding decades of
the eighth century and early decades of the seventh century 8.C., when Egypt had fallen
apart into several smaller "kingdoms" or provinces, governed by local kings repeatedly in
war with each other, until Ethiopian kings of the 25th Dynasty finally took control of the
country.
Soe the book Gods Kingdom ofaThousandYears Has Approached (173), chapter 16.The
Warchtanter of May l, 1975, admits that "Jesus' expression 'nation against nation and
Lingdom against kingdom' also had a first-century application, so it is not limited to world
wars." (Page 274)
R. Ernest Dupuy and Thevor N. Dupuy, The Encyclopedia of Military History (New Yor*.,
1970), Wee 122.
The Jewish revolt against Rome was part of a more widespread rebellion that spread all
over the Roman Empire and culminated in the year after Nero's death, A.D. 68-69, "when
Servius Galba, consul for the second time with Trtus Vinius as his colleague, began the
year thar brought death to both and almost meant the downfall of Rome." (Tacitus' trft'sro-
rac, l, lll

8

9
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ment about coming wars at Matthew chapter twenty-four, verses 6, 7

refers particularly to the world wars and other major wars that have

occurred since 1914. His words fit any of the kinds of interstate and

civil wars that have been fought throughout history and those words
were obviously uttered as a warning, to teach his disciples not to look
upon such calamities as a "sign" of his coming and the end of the age.

What, then, of the impressive claims of a supposed unique and mo-

mentous change in 1914 as made by the Watch Tower Society?

Did the First World \Mar mark the
ttturning pointtt of history?

When Jesus returns, "with power and great glory," his intervening in
human history will mean a conclusion of the present age. He comes

in order to conclude it. His disciples knew that, and therefore they

asked for the sign that would indicate bothhis coming and the conclu-

sion of the age.ro Jesus' intervention to conclude this age will not be

a drawn out affair. In possession of "all authority . . . in heaven and

on earth," he will quickly overthrow this whole system of things, and

therefore he compared his future intervention with the coming of the

flood in the days of Noatr which suddenly overtook the unsuspecting
people of that time and quickly brought an end to the then exising
age. "So shall be the coming [Greekrparoustalof the Son of man."
(Matthew 24:3749) Similarly, Jesus likened his coming to the sudden

and swift destruction of the city of Sodom in the days of Lot, and

added; '6After the same manner shall it be in the day that the Son

of man is revealed." (Luke L7:2840) The verb "reveal" (apokalfipto)

is here clearly used as a parallel to the "coming" (parousta) at Mat-
thew chapter twenty-four, verse 39. Both words refer to the same

event: Christ's coming for bringing the present age to a close.

The coming of Christ and the conclusion of the present age will
indeed be a great turning point in the history of mankind. When the

Watch Tower Society dates the coming of Christ and the beginning of
the "conclusion of the age" as from 1914 onward, it is not only forced

to stretch out this "conclusion" over a whole lifetime (from l9l4 to
Armageddon, which is supposed to occur shortly), thus making it a
very lengthy event in contrast to Jesus' own statements. It is also
forced to make the year l9l4 the great'turning point in history. As

l0 Manhew 24:3.TheGreekexpressionsyntelelatouailnos inthisveneliterallymeansthe
'tonclusion of the age." See the Society's The Kingdom Interlinear, page l4l .
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proof for this, the Society often quotes what some historians, news-
paper editors, and politicians have said about World War I and 1914.
ttMany historians correctly point to that year as the pivotal one
for mankindr" claimed The Watchtower of October 15, 1980, page
14. Is this true?

No, it is not. It is a gross misrepresentation of what these historians
actually ha.e said. None of them has stated that l9l4 was the pivotal
year for mankind. The historians quoted by the Watch Tower Society
say that l9l4 was "one of" the turning points in history "the turning
point in our time," and so on. None of them has claimed that l9l4
was the turning point in history. The Society in its quotations consist-
ently fails to include ttre fact that historians point to many diferent
turning points in history of which 1914 is only one. This method em-
ployed of quoting only those portions that appear to support their ar-
gument can be seriously misleading, as shown by the following ex-
amples.

The Watch Tower publication "Let Your Kingdom Come" (1981)
quotes, among others, historian Barbara W. Tlrchman as saying the
following in her bookThe Guns of August (1962): "The First World
War was one of the great convulsions of historyJrrr Q1 examining
Tbchman's statement, however, we find that the Society chose not to
include an important part of it. Her full statement is that, "like the
French Revolution, the First World lVar was one of the great con-
vulsions of historyJ'r2 rilfhy did the Watch Tower Society pass over
the words, "like the French Revolution"? Evidently because the
unique claims for 1914 would have been weakened by a quotation that
placed the French Revolution on an equality with the 1914-1918 con-
flict. Historians, in fact, hold the French Revolution to have been an
even greater turning point in history than World War I!

On the same page of "Let Your Kingdom Come" the Watch Tower
Society also quotes The Economist magazine of August 4, 1979, in
which the editor said that, qn 1914 the world lost a coherence
which it has not managed to recapture since. . . ." But it is hidden
from the reader that the editor in the very same article compares the
period after l9l4 with the period from 1789 to 1848, which was as

unstable, filled with wars, disorder and violence, as our own time,
and suggests that history follows a rhythmic pattern-'6lbo genera-

"Lct Your Kingdom Come" , Watchtower Bible and Thact Society, 1981, p. I15.
Barbara W. Tlrchman, The Guns of August-August 1914, the Four Square Edition, 1964

& 1965. The quotation is found under "Sources" at the end ofthe book.
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tions of upheaval and violence, followed by two generations of
consolidation and calm, followed by two more generations of uP
heaval, followed by . . . ?" (Page l0) So what did the editor rea@

say about the period since 1914? Only that it seems to follow the

general cyclical pattern of history in the past!

There have actually been many "turning points" and convulsions in
history and it would be easy to fill numerous pages with quotations

from historians in proof of this. A few examples may suffice.

On the declirte of the Roman Empire in the fifth century:

This period witnesed one of the great turning points of wmld hlstory'r3

On the Industrial Revolution that began about the 1780's:

By any reckoning this was probably the most important event in world

historf,, at any rate since the invention of agriculture and cities.ra

On the French Revolution 1789-1799:

Ihe French Revolution ls the most lmportant event ln the life of mod:

ern Europe. It deserves to be ranked with the Reformation and the rise of
ctyisuanity because, like them, it destroyed the landmarks of the world

in which generations of men had passed their lives.rj

Even today in the middle of the twentieth century despite all that has

happened in the lifetime of men not yet old, and even here in Americs or
ln any other part of a world in which the countries of Europe no longer

eqjoy their former commanding position, it is stitl pocsible to say that the

French Revolution at the end of the eighteenth century was the great turn-

ing point of modern civilization.16

On the Russo-Japanese War 1904-1905:

Psychologically and politicatly, Japan's victory in the war marked a

turning point in world historY.tT

On the dropping of the first atomic bomb on Hiroshima in 1945:

A new era in warfane and a new era in historf, darmed in the closing

days of this period: the nuclear age, ushered in by the first atomic bomb

drop, on Hilorshimar August 6' 1945.tE

Dupuy & Dupuy (1970), p. 166.

E. J. Hobsbawm, The Age of Revolution (london, 1962), p. 29-
Cambridge Modern History, Cambridge University Prress' l9O4' Vol. E.

The noted historian R. R. Palmer in the preface to George lrfebvre's The Coming of thc

FrenchRevolurion (New York: Vintage, 1947)' p. v-

Dupuy & Dupuy, pp. 926,1014.
rbu.

l3
t4
l5
l6

t7
l8
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That the world war of 1914-1918 marked one of the many turning
points in world history no one would try to deny. But the question is:
Was it the supreme turning point the Watch Tower Society wants to
make out of it? Was it such a turning point that the disciples had in
mind when they asked Jesus for the sign of his coming and the end of
the age? Such a conclusion can neither be drawn from the answer
Jesus gave to the question of his disciples, nor from the statements of
historians.

Did the 1914--1918 war suddenly "take peace from
the earthtt?

Peace and security were suddenly and unexpectedly taken from the
earth in 1914, claims the Watch Tower Society, quoting Revelation
chapter six, verse 4 about the rider on the fiery-colored horse to whom
"there was granted to take peace away from the earth so that they

should slaughter one another." (NW) Since the Society holds that this
rider started his death-dealing ride on earth in 1914, it attempts to
show that peace prevailed on earth before that year, a peace that sud-

denly and unexpectedly was "taken away" through the outbreak of the
witr.

To prove this the Society quotes, not historians, but a couple of
elderly statesmen and-two of Jehovah's Witnesses! The two states-

men, Konrad Adenauer and Harold Macmillan have often been re-
ferred to in Watch Tower publications, as they in their old age remem-
bered their youth as a time of peace, security, and optimism,
something which "suddenly, unexpectedly" disappeared in lgl{.te
TheAwake/ magazine also quotes Ewart Chitty, who was 16 years old
when the war broke out, and George Hannan, who was 15 yeas old at
that time. Mr. Hannan states that "Nobody expected World War
I. . . . People had been saying that the world had become too civ-
ilized for wan But world war came out of nowhere, like a bolt
from the blue.'z0

Does this picture of the pre-war period match up with the historical
reality, or does it just reflect the habit of many elderly people to ideal-
ize the "good old days"? Where can we more likely learn the genuine
facts about the pre-war era: from an elderly person's childhood mem-

l9 TkWatchtower, May I, 1982, p. 14.

N Awak!, May 8, 1981, p. 6. Chitty and Hannan are both Jehovah's Witnesses of long
standing' S@The Watchtowen February 15' 1963' pp. ll8-120' andTlPWatchtowen
Jmuary 15, 1970, pp. 56-61.
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ories, or from an historian .who has thoroughly studied the epoch?

Chitty and Hannan are both lifelong Jehovah's Witnesses, something

Awake!fails to mention. That their picture of the period before 1914

agrees with that of the Watch Tower Society is, therefore, of linle
note. Hannan's statement that "Nobody expected World War I" should

be compared with what the first president of the Society, C. T. Rus-

sell, said about thrs 22 years before the war broke out. In 1892, refer-
ring to the fear and unrest then in the world, Russell explained:

. . . the daily papen and the weeklies and monthlies, religious and

secular, are continually discussing the prospects of war in Europe. They

note the grievances and ambitions of the various nations and predict that
war is inevitable at no distant day, that it may begin at any momept bg
tween some of the great powerc, and that the prospects are that it will

@.t'
The truth is, that the great war of l9l4 did not come as any surprise

at all. It was expected by virtually everyone! The world had been pre-

paring for the war for decades, and the nations stood armed to the

teeth. Everybody was waiting for the "igniting spark." In their book A

History of the ModernWorM Since /8i5, historians R. R. Palmer and

J. Colton say:

Never had the European states maintained such huge armies ln peace'

time as at the beqinning of the twentieth centurJ. . . . Few people wanted

war; all but a few sensational writers preferred peace in Europer but all

took it for granted that war would come some day. In the last years before

1914 the idea that war walt bound to break out sooner or later probably

made some statesmen, in some countries, more willing to unleash it.22

For some years Pastor Russell and his followers to some extent

shared these expectations. But they never expected the war to come

as late as in 1914. In 1887, for instance, Russell, commenting on the

widespread fear and the armaments race in Europe, wrote in the Feb-

ruary issue of Zion'sWatchTbwer:

This all looks as though neil Summer would see a war on foot which
might engage every nation in Europe. (Page 2)

When this did not happen, Russell expressed himself more cau-

tiously about the war prospects. "We do not share them," he wrote in

2l TheWatchTower, January 15, 1892, pp. l9-2l.Reprints, p. 1354.

22 R. R. Palmer and Joel Colton, A History of tlrc Mdern World Sirce 1615, 0ftb cdition
(New Yort, 1978), pp. 654, 655.
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1892, "That is, we do not think that the prospects of a general Euro-
pean war are so marked as is commonly supposed." Such a war did
not fit into the prophetic scheme of Pastor Russell, who instead envi-
sioned worldwide anarchy as due to come. Should a general European
war break out, it had to come long before 1914. Thus, Russell said:

Even should a war or revolution break out in Europe sq)ner than 1905,
we could not consider it any portion of the severe trouble predicted. At
most it could be a forerunner of lt, a mere 'skirmish' as compared with
what is to come.23

Believing that worldwide anarchy and the destruction of all human
government would be accomplished before t9l4-by which time the
climax of Armageddon would have arrived and the Kingdom of God
would be established on earth-Pastor Russell and his associates thus
held that the generally expected war in Europe had to come long be-
fore that date, probably "about 1905," Russell said.2a

Was what is now known as World War I really preceded by a long
era ofpeace and security? It is certainly tue that the period from 1848
to l9l4 was somewhat calmer as compared with the convulsions that
both preceded and succeeded this period, a period that is sometimes
termed a belle epoque, a "beautiful epoch." But this name is mislead-
ing. Barbara W. Tlrchman, an historian of international fame, made a
special study of the decades that preceded World War I. In the fore-
word to her study, which covers the period 1890-1914, she says:

It is not the book I lntended to write when I began. keconcepdons
dropped off one by one as I lnvestigated. The period was not a Golden
lrye or Belle Epoque except to a thin crust of the privileged class. . . . We

have been misld by the people of the time themselves who, in looktng

The Watch Towen Junary 15, 1892, pp. 19-2,1. Reprints, p. 1354.
Pretending that Russell's predictions came true, the Watch Tower Society has often quoted
The World Magazine of August 30, 1914. (Most recently quoted in The Watchtower of
April I, 1984, pp. 5,6.) In an article headed "End of all Kingdoms in 1914" in that mag-
azine it was claimed that "The terrific war outbreak in Europe has fulfilled an extraordinary
prophecy." Then Pastor Russell's publications are copiously quoted, and this in a way that
gives a reader the imprcssion that Russell had foreseen thc war. The intimate knowledge
of the many publications of Pastor Russell and the ability to select suitable statements
from them indicates, however, that the author ofthe article either was a close collaborator
of Russell or got his material from one, It would be practically impossible for an ordinary
neutral journalist to be so versed in the publications of Pastor Russcll. In reality, thc
predictions of Russell quoted in the article refened to the "geat trouble," the "battle of
Armageddon," the 'tnd of all kingdoms" and the establishmcnt of God's Kingdom on
carth. None of these events was fulfilled in 1914, as Russell had predicted. On the other
hand, what did come, the world war, could not be found among Russell's prophecies.

23
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back across the gulf of the War, see that earlier half of their lives Edsted
over by a lovely suns€t haze of peace and security. It did not saem so
golden when they were in the midst of it. Their memories and their nos-
talgia have conditioned our view of the pre-war era but I can ofrer the
reader a rule based on adequate nesearch: all statements of how lovely it
was In that era made by persons contemporary with it will be found to
have been made after l9l4.a

It is true that Europe had experienced one of its longest peace pe-
riods before 1914. The Watch Tower Society quotes an unnamed Eu-
ropean historian as saying of August l9l4: 'sDuring the first days of
this fateful month one of the most peaceful perids our continent
had ever experienced came to an end.tt26 But this held tue only of
Europe, and it should be noted that the same continent has experi-
enced a peace period of approximately the same length since 1945!

The stark fact is that, for the rest of the world, frequent wars raged
practically everywhere before 1914. Says the Austrian scholar Otto
Koenig:

If, however, someone would start to talk about the good old days, about
the long peacrc period from c. 1E71 to 1914, he should just open the clmed
pages of the history book the Boer War in South Africa, the Boxer Re
bellion in China, the RussoJapanese War, the Illinder Rebellion in Mac-
edonia, the Balkan Wars and the occupation of Bosnia, the war between
Italy and Abyssiriia, the Mahdi Rebellion, the Herero Rebellion in Ger-
man South-west Africa, the wars between the Berbers and the French in
Ngeria, wars in IndoChina, revolutions in South America-and this is
just a selection from among the war events during this long 'peace pe-

riod.'2?

Millions of people were killed in these wars. It was certainly not a
peaceful epoch. Even the so-called "peace" in Europe wasjust a peace

between the great powers. Other wars were being fought in Europe,
for example the two Balkan Wars in l9l2 and 1913, involving Bul-
Baria, Serbia, Greece, Montenegro, Tbrkey and Rumania. Besides,
the "European peace" was absolutely not a peace with security. On the
contrary, it was a peace infear-fear of the war all knew would come.

Barbara W Tbchman, Thc Proud Tower. A Forcait of the World Beforc the War, l89G-
l9l4 (New York, 1966 [first printing l!]621), pp. xiii, xiv.
Tlp Watchtowen April 15, 1984, p. 5.
Otto Koenig, Das Paradies vor unserer Trlr (\lVien, M[nchcn, Zhich, l97l), p. 391.
(Ila$lat€d from German. )
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Historians gerrraly call ttris European peace perid "the era of armed

peace."28

The pre-war situation, then, was very much like the situation that

has prcvailed on earth since 1945: A generation of relative peace in
Europe,'with numerous limited wars in many other pafts of the world.

Ttre claim that World War I ended a long era of world peace and

security is, therefore, a false claim. The pre-1914 en was filled with
fear, insecurity, violence and wars the same as most other epochs in
history.

World War l-the first ttworld wartt?

'No generation prcvlous to that of 1914 ever experienced a world
war, never mind twor' claimed the Watchtower of July 15' 1983

(page 7). "Historians widely agree that World lVar I was the first
war on a gtobal scaler" stated the Awake!magazine of May 8' l98l
(page 8). Is this tue?

No, it is not. Historians do not "widely agree" on this claim. That
World War I is now called the First World War does not mean that it
was, factually, the first world war in history. Though many today may

not realize it, the people who lived through the 1914-1918 conflict
simply called it "The Great War." It was when yet another world war

broke out in 1939 that the terms "first" and "second" came into use to
distinguish one conflict from the other. But other wars before 1914

hadalsobeen "worldwars" inemctly the same sense asWorldWar I!
The "era of world wad' actually began early in the eighteenth cen-

ftry.2e In a period of eighty years, three world wars occured, and

before the end of ttrat century the fourth had begun! These facts are

stressed by many historians. Consider:
l. The War of the Spanish Succession (1702-1713) in which

France, Britain, Holland and Austria figured prominently, with the

conflict extending into North America, was, according to historians

Palmer and Colton, "the first that can be called a'world warr' be'

Freld-Marshal Viscount Montgomery of Alamein, in A History of Warfarc, Collins (I.on-

&n 1968), page 43, states: '"The yea$ between 1870 and l9l4 wqe years of armed

peace in Europe and of frequent small wars throughout the rest of the world." swcdish

historian Anton Nystiim says that "a state of half-war" prevailed in Europe between l87O

and 1914. (Fdre, underochefter 1914, Stockbolm, 1915, p' l4l.)
Montgomery p. 315.
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cause it involved the overseas world together with the leading
1x)werc of Europp.t'lo

2. The Seven Years' War (1756-1763) was the second world war of
the eighteenth century: "The Seven Yearst War was to a greater
degree than the War of the Austrian Succession [740-17afl g
world war.'3r The global extension of this conflict is stressed by all:
'It came to embrace all the four continents of the world and all
the great oceans."32 Prussia, Austria, Britain, France, Russia, Swe-
den, Spain and most of the German States of the Holy Roman Empire
became embroiled in the struggle. Issues included control of North
America and India. It was this war that brought Britain to its position
as the leading imperial power of ttre world, thanks in great measure to
its renowned statesman and leader William Pitt. Pitt, who acceded to
power in 1756, the same year the war broke out, won through his
brilliant strategy a series of victories all over the world. Montgomery
therefore, calls him "a strategist of world war."33 Some historians con-
sider him even greater than Churchill in this respect.

3. The War of American Independence (1775-1783) was the third
war in the same century that is classifed as a "world war" by histori-
ans: "The Revolutionary War was several wars in one. It was
among other things a war for national independence, a civil war
and in the end a world war.tt34It was the British defeat at Saratoga
in 1778 that turned the war into a world war. 66The defeat at Saratoga
. . . marked the beginning of a general war waged throughout the

30 R. R. Palmer & Joel Colton, A History of the Modern World to.1815, fifth edition (New
York, 1978), p. 184. On discussing the War of the Spanish Succession, The New Cam-
bridge Modern History $ol. VI, Cambridge, 1970) also mentions the Great Northern War
(1700,-1721), fought at the same time, and concludes: '"The two geat conflicts which
ushered in the eighteenth century added up to a real world war." (Page 410) See also ?ie
Encyclopedia Americana, t SgA, VF
The highly esteemed Swedish Viirldshistoria (World History), edited by Sven Tlrnberg and
S. E. Bring, Norstedt & S<iner, Vol. l0 (Stockholm 1930), p. 182. If, as this work indi-
cates, the War of the Austrian Succession (1740-1748), also is to be termed a "world
war," the Seven Years' War was, tnfact, the third world war! Another historian who terms
the War of the Austrian Succession a "world wat'' is Eirik Homborg, who points out that
it was fought "in Europe, in America, on the West-African coast, in India and on the
worfd seas." (Vdrldshistorien, Stockholm, 1962, p. 224)
Stig Boberg, 1700+alets historia (Copenhagen, Oslo, Stockholm: Scandinavian Univer-
sity Books), p.3l.TheAwake! magazlne of December 8, 1970, page2l, admits that the
Seven Years' War "involved nearly every nation of Europe and was fought worldwide-in
India, North America, Germany and on the seas."
Montgomery pp.317,320.
The United Sntes. A Companion to American Sndies; E<I. by Dennis Welland (London,
1974), p. 158.

3l
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worldrtt says historian Piers Mackesy.3s Part trno of his work on the

war, therefore, bars the subtitle: The WorM War 1778.36 Viscount

Montgomery too, emphasizes this change in 1778: 'dThe war was

now another world war.tt37

One historical biographer describes the war in this way:

. . . what had started as an American revolutlon against England had

exploded into a worldwide war. French and spanlsh fleets fought the Brit'
lsh in the English channel, the lvest Indies and Gibraltar. The spanish

capturtd west Florida. Russla, Ilenmark, sweden and Prussia joined to

break England's blockade on France and spain. Holland, too, ran naval

stores to France, and supplied America so abundantly from the \ilest In'
dies that Bngland declared war on her. Their two navies fought to I stand'

still in the North Sea. England's line of ships and men was now stretchcd

thin to circle the globc.tt

4.The Napoleonicwars (1792-1815), a multi-national conflict that

followed upon the French Revolution, was the fourth *9try war !g-
ginning in the eighteenth century. Historians Palmer and Colton ex-

plain:

It ls convenient to think of the fighting from 1792 ta 1814 as a 'world
warr'8s indeed it was, affecting not only all of Europe but places as rtmote

as spanish America, where the wars of independence began, or the inte.

rior of North America, where the united states purchased Louisiana in

1803 and attempted a conquest of Canada in 1812.3e

Other historians concur in describing the Napoleonic Wars as a

world war. The noted Nonvegian historian and statesman Halvdan

Koht calls this conflict..a more than twenty-yearJong world war'
fought on all continents."4o And Cyril Falls, a professor of the his-

tory of war, mentions the major wars that followed the Napoleonic

Wars and comments:

I\tone of these, however, was a world war of the type of those of the first

fifteen years of the nineteenth century [the Napoleonic wars during 1801-

Piers Mackesy, The War for America 1775-1783 ([ondon' 196/.\, p' 147 '
Mackesy, p. l2l. Comparc Page xvi.
Montgomery p. 321.
Irving Stone, lhose Who Love (New York: Doubleday & Company, 1965)' pp' 3ll, 3l2'
Palmer & colto n, A History of the Modern world to 1815, fifth edition (New York' 1978)'

pp. 382, 383. Winston churchill, having termed both the Seven Year's War and the war

Li American Independence "world wars," calls the Napoleonic Wars 'the longest of the

world wars." @, i*tory of the English-speaking Peoples, Vol. I[, London, 1957 ' 
p. 312

[cf. Vol. It, London, 1956, pp. 123' 163]).

Halvdan Koht, tutkets Tidsdlder' Stockholm 1982, p. 7 .

35
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Itl5l whlch had Involved not only all Europe but in a lesser degnee every
continent of the globe.ar

Consequently, the Watch Tower Society's claim that World War I
was "the first war on a global scale" is demonstrably false, as is also
the statement that "no generation previous to that of l9l4 ever expe-
rienced a world war, never mind two." Historians do not "widely
agrse" on such enoneous claims, as they usually are better informed
than that. On the contrary, they know that the "era of world wat''
began in the eighteenth century, which saw three great worW wars
within a period of eighty years (within one "generation" according to
the Society's definition), with the fourth world war breaking out be-
fore the end of that same century!

But perhaps World War I was more extensive, more "global," than
the world wars that preceded it? This is alleged in the Watchtower of
May l, 1984:

The first world war was by far the widest and most deshuctive human
conffict up to that time. (Page 4)

Unfortunately, this claim is not tnre either. In contrast to some of
the earlier world conflicts, World War I was largely limited to Europe.
General Montgomery who fought in both World War I and World War
tr and played an important role in each, explains:

However, all in all, it can be said that the war ln theatres outside Eu-
rupe was of minor strategical importance. The 1914/1E war was essentially
a European war. It came later to be called a 'world war' becarGiontin.
gents from many parts of the British empire sen'ed in Europe, and be.
cause the United States joined the Entente Powers in 1917. But in realitS
since the role of sea power was mostly passive, this was less a 'world wart
than some previous conflicts such as the Seven Years'War.a2

Comparing World War I with World War II, Montgomery further
says:

lVhereas the 1914/18 war could hardly be called a world conflict, there
can be no such thoughts about the war brought on by Hitler in 1939.43

Such balanced and discerning judgments by an experienced and
well-informed historian and military general of world repute should

C)'ril Falls, A Hundred Years of War (l-andon, 1953), p. 16l.
Montgomery p.470.
Ibid., p. 497.
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be weighed against the enormous and unique claims that the Watch

Tower Society attaches to the 1914-1918 war.

The first tttotal wartt?

But is it not true that World War I was the first total war? This is
another claim often put forth in the Watch Tower publications. Thus

the Society's new book Reasoning from the Scriptures (1985) says on

page 235 that "For the first time, all the major powers were at
war.'And the Awake!magazine of May 8, 1981, can even quoteThe

World Book Encyclopedia as saYing:

In World War I, for the first time in Nstory, makind came to know

total war. (Page 6)

What is not made known to the readers, however, is that most his-

torians evidently do not agree with this statement.

What is a "total war"? Generally a "total war" is defined as a war
in which not only the military but also the economy and the industry

of a nation are mobilized for war.'r4

Total war as thus defined did not begin with World War I. Military
historians R. Ernest Dupuy and Tievor N. Dupuy state that the Amer-
ican Civil War (1861-1865) was the first total war in this sense:

\ilith the national economies on both sides fully integrated into their

respective war efrorts, the American civil war was truly the first modern

war, and the first'totalt war in the modern sense.a5

Despite this, it appears thathistorians commonly identify the earlier
Napoleonic Wars as the first total war. Montgomery who agrees that

the American Civil War was indeed "an example of total war, ruth-

lessly conducted," says that total war was first infioduced in 1793,

when the French, by their Law of August 23, t793, "announced the

era of total war."6 And E. J. Hobsbawm, in describing the crisis that
followed the French Revolution, explains:

Dupuy & Dupuy, pp. 916, 1016. G. Graninger and S' Tngil point out that "No war in

history has been total in the sense that every major nation, maybe all nations, have been

involved in the conflict." (Historia i centrwn och periferi, Part 3' Lund' l9?3' p. 164)

Dupuy & Dupun p. 820.
Montgomery pp. 332,550.
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6



Solme Remarkable Facts About Wan l4l

In the Gourse of its crlsis the young Frtnch Republic discovered or
lnvented total war; the total mobilization of a nation's nEsources through
conscription, rationing and a rigidly controlled war economy, and virtual
abolition, at home or abroad, of the distinction between soldiers and ci-
vilians.4?

History professor Cyril Falls, too, traces the origin of total war back
to the Napoleonic Wars. In A Hundred Years of Wa4 when discussing
World War II he says:

On the politlcal side the war wltnessed a further advance towards 'to-
tality,' a procEs which may be said to have begun in the Napoleonic
Wars.{

Thus, what is called the First World War cannot be characterized as
markedly different from a number of earlier world conflicts. It was
preceded by several other world wars ar;td total wars. But, insists the
Watch Tower Society, it was much greater than all previous wars, even

'seyen times greater than all the major wars during the preceding
21440 years combined.t Is that correct?

How 6greattt actually was'(The Great Wart?

The need to emphasize the l9l4 date has induced the Watch Tower
Society to blow up World War I to completely absurd proportions in
the minds of Jehovah's Witnesses. What about the claim, for instance,
that this war was "seven times greater than all the 901 major wars of
the previous 2,400 years" combined?

There is not the slightest truth in this statement, as will soon be-
come apParent.

Statements about the size of the war, the number of persons in-
volved, the number of casualties, and so forth, often vary consider-
ably. It is not difficult to select the most honifying figures given by
certain writers, columnists and politicians in various books and news-
paper columns, and thus create a picture of a war that has only a
remote semblance to reality. This is exactly what the Society has done
with World War I.

E. J. Hobsbawm, The Agc of Revolution. Europe 1789-148, Gondon, 1962), p.67.
Churchill agrees: "For the first time in history thc entire man-power and resources of a

state wer€ being marshalled for otal war." (Churchill, Vol. il, p. 229)
Cyril Falls, p. 350.
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To gain as clear a perspective as possible regarding. world war I
and otf,ers wars that pieceded it, we must turn to historians and other

scholars who have made a genuinely profound, scientific study of
wars throughout history. Suih a scientific study of wars has been

going on Jnce the 1930s, and the two pioneers of such study arc

L"*i. Richardson and Quincy Wright. In more recent years, their

work has been taken up by oihers, such as J. David Singer, Melvin

Small and Francis A. beer. The information that follows is mainly

taken from their works, with some from other trustworthy historical

sources.

How many nations participated in the 1914-1918 conflict? The

Watch Tlowei publication Happiness How to Find It (1980) quotes a

newspaper columnist as saying that the countries involved in World

Wu i comprised "mors than i0 percent of the world's population."

(Page 146) It is not explained, however, how many of these countries

there were, or, more importantly, just fn what way they were "in-
volved" in the war. Simiiarly, the Watchtower of October 15, 1980'

on page 15, claims that World War I "affected nearly every country on

r*ih';-but no explanation is given as to how these countries were

"affected."
As stressed by General Montgomery World War I was "essentially

a EurOpean war" and thus "less of a 'world war' than some prwiouS

conflicis." Although it is true that the total number of nations directly

or indirectly involved in it at some stage were 33-about ft4rlof the

then-existing nations-the fact is that most of these played a very

insignificant role in the war.
dtur *e find that the Allied Forces consisted of 10 nations, the

Cental Powers of 4, which makes 14 nations in all.ae Francis Beer

lists only 12 contending parties, explaining in a footnotg that "This
list exciudes non-European belligerents such as China, Japan'
Thailand, Latin Americln countries, and also certain smaller Eu'
ropean bitligerents such as Greece, Luxembourg, and Portugalt

wfio ail played a relatively minor role in the war.'60 Singer and

Small, *ito giu. particularly accurate data, show the number of inde-

pendent belligerent parties to have been fifteen.5r

49 Quincy Wri Eht, A Study ofWar' abidgededition (Chicago, 1969)' p' 58; DuPuY & Dupuy'

p. 990.
50 Beer, p. 37.
5l J. Da;id Singer and Metvin Smalt, The Wages of War l8l6-19f5. A Statistical Handbok

(New York, London, Sydney, Toronto, 1972)'pp' l16' ll7'
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ln its scope, then, World War I was certainly not greater-and as-
suredly not "seven times greater" than all previous major wars com-
bined for over two thousand years. Its scope was not even greater than
the quartet of "world wars" of the eighteenth century described earlier.
Those earlier multi-national wars extended beyond a single continent,
such as Europe, in a very real sense.

The most frightening aspect of World War I was the death toll. If,
as claimed, it was worse than previous wars in any respect, it would
seem that it must be in the number killed. How "great" was World
War I in this regard, as compared with some of the major wars of the
past?

Deaths from World War I compared with pre-1914
wars

By far the most serious aspect of war is, obviously, the killing. "Ca-
sualties give the wars their importance. This is the aspect of war
that makes it most like a disease."52

How many were killed in World War I? 37,508,686 persons claims
the Awake! magazine of February 22, 1961, pages 6,7. lt refers to
theWorld Almanac of 1946 as the source of this information.

The Awake! magazine should have mentioned, however, that this
figure does not refer to deaths due directly to the combat but includes
the many millions of people that died from causes other than the war,
such as famines and the Spanishflu!

Thus the Awalce! magazine of October 8, 1983, page 12, nearly
halves the above-mentioned figure, reducing it to about 21 million (9
million soldiers and 12 million civilians.) But this figure, likewise, is
much too high. An earlier issue of Awake! (October 8, L971, page
16), gave 14 million as the death toll (9 million soldiers and 5 million
civilians). Even this figure is probably misleading.

The most accurate tables show that between 8 and 8.5 million sol-
diers were killed in the war.s3 The number of civilian dead varies
greatly. Dupuy and Dupuy give the figures as 6,642,633, but they
state explicitly that this number includes deaths from epidemic dis-
eases and malnutrition, not deaths due directly to military action.s4

Beea p. 34.
Dupuy and Dupuy, p. 990.
Ibid.

52
53
il
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The table of Francis A. Beer gives 1,374,000 civilian deaths, although

he points out that figures are missing for some countries.ss

The total number of those who were killed as a direct result of the

war-soldiers and civilians-was, then, according to the most trust-
worthy estimates, 10-12 million, perhaps a linle more. Millions of
othen died from other causes during the war period, such as from
malnunition and epidemic diseases, especially the Spanish flu in
1918.

What then of the wan that took place before l9t4? How do these

comparc with World War I in fatalities? If, as the Watch Tower publi-
cations claim, World War I was "seven times greater" than all the

major wars during the preceding2, $ years combined, then it would
seem that it is from this aspect, the killing, that the comparison, fint
and foremost, must be made. This would mean that all of the 901

major wars previous to l9l4 claimed only one-seventh of the 10-12
million that were killed in World War I, or about 1.5 million victims
in all! Or, if we inglude other war-related causes such as famine and

disease and take the far larger 1946 World Almanac figure of
37,508,686 persons dying from World War I, it would still limit the

total number of those killed in 901 previous major wani to only about

5 million. Does the available evidence give any substance to such a

view?

l,osses of life in past wars ate, for obvious teasons, not a simple

matter to estimate. Gaston Bodart, who made a careful study of the

losses in wars fought in the past three hundred years, observed:

Conscientiously compiled records of the actual losses of armies are to
be found in the archives of most of the military Powers only after the lVar
of the Spanish Succession, i.e. after 1714. Even aller that date, reliable

data are limited to the greater battles, the more important engagements

and sieges. The total losses for each war were not compiled until after
It4t.56

lVhen it comes to civilian fatalities, the situation is yet more difr-
cult:

Offctal recnrds of thls character have been kept by the difierent Gov'

ernments only in more recent times, not at all until the second half of the

55 Francis A. Bgf,jt, Peace Againsr War (San Francisco, t98l), p- 37. Bcer says: "Morc than

8 million soldiers and I million civilians were killed in World War I." (P. 36) This would

make a total of over 9 million soldiers and civilians, which is probably an underestima&.

56 GasonBodart,L.L.D.,LossesofDfeinModenWars(Ipndon,NewYort, 1916)'P. 12.
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nineteenth centurJ, and even ln the records later than 1850 there are large
gaps. Statistical reports or tables must, therefore, be practicalty limited
to the losses of the armies.57

There is no reason to think, however, that the percentage of civilian
deaths in proportion to the total losses was smaller in earlier wars than
in World War I. On the conrary, it was often much higher, as for
example in the Huguenot Wars, the Peasants' Wars (1524-1525), and
in the Thirty Years' War.s8

Is it really possible that just 5 million people were killed as a result
of the 901 major wars during the 2,400 years that preceded l9l4? To
show how utterly absurd such an idea is, a few examples of wars from
the centuries that immediately preceded l9l4 are given below, eacft
of which claimed tnore tlnn one million lives, and in some cases sev-
eral million.

l. The Thirry Years' War (1618-1648), an international conflict
with about I0 rwtions involved in it, is estimated to have killed
2-3 million soldiers. The civilian fatalities, however, were much
more frightening, not least because of the famines and diseases
caused by the war.se Today most experts believe that 30-40 per-
cent of the total German population, or 7-8 tnillion civilians,
died due to the warlo This is a stunning figure, surpassing by far
the civilian mortality of World War I for that country. Historian
R. R. Palmer observes that "eyen the Second World War, in
sheer depopulationr wts not as devastating for Germany as
was the Thirty Years' War. It is quite possible for human
beings to die like flies without benefit of scientific destruction.
The horrors of modern war are not wholly difrerent from
horrors that men and women have experienced in the past.ttct

2. The Manchu-Chinese War. In lffi China was inraded by the
Manchus (from Manchuria)n who started to conquer the country

57 lbtd., p. 12.
5E TheWatchtower of April I, l9S3,quotesProfessorWrightassayingthatciviliandeaths

were cxceptionally high in thc Second World War. (Page 6) What they fail to mention is
that Wright adds that, "until that war [World War II], civilian losses had tended to decreasc
sincc thc seventeenth cennry." (Wright, p. 60) This decrease included World War I!

59 It was once estirnated that as many as 25 million or threequarters of the total German
population died during the Thirty Years War, but this figurc has been revised by modero
historians. Se Awake! , Aptil 22, 1972, page 13; comparc Beer, page 48.

60 Swedish historian Gdran Rystad in Dd drat ditt turnn . . . , Sveriges Radios fdrlag (Ud-
deralla, 1966), p. 63.

6l R. R. Palm€r, A History otthe Modern World (New Yort, 1952), p. 133.
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in a lengthy war that is estimated to have claimed 25 million
/ives-about twice as many as were killed militarily in World

War I!62 The Manchus thereafter ruled China until 1912'

3 . The War of the spanish succession (170I-17 l4), a war involving

l0 European nations plus European colonies in other parts of the

world, caused .,we[ over a million" casualties (dead and

wounded) in the armies, "of whom at least 400,000 sacrificed

their lives."63 But civilian losses must have been much heavier.

"In no other war have there been so many sieges as in the

war of the spanish successioni' says Bodart. "The losses in
sieges were huch heavier on both sides than those in
battles, . . . . The deaths among the inhabitants of besieged

cities, those caused by diseases carried by armies, those of
the camisards, and finally from the famine which followed

in the wake of this duel to the death, must have reached an

enormous figure. statistics on these Pohb, however' are un-

ffiaaryTodtty wanting.'n Even a conservative estimate

would place the total dead at over a million.
4. The Seien years' War (1756-1763), fought all around the world,

probably cost over one million lives in the armies alone. France

iost about 350,000 soldiers and Ausfian c,$ualties were about

400,000 (dead and wounded). Prussian losses were 'trndoubt-

edly heavier."6s Hundreds of thousands of others died in the ar-

mies of other nations and among the civilians.
5. The Napoleonic wars (1792-1815) involved about the same

number of nations as World War I. It is estimated ttrat France lost

about 2 million lives in these wars, half of which were lost in

the period of the First Empire, 1805-1815.6 During these last

62 E. L. lones,The European Miracle (cambridge, tpndon, New York: cambridge univer'

sity Press, l98l), p. 36. Genghis Khan's conquests more than four hundred years earlier

p-u"uty ,urpa.r"d world war I also, measured by death figures. Historian Harold Lamb

says ofirim tiiat "when he had passed, wolves and ravens often were the sole living thiogs

in once populous lands. This dcstruction of human life bewilders the modern imagina'

tion-enriched though it be by the concePts of the last European war'" (Harold Lamb.

GenghisKhan-TheEmperor'ofAllMen(London,1929),pp'll'12')GenghisKhanb

"onqo"rt 
of Northem Cirina in l2ll-1218, for instance, is said to have cost 18 million

Chiiet, livesl (fhe Swedish encyclopedia Nordisk Faniliebok' Vol' 5' Malm6 l95l'
p. 795.)

63 Bodart, pp. 30,96.
64 lbid., pp.96,97.
65 lbid., pp. 36, l0O.
66 lbid., p. 156.
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eleven years it is estimated that 2 million soldiers died in the
conflict.67 The total death figure for the 23 years from 1792 to
1815 is set at 5 or 6 rnillion!68

6. The Taiping Rebellion (1850-1864), "perhaps the most destruc-
tive war of the entire l9th century."6e This was a civil war in
China that usually is stated to have claimed 20:30 million
lives.70 In connection with this war the Awalcc! magazine appar-
ently overlooked its previous claim that World War I exceeded
all previous wars in destnrctiveness. An article in its March 22,
1982 issue, trying to highlight religion's involvement in war, said
that the number of victims was "possibly as many as 40 million,"
that is, nearly four times as mony as were killed directly by World
War llt This one war alone demonstrates that World War I was
not "the bloodiest war in history" up to that time, as has been
sometimes stated. The reason why some historians make such an
unfounded claim is, as E. J. Hosbawm explains, that the Thiping
Rebellion "has been ignored by euro-cenEic historians."T2

7. The Lopez War (1864-1870), in which Paraguay fought against
Argentina, Uruguay, and Brazil, cost more than 2 million lives.
The war "reduced the Paraguayan population from about
1,400,000 to some 221,000i that is, by 84 percent! The other
three countries "lost an estimated 1,000,000 men."73

Compare the fatalities ofjust these seven wars, as seen in this chart,
with those of World War I:

Ibid., p. 133.
Ibid., pp. l8l, 182; Awake!, February 22, 1961, p. 7. The losses are, of course, difrcult
to estimate. Estimates of losses in just Napoleon's armies range between 400,000 aDd

2,500,0@. See Beer, page 330, note 18.
Dupuy & Dupuy, page 864.
Palrner & Colton, A History of the Modcrn World Since 1815 (1978), p. 632.
Awake!, March 22, 1982, page 7. The New Enqclopedia Brinnnica agrces with this: 'A
contemporary estimate of 20,0fi),0fi) to 30,000,000 victims is certainly far less than the
real number." (Macropaedia, Vol. 4, l5th ed. 1980, p. 361) Swedish historian Gunnar
Hnggltif (who spent a number of years as ambassador in China) says in his book Cftr'na as
I Saw It (Kina som jag slg det, Stockholm, 1978) that'the Thiping Rebellion, which in
the middle of the nineteenth century shook the Chinese state to its foundations, cost over
4O million lives and actually marked the beginning of the end of thc Ctiaese empire."
(Page 62)
E. J. Hosbawm , Thc Age of Capitd IA8-1875 ([ondon, lfili), p. l?il .
Dupuy & Dupuy, p. 9ll.

67
68

69
70
7l

72
73
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Conflict Estimatedfatalities

The Thirty Yean War

The Manchu-Chinese War

The War of the Spanish Succession

The Seven Years' War

The Napoleonic Wan
The Taiping Rebellion
The lopez War

Total estimated fatalities

Estimated fatalities in World War I

9-ll million
25 million

c. l million
l-2 million
5-6 million

20-40 million
2 million

63ilffi;
37.5 million

It can be seen that the mortality in just these seven wars is about

double the figure of 37,500,000 war-related deaths cited earlier. And

it would surpass many times over the numbr of 10-12 million deaths

caused directly by World War I. It should be noted that these major

wars from the three centuries immediately preceding l9l4 are only
some of the more important examples; the list of earlier wars causing

a million deaths or more could be considerably extended.?a These few
examples, however, are enough to show how ludicrous the idea is that

just 5 million (or, worse, 1.5 million) people died in the major wars

of the 2,400 years preceding 1914. The simple truth is that hundreds

of millions of people died in wars during that period!

To sum up, the 1914-1918 conflict (World War I) was primarily a

European war, in which about fifteen, or abut one quarter of the

then+xisting nations on earth, actively participated. It was not

broader in scope than a number of earlier wa35 and in fact was actually
narrower than several of these, such as the twenty-three-year-long Na-
poleonic Wars, in which half of the nations then existing on earth took
active part.

About 90 percent of the l}-lzmillion direct victims of the l9l4-

74 Many other wars fought during the same thrce centuries cost hundreds of thousands of
lives each, for instance The Spanish War between France and Spain (1635-59),The Great

Turkish War (1683-99) , The War of the l*ague of Augsburg (1688-97)' The War of the

Austrianszccession (1740-48), The AmericanWar oflndependence (1775-83),The Crt-

mean war (1854-56), The American Civil war (1861-1865), The Franco-Gentun War

( I 870-7 I ), The Russo-Turkish War (1877-78), and, at the start of our cen$ry, Tlv Russo'

lqanese War (1904-05), andThe Balkan Wars (1912-13). As just two examplcs of fa-

talities, according to Hobsbawm, some @0,0@ perished in The crimean war and over

630,000 werc killed in the Anrerican Civil War. (Hobsbawm, The Agc ol Capital IAE-
/675, London, 1975, pp. 76,78>
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l9l8 war were Europeans. Other earlier conflicts, such as the Thirty
Years War, had comparable death figures. The Manchu-Chinese War
had double that number of fatalities and the Thiping Rebellion about
three times that number.

The war was fought mostly with conventional weapons. Thnks,
submarines, and airplanes (apparently used for the first time in the
First Balkan War, 1912-1913) were still in the experimental stage and
played an unimportant role in the war. The machine gun-a weapon
developed in the previous century and used in several earlier wars (for
example, the American Civil War)-was responsible for 80-90 per-
cent of the casualties. The transportation on land was still done mainly
by horses, as in earlier wars.

The 1914-1918 conflict was not the first total war in history nor
was it the first world war. In fact, according to Field-Marshal Mont-
gomery because it was essentially a European war, it is even question-
able if it merits being termed a world conflict.

In whatever way, then, that the 1914-1918 war is measured-by
its scope, duration, number of nations involvedn combatants, or ca-
sualties-the claim that it was seven times greater than all the major
wars of the previous 2,400 years combined stands out as pure fiction.
It is so far from the truth that it is unbelievable that anyone-if he
made a careful examination of the historical data-seriously or hon-
esrly could have made such a claim.

Is our century the most warlike in history?

World War II was, unquestionably, far greater than World War I in all
respects and ended with the use of nuclear weapons. Yet, it has been
followed by a forty-year period in which no repetition of the use of
such weapons has occurred. Other wars have been fought but they
have not been exceptional when compared with many of the major
wars of past generations.

It is true that the threat of a war that could exterminate the greater
part of mankind is obviously existent today. However, merely the
threat or possibiliry of such a war does not in itself fulfill any supposed
prophecy about wars in our twentieth century or specifically in the
generation of 1914. What has actually happened?

From 1816 to 1965 the number of independent nations on earth
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quintupled, from 23 in 1816 to 124 in 1965.75 This development mul-

tiplied, of course, the prospects of an increase in the number of inter-

nitional and civil wars, especially since the world population quad-

rupled during the same period. What do the facts reveal? Have we

seen a notable increase in the number of wars in this century?

Those who proclaim that a "sign" clearly marks our twentieth cen-

tury convey the idea that today's world is immensely more warlike

than was that of the past. The Late Great Planet Earth asserts (page

147) that,,War has greatly increased in frequency and intensity in
this century.tt The author quotes the US News and World Report of
December 25, 1967 , as saying:

since world war II there have been 12 limited wars in the world, 39

political assassinations, 48 personal revolts, 74 rebellions for indepen-

dence, 162 social revolutions, either political, economic, racial or reli.

gious.

Like Hal Lindsey, the Watch Tower Society feels there has been a

tremendous increase in war frequency in our century. TheWatchtower

of April l, 1983, page 3, quotes newspaper columnist James Reston

as saying that our century has seen 59 interstate wars and 64 civil
wars, or 123 wars in all.

Further on in the same issue, however, it is claimed that "Over 130

international and civil wars have been fought since the end of World-

War II." (page 7)
two years earlier, in the Awake! of May 8, 1981, it was stated that

as many as I50 wars had been fought since the end of World War II.
(Page 8)

But that record was almost doubled by the 1985 publication Rea-

soning from the Scriptures which cited retired Admiral Gene La

Rocque to the effect that 270 wars have been fought since the end of
World War II! (Page 235)

It is certainly not inappropriate to ask: What is the truth?

To find an answer to that question, it is necessary first to answer

another: What ls war? Is every armed conflict between two or more

nations a war, however small the armed forces are, however few that

are killed? Is every armed riot within a country a civil war? Obviously,
the number of wars during a certain period is dependent on how war

is defined.

75 Singer& Small, pp. 24-28.
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To be able to make a meaningful comparison between wars today
and those in the past, war researchers have had to give some kind of
definition to war. Quincy Wright defined war as a conflict that in-
volved at least 50.000 combatants.T6 He discovered that at least 284
wars of this kind occurred from 1480 to 1964, or about 60 wars per
century on the average.TT Very interestingly, however, only 30 wars of
this kind had been fought in the twentieth century up to 1964. Ac-
cording to the definition cited, there is clearly no increase in the num-
ber of wars in our century compared with earlier centuries; the indi-
cation is for a decrease.Ts

Wright also points out that, although wars have become increas-
ingly destructive in our century, they have not only decreased in num-
ber but also iz length.Te

Other war resquchers confirm this trend. Singer and Small, who
Iimit their discussion to international wars (that is, wars between na-
tions in contrast to civil wars), define such a war as a conflict in which
at least one of the participant nations has to be an independent nation,
and which claims at least 1,000 battle deaths.8o During the 150 years
from 1816 to 1965, Singer and Small counted 93 such international
wars. Of these, 35 occuned during the first 5O-year period (1816-
1864), 33 during the second (1864-1913), and 25 during the third
50-year period (1914-1965). Again, a clearly declining trend!8t This
declining trend in war frequency is still discernible, even if the civil
or domestic major wars during the period are included, as Beer ob-
serves.82

This declining trend in war frequency has been particularly mani-
fest in Europe, which has experienced less than half as many wars in
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries as in earlier centuries.83 Since
the end of World War II, Europe has had a whole generation of peace,
which is one of the longest peace periods in its history!

Beer, p. 22.

Quincy Wright, p. I |.
Wright, p. I l.
Ibid.,55,89.
Singer & Small, pp. 30-37.
Ibid., p. 38.
Beer, pp. 42, 43. Singer & Small (page 201) tend to feel that civil wars are on the in-
crcase. But if both kinds of wars-civil and intemational-are numbered together, as Beer
does, the total number of wars is decreasing.
Beer, p. 43. As stressed by historian Michael Nordberg (Den dynamiska medeltiden,
Stockholm, 1984, p. l2), "there were almost constant wars in Europe from the sixteenth
century to 1815, most of them as devastating as the Hundred Years' War," 1337-L453.

76
77
78
79
80
8l
82
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Does war today play a qreater and more destructive
role in human life than-in Past generations?

Without doubt, most people today would unhesitatingly answer that
question in the affirmative. But war researchers are not so sure. Some,

such as war analyst Wright, state that "war has become increasingly

destructive and disruptive" in our centur$ and columnist James Res-

ton describes our century as "the bloodiest century in the history of
the human race," although the figures he gives do not prove that.sa A
fact that must be taken into consideration, however, is that statements

of this kind always have reference to war casualties in absolute, not

relative, numbers. That is, they do not take into account the fact that

both the number of people and the number of nations have doubled

many times over in the past three centuries.
In view of this, the real question is: Have wars and victims of wars

increased in our century in proportion to the increasing number of
rutions and people on earth? Does war play a greater parJ in the life
of nwnkind in general today? Has the number of killed increased as a

percentage of the total population?

The role played by wars in the past history of mankind has been

much greater than most people imagine. "As calculated by the Nor'
wegian Academy of Sciences in 1969r the world has known only
292 years of peace since 3600 B.C.E., whereas 141531 wars have

been foughtr" declared The Watchtower of. April 1, 1983 (page 3).

For some reason the most frightening figure of the calculation was

left out. According to this very same report, over 3.6 billion
(3,&0,000,000) people were killed in those 14,531 wars!The calcu-

lation referred to was not made by the Norwegian Academy of Sci-

ences, however. It originated with Norman Cousins, chairman of the

editorid board of. Saturday Review, who published it in the St. Louis
PostDispatch of December 13, 1953. Although he explicitly stated

that his calculation was speculative, it has often been quoted as a

scientific report.85 But it may not be far from the truth.
Recently, Francis Beer has tied to verify Cousins' figures. On the

84 The Watchtowen April l, 1983, page 3. Reston mentions 59 wars between nations with
over 29 million combat dead, and 64 civil wars with almost 6 million casualties. But the

Thiping Rebellion alone in the last cen$ry may have claimed almost sevan times as many

lives as all these 64 civil wars combined!
85 Browntee Haydon, The Great statistics of wars lloax (Santa Monica, 1962). Clhis is a

paper of only 8 pages.) See also Singer & Small, pages 10, I l, and Beer' page 20'
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whole, his study conrtrms Cousins' estimates. Beer concludes that

'sthere have been more than 14,0fi) mqior and minor wars and
31500 maJor wars in the world since 3600 8.C." As to casualties,
he says: t'Our evidence thus suggests less than I billion directbattle
deaths in world mqior wars since 3600 8.C."86 To this number must
be added civilian deaths, including deaths indirectly due to wars,
which would probably triple the figure to c. 3 billion.s?

This testifies to the truth ttrat the history of the human race as a
whole, in all ages, is one marred by near constant warfare in one area
or another and by a generally continuous flow of human blood shed in
such conflicts.

Still, Tfte Watchtower of April l, 1983, pageT claims that "histor-
ians have recorded years of peace prior to lglq'but "there have been
none since." The object of the statement is, of course, to "prove" that
peace was taken away from the earth in 1914, in fulfillment of Reve-
lation chapter six, verse 4.88

The problem is that this statement has no support from war rc-
searchers.

Beer's research shows that there were only 52 yean of peace from
1480 to 1965, or somewhat'over 9 for each one hundred years. Eight
of these 52 years of peace fell in the half-century period after 1914.
As Beer points out, "The general trend of peace difrusion and war
concentration implies more peace and fewer wars today-less
peace and more wars yesterday.ttse

In a century that has seen two destructive "world walsn" that has
seen technical development explode in a series of new, more deadly
weapons of extermination, and in a time that witnesses a frightening

Francis Beer, How Much War in History: Definirtons, Estimates, E*rqolations and
?lendr (Beverly Hills, 1914), pp. 28, 30. Compare Bee4 Peace Against War (San Fran-
cisco, l98l), pp. 37-4O, 48, 49.
lnThe Watchtower of April I, 1983, Quincy Wright is quoted as saying: "At least l0 per
cent of deaths in modern civilization can be attributed directly or indirectly to war." (Page
6) But the reader is not told that Wright, in the very same passage, says that three quarters
of these deaths may be anributed to indirect causes, such as famines and diseases, and
that it is probable that "the proportion of such losses outside Europe and in Europe in
earlier centuries has been greater." (Wright, p. 6l)
The book Reasoning from the Scriptures (1985), for instance, says: "As forctold at Reve-
lation 6:4, 'peace was taken away ftom the earth.' Thus the world has continued to be in
a state of upheaval ever since 1914." (Page 235)
Beer, pp. 34, 48. Since Beer defines "peace years" as years "without maJbr wars"-which
he estimates at 6(X) since 3,600 B.C.-the real number of peace years in earlier times may
have been even smaller, "perhaps even a number approaching zero."
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annaments race, it may be difficult to believe that war and its actual

effect on the human race remains essentially the same as in past cen-

turies. The death toll of wars in our century is admittedly terrifying.s
But that was also the case in the past. The real question is: Can it truly

be said that a higher percentage of the population has died in wars in

our century than in earlier centuries?
War reiearchers acknowledge that it is impossible to prove that

either warfare or mortality due to warfare has actually increased in our

century. Even scholars who tend to believe so are forced to admit that

such a conclusion is an unproved hypothesis. Francis Beer, who, de-

spite his previously quoted statements, feels there has been an upward

Eend in our century writes:

Tlte must be carcful to remember that this hypothesfu has not really

been confirmed, and that there may actually be no trend at all. unlikely

as it sounds, there may have teen no sigpificant change over time in the

lncidencc of peace and war and in the casualties of violence. Peace and

war may occur about as frequently and last as long as they ever did; ca'

sualties may also be very comparable to what they have always been'el

Probably the most accurate and minute examination of this questi-on

is that puUtirnea by Singer and Small. They summarize their conclu-

sion in the following way:

Is war on the lncrease, as many scholars as well as laymen of our gen-

eration have been inclined to belleve? The answer would seem to be a verl
unambiguous negative. whether we look at the number of wars, their

seyerityor maslitude, there is no significant trend upward or down over

the past 150 years. Even if we examine their intensities, we find that later

wars are by and large no different from those ofearlier periods'e

Whatever claims or counterclaims may be made, one thing should

certainly be very clear to us: Jesus' statement about wars has seen

fulfillmint-but not just in this twentieth century or just since 1914

or since 1948. It has come true ln every generarion since his day and

up to the present.- 
He Said nOthing abOUt "intensit5/," "eSCalatiOn," Or the "threat" Of

some holocaust of global proportions. His simple statement was that

there would be wars and rumors of wars, with nation rising against

90 The number of deaths in World War tr is difrcult to determine. The bcst sources show that

about 15 million soldiers werc killed. The figurcs given for the civilian victims vary from

20 to 35 million. (Dupuy & Dupuy, p. I198; Singer and Small' pp' 52' 48)

9l Beer, pp.46,47.
92 Singer & Small, p. 201.



WHAT HISTORIANS SAY ABOUT WARS TODAY
AND IN THE PAST

'dThe World War, 1914-1918, is thought by many to have touched a
new high in bringing disaster and misery to the sections of Europe
where the fighting raged. But the wars of this period [here speaking of
the sixteenth and seventeenth centuriesl were even more devastating-
probably nothing quite so terrible as the Thirty Years' War in Ger-
many (1618-16,18) has ever been experienced."-l€o Huberman, Manb
Worldly Goodr (New York and London, 1968), p. 100.

"Even the Second lVorld War, in sheer depopulation, was not so dev-
astating for Germany as was the Thirty Years War."-Historian R. R.
Palmer, A History of the Modern World (New York, 1952), p. 133.

'The 1914/18 war was essentially a European war. It came later to be
called a 'world war' because contingents from many parts of the Brit-
ish empire served in Europe, and because the United States joined the
Entente Powers in 1917. But in reality, since the role of seapower was
mostly passive, this was less of a 'world war' than some previous con-
flicts such as the Seven Years' War."-Field-Marshal Viscount Mont-
gomery of Alamein, A History of Warfare ([.ondon, 1968), p. 470.

On Genghis Khan: "\ilhen he marched with his horde, it was over de.
grees of latitude and longitude instead of miles: cities in his path were
often obliterated, and rivers diverted from their courses; deserts were
peopled with the fleeing and the dying, and when he had pmed, wolves
and ravens often were the sole living things in once populous lands.
This destruction of human lives bewilders the modern imagination-
enriched though it be by the concepts of the last European 1rytrL"-
Harold l-arrb, Genghis Klan, The Enperor of All Men (London, 1929),
pp. ll,12.

"Unlikely as it sounds, there may have been no significant change over
tlme in the incidence of peace and war and in the casualties of vio-
lence.D-Francis Beer, Peace Against War (San Francisco, l98l), pp. 46,
47.

'!Is war on the increase, alt many scholars as well as laymen of our
generation have been inclined to believe? The answer would seem to be
a verl unambiguous negative. Whether we look at the number of wats,
their severity or magnitude, there is no significant trend upward or
down over the past 150 years."-J. David Singer and Melvin Small, I}e
Wages of War 1816-1965. A Statistical Handbook (New York, London,
Sydney, Toronto, 1972), p. 201

"Eyen today in the middle of the twentieth century despite all that has
happened in the lifetime of men not yet old. . . . It is still possible to
say that the French Revolution at the end of the eighteenth century was
the great turnlng point of modern civilization."-Historian R. R. Pal-
mer in the Preface to George Lefebvre's The Coming of the French Revo-
lution (Hnceton, 1947), p. v.
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nation and kingdom against kingdom. This has happened repeatedly

throughout human history. To add some other factor or inject some

other meaning into his words is nothing more than human speculation

or fabrication.
All attempts to limit Jesus' words regarding wars as though apply-

ing only to this twentieth century are, therefore, doomed to failurc'
for the claims made are confiadicted by the established and over-

whelming evidence of history from his time till oun.



CHAPTER 6

Is Today's "Increasing of Lawlessness"
Unprecedented?

NEVER BEFORE in history has there been so much news reporting.
And news media-TV radio, newspapers-seem to be preoccupied
with the bad news. Every day people get their minds flooded with a
concentrated dose of the latest miseries and evils in different parts of
the world.

'3After absorbing the news of todayr" noted historian Barbara
Tbchman, 'bne expects to face a world consisting entirely of
strikes, crimes, power failures, broken water mains, stalled
trains, school shutdowns, muggers, drug addicts, neo-Nazis, and
rapists. . . . This has led me to formulate lirchman's Law, as fol-
lows: 'The fact of being reported multiplies the apparent extent of
any deplorable development by five- to tenfold."'r

No doubt this "Ttrchman's Law" at least partially explains the feel-
ing of so many that the world today is worse than ever before and that
mankind today faces an unprecedented increase of lawlessness world-
wide.

Increasing crime is yet another feature graphically porrayed as evi-
dence of the last days by some expositors of prophecy. ln Good-bye,
Planet Earth, Adventist author Pierson says:

. . . we are witnessing the worst epidemic of lawlessness the human
race has ever experienced. Our cities are beset with rape, murder, riots,
looting, and arson. (Page 3)

Later in the same publication (page 50) the author quotes from de-
ceased Adventist leader Ellen G. White's Testimonies, in which she

wrote:

I Barbara W. Thchman, A Distant Mirror (Lnndon, 1978), p. xviii.

rE7
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The condition of things in the world shows that troublous times are

right upon us. . . . Bold robberies are of frequent occurrence. strikes are

common. Thefts and murders are committed on every hand. Men pos'

sessed of demons are taking the lives of men, women' and little children.

Men have become infatuated with vice, and every species of evil prevails.

(Vol. 9, p. I l)

The interesting factor here is that Ellen White wrote these words

over 75 years ago-and the picture she paints of crime then (about

l9l0) is certainly every bit as dark as that portrayed by curent pro-

tagonists of end-times pronouncements.

Crime is frequently dealt with in the Watch Tower Society's publi-

cations, which attempt to give it the greatest proportions possible,

since the Society expiains Jesus' words about a future "increasing of
lawlessness" (Matthew 24:12, NW) as describing one more feature of
the supposed "composite sign," the fulfillment of which has been seen

only since 1914.
Thus The Watchtower of June l, 1983, pages 5 through 7, states

that after World War I "the setting was ripe for an increasing of law-
lessness on a magnitude never before beheld," and that mankind since

tgt+ ttut .l'

Evidently the Wiatch Tower Society trusts that the reader will have

no difficulty in accepting these statements, because any discussion of
the extent of lawlessness in the past is totally missing, and no histor-

ian, criminologist, or any other authority is quoted in support of the

claim. The Society seems to take it for granted that lawlessness in the

past was something rather trivial compared to that of our time.

The Watchtower of July 15, 1983, for instance, indicates that the

newsmaking incidents of robbery combined with murder are features

almost unique to our century:

There was a time when a burglar, or robber, took only valuables. Now

they take lives as well. (Page 5)

Such a statement, of course, is nothing but an idealization of the

past in order to put a special emphasis on today's lawlessness. Actu-
llly, robbery accompanied by murder may be found in every age, and

it has been particularly rampant in times of famines and plagues.

When syphilis scourged Europe in the sixteenth century lawlessness

and immorality saw an enormous increase everywhere. In Rome, for
example, "murder and robbery were quite in the regular course of
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things."2 Similarly, the generation that survived the Black Death in the
fourteenth century witnessed a sharp increase of lawlessness and vio-
lence:

A striking feature about the last half of the fourteenth century is the
greater amount of lawlessness then prevalent, and the number of out-
br€al$, both popular and intellectual, against authority.3

The simple truth is that violence, collective as well as individual,
has always formed an integral part of man's history.

In the work Violence in America sociology professor Charles Tilly
points out that "Western civilization and various forms of collective
violence have always been close partners.tt4 Of the period following
upon the French Revolution, for example, he says:

l{estern history since 1800 is violent history, full enough ofrevolutions,
coups, and civil wars, but absolutely stuffed with conflict on a smaller
scale. The odd thing is how quickly we forget.s

What about today? Most experts seem to agree that for a number of
years serious crimes have been increasing sharply in many countries.
But is this circumstance really something new and unique to our time?
Could it be that many have been given this impression only because
of man's forgetfulness, or ignorance, of the past?

Industrialization, urbanization and crime

The Industrial Revolution that set in towards the end of the l8th cen-
tury profoundly changed Western society. New machines and the use
of mass-production techniques brought about a growing prosperity in
many countries. One consequence of this was a rapid growth of city
populations (urbanization). Many people in the l9th century includ-
ing sociologists, lawyers, judges, and so forth, feared that these

changes would break down the raditional moral and social checks on
man's behaviour, causing increasing lawlessness in society. A preva-

Matts Bergmark, Frdn pest till polio,3rd ed. (Stockholm, 1983), p. 74.
A. M. Campbell, The Black Death and Men of Iearning (New York, l93l), p. 129.
Violence in America: Historical and Comparative Perspectives. A staf report to the Na-

tional Commission on the Causes and Prcvention of Violence, edited by H. D. Graham &
T. R. Gurr, Vol. I, Washington D.C., 1969, p. 5. This work will henceforth be referred
to asVIA.
VIA,Yoll,p.7

2
3
4
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lent view in the lgth century, therefore, was that indusnialization and
urbanization were necessarily accompanied by rising crime.

To substantiate its thesis of an unparalleled increase of lawlessness,

the Watcb Tower Society draws extensively upon this supposed con-

nection between indusnialization, urbanization and rising crime. Evi-
dently assuming that this idea is an established truth, The Watchtower
of June l, 1983, page 5, states that "the Industrial Revolution and the
growing cities" paved "the way for our 20th-century increase of law-
lessness," and even claims that "These developmentsr unique to our
modern age, have contributed to the gfeatest increase of lawless-
ness in all history.'

The facts, however, do not support this explanation. Though seem-

ingly impressive and convincing, it has nevertheless been turned down
by recent critical studies.

In the lgth century the two major indusnial counties were Britain
and France. To test the theory that indusnialization and urbanization
breed an increase of lawlessness, the crime rates of these two coun-
tries in the last century have been carefully studied. In 1973 criminol-
ogy historians A. Q. Ifdhi and C. Tilly published their study of crime

and violence in lgth+entury France. Their investigation clearly dem-

onstrated that rising crime did not accompany the gowing indusfial-
ization and urbanization of this country. In fact, some types of crime
evendeclined dwingthe period! The authors concluded:

The linking of crime, violence, and disorder to urban growth mtst fall
into the category of thingp people simply want to believe, for the belief
rests on no substantial foundation of verified fact or systematic analysis.o

The studies of crime rates in l9th-century Britain, the most ad-
vanced industial society of that period, show similar results. "The
British data are quite clear as to decreases in ofrcial crime rates
in the latter half of the nineteenth centuryr" says Canadian sociol-
ogist Lynn McDonald in his summary of these studies.T

That crime does not experience a virtually automatic rise with the
spread of urban industrial life was also demonstated by history pro-
fessor Roger Lane in his study of criminal violence in l9th-century
Massachusetts. Rather than rising, crime tends to decrease with grow-
ing industrialization and urbanization. Lane explains:

6 A. Q. Lodhi and C. Trlly,'Urbanization, Crime, and Collcctive Violcncc ia l9th+ntury
Francel' American Jounul of Sociology, Yol.79, 1973, p. 296,

? Lynn McDonald, '"Theory and evidence of rising crine in the ninctccnth ccntury," Iic
BrirkhJourrul of Srciology, Vol. 33, 1982, p. 49t6.
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All evldence points to the long.term drop in crlminal activity as nor-
mative, and associated with urbanization. But the process was not com.
plete without the accompenirnent of rapid industrial development also. It
was this which provided the means of absorbing raw immigrants, of fitting
them into a'system' which socialized and accommodated them into more
cooperative habits of life.t

Thus the claim that the growing industrialization and urbanization
of the last century paved the way for an unprecedented rise of lawless-
ness in our century is confuted by the actual facts. The claim is based
upon a theory that, on closer examination, turns out to be scarcely
more than a l9th-century myth.

The present 66crime wavett

History demonstates the fluctuating nature of crime waves, their surg-
ing and ebbing, and surging again. The pattern is seldom constant or
uniform in every country. In a number of nations, crime has unques-
tionably been on the increase for a couple of decades.e In Italy, serious
crimes have increased steadily since 1965, and in France since 1970.
West Germany has experienced smaller increases from about 1965,
while in England and Wales crime has been growing ever since World
War II. Other industrialized countries, such as Japan, Switzerland and
Norway, still have relatively low crime rates.ro

How new, then, is the present growth in crime? Is it as novel or
unique as some of the end-times expositors infer?

Attempting to prove the distinctiveness of today's crime increase,
The Watchtower of June l, 1983, on page7, quotes the British crimi-
nologists Sir Leon Radzinowics and Joan King as saying, in theirbook
The Growth of Crime, that (6the one thing that hits you in the eye
when you look at crime on the world scale is a peryasive and per-
sistent increase everywhere. Such exceptions as there are stand

Roger l:ne, "Urbanization and Criminal Violence in the l9th century: Massachusens as
a test case," VIA, Yol 2, p. 366. Thus, as Lane points out, "over a long term urbanization
has had a settling, literally a civilizing, etrect on the population involved." (Ibid., p. 359.)
Gwynn Nettler, professor of sociology at the University of Alberta, Canada, gives the
following overall pictures: "Serious crimes have increased over the past decade or two fur

rich counhies and in poor, 'developing' lands, , . . During this time, crime has probably
declined or remained stable among two difercnt categories of countries: (l) those under
ftresh totalitarian rule and (2) those that have been able to channel 'Western influence' in
such a way that primary group control is maintained."-Erp laining Crime, 2nd ed., (New
York, 1978), p. 20.
Nettler, pp.20,21,
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out in splendid isolation, and may soon be swamped in the rising

tide.tt
Tiue, these authors, writing in 1977, argue that crime has indeed

been increasing in many countries for a couple of decades. They do

not s y, however, that this increase is unprecedented in histgry. Com-

menting upon the theory proposed by certain modem criminologists

that 'thire is not more violence about, but that we are much more

sensitive to violence than Were our less civilized ancestors,' the au-

thors also admit:

That is all vera wetl if the comparison gocs a fair way back' ' ' ' A
longer view, peering into the middle ages, or even the elghteenth crcntuty'

mlght well give morc substance to the theory. with all our crime' our

society as a whole is more secure, less savage, tFan their-s: . . ' The mere

ffiled, thatcastles had 3o provide refuge for the

surrounding villagers and their betongingp, that travelers had to take

their own protec{ion with them, bears wihess to the ctnstant threat of

brlgands as well as the needs of warfare. Inded the two would often be

hard to distinguish.rt

The end-times expositors we have cited in this book reside in the

United States. Doubtless their view of the world is colored by the

situation there. The United States, however, is hardly typical of
the world as a whole. Perhaps these proclaimers of the end-times re-

alize it, perhaps not, but few counties today compare in violent crime

with the United States:

In numbers of polidcal assassinations, riob, poltdcally relevant armed

gnoup attacks, and demonstrations, the united states since 19ft has been

among the halfdozen moot tumultuous nations in the world.r2

Sir Lcon Radzinowics and Joan King, Tlv Growth of Crimc ([pndon, 197)' pp. l0' I l.
The American criminologist J. S, Cockburn, writing in the same year' comments on thp

ptesent "crime wave" in similar vein: "Crime for our genctalion has bcComc a commotF

ilace. Conditioned by a bombardmcnt of criminal 'statistics,' wc tend O regard I soarfurg

crinre rate and the attcndant debates on law enforcernent, caPital punishment and gun

control as the peculiar monopoly of, and to some cxtent the natural price for, our modern

industrialized society, Viewed in a broader historical penpective' howener, our prooccu'

pation with crime appears less novel. Most nincteenth-ccntury Englishmen wcrc con-

vinced that crime was increasing as nevcr before; cighteenth ccntury commentato6 wet€

thoroughly alarmed by what they saw as a rising tidc of tiolcnt criminality; and complainb

of thc immirrcnt brcakdown of law and order punctuarcd thc Middle Ages ." Of the incr€aso

in crime and lawlcssness rcported from many countries in the latc sixrccnth century' Cock'

burn remarks that'"The tends were apparently unirarsal." (Crine h England I500JW,
Prin@ton, New Jerscy, 1977, P. 49,)

VIA,Yol. tr, p. 628.

ll
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In an article on homicide, the December 1984 issue of Science
magazine observed that American murder statistics are higher than
those for most other counties. American gun homicide, for example,
is "50 times that of'England, Germany, Denmark and Japanlt3 No
wonder, then, that those currently stirring up religious expectations
about the nearness of "the end" focus predominantly on crime in the
U.S.A.

Back in 1970 Hal Lindsey, for instance, saw the increase in Amer-
ican crime as an important sign of the times. In his book, The Late
Great Planet Earth, pages 100, 101, he wrote:

A short time ago we saw a graph ln a newsmasazine which Indicated
the climb in serious crime in the United States from 1960 to 1968. If you
had been an ant on that page you would have had a very steep stairway to
climb each one of thoee eight years. While the number of crimes in Amer-
lca was increasing l22per cent, the population rose only 11 per cent.

Many people have stopped talking about the 'crime rate.' They now
rcfer to the'crime epidemic.'

Similarly, in the Watch Tower Society's publications, crime in the
U.S.A. has a cental place. It is, in fact, the only country for which
the Society has published crime statistics and crime curves covering a
decade or more.ra

Few expositors, however, honestly tell their readers that when it
comes to crime-as well as to many other things-the United States
is not representative of the world at large. But even taken by itself,
how true is the claimed enormity of crime incrcase in that land? How
reliable is the evidence upon which such claim is made?

The FBI Uniform Crime Reports

Most of the figures and curves published by the Watch Tower Society
are said to be based upon the UniformCrime Reports published by the

Sciencc, December 1984, pp. 43, 46. Tbo-thirds of all homicides (murder and manslaugh-
ter) in the United States are committed with guns, which is explained by the fact that

"Americans own more guns per capita than any other people in the world." (Ibid. p. 46)
Although thesc show terrifying increases, they are also a bit confusing. For the dccadc
1960-69 the Awale! of January 22, 1970, stat€s on page 9 that serious crimes in ltr
United States increased 88pcrcent. Thc Watchtower of October 15, 1972, however, raised
the figure for the period to I4E percent (page 614). Still more impressive are thc table.r

shown in the June I, 1983 issue of The Watchtower, telling that "scrious crimcs in thc
Unircd Starcs increased oraer 1,000 percent from 1935 to 1980" (page 6). Most of this
claimed incrcase must haffidii960, as the figurcs given by the Watch Tower

Society indicate an increase of only 77 pcrsent up to dut year!

l3
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FBI, the Federal Bureau of Investigation. The ma5azine which Tfte

Late Great Planet Earth quoted from regarding crime (U.5. News and

World Report), also based its figures on this same source. (See foot-
note 3, for Chapter 9, of the book mentioned.) These FBI reports have

been published annually since 1933 and include statistics on "serious

crimes," namely, murder, forcible rape, robbery, aggravated assault,

burglary, larceny and auto theft, with arson added in 1979.

This might seem to be an ideal, unimpeachable source of evidence

on which to base discussions of American crime statistics. It may

come as a surprise to many, therefore, to learn in what embarrassingly

low esteem the trustworthiness of the FBI reports has been held by

many authorities.
Actually, for at least the first three decades after 1933 the FBI's

statistics are far from reliable. Until recently, and especially before

1967, sociologists and criminologists frequently debunked them,
pointing out numerous flaws in the methods used for collecting the

data.
Thus Thornstein Sellin, "the dean of American statisticians," has

been quoted as describing the quality of the United States's crime sta-

tistics as 'the worst of any major country in the Westem world,' while
Harvard crime expert Lloyd E. Ohlin described the statistical data as

"almost worthless-but it is the only thing there is."rs Were the statis-

tics really that bad? What effect does their trustworthiness-or lack

of it-have on charts and comparisons with crime in earlier periods?
ttThe largest source of errorrt' observes the well-known sociolo-

gist Charles E. Silberman, "comes from the fact that the Unifurm
Crime Reports include only those crimes that are reported to the
police and that the police, in turn, record and pass on to the
FBI.ttr6 The problem here is that the majority of crimes are never

reported to the police. Additionally, the police often have not passed

on to the FBI all crimes that are known to them. How this allows for
manipulation of evidence, and the misleading effect this can create, is

explained by Ramsey Clark, former Attorney General of the United

States:

Most crime ls never reported to police. And much crime is inaccurately

reported. Erroneous crime statistics are often used to create the impres.

sion that the new chief is doing a good iob' or to support a movement to

vIA, Vol. tI, p. 372. Sophia M. Robinson of the columbia School of social work even

stated that *the FBI's figures are not worth the paper they are printed on;' (Ibid. ' p. 372')

Charles E. Silberman. CrimirulViolence, CriminalJustice (New York, 1978)' p. '148'

t5
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add more police. Frequently an spparent increase in crime really reflects
an improved efrectiveness in law enforcement, or in the reporting of crime
itsef.rT

Changes in crime reporting, then, may create a statistical rise in
crime that does not correspond to the actual fact. As one example, in
Portland, Oregon, in 1973 and 1974 twice as many burglaries were
r€ported to the police as in 1971 and L972. This would mean a sharp
increase in burglary during the period. An investigation, however,
revealed that burglaries had actually decreased during those yearslrE
Many other similar cases could be cited.re

Due to constant criticism of its statistics, the FBI has periodically
revised and tightened its data-gathering system.2o This has resulted in
an increased willingness among police officials to keep better records
of crimes and tell all about them to the FBI-thus causing additional
"paper increases" in the statistics.2l Nevertheless, at the same time the
FBI's statistics have gradually become more reliable. Especially since
1967, when the U.S. government began to sponsor a number of na-
tional crime surveys as independent tests of the FBI's statistics, the

Ramsey Cla*, Crime in America (Cassell & london, 197 l), p. 45.
Nenler, pp.70,71. Increasing willingness to tEport crime at least partly explains the
statistical increase in rapes in recent years. The women's liberation movement is supposed
to have played an important part in this. (Nettler, p. 56; Silberman, p. 452.) Although a
high number of rapes still go unreported, therc is also evidence to show that many rape
rcports are unfounded. Of all rapes reported in 1968, for instance, 18 percent were, on
investigation, found to be groundless! (Clark, p. 46)
The example of the New York police reports has nearly become classic: "Crime figures,
the FBI thought, seemed remarkably low. On checking it found that in 1950, for example,
the number of property crimes reported by the police were about half those r€ported pri-
vately by insurance companies. . . . Following a survey by police expert Bruce Smith, a
new system ofcentral recording was installed. . . . In the one year following the change,
assaults rose 200 per cent, robberies rose 400 per cent, and burglaries I ,3@ per cent over
1948 figurcs, As Smith concluded, 'such startling rises . , . do not in themselves represent
an incrcase in crime, but rather a vast improvement in crime reporting."' (Daniel Bell,
The End of ldeology, Glencoe, Illinois, 1960, pp. 138, 139.) Similar improvements in the
reporting system have created other "paper increases," for instance in Philadelphia be-
tween l95l and 1953 and in Chicago in 1960. (Bell, p. 138; Silberman, p. 449.) A dif-
ferent type of artificial crime increase concerned larceny, defined as stealing of property
valued at more than fifty dollan. The incrcase of this crime was for many years partly
caused by inflation. Many items, that originally were worth less than fifty dollars, sooner
or later passed the fifty dollar limit and so crcpt into the statistics when stolen. (Clark,
p. 53.) Larceny-theft was not r€-defined until 1973.
In 1958, for example, the whole statistical system was orrcrtrauled, after which the Bureau
"doesn't consider the pre- and post-1958 figures to bc entirely fungible [interchangeable]."
(V/A. Vol. II, p. 376.)
VIA, Yol. II, pp. 380, 381; Silberman, p. 449.
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attitude towards the lJniform Crime Reports has changed. Criminolo-
gists now usually agree that despite all inaccuracies, the overall trends

depicted in the Untform Crime Reporrs during the last 25-30 years are

esientially colrect, and that the increase in serious crimes since the

1960's is real.22 If that is so, what significance does their earlier, and

serious, unreliability have? And what is amiss in the use of U. S.

crime statistics by some proclaimers of the last days?

The problem lies in the comparison of crime statistics from post-

1960 years with those of pre-1960 years. Tlo fail to recognize, or to
acknowledge to readers, how unequal the reliability of the statistics

for those two periods actually is, results in deception, unintentional or

otherwise, for the readers.

In the Watch Tower publications the FBI National Crime Reports

have been repeatedly referred to or quoted without any such acknowl-

edgement, without a single word of caution. The statistics were even

improved upon or "adjuste6"-inThe Watchtower of June l, 1983-
to show that "serious crimes in the United States increased over 1,000

percent from 1935 to 1980" (page 6). This statement, and the table

lresurted on the same page to prove it, conceal another fact of the

utmost importance. that prior to the increase which set in in the

1960's, crime rates in the United States had been stable or even been

decreasing during a whole quarter of a centuryl That period may, in

fact, have been unique in the history of American crime. As crime

authority Silberman states:

For a quarter ofa century, the united states, perhaps for the first time

in its history, eqioyed a period in which crime rates were either stable or
dectining and in which fear of crime was relatively low. The death rate

from homicide dropped by 50 percent between 1933 and the early '40s;

despite the FBI's highty publicized gun battles with John Dillinger and

other criminals, the rate of other serious crimes (rape, robbery' assault

and burglary) declined by one'third.a

As one clear evidence of this decline, we may take a closer look at

hOmicide, the most serious of the "serigus crimes." Homicide is, in
fact, the only crime for which national long-term statistics exist that

are independent of the FBI figures. Carefully kept by the Department

22 VIA, Vot. lI, pp. 381-385; Silberman, p. 449. Yet there are still great discrepancies be-

tween the FBI's reports and the national crime surveys, that are difficult to explain. (See

L. E. Cohen & K. C, Land, "Discrepancies Between Crime Reports and crime surveys"'

Criminology, Yol.22, No. 4, November 1984, pp. 499-529.)

23 Silberman, p. 30.
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of Health, Education, and Welfare, these statistics are considered
"reasonably accurate," at least from the early 1930's onwards.24

In 1933, as shown by these figures, the murder rate in the United
States was as high as 9.7 per 100,000 population. Then it began to
decrease, until it reached a level of only 4.5 per 100,000 towards the
end of the 1950's.2s The increase since then has raised the number of
homicides to over 20,000 annually, or to 9.8 per 100,000 population
in the early 1980's. A large, certainly newsworthy, increase, true-
but this is nearly exactly the same rate as in 1933! Although very
high, the present American murder rate is not unique then, but rep-
resents a return to an earlier level.26

The weakness of much of the statistical evidence used by proclaim-
ers of the nearness of the end is clear. Yet crime is admittedly high in
a considerable number of countries. Does this make our twentieth cen-
tury distinctive? Is it possible that such high crime rates in the post-
l9l4 period (or the post-1948 period pointed to by Hal Lindsey) have
no parallels in earlier centuries?

Crime in the historical perspective

While crime today is given much space in the Watch Tower publica-
tions, any discussion of the extent of crime in the past is wholly miss-
ing. The same is true of most expositors whose writings tend to whip
up a feeling that these are, far and away, the worst of all times. The
fact that crime reached high levels in a number of countries in the
1920's and 1930's, and then again in the 1960's and 1970's, does not
prove that our century has seen more lawlessness than have earlier
centuries. The evidence, in fact, is that crime was very often more
prevalent in the past than it is today.

As observed by popular writer Colin Wilson, '6the history of man-
kind since about 2500 B.C. is little more than a non-stop record
of murder, bloodshed and violence.tt Thus he concludes that 6'hu-

man history has been fundamentally a history of crime.'z7

Silberman, 9. 28;VIA, Vol. tr, p. 375.
Ibid.
Criminal homicide in the U.S.A. passed 20,000 as early as in 1974. As this was twice the
number murdered in 1965, the Awake! of November 22, 1975, expected that "there will
be over ul(),000 killings a year by the :arly 1980's." (Page 3.) Nothing of the kind took
place. The murder rate in the early 1980's was still roughly the same as in 1974. Since
then it has decreascd!
Colin Wilson, A Criminal History of Mandnd (London, 1985), pp. 4, 6. True' Wilson

u
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Not only is this conclusion corrobrated by a study of past crime,
historians who have delved into the subject also conclude that there is
probably less crime today than in the past. Professor John Bellamy at

ttre Carleton University in Ottowa, Canada, even says:

In most modern western countries the level of crime has been so rc-
duced that thc misdeeds of the few serve rather to provlde the ordinary
citizen with escapist entertainment than to instill a sense of fear.28

For those who have been victims of crime or who now live in high-
crime atreas, crime does indeed instill fear. But the fact remains that
the actual percentage of the population affected is still not as great as

it has been in earlier times of man's history. What a social evil crime
often could be in the past is exemplified by Bellamy's own study of
crime in England in the period 1290-1485:

In the England of the later middle ages the preservatlon of public order
wss verJ often the biggest problem the king had to face. . . . Neither be'
fore that time nor since has the issue of public order bulked so large in
ilsttshhFstorl,.zg-

In ttre past, crime and disorder periodically seem to have been more

or less out of conEol in many countries. It was with the growth of
indusnialization in the last century that the situation began to improve
gfadually in the western countries:

During the first half of the nineteenth centu4/' all cities were danger'
ous-those of Europe as well as the United States. In the second half'
London, Paris, and other European cities wert bringing crime and dis
order under control, white American cities were not-or so it appeared

to contemporary observers.s

In the middle of the rwentieth century ttre situation in American
cities gave evidence of having changed also. In 1960, crime researcher

Daniel Bell, for example, judged that "a sober look at the problem
shows that there is probably less crime today in the United States

also says, with reference to the outbreak of World War tr, that the world at that time
"exploded into an unparalleled epoch of murder, cruelty and violence" (page 5)' This
statement does not refer to ordinary social crime, however, but primarily to the bloodshcd

during the war. As was shown in the chapter on wars, the death figure during World War

tr was probably unparalleled if measured in absolute numbers, but not if measured in
proponion to thc entire population.
John Bellamy, Crime and Public Order in England in thc later Middle Ages (London and

Toronto, 1973), p. l.
Ibid., p. l.
Silberman, p. 23.
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than existed a hundred, or fifty, or even twenty-five years ago, and
that today the United States is a more lawful and safe country
than popular opinion imagines."3r T?ue, that was written before the
most recent crime wave began in the early 1960's. But still in 1978
Silberman, commenting upon the fact that '3crime, violence, and
lawlessness have been recurrent themes throughout American his.
torTr'concluded that "the country was more dangerous in the past
than it is now.ta2 Recently performed long-term studies on crime
EenAs give suFbort to this conclusion, as witt Ue demonstated in the
following section.

The evidence of long-term studies: The United States

While criminologists often point out that there is probably less crime
today than for example in the last century relatively few thorough
long-term studies seem to have been done that show the trends during
longer periods.33 Those existing, though, give a most interesting pic-
ture of the overall trends of criminal activity.

For the United States, there seems to be no national long-term
study reaching back to the period before the FBI's Uniform Crime
Reports. But a number of reliable local studies have been done that
cover individual cities and states. None of these indicate that crime
today has increased above that of the nineteenth century.

No comprehensive crime figures were collected prior to 1933, but stud-
ies of individual cities have been made, and they show that crime charac-
teristically has its ups and downs, rather than a steady growth along with
the populatlon. James Q. Wilson, a crime expert at llarvard, has said
that the early studies 'agree that during the period immediately after the
Civil War the rate of violent crime in the big cities was higher than at any
other time in our history.'r

The most recent studies even indicate a sharp decline in some
places:

Bell, pp. 137, 155.
Silberman, pp.21,22.
Historical criminology is a new discipline. The frrst bonfercnce on the subject was held as

recently as in February 1972. (NordiskTidslcriftfor KriminalvidensluD, Vol. 61, Hefte
3.-4.,1973, p. 285.)
Anorney Fred P. Graham in V/A, Vol. II, pp. 374,375.
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lilone point to any clear proportional lncrease In serious crime within
partlcular cities. And the most recent suggest' on the contrary' a some'

times striking proportiond decrease.3s

Crime statistics from the last century are, quite naturally, often very

defective, but there are important exceptions. One example is Massa-

chusetts, whose criminal records from the l9th century "are probably
better than any kept elsewhere."36 The conclusions drawn from these

are, therefore, of major significance:

lVhile all criminal statistics are subject to some doubt, the cenhal con'

clusion about figures from Massachusetts may be stated with confidence:

serious crime in metropolitan Boston has declined sharply between the
middle of the 19th centurJ and the middte of the 20th.37

Space does not permit a detailed discussion of the extent of crime

in lgth-century U.S.A., but the following quotations from some cities

may give a general idea of the situation:

Washington, D.C., just before the Civil War:

Riot and bloodshed are ofdaily occurrence' innocent and unoffending

persons are shot, stabbed, and otherwise shamefully maltreated and not

infrequently the ofrender is not even arrested.36

New York, in the 1850's:

A 'stone's throw' from Broadway, in the 1850's in New York was the

Five Points, the most notorious place in the city. 'Policemen entered the

Five Points only in pairs, and never unarmed. Respectable New Yorkers

avoided the district in daylight. . . . It was the haunt of murderers,

thievm, prostitutes and receivers of stolen goods.rrc

Chicago, 1860's to 1890's:

In the twenty years after the Civil War, the murder rate quadrupled'

far outstripping the growth in population' and muggingp were common'

place; in 1893, one Chicago resident in eleven was arrested for one crime
or another.€

History professor Roger Lane in VIA, Yol.II, pp. 359, 360.

Ibid., p. 360.
Ibid., p. 360. The most comprehensive studyi "covering the yean from 1849 to l95l'
shows a drop of nearly two-thirds in those crimes which the FBI classifies as 'major."'
(P. 360.)
Silberman, p. 22. The quotation is taken from a rePort by a U.S. Senate committee inves-

tigating crime in the city.
Bell, p. 155.

Silberman, p. 23.
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Los Angeles in the 1850's:

In a single fifteen-month period ln the 1850's, a total of forty-four mur-
ders were recorded in Los Angeles, then a a town of only 8,0fi) inhabi.
tants-about fo"ty o" fifty ti-es a" high
rate.4l

San Francisco and the Barbary Coast, 1860-1880:

The Annals of San Francisco, a compilation of contemporary records
of the 1860's, reports that in the downtown wharf sections .no decent man
was in safety to walk the street after dark; while at all hours, both night
and day, his property was jeopardized by incendiarism and burglary.'
From 1860 to 18E0, there was not one night atong the Barbary Coast with-
out at least one murder and innumerable robberies.a2

The long-term studies as well as the examples quoted above clearly
show that the present crime rate in the United States is not unique in
the history of American crime. As Silberman explains, ffiily Ameri-
cans may have come to feel that way because the present rate was
preceded by an abnormally low, perhaps uniquely low, crime rate in
the 1930's, 1940's, and 1950's:

Because domestic tranquility appeared to be the norm, Americnns who
came of age during the 1940's and '50s were unawane of how violent and
crime-ridden the United States had always been. Nthough they continued
to romanticize violence in detective stories and Westerns, an entire gen-
eration became accustomed to peace in their daily lives. Ib most Amerl-
cans, therefore, the upsurge in criminal violence that began around 1960
appeared to be an aberration from the norm rather than a return to it.43

To be sure, most counfies have not had the dramatic rise of crime
seen in recent decades in the United States. If even such hish-crime

Silberman, p. 23. This means a murder rate of 44O per 100,000 population annually!
Today, when the average murder rate in the U.S. is about 7.9, Detroit has the highest, with
a ratc of 39 per 100,000. As this ranks among the highest in the world, Detroit has been
given the title "murder capital of the world." (Nettler, p. 24.) Yet this is very much below
the rate of many cities and places in the past. In the period 1680-1720, for instance,
Corsica had 900 homicides annually in a population of 120,000, which means an annual
rate of 750 per l0O,00O inhabitants! (P. Arrighi, Histoire de IaCorse, Toulouse, 1971,
p.275.) Some states in l9th-century America had a murder rate that surpassed that of
Detroit today. In his study of murden in Texas from mid-1865 to mid-1868, Barry A.
Crouch shows the annual murder rate in this state to have been at least 40 per 100,000
population during this period. (Journal of Social History, Pittsburgh, Pennsylnania, Winter
1984, pp. 2r8, 2r9, 229.,
Bell, p. 156.
Silberman, p. 31. Compare also page 19.
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activity in the United States is not unprecedented, likely even being

surpasied in the nineteenth century we might therefore exPect to find

thai cunent crime rates in many other countries are even morc clearly

below their lgth-century levels. Do long-term studies exist to corrob-

orate this?

The evidence of long-term studies: The case of
France

Probably no other country in the world can present more reliable
crime statistics for the l9th century than France:

The data available concerning urbanlzation, crime, and collective vio-

lence in France during that period are exceptionally rich and exception'

ally uniform, compared with the data available for any part of the world

today or yesterday.{

When, therefore, Abdul Qaiyum Lodhi of the University of Water-

loo and Charles Tilly of the University of Michigan in L973 presented

their careful study of long-run trends in crime in France, covering the

period from 1826 to 1962, their results cannot be easily dismissed.

And their conclusions about that 136-year period are indeed surpris-

ing:

Over the long run, crims against property lburglary' larceny' theftl

appear to have declined significantly in frequencS crimes against persons

[murder, assault, rapel fluctuated mildty without trend, and collective

violence varied sharply from year to year.as

While the rate of violent crimes remained essentially stable during
the 136-year period, property crimes showed a very marked decrease.

As shown by the curve on pa1e 173, persons accused of crimes against

property decreased dramatically from 174 pet 100,000 population in
1836 to less than 10 per 100,000 in 196216

Although long-term studies covering both the 19th and the 20th
centuries are missing for most countries, the tend in France can

hardly be unique. The evidence is, however, that the trends have var-

ied, not only from one country to another, but also from one type of
crime to another. In some countries certain types of crime have been

I-odhi and Tilly, "Urbanization, Crime, and Collective Violence in l9th-century Francc,"

American Journal of Sociology, Vol. 79, 1973, p. 297 -

Lodhi and Tilly, p. 296.
Lodhi and Tilly, p. 301. Since l9?0 serious crimes have been incrcasing. (Nettler' P. 20.)
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cRrME IN FRANCE, t826-1962

I{OTE' tlfilZOt{TAL SCAIE lS SLIGHTLY O$ORTED
SECAUSE OF SPACINO Of CENSI.EE9

CRITES ACAIIIIST PROPERil

Persons accused of crimes against penons and property: France 1826-1962.
(A. Q. lodhi and C. Tilly, "Urbanization, Crime, and Collective Violence,"
American Journal of Sociology, Vol. 79, 1973, p.301. Graph used courtesy
of The University of Chicago Press.)

CRIMES AGAINST PERSOiF
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increasing over the long run, while others have remained rather stable

or even been decreasing.aT
Some countries with low crime rates today, such as Japan and

China, are known to have had much lawlessness in the past, although

long-term studies to establish this statistically are lacking. C-hina, the

moJt populous nation on earth, has had a sharp decrease of lawless-

ness slnie L949.4s In the last century lawlessness in that country was

much aggravated due to "plundering gangs" that often ravaged some

of the provinces. Their activities were greatly intensified during the

Taiping rebellion (from 1850 to 1864).4e

The impact of t(Tuchmants Lawtt

As the evidence demonstrates, crime clearly has its "ups and downs."

The recent "crime wave" is no exception to this rule. In some cgun-

ties crime now shows a downward fiend, having reached a peak in
the 1970's or early 1980's. In the United States crime rates have been

declining-violent crimes very sharply-ever since l980.so Often

people siem to take it for granted that crime must be increasing, even

*tin it is not. As pointed out by Canadian criminologist Lynn Mc-,

Donald, even Scholars have often been so committed to the theory of

ln Sweden serious crimes showed a very sharp increase after about 1950. The careful study

by Hans von Hofer, published in 1984 and covering the period 1750-1980' Eveals that

thefu passed the 1850 levet in about 1950 and then increased sharply for two decades'

Murdei and manslaughter, too, have been incrcasing in sweden since world war II' but

still arc much lower than in some periods in the lgth cenftry. As compared with the last

ccntury assaults show the most conspicuous decrease. (see Hanns von Hofer, Bron och

sftaf i sverige, scB, Stockholm, l9M, pp. 5:6 and Diagram 3:3 and 5:5.) The incr€8sc

in thefts may partly be due to incrcascd reporting. Hofer points out that, after the intro-

duction of householder's comprehensive insurances, these have been built out especially

since the 1950's, embracinggl% of all households in Sweden in 1978. As the insurance

companies pay only in cases of thefts reporrcd to the police, the number of reported thefts

has ccrtainly increased sharply since the 1950's. On the other hand, Hofer notes that therc

is a lot more to steal today than in the past. About half of the 5l5,mo thcfts reported in

sweden in t98l referrcd to motor vehicles, bicycles, and shoplifting. (von Hofer, pp. 3:2,

9f) Recent studies indicate that violent crime usually decreases with higher cconomic

developmcnt, while property crimes tend to increase. (The Development and Clange mag'

azine, vol. 13, No. l, luty teaz, pp. 447-462: Sociology and social Research, Vol. 70'

No. I,1985, pp.96,97.
The increase that began in the end ofthe 1970's has since been stopped by the application

of more severe measures. see the Awake! Juty 8, 1974, pp. 5-9, and March 8' 1984,

pp.29,30.
Encyclopaedia Britannica, Macropaedia, l5th ed., 1980' Vol' 4' p' 360'

Time magazine, April 8, 1985, pp. 35, 37. In Sweden the curve ofserious crimes began

!o show a downward uend in about 1970. (von Hofer, page 5:6 and Diagram 5:5')

49
50



Is Today's slncreasing of Lawlasness' Unprer'edented? 175

rising crime that they have been blind to the factual data. Speaking of
his own research on the crime rates in Canada, McDonald says:

I knoU personally, how long it took me to conclude that post-war crime
rates In Canada were not rising (except for minor ofrences); I kept re-
drawlng the graphs and re-computing the slopes, thinking I had made a
mistake!51

Why, then, do people seem to take it for granted that the crime rate
is rising, even when it is not? Without doubt, sensational, and some-
times distorted, newspaper coverage is to a great extent responsible
for this. Commenting on the newspaper headlines about street vio-
lence, terrorism, rapes, and so on in Sweden, Johannes Knutsson of
the Swedish Crime Prevention Council described "the explosion of
violence last summer [in 1983] as'the journalists' brainchild' . . .
The newspapers twist reality, and the politicians, deliberately or
otherwise, abet them in doing so." Emphasizing that a number of
types of crimes have actually been decreasing lately, Knutsson said
that society formerly "used to incorporate a lot more everyday vio-
lence. . . . Criminal violence too used to be more widespread, for
example in Sweden at the turn of the century, when there was a
lot more heavy drinking.'62

Escalating reporting on crime in the newspapers, then, may be a
highly misleading indication of the true state of crime rates today. The
validity of "Tbchman's f,sr6,"'-quoted at the beginning of this chap-
ter-was recently brought out in a study by sociologists Jason Ditton
and James Duffy. They found that there is an "over-emphasis upon
crimes of violence" in the newspapers, and particularly an "over-
reporting of crimes involving sex."53 Further, "an increasing body of
evidence indicates that people's growing anxiety about crime is not
commensurate with increases in crime itself," and that "the fear of
crime is currently out of all proportions to its incidence.n'Sa As one
example of this they refer to another study that revealed that 6'In a
period when the incidence of violent crime declined by 2.4 per
cent, newspaper coverage of violent crime increased by 11.1 per
centttlss Lawlessness, then, often increases only in the newspapers,

Lynn McDonald, p. 417. An increase set in in 1966. (Nettler, p. 26.)
News & Views (an information paper for immigrants in Sweden), No. 28, Sept. 14, 1984,
p. l.
Ditton and Duffy, "Bias in the newspapers reporting on crime newsl'The British Journal
of Criminology, Vol. 23, No. 2, April 1983, p. 162.

Ibid., p. l@.
Ibid., p. 164.
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and, one may add, in some religious journals and literature seeking to

create an excited state of mind regarding claimed fulfillment of a

prophetical "sign."- 
fne evidence to support the claim that our century is experiencing

increasing lawlessness worldwide "on a magnitude never before be-

held" simply does not exist. To the contrary, historical studies, includ'
ing long+-erm studies of crime rates in specific cities, states and coun-

triis, indicate that there was often greater lawlessness in the paSt than

today in many places. This may well have been true on an earthwide

scale, in view of ttre fact that crime usually increases in times of fa-

mine, pestilence and war.
More than this, there is sound reason for understanding Jesus'

words about increasing lawlessness (in Matthew chapter twenty-four)

as applying, not to the world in general where criminality has always

Ueen wiaeJpread, but to conditions among professed servants of God,

including those within the Christian congregation he would establish.

His preciding words indicate this, for he describes what will befall

his fbilowers due to persecution and goes on to say that "many will
turn away from the faith and will betray and hate each other' and
many falie prophets will appear and deceive many people." It is in
such religious context that he then says, "Because ofthe increase of
wickedness [awlessness], the love of most will grow cold, but he

who stands firm to the end will be saved." (Matthew 24:9-L3, New

InternationalVersion')Jesus, in fact, used the term "lawlessness" else-

where in describing, not obvious criminals, but the hypocritical, dis-

honest conduct of religious persons. (Matthew 7:23;23:28) In his par-

able of the wheat and the weeds he likened such doers of lawlessness

to the spreading weeds and said that in the day of judgment his angels

would i collect out from his kingdom all things that are causing

stumbling and persons who are doing lawlessness."-Matthew
I 3:38-4 l, New World Tianslation.

The writings of Jesus' apostles amply testify to the growth of
wickedness and lawlessness that developed among professed Chris-

tians in later years of the apostolic period. (First Timothy 4:l; Second

Timothy 3:13; Second Peter z;l-j,10-14, 17-21) When Paul spoke

of a coming revelation of "the man of lawlessness" he was not speak-

ing of a source perpetrating common criminal activity such as robbery

ofphysical property, or acts of physical violence such as murder, but

of ihe greatest lawlessness of all, the usurpation of the place and au-

thority that rightly belong only to the supreme Sovereign, God, com-

binedwith the religious deception of fellow humans. Paul also warned
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Senationalist newspaper reporting creates a fear of crime that often is 'but
of all proportion to its incidence." Pictures like the above on the front page of
Awake! of October 22, 1979, foster the idea that the whole world is as crime-
infested as certain streets in New York City or other big-city areas of the
United States.
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WHAT AUTHORITIES SAY ABOUT LAWLESSNESS

TODAY AND IN THE PAST

THE UNITED STATES:

'€rime, violence, and lawlessness have been rtcurrent themes

throughout American history. . . . the countrX was more dangerous in
the pist than it is todayJ'-Charles E. S-ilberman, Crimircl Violence,

Crimirul Justice, New York, 1978, pp. 21,22.

6All evidence points to the long'term drop in criminal activity 3s nol
mative, and aisociated with uibanization.D-Roger Lane in Vi9lery9-r1t

America (ed. by H. D. Graham & T. R. Gurr), Washington, D. C., 1969,

p. 366.

FRANCE:
.o"er the long nrn [for the period from 1826 tol962l, crlmes agalnst
property appelar to have d&[ned sigpificanfly in frequency'.crimes
igainst 

-pemirns 
fluctuated mildly without trends, and collective_v-io-

le-nce vuded sharply from year to year."-A. Q. Lrdhi & C. Tilly'
American Journat of Sociology, Vol. 79, 1973, p. 296.

FINLAND:
"Do we just now experience a boom perlod of crime? I{ell' the aryw-er

to that [uestion Iiei in the future. nut it must E pointd out that lI
Finland'the poputation had lived through considerably worse peri'
ods."-Vaino Rintio, Commissioner at the Criminal Investigation Depart-
ment in Helsingfon; in Nordisk Kriminallcrhnilct 1982 (Scandinavian

Crime Chronicle- 1982), Got€borg, 1982, p. 21.

SWEDEN:
*Something we vety often forget is that socie$ used to incorporate a
lot more evlryday iiolence. . .-. Criminal violence too used to be morc
widespread, for i:xample in Sweden at the turn of the century'--when
there was a lot more heavy drinking."-Criminologist Johannes Knuts'
son in News & Views (an information paper for immigrants in Sweden)'

No.28, Sept. 14, l9&4, p. l.

THE1VESTERN WORLD:

"In most modern western countries the level of crime has been so re'
duced that the misdeeds of the few sene rather to provide the ordinary
citizen with escapist entertainment than to instill a sense of fear."-
John Bellamy, Ciime and Public Order in England in tlu Later Middle
Ages, l.ondon and Toronto, 1973,P. l.

THEWORLD:
C-omparing our modern society with those of ttre Midlle-A.ges and the.eigh-
teentir cenltury the British criminologists Sir Leon Radzinowics and Joan

King state: *iryith atl our crime, our soclety as a whole is more sosunet

less-savage than theirs."-The Growth of Crhne, [.ondon, 1977,p. ll.
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his contemporaries that "the secret power of [such] lawlessness is al-
ready at work."(Second Thessalonians 2:3-ll, NIV) The writings of
the apostle John in particular show that such increase of lawlessness
within the first-century congregation did indeed cause the love of
many to grow cold, making necessary John's strenuous urging on be-
half of love of one's brother.-First John 2:9-l l:3:4, 10-18.

The preceding understanding of Jesus' words at least is in harmony
with the known facts, confirmed by the Scriptural accounts them-
selves. The same cannot be said for the claims made by those who
assert that our day is seeing a Biblically foretold increase of crime of
unsurpassed proportions. The known facts are to the contrary.



CHAPTER 7

The Myth of the "Composite Sign"

THUS FAR we have considered on an individual basis those features

of human life and circumstance which end-times proclaimers regu-

larly emphasize: wars, famines, pestilences and earthquakes. Tlaken

singly, it is obvious that none of them genuinely distinguishes our

century from past centuries, whether we view these features since

1914,1948 or any other date in this century.
Earthquakes are no more frequent nor greater in size than in previ-

ous centuries. Even war, despite its greatly heightened potential for
destruction, evidently does not affect a greater percentage of the pop-

ulation than it did in the past. Despite all claims to the contrary, the

number of wars-real wars-has actually decreased in our century.

And famine and pestilence have not only decreased but have decreased

sharply since the second decade of this century' The decrease is even

more dramatic when compared with past centuries.

We cannot fail to note that the legitimate key to judging increase-
particularly in the last three features-is that of the percentage of
poputation affected. In a village of 1000 inhabitants, if 600 of them

were in a state of starrration we would describe the village as famine-
sfticken, gravely so. That would mean that six out of every ten per-

sons were starving. But in a city of 100,000 inhabitants even if 10,000

persons were in a state of starvation, that figure, while so much greater

than the 600 previously mentioned, woul$ mean that only one out of
every ten persons was thus dying of starvation. The large city would,
on the average, have a much lower incidence of starvation than the

village. It would be, from that standpoint, the better place to live.
This is what we find in considering the world scene. The world's

population has grown immensely right during this century and thus,

whatever disastous circumstance may be considered, it is only rea-

sonable that a larger number of persons would be involved than sev-
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eral centuries, or even just one century ago. In a time when commer-
cial airplane flights were rare, limited to a few per day, five crashes in
a year could rightly indicate a low degree of safety, could justify the
conclusion that flying was a fairly hazardous way to travel. Tioday,
when thousands of flights take place each day in just a single country,
such as the U.S.A., even triple that number of crashes in a year would
still not change the fact that airplane travel has become one of the
safer modes of transportation in our modern times. The same principle
properly applies in estimating the worldwide effect of the earlier-
mentioned features of war, famine and pestilence, as well as the num-
ber ofpersons afected by earthquakes. To ignore that factor, deliber-
ately or simply due to superficial thinking, is to distort reality and
misrepresent the truth.

Those who would have us believe that we have visible evidence
before us identifying our generation as strikingly marked by proph-
ecy-because of supposedly being affiicted by such woes in some way
special-may say that their claim is not based on these features taken
singly. They may say that it is based on the conbinatior of them, all
occurring together during a single period.

Thus, religious author Hal Lindsey likened these disastous features
to multiple pieces of a jigsaw puzzle which are now said to be 'fall-
ing rapidly into place' since 1948. Evangelist Billy Graham hears in
today's events the ominous pounding of the combined hoofbeats of
the four horsemen of the Apocalypse. The Watch Tower Society pre-
sents these features as the individual elements of a "composite sign.tt
The "sign," they say, is not any one of the features by itself but the
combination of them occurring worldwide in one generation, a com-
posite sign supposedly unique to the generation living from and after
t9t4.

So, while obliged by the facts to admit that none of these features
individually has seen unprecedented incidence in this century, the
claim might be made, '"fiue, perhaps some century in the past saw
more famine than ours, another century may have seen more or
greater earthquakes, yet another century more disasfrous pestilence,
still another was equally or more wracked by war than our own. But
it is not any one of these things individually but rather the sum total
of all of them together happening in this one century, our twentieth
century that distinguishes this time as being, beyond question, the
last days before world judgment occurs."

Is there any validity to that reasoning?
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The syndrome of scourges

Most end-times proclaimers simply leave the record of the past out of
their discussion and the majority of their readers are unlikely to know

what that record shows in order to make a true comParison of condi-

tions. The Watch Tower Society, however, at times seeks to counteract

the evidence of the past and to deny its significance. This indicates

that they recognize that there are problems with at least some of the

featureiof their "composite sign," and that none of the affiictions are

new to mankind. "None of these things are unique to our Cs[tUf],"

said the Watchtower of April 15, 1984 on page 5. How, then, could

such things be used to id-entify the time of the end as beginning in

l9l4? Th-e same issue of the Watchtower states that "they would, in

some way, have to differ from like conditions in previous times," ex-

plaining:

Flrst, every feature of the sign wotrld have tobE obsertted by one Senera'

tion. . . .

Second, the effects of the sign would have tobefelt wordwide' ' ' '

Third, the combined conditions or symptoms would have to grow proSres'

sively worse during this perid. . . .

Fourth, the occurrence of all these things would be accompanied by a

clnnge in people's anitudes and actions. Jesus warned: 'The love of the

greater number will cool off.'r

Thus they impose standards for judging the fulfillment of Jesus'

words that are af least in part standards of their own making. Yet this

fourfold attempt to save ihe "composite sign" from collapsing is in-

deed remarkably feeble. Have famines and pestilences' for instance,

grown..progres;ively worse" since 1914? Are they more "worldwide"

ioOuy than 
-ever 

before? The truth is that the scope and mortality of
bottr-of these scourges have been progressively reduced in our cen-

tury! Neither have earthquakes become "progressively worse" since

l9l4 or been felt more "worldwide" than before that date. As to wars,

it is true that they have grown progressively in potential danger in our

century. Yet the remarkable fact is that wars actually claimed more

victimi during the first three decades after l9l4 than during the four

decades that have passed since 1945! And though it is sometimes

pointed out that wars during these four post-1945 decades have

I The same reasoning is repeated in the book lrle-How Did It Get Here? published by the

Watch Tower Society in 1985, on page226-
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claimed some 30 million lives, this is less than the number killed in
wars in the corresponding period of the past century (1845-1885).

A unique generation?

What of the argument that "every feature of the sign would have to be
observed by one generation"? Does that single out the generation of
l9l4-or any generation of this century-as unique in this respect?
By no means. Anyone who undertakes an honest and careful investi-
gation of the matter will soon discover that it is practically impossible
to find one Eeneration during the past 2,000 years that has not ob-
served the combined different features of the supposed "composite
sign"! And this should not surprise us, really, as most of the scourges
mentioned by Jesus are interrelated and, therefore, usually go to-
gether. This especially holds true of wars, famines, and pestilences.
In Hunger and History, E. P. Prentice notes:

Famine, Vltar and Pestilence-the world knows them well, these three'
and knows that they come not singly, one by one. Where there is lVant,
Pestilence makes her home and War is not far distant.2

Further emphasizing this commonality and simultaneousness of oc-
currence Ralph A. Graves explains:

A survey of the past shows that war, pestilence, and famine always

have been related, sometimes one and sometimes another being the cause'

and the other two the effect. Where one of the trio has occurred the oth.
ers, sometimes singly, but usually together' have followed.

A veritable trinity of evil, the three are as one scourge' equal in their
devastating power and in their sinister universality.3

This "trinity of evil" was even more closely tied together in the past
than today, when improved communications and modern medical
measures have greatly reduced the role of famine and epidemics in
times of war.

In periods of war, famine and pestilence it is also quite normal to
see crime and violence increase. History is full of examples of the

E. Parmalee Prentice, Hunger and Hisrory (Caldwell, Idaho, l95l), p. 137.

Ralph A. Graves, 'Fearful Famines of the Pastl' The National Geographic Magazine, luly
1917, p. 69. Walford expresses himself in similar terms: "Hence the sword, pestilence,

and famine are no% as they have been in all time, the three associated deadly enemies of
the human race." C. Walford, "The Famines of the World: Past and Presentl' Journal of
the Statistical Sociery, Vol. XLU, (L,ondon, 1879) pp. 79, 80.

2
3
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demoralizing effects of these scourges on the human mind and behav-

iour. In his discussion of famines, Professor Sergius Morgulis says:

Famine is not merely destructive of health and physique, it ls in a still
gfeater degree a disrupter of morals and character. In the sharp struggle

to maintain life all scruples are oyercome, neighbor is against neighbor'

and the strong are ruthless towards the weak.4

The history of famines, then, is also a history of demoralization,

violence, brigandry murder and cannibalism, a history of periods

when lawlessness grows and love cools off. And exactly the same kind

of degeneration occurs during pestilences. "fimes of plague are al-
ways those in which the bestial and diabolical side of human na-
ture gains the upper handr" noted B. G. Niebuhr.s This interrelation

between periods of wars, famines, plagues, or other disasters and an

increase in crime has also been confirmed by findings of modern crim-

inology. Swedish criminologist Hanns von Hofer, for example, in his

thorough study of crime in Sweden from 1750 to 1982, notes that the

historical development of violence and thefts "is characterized by a
series of very sharp increases and decreases that coincide with
particular historical events, such as years of famine, alcoholic re'
strictions, and wars.tf

The saying that "misfortunes never come singly" clearly holds true

of most of the miseries referred to by Jesus in his prophetic survey of
the future course of world history. Wars, famines, plagues and crime

are all interrelated and usually go together. Their "composite" appear-

ance, therefore, is quite natural and understandable and is nothing

new to our century. On the contrary, this syndrome of scourges has

been a part of man's history throughout all centuries, and has been

experienced by all generations since the time of Christ.

The fourteenth century-a'(distant mirrortt

The history of mankind is to a remarkable degree a history of crises

and catastrophes. Although the Watch Tower Society admits this, un-

like other end-times proclaimers it tries to belittle these past calami-

ties, claiming that our century has seen them on a much larger scale.

4 Quoted by Prentice, p. 139. Some horrid examples are given by Graves, pp' 75-:19'

5 Quoted by Philip Ziegler in The Black Dearh (London, 1969), p. 259. See also pages 83,

108, 109, 160, 192, 27l,urd272of the same work.
6 Hanns von Hofer, Bron och straf i Sverige. Historisk l<riminalstatistik 1750-1982, Stztiv

tiska centralbyrAn (Stockholm, 1984), p. 3:4 and Diagram l:3.
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Thus, in the Watchtower magazine of July 15, 1983 (page 7), this
statement appears:

Certainly it is true that previous generations have experienced calam-
ity. The l4th century was the time of the Black Plague when people acrolxr
Europe lived in dread of pestilence, famines and wars. But just compare
the scale of things in our century.T

According to this the Watch Tower Society feels that the crises of
the fourteenth century can by no means be measured against those of
our own century.

Is that true? Is your life or that of people in general more plagued
than was the case in the fourteenth century? Given a choice, would
we choose conditions then-as regards wars, famines, pestilences and
earthquakes-as preferable to those in this century? It was historian
Barbara Tlrchman who likened the fourteenth century to a "distant
mirrof' of our own. A closer look at the different features of that
period will reveal how much-or how little-truth there is in the
claim of the Watch Tower Societv.

Time of war

History reveals the medieval world as a "world of constant war."E Dur-
ing the fourteenth century a number of long and bloody wars were
fought in different parts of the world. In 1,337 Western Europe saw the
beginning of the longest war in history, the so-called Hundred Years'
War between England and France, a war that actually lasted for I 16
years and which, according to historian Tbchman, wrecked medieval
unity.e

Other wars and endless civil wars raged in Europe, for example,
the wars between the principalities of Germany and the wars between
the commercial cities and principalities of Italy.

Not only Western Europe was embroiled in war. Eastern Europe and
practically the whole Asian continent were dominated by the fierce
Mongols, who had conquered those areas during the preceding cen-

TheWatchtower, July 15, 1983, p. T,TheWatchtowerof February I, 1985, statedeven
more emphatically: "True, there had been wars, food shortages, earthquakes and pesti-
lencesdownthrough the centuries ofourCommon Erauntil 1914. (Luke 2l:ll) Neverthe-
less, there had been nothing to comparc with what has taken place since the Gentile Tunes
ended in that momentous year." (P. 15)

Collier's Encyclopedia, Yol. 4, 1974, p. 234.
See the "Epilogue" of B. W. TUchman's A Distant Minor.

8
9
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tury.to Of the period from 1200 to 1400 A.D., historians R. Ernest

Dupuy and Tlevor N. Dupuy saY:

During most of these two centuries [the l3th and l4thl the military and

political history of mankind was dominated by one power. The Mongols-
or their Tlartar vassals-conquered or ravaged every mqior region of the

known world save Western Europe.rl

During the fourteenth century this vast empire gradually fell apart.

Bloody Civil wars raged for decades both in the western and the east-

ern parts of the huge Mongol empire. In China the alien rulers were

finaliy overthrown in the 1360's after a long &awn-out civil-war that

evidehtly cost millions of lives.r2 In the same century the Thrkish em-

pire appeared on the scene, having first conquered Asia Minor and

then the major part of the Balkan Peninsula.

Then, about-1370, one of the most ruthless world conquerors his-

tory has known appeared on the scene. He was Tamerlane (or, Timur

I€nk), the awesome 'Ftihrer" of the fourteenth century. Having made

Samarkand in Western Turkestan the center of his empire in 1370, he

set out from there to conquer the rest of Asia. The countries of Khwar-

azm, Afghanistan, Beluchistan, Mongolestan, Russia, Western Sibe-

ria, Persia, Iraq, India, Syria and Anatolia were all conquered during

the next three decades in a wave of incredibly cruel and bloody

fiumphs that cost millions of lives.
Like Genghis Khan of the previous century Tamerlane mercilessly

slaughtered wtrote populations-men, women and children-in any

citiei or areas that resisted him. The whole country of Khwarazm with

its capital Urgentsj in Central Asia was thus completely obliterated

On the Mongolian conquests under Genghis Khan and his followers' see for instance E. D.

Philfips, Tlu Mongols (1969), R. Grousset, Conqueror of the world (1967), and J. A.

noyi , ne uongol world Empire 1206_1 370 ( I g??) . The wars of Genghis Khan and his

foliowen cost millions of lives, many morc than the Napoleonic Wars and the First World

War, because of the extensive massacres of the civilian populations ofcities and countries'

Thus, as noted previously in chapter five, footnote 62, the conquest of Northern china in

l2l l-1218 is estimated to have cost l8 million Chinese lives. And during the campaign

in the west, 1218-1224, many cities in Persia were completely destroyed and the popula'

tion often totally slaughtercd. Whole countries werc ravaged and depopularcd. Afghani-

stan, for example, was turned into a desert'

R. Emcst Dupuy and Trevor N. Dupuy, Tlu Encyclopedia of Milimry Histoty (New Yott

andEvanston, 1970), p. 330.
As pointed out earlier.historians generally ascribe the decrease of the Chinese population

from 123 million in about l20O A.D. to 65 million in 1393 to the wars with the Mongols.

However, as suggested by McNeill (PlaSues and Peoplcs, New York' 1976, p' 163)' the

Black Death "assuredly played a big Part in cuning Chinese numbers in half"'

u
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from the map. Numerous populous cities, among them Tiflis, the cap-
ital of Georgia, Isfahan in Persia, Bagdad in Iraq, and Damascus in
Syria, were devastated and plundered and their populations annihi-
lated. During the conquests in India in 1398, it is estimated that one
million people lost their lives within the space of a few weeks. Thm-
erlane finally died on his campaign against China in 1405, having then
conquered almost all of Asia from Europe in the west to the Chinese
border in the east.13

The feature of war-inall parts of the known world-was certainly
not missing in the fourteenth century.

Time of famine

The fourteenth century opened with a change in climate, causing cold
weather for a number of years, with storms, rains, floods, and then
droughts-and crop failures. The result was a number of very severe
famines. Apparently the worst of these was the universal famine of
1315-1317 (in some areas it lasted until 1319), a famine "which
smote all lands from the Pyrenees to the plains of Russia and from
Scotland to ltaly.rtt+ The consequences were very severe. The poor
ate almost anything, "dogs, cats, the dung of doves, and even their
own children."rs Reports from Livonia and Esthonia emphasize that
"starving mothers ate their children," and that "famishing men often
died on the graves while digging up bodies for food."r6 Chroniclers
show similar conditions prevailing in other countries. In Ireland "the
agony dragged on into 1318 and proved especially severe, for the
people dug up the bodies in the churchyards and used them for food,
and parents even ate their children."rT In the Slavic countries, such as

Poland and Silesia, the famine was still cornmon in 1319, and reports
tell that parents "killed their children and children killed their parents,
and the bodies of executed criminals were eagerly snatched from the

One excellent work on Tirmerlane and his conquests is Itmrr, Verhiingnis eines Erdteils,
by Herbert Melzig (Zurich & New York, l9tl0). In order to frighten the conquered areas

into submission, Thmerlane used to build huge pyramids and minarcts-using heads of
the slaughtered populations as building material, together with mortar. Numerous such
pyramids and minares were built all over Asia.
Henry S. Lucas, "The Great European Famine of 1315, 1316, and l3l?," Epeculum,
October 1930, p. 343. (Published by the Mediaeval Academy of America)
Lucas, p. 355.
Ibid., p. 364.
Ibid., p. 376.
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gallows."r8 Along with the famine came a pestilence that swept away

large numbers.le
Other great famines followed in the 1330's and 1340's. The Black

Death was preceded by a very severe famine that is estimated to have

affected one fifth of mankind. In Italy, for example, it "swept away

by absolute starvation vast numbers of the inhabitants."2o Throughout

the rest of the century repeated famines visited the countries of Europe

and other parts of the world, and in between, "universal want" pre-

vailed, as shown earlier in chapter two. There is every evidence that

the fourteenth century was plagued by famines and malnutrition far
more than our twentieth century.

Time of pestilence
There is no need to repeat a description of the Black Death of the

fourteenth century. We saw in chapter four that this plague in every

sense far surpassed the Spanish flu of our century. Besides, it revisited
Europe-and reportedly many other parts of the world-several times

before the end of the century. Other pestilences that scourged mankind

in the same period were dysentery and anthax; several great epidem-

ics of the disease known as St. Vitus dance broke out towards the

end of the century.2r (Though not notably contagious or necessarily

deadly, leprosy reached its greatest scope in Europe during the dec-

ades previous to the Black Death.)
The plagues of the fourteenth century had an impact on the human

race manifoldly more disastrous than the epidemics of our time, and

many historians point to 1348, the initial year of the Black Death, as

one of the most important tuming-points of history. A. L. Maycock
even maintains that "the year 1348 marks the nearest approach to a
definite break in the continuity of history that has ever occulred."22

Ibid., p. 376.
Contemporary chroniclers often report that a third of the population died in some areas.

Even conservative estimates show that the famine took an enonnous toll. Thus' Dr. Henry

Lucas estimates that One out of every ten persons in Europe north of the Alps and the

Pyrenees perished. (Lucas, pp. 369, 377)
Walford, p' 439. Compare Ziegle:. p. 't4' Swedish historian Michael Nordberg' having

mentioned the great famine of l3l5-18 and other years of famine in the 1320's' says that

the "years 1335-52 meant an almost continuous period of crop failures in neady all of
Europe due to the unfortunate combination of dry summers and very rainy autumns." (Den

dynamiska medeltiden, Stockholm, 1984, p. 35)

Janken Myrdal , Digerdiiden (Stockholm, 1975), pp. 19,22. St. Vitus's daoce attacked the

nervous system, causing either death or disability.

A. L. Maycock, 'A Note on the Black Death," inthe Nineteenth Cennry, Vol' XCV['
london, January-June 1925, pp. 456-&. (Quoted by Campbell' p' 5.)

l8
l9
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Time of earthquakes

It was commonly believed in ancient times that earthquakes, as well
as heavenly phenomena such as eclipses, meteors, and especially
comets, were omens of great calamities, particularly of wars, famines
and pestilences.23 Such sinister portents, therefore, usually caused
great fear. This is probably the reason why, in discussing the things he
said might mislead his disciples into believing the end was at hand,
Jesus added earthquakes and, according to Luke chapter twenty-one,
verse I | (The Jerusalem Bible), *fearful sights and great signs from
heaven." Thucydides, Diodorus Siculus, Livy and many other ancient
writers claimed that earthquakes were omens of pestilence, and the
Roman philosopher Seneca, a contemporary of the apostles, explicitly
stated that "after great earthquakes it is usual for a pestilence to oc-
cur."24 No wonde& then, that the great earthquakes preceding and ac-
companying the Black Death of the fourteenth century were inter-
preted as portents of the plague by contemporary chroniclers.

In China the years preceding the outbreak of the plague were
marked by an imposing series of disasters: droughts, floods, swanns
of locusts, famines and earthquakes. Even before the outbreak of the
plague in 1337 ttre death toll must have been enormous:

In 1334 there was drought ln Houdouang and Honan followed by
swarms of locusts, famine and pestilence, An earthquake in the mountains
of Ki-Ming.Chan formed a lake more than a hundred leagues ln clrcum-
ference. In Tche the dead were believed to number more than five million.
Earthquakes and floods continued from 1337 to 135; locusts had never
bcen so destnrctive; there was'subterraneous thunder'in Canton.s

Europe also seems to have been hit by an unusual series of calami-
ties, including disastrous earthquakes, in the years before and during
the plague, accompanied by frightening portents in the sky and on
earth:

For year after year there were slgns in the sky, on the earth, ln the alr,
all indlcative, as men thougbt, of some terrible coming event. In 1337 a

Fritz Curschmann, Hungersndte lm Minelaher (Lctpztger Sttdien aus dcm Gebtet der
Gcschichte) (I*ipzig, 1900), pp. 12-17.
Raymond Crawfurd, Plague and Pestilcnce tn Llteraurc and An (Oxtotd, l9l4), p. 65.
Tiegler, p. 13. Gravcs (p. 89) adds that "according to Chinesc records 4,000,000 pcoplc
perished ftom stawation in the neighborhood of Kiang alonc," and climatologist H. H.
lamb says that the Chinese famine caused by the extraordinarily great rains and rirrcr
floods in 1332 is "alleged to have cost 7 million lives." (Climarc, Presen, Past and Future,
Vol. 2, l.ondon and New Yo*, ln1, p. 456)

23
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great comet appeard in the heavens, its far-cxtending tail sowing deep

dread in the minds of the ignorant masses. . . . In 1348 came an earth-

quake of such frightful violence that many men deemed the end of the

world to be presaged. Its devastations werre widely spread. Cyprus'

Grcece, and ltaly were terribly visited, and [the seismic trcmorl extended

through the Alpfure valleys.b

..Europe was shaken from southern Italy to Bosnia and from Hun-

gary to Alsace," geologist Haroun Tazieff states. The earthquake de-

itroyed many cities and villages, including the city of Villach in Ca-

rinthia in Austria. Citing the eighteenth-century author Elie Bertrand'

Tazieff says that:

The earthquake threw down thirty'six towns or castles in Hungary,

Styfu, Carinthia, Bavaria and Swabia. The ground opened in various

places. It was thought that the stinking exhalations that this earthquake

produced were the cause of that ptague which spread over the whole

world, which lasted for three yearr, and which according to calculations'

kilted a third of the human race.27

Tazieff, stating that "the fourteenth century was particulafly hard

hit" by destructive earthquakes, gives as another example the great

earthquake that devastated the Swiss city of Basel in 1356:

On lE October 1356 at ten o'clock at night the city of Bile [Basell and

the towns and villages for seventeen miles round it were destroyed by a

terrible earthquake whoae after'shocks continued for over I year. . . .
Eighty casttes, together with the towns and villages that depended on

them, were ruined.a

As Tazieff notes, the fourteenth century seems to have been visited

by an unusually great numbr of destructive earthquakes. Milne's cat-

alogue, while very incomplete for this period and "practically con-

fined to occulrences in Southern Europe, China and Japan," nonethe-

less lists 143 destructive earthquakes for the fourteenth century.2e

Death figures are, of course, generally missing, but there is no reason

26 Charles Morris, HistoricalTales: The Romance of Reality, Lippincott 1893' p. 162 f. The

famous l4th-century writer Pefarch, dwelling in Verona, Itatn at the time of the shock'

wrote of it as follows: "Our Alps, scarcely accustomed to moving, as Virgil says' began

to trembte on the evening of 25 January. At this same moment a great part of Italy and of

Germany was so violently shaken that people who were not forewamcd and for whom the

thing was entirely new and unheard-of thought ttrat the end of the world had come." (Har-

oun Tazieff, $/ hcn the Earth Trembles, London, 1964' P. 155)

TI Tazietr, pp. 154, 155.

28 lbid., pp. 155, 156.

29 See the information presented in chapter three of this wort-
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to believe that major earthquakes were less common or less destruc-
tive of human life in the fourteenth century than today. If anything,
the available evidence points in the opposite direction.

Time of crime and time of fear

As demonstrated earlier, great calamities like war, famine and pesti-
lence usually cause a sharp increase in crime and immorality.ln The
Black Death and Men of Learning, A. M. Campbell noted that ramp-
ant crime was "a striking feature about the last half of the fourteenth
century."3o Historian Ttrchman in her famous study (A Distant Mirror,
page l19) even states that brigandage reached such proportions that it
contributed to the continuing decline of world population at the end
of the l4th century! Crime and murder also spread during the great
famine of 1315-1317:

Because of these conditions there was a great increase in crime. Per-
sons who ordinarily led a decent and respectable life were forced into
irregularities of conduct which made them criminals. Robbers and vaga-

bonds appear to have infested the countryside of England, and they were
guilty of all manner of violence. Murder became very frequent in lreland.
Robbery with assault was common; in fact all manner of articles that
could be used for food were stolen, . . . in fact all things of value were
readily taken.3r

Piracy, or robbery on the high seas, which plagued earlier centuries
and was often organized and accompanied by much manslaughter,
likewise increased during the fourteenth century.32 Clearly, that time
had its share of growing crime-and the fear created-as have other
periods, our own included.

Materialism, pessimism, anguish and fear of the end of the world
characterized the fourteenth century as much as they do our century
if not more. The problems of today are, to a much greater extent than
people generally think, essentially a repetition of the past. Ziegler

A. M. Campbell, The Black Death and Men of Learning (New York, 193 I ), p. 129.

Lucas, pp. 359,360.
The scope of this form of crime in the past is little known today, when it has practically
disappeared. The Saracen pirates, for example, for long periods more or less dominated
the whole Mediterranean area, fought a sea war that lasted for over a thousand years (8th

to l9th centuries), plundered and devastated not only the coastal cities but ravaged cities
far up into Middle Europe. Countless numbers of people were killed during these ravaging
cxpeditions. (Erik-Dahlberg, Sjdrdvare, Stockholm 1980, pp. 49-63. )
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quotes historian James Westfall Thompson, who compared the after-

math of the Black Death and of World War I and found that in both
cases complaints of contemporaries were the same: "economic chaost

social uniest, high prices' profiteering, depravation of moralst
lack of production, industrial indolence, frenetic gaiety' wild ex'
pendituie, luxury, debauchery, social and religious hysteria,
greed, avarice, maladministration, decay of manners."33

Can it possibly be said that the calamities experienced by modern

man are worse than those experienced by those of the medieval man?

Ziegler, commenting upon the comparison of Thompson, concludes:

The two experiences are properly comparable but comparison can only

show how much more devastating the Black Death was for lts victims than
the Great War [of 1914-f9f8] for their descendants.Y

Barbara Tbchman, who also refers to Thompson's comparison,

agfees. She describes the fourteenth century as "a violent, tormented,

bewildered, suffering and disintegrating age, atime, as many thought,
of Satan triumphant," and adds:

If our last decade or two of collapsing assumptions hae been a perlod

of unusuat discomfort, it is reassuring to know that the human species has

lived through worse before.3s

Consequently, any claim that our century has seen the calamities of
wars, famines, pestilences, earthquakes, and so forth, on a much

larger scale than the fourteenth century is not supported by the histor-

ical evidence. It shows the opposite to be true. Tiaken as a whole' the

supposed "composite sign" was certainly more palpable in the four-
teenth century than it is today. The hoofbeats of the horsemen of the

Apocalypse rang out equally as loud as in our present time.36

The testimony of the "population bomb"

Perhaps no other single factor testifies to the fictitiousness of calami-
tous claims about our century as does that of the world's population

Ziegler,p. 277.
Ziegler, p. 278.
Tlrchman, page xiii.
Simitar comparisons could be made with other periods in the past, the sixth century for
instance, when the "plague ofJustinian" ravaged the world. As poinrcd out in chapter four,

historians hotd that the plagues of the third and sixth centuries contributed to the decline

of the Roman empire, both the western and eastern parts thereof. Farnine played a similar

role.
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growth. While the end+imes proclaimers often employ it in an effort
to support such claims it actually disproves them in a remarkable way.

It is therefore not surprising that the Watch Tower publications have
been reluctant in telling the whole tuth about this factor.

The Awake! magazine of August 8,1983, explained the present
population growth in the following way:

The root ofthe problem lim ln the way the population expands. It does
not increase by simple consecutive addition (lr 21 3, 4, Sr 6, etc.) but by
exponential growth or multiplication (1, 2, 41 8, t6, 32, etc.). (Page 5)37

Does this rule explain the population growth from the distant past
to the present time? Does it explain why it took milleniums for man-
kind to grow to one billion in about 1850, then double to two billion
in the 1930's, and then double again to four billion in 1975? I*t
us see.

At present the population doubles in 35 years, which corresponds
to an annual growth of 2 percent.3s If the population had actually
grown exponentially at constant doubling intervals of 35 years, it
would have taken less than 1,100 years for it to grow from two indi-
viduals to the present 4.8 billion!3e Even if we were to allow for an
annual growth rate of only I percent, corresponding to a doubling in
69.7 years, an exponential growth would lead to astronomical figures
within just a couple of thousand years. As Professor Alfred Sauvy,
Europe's great demographer, explains:

If for example the population of China, the size of which is estimated
to have been 70,000,000 at the time of Christ, since then had increased by
I percent per year, it would today have reached, not the recently esti-
mated 6E0,000,000 [over one billion in 19E4], but 21 miltion billions!
Spread out all over the globe this pepulation would give about 120 Chinese
per squarc meter.4

Exponential growth, also described in terms of geometric growth, means a doubling of the
number at certain intervals. But it is essential that these intervals be constant. otherwise
the growth is not exponential. See the discussion by Professor Erland Hofsten inDcmog-
rap hy and Development (Stockholm, 1977), pp. 15-19.
This is the average annual growth for the past 35 years. But the rate of growthis declining.
In later years it has been 1.8 percent, and according to the latest report it has now shrunk
to 1.7 percent. The United Nations estimates that if this trend continues, population will
stabilize at around l0 billion late next century. 

-New 
Scientisr, August 9, 1984., p. 12.

H. Hyrenius, Sd mycket folk ["So many People"] (Stockholm, 1970), pp. 9-l l.
Jan Lenica and Alfred Sauvy, Population Explosion, Abundance of Famine (New York,
1962). Quoted from the Swedish edition, Befolluingsproblem (Stockholm, 1965), p. 17.
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Clearly, exponential growth is not the correct explanation of the

population development on earth. For some reason, the doubling in-
iervals in the pasf were much longer. How much longer was pointed

out on p Ee 4 in the Awalce!of September 8, 1967:

It took from the first century to the seventeenth century before the

population of the world doubled from 250 million to 5ffi million. Then'

in a little oyer two hundred more years, in the nineteenth ccnturl' the

population doubled agaln, rcaching about one thousand million
(1,000r000r0ffi). But in only a hundred more years' in the twentieth cen'

tury it once more doubled. And now? At today's rate of growth the pop

ulstion would double in just thirty'five years!

This pattern of tremendously shrinking doubling intervals, from as

much as 1,600 years in the past to only 35 years at present, shows that

there must have been something in the past thatPrevented an exponen-

tial growth, something that has been gradually removed during the

pastiwo hundred years. As the English economist Thomas Malthus,

who often (but wrongly) is said to have been the originator of the

theory of exponential (or geometric) growth, wrote in 1798, '?opu-
lation, when unchecked, increases in a geometrical ratio.,+t

We couili weilask, ihEn: Why has the world population not grown

exponentially during the past centuries? What factor, or which factors,

chbcked the population growth in the past? The answer is completely

devastating io the theory of the "composite sign" since l9l4 or 1948

or to any claims that our century is 'the world's worst' as far as calam-

itous conditions are concerned.
The reason for the very slow population increase in past ages is

precisely because mankind then sufered rnuch more tlnn today from
wars, famine s and p e stilenc e s. All population experts (demographers)

today agree. These factors caused such high mortality that the popu-

lation growth was effectively checked.
Often the high mortality even resulted in a population decline,

for example through pestilence, as was shown earlier. "Until modern

times epidemics and famines regularly reduced any population

increase," says historian Fernand Braudel.a2 Demographer Alfred
Sauvy, talking of the high "mortality factot'' in the past, expounds the

causes as follows:

4l

42

Thomas Malthus, Essay on the Principle of Population, first published anonymously in

1798. Quoted by Hofsten (1977), p. ll4.
Fernand Braudel, Civilizarton & Capitalism l5tbl8th Cenury: The Stuctures of Evcry'

dal LtJe (london, l98l), p. 35.
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This modality factor was active In the past through three extraordi-
narily deadly fatal sisters: Famine, Disease and War. Due to its immediate
efrects Famine certainly occupied the first place in this terrifying trinity,
closely followed by its near relative Disease.a3

This mortality factor has been substantially reduced in recent times:

Of the three demographic fatal sisters only war has continued working
unabatedly. We refer here to war in the strict sense of the word, because
other forms of violence rcsulting from it have been considerably re-
duced. . . . Diseases still exist, but epidemics of the kind that earlier
would decimate whole nations do not rage any longer. Famine and mal.
nutrition still exist but acute and hopeless starvation has been eliminated,
mainly owing to better means of transport.e

These are facts firmly established today, known not only among
experts but found even within school textbooks. As an example, the
following statement concludes a discussion of the population explo-
sion in a civics textbook widely used in Swedish senior high schools:

In conclusion it can be said that we have amived at a development that
is unique to mankind. For thousands of years famine, disease and war
have efrectively put a check on all tendencies towards an accelerated pop-
ulation growth. But after the breakthrough of technics and medicine the
earlier balance between the constructive and destructive forces of life has
been upset, resulting in the population explosion.as

Consequently wars, and especially famines and devastating pesti-
lences played a decisive role rn checking earth's population in the
past. Medical and technical advancements have combined to stem
the ravagings of pestilences, to increase the food supply and improve
the means of fansporting it. The result has been a sharp decline of
mottality, and this is particularly true of child mortality. This is the
real cause of the population explosion.6

Lcnica & Sauvy (l!)65), p. 12.
lrnica & Sauvy, pp. 20, 26.
Bjdrkblom, Altersten, Hanselid & Liljequist, VdrWen, Sverige ocft vi (Uppsala, 1975\,
p. 31.
The Watch Tower Society is not totally unaware of these connections. The Awake! of
August 8, 1983, for instance, began an article on the subject by stating that the pr€sent

population explosion "is due in part to a worldwide decline in the death rate as a result of
improved medical care and economic and social conditions," but then it quickly proceeded

to an elaboration on the exponential growth as the cause. A much earlier article published
in the Awake! of September 8, 1967, was mone straight to the point by stating that "ad-
vances in disease conrol have drastically lowered the death rate in most countries," and

that "mass control of infectious disease has produced a spectacular reduction in the death
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WORLD POPULATION 3OOO B.C.-A.D. 1985

3000 Bc 2000 1000

The common population curve

kt us take a closer look at the population curye, as it is conrmonly
represented in various publications (see illustration above).

As we shall see presently, this idealized curve does not present the

whole picture. To arrive at a more accurate picture, we must fint take

into account the real causes ofthe population explosion in our century.

The long, almost horizontal line in the chart bears witness to the long
ages when devastating famines, pestilences and wars caused the pop-
ulation to grow very slowly. The sharply rising curve to the right
points to an enolmous reduction of the effect of the fint two of these

scourges in recent times.aT The curye in the chart is simply rather

schematized and does not convey ttre whole nuth about this phenom-

enal growth.
As hofessor Erland Hofsten points out:

. . . the usual picture of the populatton development is wrong. Accord'

ing to it earth's population has increased at a regular pace, slowly at first
and then at an ever-increasing rate, until we have got what ls now popu-

larty called 'the population explosion.' But things have not come about

rate among infants and children." (Pages 4 and 5) The disas6ous consequcnces of this
.'mass control of infectious disease" for the 'tomposite sigu" idea was, of course, not
pointed out by the Watch Tbwer Society.

47 E. P. Prentice, concenbating on the impact of hungcr on the human race' says tbat 'tlrc
flat horizon represents the long level of want which man has known so well during many

ages."Then@,and it is abundance which makesthe steePlecame, and it is abundance which makes the stlePl9
rp to that time had suggested no possibility of such

ages." Then, "about
rise so sharply from a horizon which up to that time had suggested no

I 
= 

rogress : An Episode in thc H isnry d Hunger? (New York' 1950)' pp. xx'



The Myth of the (Composite Sign' 197

quite that simply. To all appearances there have been many periods when
population has been stationary or eyen [een {sclining, alternating with
periods of rapid growth.s

Thus the population of China was nearly the same in A.D. 1500 as
back at the time of Christ. The population of the Indian peninsula had
decreased from 46 million at the time of Christ to 40 million in A.D.
1000. And the population of Southwest Asia had decreased ftom 47
million at the time of Christ to 38 million in A.D. 1900.4e

According to French demographer Jean-Noel Biraben the total pop-
ulation on earth was about the same in A.D. 1000 as at the time of
Christ, having gone up and down during those centuries due to dev-
astating famines, pestilences and wars.so This non-increase testifies to
the death of literally thousands of millions of people, including chil-
dren and infants, in these calamities during those centuries. From the
fifteenth to the nineteenth century famines, civil wars, epidemics and
infanticide kept the Japanese population practically static for four cen-
turies.sr Many other examples could be given. The British demogra-
pher T. H. Hollingsworth states that "population must have gone
down as often (or very nearly as often), and as much, as it went up."s2

Modern demographers, therefore, present population curves ttrat re-
flect these fluctuations. The example presented in the illusftation is
based upon a curve drawn up by Biraben, showing the changes in
world population from around 400 B.C. to 1985.s3 It shows the pop-
ulation to have been the same in 1000 A.D. as at the time of Christ,

Erland Hofsten, B efolkningsldra (Lund, 1982), p. 14.
These are figures of the French demographer Jean-Noel Biraben as quoted by Hofsten.
(Befolkningskira, p. 17.)
Hofsten, Befolkningskira, p. 15.
Josu6 de Casro, Geograplry of Hunger (London, 1952), pp. 162, 163. Infanticide,'ttrc
wilful destruction of newborn babes through exposure, starvation, strangulation, smoth-
ering, poisoning, or through the use ofsome lethal weapon," was the principal means of
birth control before the use of contraceptives and legalized abortions became widespread.
Before the twentieth cenury infanticide was practiced on a large scale, not only in Japan
and China, but all over the world, including Europe, claiming many millions of lives
ennually. Today the method has been replaced by abortions, which, although found un-
acceptable by many, including the authors, frorn a Christian point of vieq yet clearly
represent a development in a more humane direction. See William L, Langer, "Infanticide:
A Historical Survey," History of Childhood Quarterly, Winter 1974, Vol. I, No. 3,
pp. 353-365; also Ping-ti Ho, Studies on the Population of China, 1368-1953 (&m-
bridge, Massachusens, 1959), pp. 58-61. (Infanticide still occurs in some arcas in Africa
and South America. See Barbara Burlce, "Infanticidel' Science magazine, May 1984,
pp.26-31.)
T. H. Hollingsworth, Historical Demography (L,ondon *6 SeuthamFton, 1969), p. 331.
Hofsten, Befolkningslltra, p. 15.
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WORLD POPULATION 3OOO B.C.-A.D. 1985

as well as the impact of the Black Death upon world population from
1348 A.D. to about 1550.

When we tum our attention to curves drawn up for individual coun-

tries, the impression is even more telling. The curve shown in the next
illustration, for example, relates to Egypt, and is based upon the fig-
ures and curve drawn up by Hollingsworth.s The dramatic changes

betrreen increases and decreases are in no way unique. Curves for
many other countries show similar oscillations. The curve for Egypt
shows very sharp population decreases due to wars and pestilences,

but it should be remembered that wars and pestilences usually were

accompanied by severe famines that contributed greatly to these de-

creases.
The modern "population explosion," then, through contrast reveals

a terrible story about man's past, a story of famines, plagues and other
calamities on a scale that-if seen as a whole-has nothing colre-
sponding to it in modern times. Its testimony is there for all to see,

and it is impossible to refute. And, very significantly, it deals a death-

blow to the idea that we have seen a "composite sign" that could serve

as an infallible indicator of Christ's parousia since 1914, or the start

of some special 40-year time period since 1948, or any other similar
claims.

3{ Hollingsworth, p. 3l l. The cune has been redrawn and updated by a scholarly friend of
ours. Fred Sorensen, who has also contributed much to other parts of this work.
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POPULATION IN EGypT, 664 B.C.-A.D. 1gg5
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Population curve for Egypt, 664 B.C. to 1985 A.D. (Based on the infor-
mation and curve drawn up by T. H. Hollingsworth inHistorical Demography,
London and Southampton, 1969, page 331.)

Possibilities versus realities

It goes without saying that the world picture is always subject to
change, sometimes very sudden change. One can easily draw up an
imaginary scenario of what could happen during the remaining years
of this waning twentieth century. It is not difficult to find the factors
upon which to build such a suppositional situation. The growing world
population could lead to famines of unprecedented size and mortality.
Since seismologists have for some time predicted that both Japan and
Califomia are due for some major earthquakes, one could envision
such occurring and, if hitting very densely populated areas such as
Tokyo, San Francisco and los Angeles, bringing death to tens of
thousands. In times of famine and other great catasftophes, epidemics
can spread far more rapidly. So one could add such in uncontrollable

Ithcedor*rn ConCrresl
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proportions to the foreboding vision.ss And, last but by no means

ieait, the specter of nuclear war could be drawn into the scenario'

since, werelt to occur it could unquestionably bring death to millions,

even hundreds of millions.
The problem with using such a scenario of honible disasters as

basis foi claims about our century and specific periods since 1914 and

1948 is that all these things are still no more than possibilities. They

are not realities. They could happen, but they have not happened.

They cannot therefore serve as proof of anything with respect to either

1914 or 1948 or any other period thus far in our century. Even if such

an imaginary scenario were actually to develop in, let us say, the

1990's, what would that prove about L9l4 ot 1948? The Watch Tower

Society, for example, would still have to explain why the first seventy

years since 1914-the period in which the "composite sign" was sup-

posed to have appeared as proof of Christ's "invisible presence"-saw
no increase in any of the respective features of that supposed "sign."
Hal Lindsey's predictions regarding a forty-year period beginning in
1948 with the establishment of the Jewish state in Israel, would still
be a jigsaw puzzle without any other pieces previous to such a pos-

sible, conjectured, future development. Dr. Billy Graham's statements

about hearing the hoofbeats of the four horsemen "approaching,

sounding louder and louder," would then have to be taken as evidence

of prophetic hearing, a hearing of magnified sounds still in the future,
sinie io the present day the facts show that none of the symbolic "four

horsemen" are in greater evidence in our time than they were in past

centuries.
The mere fact that something could happen does not necessarily

mean that it will happen. Even before the development of the atomic

bomb, nations had developed poison gases and bacteriological warfare

with frightening potential. Nevertheless, while poison gas was used

with honible consequences in World War I, since then, even during

the fiercely fought World War II, the nations have refrained from any

known use of poison gas and have never resorted to the deployment

of their fearsome weapons of deadly bacteriological warfare. Worth

remembering also is that the last time an atomic weapon was used

against humans was in 1945, now four decades ago. Predictions about

55 In an anempt to emphasize pestilence or disease as a noteworthy feature today, The Watch'

tower of April 15, 1984, quoted Dr. William Foege of Atlanta's Centers for Disease Con-

trol as saying: "I fully anticipate that possibly in our lifetime we will see another flu strain

that is as deadly as 19t8." (P. 6)
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the future based on human reasoning and assumption remain a guess-
ing game, unrelated to the actual outworking of divine prophecy.

Simply put, and setting aside conjecture and imagined circum-
stances, the reality is that our generation is no more plagued by fam-
ine, pestilence, earthquakes, war, crime or fear than other generations
in the past, and in certain respects it is less so.



CHAPTER 8

5(What WiIl Be the Sig" of Your
Coming?u

WHEN SPEAKING of a "sign of the last days," people commonly

understand "the last days" to mean a period of time which immedi-

ately precedes the coming of Jesus Christ to carry out divine judg-

ment.-The belief is that such a distinctive period is an indicator sig-

naling the nearness of that coming and the execution of judgment it
bringi. The Scriptures do, of course, speak of the "last days." But do

they support the concept described? Is there to be such an indicator, a

means whereby people can know beforehand that that day is about to

break upon them?
Down through the ages, people in one generation after anotherhave

found reason to identify their time as "the last days." Their predictions

and expectations have, in every case, ultimately led to failure with
accompanying disillusionment. Quite evidently there has been a cru-

cial mistake underlying all these failed expectations and eroneous
claims.

The evidence is that they have understood and applied Jesus' words

concerning wa1s, famines, pestilence, earthquakes and similar fea-

tures, in a way exactly opposite to that in which they were directed.

In the first chapter of the present work it was pointed out ttrat dis-

cerning Bible commentators do not understand the "woes" enumer-

ated by Jesus in the beginning of his discourse to mean the sign asked

for by the disciples. Quite to the confary, Jesus warned his followers
against being itsled by such disasters. The subsequent chapters have

presented evidence that fully confirms this conclusion. Because every

lentury has had its share of wars, famines, pestilences, earthquakes,

and so on-often to a greater extent than our own century-it would
be very confusing to point to such things as the sign of Christ's par-
ousia. As Roman Cattrolic scholar M. Brunec pertinently remarks:
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6'To set up signs of this type plainly amounts to little else than to
create a psychological state of perpetual eschatological delirium."r

Jesus, before he answered the questions put to him, actually started
with an enumeration of things that he knew might mislead his follow-
ers. The very first words of his reply indicate this. He began with this
warning:

Take heed that no one leads you astray.-Matthew 24:4, RSV.

By what means might they be led astray as to claims regarding his
coming? He listed a number of things, beginning with false leaders,
false Messiahs:

For many will come in my name, saying, 'I am the Christr' and they
will lead many astray.-Matthew 24:5, RSV.

Christ's parousfa or coming, "with power and great glory" and ac-
companied by "all the angels," will not be like that of a human being
who appears with the claim of being God's anointed one, perhaps
winning some followers. While there is no record of persons specifi-
cally takrng to themselves the title of Christ or Messiah (both terms
meaning Anointed One) between the time of Jesus' death and the de-
struction of Jerusalem, there were doubtless those who, as Theudas
and Judas the Galilean had done, presented themselves as leaders and,
at least by implication, as anointed by God for the task. (Acts 5:35-
37; compare Acts 2l:38.) Subsequent history knows more than 50
false Messiahs among the Jews alone, from Bar Kochba in the second
century to Sabbatai Tr;bhi in the seventeenth, and numerous false
Christs have likewise appeared among Christians.2

In addition to false Christs, according to the parallel text in Luke
chapter twenty-one, verse 8, Jesus warned of many who would come
and proclaim that "The time is at hand." This again indicates that Jesus
viewed his coming as something distant in time, being preceded by
manyfalse proclarnations of its nearness.

Quoted from a ttanslation of Brunec's article on Matthew 24, Mark 13, Luke l7 and Luke
21, published in Latin in successive fascicles ofVolumes 30 (1952) and 3l (1953) ofthe
periodical Verbum Domini, published in Rome.
Professor J. A. Alexander, The Gospel According to Mark, 1858, page 348. (Reprinted in
1980 by Baker Book House, Grand Rapids, Michigan.) A number of false prophets, false
teachers and fanatical imposters are known from the period up to A.D. 70, such as Simon
Magus, Elymas, Theudas, Judas the Gaudonite, Dositheus, Menander and Cerinthus. The
Iewish historian Josephus (Anr. XX,viii,5,6) also says that Judea, during the reign of
emperor Nero, "was filled with robbers and imposters, who deluded the multitude."
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This does not mean, of course, that it would be wrong for a Chris-
tian to live in expectation of Christ's coming, hoping it to be near, and

conducting him/herself accordingly. On the contrary, true Christians

are to be eagerly waiting for Christ's return from heaven even "waiting
for and hastening [footnote: earnestly desiring] the coming of the day

of God." (Philippians 3:20; 2 Peter 3:12, RSV) But this is not the same

as relying on chronological calculations or date-settings, or on inter-
pretations of the signs of the time, and hence pretending to know and

announcing to others that "the time is at hand." Later on during his

discourse, Jesus repeatedly and emphatically ruled out the possibility
of such advance knowledge by stating that the "hour," the "day," and

the "time" of his coming would be completely unknown' even to his
ownfollowers:

So you atso must be ready, because the Son of Man wlll come at an

hour when you do not expect him.-Matthew 24:44, NIV.

-Theiefore 
keep watch, because you do not know on what day your

Lord will come.-Matthew 24:42, NIV.
Be on guard! Be alert! You do not know when that time will come.-

Mark 13:33, NIV.
So you also must keep watch because you do not know when the owner

of the house will come back-whether in the evening, or at midnight' or
when the rooster crows, or at dawn.-Mark 13:35' NIV.

In fact, the central theme of the whole section from Matthew chap-

ter twenty-four, verse 35, to chapter twenty-five, verse 13, is the ne'
cessity ofpreparedness because ofthe suddenness and unexpectedness

of Chrisfs coming and the impossibility of knowing anything about

the time of it in advance!3

3 In an efrort to soften this plain teaching of Jesus, the Watch Tower Society has appealed

to the statement in Amos 3:?: '"The Sovereign Lord Jehovah will not do a thing unless he

has revealed his confidential matter to his servants the propheS"' (NW) See the comments

on this text in The Watchtower, Ap'il t, 1984, page 7, and especially March 15' 1974'

page 163. However, Amos 3:7 does not imply that Jehovah will reveal "the times or sea-

sons" of the kingdom andthe parousta to his servants. Acts l:7 rules that such knowledge
..does not belong" to them. But he has revealed his "confidential maner," that is, his "plan"
(Amos 3:?, NIV NAB) or "purpose" (AT) to them. He tells them wicr he is going to do'
not necessarily whenhe is going to do it.

Another text that has caused some to conclude that Jesus wanted to give some indication

about the time of his parousla is Matthew 24:34t "Truly I say to you, this generation

(Greek, gened) will not pass away until all these things take place." However, it secms

strange first to state that the corning would take place within a certain generation, and

immediately afterwards add that the time of the coming is totally unknown, even to the

son o;f man hinsetf. (compare Mark 13:32) As gened does not only mean "generationJ'
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Farther along in his reply to his disciples Jesus did, in fact, refer to
a "sign" of his coming. Was it, however, a sign that would tell watch-
ful Christians that "the time is at hand," offering some period of op-
portunity to prepare themselves for that coming? No, obviously not.
In his one and only specific reference to a "sign," Jesus described
certain heavenly phenomena and then said:

At that tlme the slgn of the Son of Man wlll appear in the sky, and all
the nations fiiterally, "trib€s'l of the earth will mourn. They will see the
Son of Man coming on the clouds of the sky, with power and great glory.-
Matthew 24:30, NIV.

By these words he indicates that this sign will be so closely fol-
lowed by the coming itself that it will then be too late for starting any
further preparations. This is also the lesson of the parable of the ten
virgins. (Matthew 25:l-13) A watchful Christian, therefore, is one
who always is prepared, whenever his Lord may come. In none of the
words of Jesus or his apostles are we encouraged to be watchful by
means of chronological speculation or by trying to place special inter-
pretations on world events. Rathet it is by living life in such a way
that we will be found approved by our Master on his arrival. For that
day arrives suddenly, unexpectedly, like the springing shut of a trap.

-Luke 
2l:3446; Romans 13:12,13; I Thessalonians 3:12,13.

It should be noted, too, that the true sign described by Jesus himself
immediately makes it plain to all that the coming is right upon them.
There will be no need for any "experts" on the "signs of the time" to
explain to others what that sign means. As Jesus said when comparing
that sign with the leaves on the fig-tee and on other tees: 66As soon
as they put forth leaves, you see it and know for yourselves that
summer is now near.t'(Luke 2l:30, NASB) Nobody needs some ex-

but also 'tace," and even "age" (sec '!ene6" in TDNT, Vol t), the problem would dissolve
if it is supposed that Jesus referred to the Jewisft race, ot perhaps the present aga.' '"Ihis
Jewish race (or, this agc) will not pass away until all these things take place." On the other
hand, many scholars point to the similarity of the statement to Matthew 23:36, where the
contemporary lewish generation that would see the destruction of the temple is clearly in
view. They have thereforc taken Jesus' statement at Matthew 24:34 as a refercnce back to
Manhew A:3,to answer the disciples' question, "When will these things (the destnrction

of the temple just spoken of) be?' See the excellent discussion along these lines by Dr.
F. F. Bruce inTlw Hard Sayings of Jesus, Downers Grove, Illinois, 1983, pp. 225-230.
Another point o be noted is that the word "this" (rufue, in "this generation" shows that
Jesus spoke of the gened coficmporary with himself, as hafite always refers to something
close or present. He cannot havc meant a generation that would appear on the scene about
1900 years later, as thc Society holds. He spoke of the contemporary gene6, so he was

rcferring either o the "generation" (or, possibly, thc'lace" or the "age") then existen.
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pert to tell him or her that the budding leaves indicate that the season

of warmth is at hand.a Similarly, the meaning of the sign that actually

and genuinely precedes Christ's coming will be obvious to all, with

no need of further exPlanations.
This helps us undentand why Jesus warned of people wfro would

corne, pretinding to know-perhaps on the basis of some chronolog-

ical formula or because they think themselves able to interpret curent

"signs of the time"-and assuredly making the exciting announce-

ment that "The time is at hand!" (Luke 2l:8) In spite of Jesus' warn-

ings, and in fulfillment of his prediction, there has hardly been a

sii'gie period in Christian history that has not seen the appearance of
groupjor individuals who claimed to lcnow, from their chronological

Iakulations or their interpretations of the "signs of the time," that "the

time is at hand," often even predicting the exact year of Christ's com-

ing, the expiration of the "Gentile times," the start of the millenium

or-oth"t end+ime events. The complete failure of the predictions of
all these countless "prophets" and prophetic movements throughout

the centuries proves that the advice Jesus added to his warning was a

most appropriate one: "DO NOT GO AFTER TtmM!" (Luke 2l:8)
They have all proved to be misleading guides, and following after

them has always ended up in disappointment.s
The ultimatl effect of their repetitious, unfounded predictions, is

harmful. All too often it causes people to begin to doubt the reliability

of God's Word. Or the claim of being "in the know" can cause a false

sense of security, even of smug confidence, as of one who feels he or
she is well informed as to just what to expect. This can contribute

toward an exclusivistic attitude toward others, those who are "in the

dark"; it can serve as a breeding ground for fanaticism. Persons Put-

ting fust in such baseless predictions may make unwise decisions in

life, decisions affecting health, marriage, childbearing, home, educa-

tion, employment and security. They may recover in time so that the

scar of thosl unwise decisions heals; or they may not-and thus find

themselves living the rest of their life unnecessarily burdened by the

4 One might think that Jesus should have rcferred to the'spring" rather than to the'summer"

in this text. However, the tews in Palestine spoke only of two seasons, summer and winter'

essentially a wann, and mainly dry season and a cold' rainy scason. Refercnces to "the

spring rains" and the "the autumn rains" in such texts as Deuteronomy I l:14 in the Hebrew

read iiterally, "the early rainC' and'the late rains." So the appearance of leaves on trees

was a sltre, and easily read, sign that the warm season was about to replace the cold' rainy

season.

5 Awake! october 8, 1968, admitted on page 23 that groups "announcing a specific date" in

times past ..were guilty of false prophcsying" as the scheduled end "did not come'"
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now unchangeable results of imprudent decisions based on false
claims. Jesus' warning, "Do not go after them," is sound advice.6

In some cases, the failure to recognize the unpredictableness and
instantaneousness of the time of the Master's return produces an out-
look that allows persons, religious persons not excepted, to conduct
themselves in merciless ways toward others, ways that indicate they
feel a certain sense of impunity as regards a swift day of divine judg-
ment. They are thus not unlike the slave whose master did not come
according to the schedule he had calculated. In that parable it is, no-
tably, only the wicked slave who seems to have some ideas worked
out as to a certain time for his master's return. Speaking with his
mouth to others he may have said otherwise, but "to himself," in his
heart, he viewed his master's return as "delayed." By contrast, nothing
is said of the faithful slave's making any pretense of knowing or at-
tempting to figure out whether that arrival was near or far-he simply
continued faithfully doing his master's will and dealing justly with his
fellow slaves, believing his Lord would in due time return. (Matthew
24:48-50; compare I Peter 4:7-10.) He was not 'lording it over oth-
ers,' but serving their needs as a coJaborer, even as the apostle ex-
pressed his own attitude:

We arc not dictators over your faith, but are fellow workers with you
for your happiness; in the faith you are steady enough.-2 Corinthians
l:24,18.

Other ttnon-signstt of which to be aware

There is no reason to limit Jesus' introductory warning against being
misled solely to false Christs and false prophets. In Matthew chapter

6 The Watchtower of December 15, 1984, explained Christian watchfulness to mean paying
anention to two things, namely, l) "the time element" and, 2) "the many-featurcd sign."
But this movement's record of over 100 years of failed dates and failed prcdictions shows
rhat this cannot have been the kind of watchfulness recommended by Jesus. Yet, instead
ofdeploring and deprecating this kind ofprophesying and date-setting, the Watch Tower
Society, in the same issue, attempts to elevate it to a Christian virtue by saying: '"Irue,
some expectations that appeared to be backed up by Bible chronology did not materialize
at the anticipated time. But is it not far to make some mistakes because of

to see God's than to be as to the

Bible prophecy?" (Pp. 15, 18) However, Jesus wamed of BOTH "spiritual
presumptuous prophesying. Both were and are wrong. ln their place

Jesus urged a watchfulness that governs one's way of life ar all times, as the time of his
parousla would not be possible to identify in advance.
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twenty-four, verse 6, he went on to other things that he knew might
easily lead his followers to jump to false conclusions. He said:

You will hear of wars and rumours of wars; do not be alarmed' for this

ils something that must happen, but the end Udlosl will not be yet.-The
Jerusalem Bible.

The disciples had asked for the sign of the conclusion (Greek, sun'

tdleia) of the age. Jesus says that "wars and rumours of wars" would

be no indication of the end. Some, attempting to avoid this plain state-

ment, claim that the "end" (t6los) of the age is not the same as the
"conclusion" (sunt€leia) of the age. Thus, while agreeing that tdlos
here refers to Christ's intervention at the final judgment, the Watch

Tower Society holds that sunttleia refers to a longer period, a period

that currently runs more than seventy years in length, having begun in
19t4.

This distinction, though, is wholly artificial. Sunt4leia and t€los are

often used interchangeably. In the LXX (Septuagint Version), which
was contemporaneous with Jesus' time, both words sometimes trans-

late the same Hebrew word for "end," q4ts.1 It must be stressed, too,

that Jesus in his answer does not use suntileia at all, using, evidently,
t€los as a synonym instead. As Dr. Brunec explains in the article
quoted previously (see footnote l), "the term tdlos with the article in
this place can have no other meaning thanhE sufiekia tou aidnos l'the
conclusion of the age'l or the parousia. The term t€los is in fact a

synonym for the word sunttleia."s
Jesus' disciples were not to be 'alarmed' on hearing of wars. The

'alarm' here evidently does not refer to a natural concern over the
dangers of military combat. The word used in Matthew's account is

Compare, for instance, 2 Samuel l5:7 and 2 Kings 8:3 (qEts=tilos) with Daniel l2:4, 13

(qEts:sunt4leia). In the last verse LXX (the Septuagint Version) twice translates qets by

sunt4leia: "But go thou thy way till the end (sunttleia) be; for thou shalt rest, and shalt
stand in thy lot, at the end (suntElera) of the days."
That suntdleia does not denote a long period of "last days," as the Watch Tower Society

claims, is also proved by the way the word is used at Matthew 28:20. Jesus there promised

to assist his disciptes "until the conclusion (sunt€leia) of the system of things." (NW) If
the "conclusion" began in 1914, then Christ's help in Kingdom preaching would have been

"until" that date and woutd then have rcached its terminus, ending at that time. That this
"conclusion" instead rcfers to the very end and not to a lifetime starting in l9l4 and

runningdecadesthereafterissoobviousthatTheWatchtower of May I, 1977'hadto
admit: "Since the foretold end has not yet come, the command to make disciples continues

in force." (P. 276) In this way the "conclusion of the system of things" at Manhew 28:20

closefy parallels "the end" (t2los) at Matthew 24:14!
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the same Greek word employed by Paul when, in writing to the Thes-
salonians he urged them:

Do not become easily unsettled or alarmed lexcited, RSV; wrought up,
ATI by some prophecy, report or letter supposed to have come from us,
saylng that the day of the Inrd has already come. Don't let anyone decelve
you in any way.-2 Thessalonians 2:2, 3, NIV.

Rather than arising from a natural fear that warfare inspires, the
alarm against which Jesus cautioned is the excitement and agitating
stimulus coming from a false conclusion that such warfare constitutes
a "sign" of the end.

Explaining why "wars and rumours of wars" should not be under-
stood as signs of the end, Jesus went on to say:

For nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom; and
there shall be famines and earthquakes in various places.-Matthew 24:7,
RSV.

Read in connection with the preceding verse (verse 6), the sense of
this explanation can only be: "Since wars, famines, earthquakes and
other troubles will regularly characterize man's history in the future
(as they have in the past), such things should not be understood as
signs of my coming and of the end of the age." As pointed out earlier,
this is how leading Bible commentators usually understand Jesus'
words:

Professor Carl F. Keil:

Jesus' answer starts from the second question, concernlng the slgns
that might have reference to the parusia, to warn the disciples not to be
mislead by such events. (Commentar iiber das Evangelium des Matthtius,
I-eipzig 1877, page 458.)

Dr. B. C. Butler:

Matthew xxiv. 5-14 gives a straightforward anticipation of the whole
of future history (in reference to the question about the consummation of
the age), warning the disciples that secular catastrophes must not be taken
as signs of the irnminent end of Nstory. (The Originality of St. Manhew,
1951, page 80.)

It is of great interest to note that this is exactly the way the first
president of the Watch Tower Society, Charles Tiue Russell, under-
stood Matthew 24:6-8.In his Studies in the Scriptures (Vol. 4, 1916
edition, page 566) Russell said:
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Ihus brlef,y did our Lord summarize secular historx and tesdl the

dlsclples not to expec{ verJ s(xrn his second coming and glorlous kingdom.

And how aptly: surely the world's history isiust tbis, an account of wars'

lntrlgues, famines and pestilences-little else.

It is to be regretted that the Watch Tower Society did not hold to

this explanation given by its fint president, but-evidently under the

agitating influenCe of World War I and the Spanish flu-abandoned it
in tgZO, thus allowing themselves to be misled in the very way Jesus

had warned against in the introduction to his discourse.e

From Seventh Day Adventist sources, one obtains Wo quite difrer-

ent views. As seen by quotations from his book Good-bye, Planet
Eanh, Adventist Robert Pierson prcsents Jesus' statements regarding

war, famine, and earthquakes as signs designed to indicate that his

coming is at hand, signs so clearly evident today that those doubting

this are to be listed among the scoffers described by the apostle Peter.

ln support of his presentation, he quotes Ellen G. White (whose po-

sition 
-among 

Advlntists compar€s with that of Charles Taze Russell

among Watch Tower adherents), speaking of her as "One writer whom

ttrousands believe was inspired." In part, he quotes her as writing:

we are livlng in the time of the end. The fast-fblfi[lng signs of the tlmes

declane that the coming of christ is near at hand. . . . The calamities by

tand and sea, the unsettled state of soclety, the alsms of war, are porten-

ious. They forecast aproaching events of the grcatest magnitude' ' ' '
Ihe condition ef things ln the world shows that houblous times arc

rlght upon us. The daily papers offtrll oflndicadons ofa terrible conflict

ln the near ftrture. Bold robberies are of frcquent oosurence. sHkes are

Gommon. Thefts and murders are commitied on evetJ hand.ro

In stong confiast to the view advanced in Good-bye, Planet Earth,

prominent-Adventist writer C. Mervyn Maxwell quotes Jesgs' words

It Matttrew chapter twenty-four, ve$es 6 to 8, and states that Christ

was there warning his disciples not to be "confused by any clutter of
non-signs." Under the subheading "Signs tlwt aren't signs," he writes:

chrlst's point was that disastcrs and defeats and wars and famlnes are

not.signs'ofthe approaching end, either ofJerusalem or ofthe world.

For our sindrenched planet, sad to say, such lxrrrows are business as

osual.ll

fu, Milliots Now Living Will Nevcr Die' 1920' pp. 17-19.

Ellen G. Whitc,Tbstimonies, Vol. 9, p. ll. Quoted in Good'blc, Planet Eanh, p' 5O'

C. Mervyn Maxwell, GodCses, 1985, Vol. 2,W. ?'O'21.

9
l0
ll
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Since Maxwell wrote these words in 1985, they may rcpresent a

more curent Adventist position than that of Pierson who wrote in
1976. Otherwise Adventists are faced with two diametrically opposed
presentations.

There may be a special reason why Jesus warned his followers
against looking upon wars, famines, earthquakes, pestilences, and so
forth, as signs of the imminence of his parousia.In Jewish apocalyp-
tic writings of that time these identical things were often mentioned as

portents of Messiah's advent and the near approach of the end of that
age.tz They said that preceding Messiah's glorious appearance and his
leading Israel to freedom, there would be great calamities, which they
called "the woes of the Messiah."

Illusrating these Jewish apocalyptic views are the following pas-

sages from what is called the "Syriac Apocalypse of Baruch." Be-
lieved to be a compilation of writings edited and combined together
by orthodox Jews in the latter half of the first century its contents
"furnish records of the Jewish docrines and beliefs of that period."
Consider their predictions about tribulations that would constitute a
"sign" of the appearance of Messiah's reign on earth:

Thou shalt be preserved till that time till that slgp whlch the Most High
will work for the inhabttants of the earth in the end of the days. This
thereforp shall be the sign. I{hen a stupor shall seize the lnhabitants of
the earth, and they shall fall into many tribulations' and again when they

shatl fall into great torments.
In the first part tbere shall be the beglnning of commotlons. And In the

second part (there shall be) slayings ofthe great ones. And in the third
part the fall of many by death. And in the fourth part the sending of the
sword. And in the fifth part famlne and the withholding of rain. And in
the sixth partearthquakes and terrors . . .

And He answered and said unto me: 'VYhatever will then befatl (will
befall) the whole earth; therefore all who live will experience (them). For
at that time I will protect only those who are found in those self-same days

in this land lPalestine]. And it shatt come to pass when all ls accomplished

that was to come in those parts that the Messiah shall then begin to be
revealed.13

Sonre examples are: I Enoch 80:2-8; 99:4-8; Iubilees 23:13-25: Assumption of Moses

8:l and l0:5. See firrther, D. S. Russell, The Method & Message of Jewish Apocalyptic'
London, 1964, pp. 271--276.
2 Baruch 25: l-4; 27 :2-8; 29t l- 4.l3
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The disciples therefore may have had such traditional vicws and
predicted calamities in mind when they inquired about a "sign." Ob-
viously, Jesus did not share the views of these Jewish apocalyptic writ-
ers. Instead of being signs of the end or conclusion of the age, he

explained these woes to be only a beginning of the toubles that were
to come:

But atl these things are merely the beginning of birth pangp.-Matthew

24:8. NASB.

The "birth pangs" (Greek, adines) have sometimes been taken as

another reference to the views of contemporary Jewish rabbis and
apocalyptic writers, who sometimes may have spoken of the woes

they thought would precede the coming of the Messiah as "the birth
pangs of the Messiah," out of which the new Messianic age was to be

born. The Greek word odtn, however, did not refer exclusively to
birth-pangs. It was often used metaphorically of "any travail, anguish"
(Liddell & Scott), without the sense of a birth of one kind or another
implied. Thus Acts chapter two, verse 24 speaks of the "agony
(6dines) of death" that Christ experienced.ra

Jesus' use of the plural form ("birth pangs") shows that he knew
the period up to his coming and the end of the age would be filled
with many troubles, of which those just mentioned-wars, famines,
pestilences and earthquakes-were merely a beginning.tt By stating
this he indicated that the future held many other and even worse evils
in store. Thus Dr. Brunec concludes:

Hence, wars and seditions and pestilences and famines and earth'
quakes are not presented as signs of the end or of the parusia, but as a
ccrtain small beginning and minimal part of a long series of particular
sorrows.16

In the Old Testament, too, "birth-pangs" are often used metaphorically of any kinds of
anguish and tribulations, for instance at Exodus 15:14; Psalm 48:6;73:4; Isaiah 26:17;
Jercmiah 13:21;22:23;49:24;Hosea l3:13 and Micah4:9, 10.

It is quite possible that Jesus' use of the term "birth pangs" did not reflect the Rabbinic

usage at all. The earliest known Rabbinic use of the expression is that of Rabbi Elieser (c.

A.D. 90). Besides, the Jewish rabbis always spoke of the "birth pang" of Messiah tn rfte

singulan whereas lesus used the plural. See the comment on Matthew 24:8 in H. L. Strack

and P. Billerbeck, Kontnentar zum Neuen Tbstanent aus Talmud und Midrasch, YoL. l,
Munich 1922-28.
Dr. David Hill's comment upon Matthew 24:6-8 excellently sums up the discussion

above: "Wars, rumours of wars, and accompanying disasters were rcgarded as signs of the

approaching end in Jewish apocalyptic. In order to curb excited anticipations' Matthew

makes two important points: first, these disquieting evetrts must happen according to the

l4

l5

t6
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Corroborating this understanding, Jesus went on to describe addi-
tional evils that would come and have direct and exclusive bearing
upon the disciples themselves.

Tribulations upon the disciples

Having given a general survey of calamities which should not be

understood as signs of the conclusion of the age, but which were to
mark the whole future history of the world in general, Jesus next turns
to troubles that his own followers in particular would have to meet and
endure in the future:

Then they will deliver you to tribulation, and will kill you, and you will
be hated by all nations on account of My name. And at that time many
will fall away and will deliver up one another and hate one another. And
many false prophets will arise, and will mislead many. And because law-
lessness is increased, most people's love will grow cold. But the one that
endures to the end, he shall be saved.-Matthew 24:9-13, NASB.

The word "tribulation" in this section translates the Greek word
thlipsis. This is the same word used for the "great tribulation" in verse

21, where it designates the affiiction brought upon the Jewish nation
in A.D. 66:70. The Greek term has the sense of "distess," "trouble,"
even "persecution," and is often used in the NT to denote the suffer-
ings endured by Christians. The apostle John, for instance, writes of
himself as "partaker in the tribulation [thlipsis] and kingdom and per-
serverance which are in Jesus." (Revelation l:9) The apostle Paul, in
2 Thessalonians chapter one, verses 4 to 10, shows that Christians
would have to endure such tribulations or sufferings right up to the
revelation of their Lord Jesus. At that time God will "repay with af-
fliction lthlipsislthose who affiict you, and . . . give relief to you who
are africted and to us as well when the Lord shall be revealed from
heaven with His mighty angels in flaming fire." Thus the word thlipsis
could be used 1) of the "great tribulation" that was brought upon the

purpose of God (cf. Dan. 2:28) and, since history is under the con&ol of God, believers

can and should remain calm; and, secondly, these cvents will be only the beginning of thc
sSerings,lit. "birth pangs," almost a technical term for the tribulations leading up to the

cnd of the age, which are to be endured by the community of the elect. The disasters

experienced arc but a prelude, and feverish apocalypticism is out ofPlace"'(The Gospel

of Manhew Eerdmans, l98l). As to the expression "birth pang," the apostle Paul' too'
uses it as a symbol in his refercnce to "the day of the Lord" at I Thessalonians 5:3. But it
should be observed that he equates this "birth pang" (in the singular!) with tlu sudden

destruction itsclf, not with any "signs" preceding it.
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Jewish nation in the years 66-70 A.D., 2) of the sufferings and per-

secutions Christ's foilowers have to endure in this world up to the

coming of Christ, and 3) of the destruction brought upon_the enemies

of God's people at Christ's coming.-2 Thessalonians l:7-9't7
Christ's foilowers were to be hated, Jesus said, not only by "all the

nations," but also by some who claimed to be their own fellow-

believers. This especially came true in later centuries after the Church

became organized into a hierarchical system governed by a central

religious body that laid claim to divinely appointed auth91lY. In later

cenilries disslnting Christians, such as the Waldenses and Wycliffites'

were persecuted ai apostates, defamed, excommunicated or banned

and even killed by their own alleged christian brothers. why? Be-

cause they believed that "the Bible is the only source of religious

truth" ani that, therefore, "ecclesiastical ministries or hierarchies

were to be tested against the word of God."r8 Although the Roman

Catholic Church has long since changed its policy towards such dis-

senters, many other religious organizations have appeared that have

closely followed the same pattern in dealing with dissenters within

their own ranks.

(The Good News must first be proclaimed to all the
nationstt
In addition to hatred and persecution of this kind, Jesus pointed to

false prophets, misleading teachings, and increasing iniquity and love-

17 As shown by such texts as lohn 16:33, Acts 14:22 and I Thessalonians 3:23, thesc suffer-

ings are bound to come upon Christians in this world. The book of Revelation, written in

a time of great tribulation for the Christian church, repeatedly focuses on thesc sufrerings

(l:9;2:9,l0; 3:10; 6:9-ll; 1217: l3:7), and points forward to the time when christians

victoriously have "come out of'such "great fibulation" and enjoy the reward for their

endurance. (Rev. 7:9-17)
18 The watchtower, Aug. I , 1981, p. 14; Awake! March 8, 1982, p. 8. It is rcma*able how

often retigious organizations assume the same attitude toward dissenters within their own

ranks that they constantly condemn in other denominations. Thus the Watch Tower Soci-

ety, while strongly condemning the way the Roman Catholic Church teated its dissenters

during past ceniuries and regularly praising these dissenters as Christian heroes, treats its

own dissenters with the utmost religious cruelty: it classifies them as lawless apostates,

defames thcir characters, excommunicates them and cuts them off from all contacts with

former Christian brothers, friends and rclatives, the only rcason often being that thesc

dissenters like the Waldenses, the Wycliffites and the early reformers, believe that thc

Bible is the "only source of religious truth" against which all ideas, interpr€tations and

claims of religious authority have to be tested. It is also a fact that the Watch Tower

Society, like the Roman Catholic Church, regards its own organization as a separate divine

authority atong with the Bible. Thus it is held that "unless we arc in touch with this

channel of communication that God is using, we will not progr€ss along the road to life'
no matter low much Bible reading we do-" (The Watchtower, Dec. l, l98l 

' 
p' 27')
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lessness as other evidences of the spiritual decay he foresaw would
occur among the growing numbers of professing followers in the fu-
ture. Yet, none of these things were to be understood as signs of the
imminence of his parousfa and the end of the age. First, another work
of worldwide scope had to be accomplished:

And this gospel of the kingdom will be preached in the whole world, as

a testimony to all nations; and then the end will come.-Matthew 24:14,
RSV.

Tiue, already in the time of the apostles it could be said that the
gospel or good news bore fruit "in all the world" and had been
preached "in all creation under heaven." (Colossians 1:6, 23) This,
though, was undoubtedly said in a general way, as the gospel at that
time (c. A.D. 60) had been brought to many different parts of the
Roman world, and doubtless also to some places outside the Roman
borders. Throughout the centuries the good news has been brought to
many other parts of the world and has reached hundreds of millions
of people. According to the World Christian Encyclopedia, published
in 1982, the number of professing Christians today is close to 1.5
billion worldwide, which is 32.8 percent of the world's population,
and the present increase is about 25 million a year. (This increase is,
of course, partly owing to births among Christians.) Although these
figures are impressive, Christendom is also to a very great extent char-
acterized by the spiritual decay predicted by Jesus: hatred, with
resultant injustice and bloodshed, false teachings, iniquity and love-
lessness. This is also indicated by the fact that-according to the
above-mentioned Encyclopedia-the number of sects and denomina-
tions within Christendom are as many as 20,800!te

19 The Watch Tower organization seems to r€ject virtually all preaching of the gospel done
during all the centuries since the death of the apostles and claims to be the only denomi-
nation of these 20,800 that preaches the true gospel today! What, then, is the single most
important difference between the gospel of the Witnesses and that of other Christians? Tle
Watchtower of May I, l98l, explained on page 17: "1*t the honest-hearted person com-
pare the kind of preaching of the gospel of the Kingdom done by the religious systems of
Christendom during all the centuries with that done by Jehovah's Witnesses since the end
of World War I in 1918. They are not one and the same kind. That of Jehovah's Witnesses
is really 'gospel' or 'good news,' as of God's heavenly kingdom that was established by
the enthronement of his Son Jesus

is ttre
most distinctive feature of their gospel, the worldwide preaching of it can hardly have
anything to do with Jesus' prediction at all. Moreover, when Jesus spoke of"this" gospel

of the kingdom he could only be rcferring to the gospel he and his apostles were then
preaching. Compare Matthew 26:13, where the phrase "this gospel" also occurs. By
claiming that Matthew 24:14 was fulfilled on a small scale before A.D. 70, the Watch
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The great number of professing Christians in the world today, then,

does not necessarily allow us to say conclusively that the good news

has now been preached "in the whole world" and that a thorough wit-
ness has now been given to "all the nations," so that we should an-

nounce that "the end is due to come" at any day now. No one can say

to what extent more proclaiming of the good news is destined to be

done. All we know is that the extension of time shows that there is
still, from God's point of view, work to be done, and that this ex-

tended time offers more opportunities for us to share our Christian

hope with others.-2 Peter 3:9.

The destruction ofJerusalem

In his survey of calamities and troubles that would mark the future

history of the world and the church, Jesus made clear that such things

should not be misinterpreted as being visible signs of the end. Having
first shown the mistaken views to be on guard against, Jesus now
proceeded to answer the questions of the disciples.

They had asked for two things: l) the time and (according to the

versions of Mark and Luke) the srgn of the destruction of the temple

in Jerusalem, and 2) the sign of Jesus' parousia and the end of
the age.

Jesus now began answering the first of these two questions, de-

scribing events that would lead up to the destnrction of Jerusalem and

its temple, adding, at the same time, appropriate instructions and

warnings to be observed by his followers during that period. It is not

necessary for our discussion to go into a detailed examination of this
section, the destruction of Jerusalem, which is found in verses 15-22.
It was all fulfilled to the letter in the first century Josephus' Wars of
the Jews actually being the best commentary on and confirmation of
Jesus' prediction. There is, then, no sound reason for assuming a

double fulfillment of this prophecy, as some have done, one in the

first century and another at the end of the age. This theory has no

support in the context ofthe prophecy, and is not necessitated by any

other circumstances either. A few comments on some passages will
suffice for our present purpose.

Tower Society in effect admits this. Thus Jesus did not have in mind some new, startling
gospel to be introduced in this 20th century. Galatians l:6-8 actually condemns"new"
gospels that becloud or infringe upon the original, genuine "good news" preached in the

first century.
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Jerusalem, the capital of Judea, was "the city of the great king."
(Matthew 5:35) The common Jewish belief was that Messiah, upon
commencing his reign, would do so in Jerusalem, in Judea. They an-
ticipated that Messiah's advent would bring a literal and physical de-
liverance of the city. (Compare Luke 2:38.) Since Jerusalem in reality
faced destruction, this was another dangerous misconception against
which Jesus warned his disciples. In pointing out what would be the
evidence of the impending destruction of the temple, Jesus made ref-
erence to Daniel the prophet:

So when you see standing in the holy place'the abomination that causes

desolation,' spoken of through the prophet Daniel-let the reader under-
stand-then let those who are in Judea flee to the mountains.-Matthew
24:15. 16, NIV.m

Luke, who often paraphrases in order to explain to his non-Jewish
readers the Jewish terms and Old Testament allusions used by Jesus

and reported by the other synoptics, shows clearly what this "abomi-
nation of desolation" would be by saying:

But when you see Jerusalem surrounded by armies, then know that its
desolation has come near. Then let those who are in Judea flee to the
mountains, and let those who are inside the city depart, and let not those
who are out in the country enter it.-Luke2l:20,21, RSV.

In May A.D. 66 Jewish revolts broke out in Caesarea and in Jeru-
salem. This caused Roman armies under Cestius Gallus to lay siege
to Jerusalem in November of that year. When, suddenly, Gallus with-
dreu Christians in Jerusalem and Judea saw an opportunity to "flee to
the mountains," which they evidently did.2t This sudden and unex-
pected withdrawal of the Roman troops from Jerusalem and Judea
might be seen as the fulfillment of Jesus' prediction that "those days
had been cut short . . . for the sake of the elect," giving these an
opportunity to flee and thus save their lives. (Matthew 24:22, NASB)
By this flight they escaped the "great distress upon the land" that be-
gan when Roman forces under General Vespasian returned a few

20 The reference is probably to Daniel 9:27 , whereLXX has the same expression as Matthew
24:15: to bddlygma fts eremdse1s ("the abomination of desolation").

2l Eusebius (Ecclesiastical History III,v,3), who may have got his information from thc
second-century writer Hegesippus, says that the Christians in Jerusalem fled to Pella in
Peraea, the modern Tabalcdt Fahil. Although this place is in the valley of the Jordan (ac-
tually below sea-level), the way there led across mountain hills. Eusebius' story refers to

' the Christians in Jerusakm only. Other Christians in Judea may have fled to other places

in the mountains.
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months later to subjugate the rebellious Jews. (Luke 2l:23) From the

spring to ttre autumn of.67, Galilee was conquered,_a1d i1 the spring

of 68-, Peraea and western Judea had been su$ued. In the year 69,

Vespasian, having been proclaimed emperor by his booplt entrusted

the iommand to his son Titus. In April 70, Tltus besieged Jerusalem,

and in September the Romans took the city and destoyed it together

with its temple. According to Josephus, who was an eye-witness to

ttre destmction and who published his detailed description of it about

five years later, 1,100,000 Jews were killed in this catas6ophe, while
about 97,000 survived it. (It may be stated, however, that most schol-

ars regard these figures as highly exaggerated.) In harmony with Je-

sus' statement that this nibulation uPon the Jews was to be worse than

any other "from the beginning of the world until now," Josephus says

ttrit "neither did any ottrer city ever suffer such miseries' nor did any

age ever breed a generation more fruitful in wickedness than this was,

from the beginning of the world."-Matthew 24:21-22

Those who endeavor to make a double application of this prophecy

have often given themselves up to the most fanciful speculations' so

as to be abie to point to a so-called "greater fulfillment" in today's

events. Thus some believe that Herod's temple will soon be restored

in Jerusalem and that an idol or an image of Antichrist will be placed

in it to fulfill the prediction about the "abomination of desolation."ts
The Watch TowerSociety identifies the "abomination of desolation"

with the United Nations, which, they predict, will soon desolate

Cfuistendom, the claimed counterpart of ancient Jerusalem. All such

applications are wholly unwarranted and have no suqport in the text

itsef. Luke's account shows that this "abomination of desolation" re-

ferred to armies that would surround Jerusalem in order to destroy it,
and Josephus, probably wholly unaware of Jesus' prophecy, shows

how all details of the prediction came true in the yean 66-70 A.D.
The idea of an additional fulfillment in our days, therefore, is not only

Josephus, Wars of thc Jews, Vx,5. Some suggest that the expression "such as has not been

. . . nor ever shall be" may have been used for the purpose of emphasis, and should

perhaps not be taken too literally' (Man.24.21; Dan. l2:l; compare' for example, Ex'

iO, t4*d Jo"l 2:2.) It is also possible that the expression "such as has not occurred" (Man.

Z:21) does not rcfer to the degrce of severity of the *great tribulation," but to its lt ti4ttt
crraracten its meaning and consequences being like nothing elsc in God's dealings with

his people. (Compare Jeremiah 30:7: "Alas! for that day is great, therc is none lik9 it; and

it iJ ttre time of Jacob's disuess, but he will be saved from it." [NASB]) On thc other

hand, it is possible that no city in history has suffered as intensely as Jerusalem did in

A.D.66-70.
oral Roberts, How to be Persorally Prepared lor the second coming of christ, page 3E.
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foreign to the Biblical context; it turns out to be completely superflu-
ous in the light of the full and detailed fulfillment in the first century.

The visibility of the parousia

Proponents of what may be called a "two-stage coming"-first an
invisible coming and presence followed later by a revelation with vis-
ible effects-endeavor to find support for their belief in the word
found in Matthew's account of the disciples' question, namely the
Greek teffnparousta.They focus on the accepted fact that the primary
meaning of the term is "presence." It is an equally established fact,
however, that in Bible times this term had become the equivalent of
"coming" or "arrival," particularly in connection with a kingly or im-
perial visit, a visitation often accompanied by acts of judgment. A
simple comparison of the accounts related to Christ's coming will
demonstate that the term parousia is used virtually interchangeably
with the Greek words for "revelatiorf' (apoltalypsis), "manifestation"
(epipMneia), and "coming" (6leusis). (Compare Matthew 24:39 fttar-
ousial with Luke 17:30 fapolcdlypsis]; I Thessalonians 4:15, 16, and
2 Thessalonians 2:1 fttarousiaf with 2 Timothy 4:8[epiphdneiahMat-
thew 24:3 fttarousial with Luke 2l:7 [Cleusis, in Codex Bezae Can-
tabrigensis (D)1.) All these terms relate to facets of the same event,
the royal visitation of a ruler, the king Christ Jesus. For a full discus-
sion of this subject, the reader may consider the detailed material pre-
sented in Appendix B. As the evidence there shows, the "two-stage"
theory about Christ's coming was first developed by an English banker
in the 1820's. Later in that century, many millenarians adopted it,
some of whom, including Pastor Russell and his associates, used it as

a convenient means to salvage failed predictions based on chronolog-
ical conjecture, thereby seeking to explain away their failure.

What, then, do the Scriptures reveal as to the visibility or invisibil-
ity of Jesus' promised parousia?

In times of great crises, interest in the second coming of Christ and
the end of the world always increases. The great Jewish crisis of 66-
74 would logically be no exception. Evidently due to this, after his
prediction of the Jewish catastrophe, Jesus saw fit to repeat his earlier
warning against being misled by false Christs and false prophets:

Then if any one says to you, 'Lo, here is the Christ!' or 'There he is!'
do not believe it. For false Christs and false prophits will arise and show
grcat signs and wondersr so olr to lead astraS if possible, even the elect.
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l,o, I have told you beforehand. So, if they say to you' 'Lo, he ls in the

wildernessr' do not go out; if they say, 'Lo he is in the inner roomsr' do

not believe it. For as the lightning comes from the east and shines as far
as the west, so will be the coming of the Son of man.-Matthew 24:234 ,

RSV.

The word "then" (Greek, t6te) in verse 23 connects the warning

that Jesus proceeds to give with his preceding discussion of the "great

tribulatiof'upon Jerusalem. Josephus, when describing the burning

of the temple by the Romans, says that "there was then a great number

of false prophels suborned by the tyrants to impose upon the.people,

who denounced this to them, that they should wait for deliverance

from God," and that "the miserable people (were) persuaded by these

deceivers." (Wars of the Jews, Y1,v,2,3) Whatever the circumstances

may have been, Jesus' disciples were not to be misled by any predic-

tions of Messiah's appearance at such time; they were not to be in-

duced to go to Jerusalem or even to Judea, and if already there, they

were to leave, fleeing to the mountains. The warning against such

false prophets as well as false Messiahs would apply to all future times

as well.
The coming false prophets would "show great signs and wonders."

This may, of course, refer to actually performing miracles of some

kind. But it is more likely a reference tofalse prophesying. The Greek

wOrd translated "show" really means "give" and dOes nOt necesSarily

imply performing something. As pointed out by Bible commentator

Henry Barclay Swete and others, the words are based on Deuteron-

o*y .hapttr thirteen, verses I to 3, where the giving of signs and

*ondro refers to giving predictions, not to performing miracles.a
The "false prophets," therefore, include all those through the centuries

that have devoted themselves to false prophesying with respect to the

second coming of Christ, as by paying undue attention to the "time

element," setting dates for the coming and related events, and by

claiming ability to interpret with authority what they designate the

"signs of the time."
There is another lesson to be learned frgm the passage before us, a

lesson that has to do with the manner of Christ's coming. A human

being, who falsely claims to be Christ, would not easily be acknowl-

24 H. B. Swete, Commentary on Mark, the 1977 reprint of the l913 ed., published by lkegel

Publications, Grand Rapids, Michigan, page 310. Professor Alexander Jones also com-

ments: ..,sfto\y.. i.e. announce, prophesy (cf Deut 13:l-3), not 'perform'." (The Gospel of
St. Mark, t ondon-Dublin 1963, 19,65, p. 197.)
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edged or recognized as such. His followers would have to tell others
where he is and who he is, in effect saying: "Here is the Christ," or
"There he is." "He is in the wilderness," or "He is in the inner cham-
bers." But Jesus warned against pretenders who had to be pointed out
that way: "Believe it not."

His coming will not be like that. When he comes, his identity or
whereabouts will not constitute any problem. On the contrary, his par-
ousia will instantly be evident to all. To emphasize this, Jesus likened
his coming to the lightning, that "comes from the east, and shines as
far as the west." A lightning flash that lights up the heavens is seen at
once by all from the eastern horizon to the western horizon. It is not
necessary for anyone to tell others where or what it is, and nobody
needs to "go running off in pursuit" after it. (Luke L7:23, NEB) Sim-
ilarly, Christ's parousta will instantly and directly manifest itself to
every individual on earth. This, of course, also excludes all ideas
about a secret, unnoticeable coming, and all explanations to the effect
that a certain "Bible chronology" and/or certain "signs" show that he

has come and has been "invisibly present" since a certain year. Such
a conception of the parousfa is completely opposite to the description
of it given by Jesus himself, who presents it as a very noticeable
event.s

To further emphasize to his disciples that his coming would not be
found at or limited to any particular geographical place on earth, Je-
sus, speaking proverbially, added:

Wherever the body is, there the eagles will be gathered togethen-
Matthew 24:28, RSV.

25 The present authors do not argue that Clrist at his coming will be observed from the earth
as a literal figure sining or standing on a literal cloud in the sky above, as some seem to
hold, taking quitc literaly such a text as Revelation l:7. Our emphasis is upon the fact
that the Bible presents Christ'sparoasfa, his glorious appearance, as an event that will at
once be seen and understood by all nankind as a divine, supernatural intemention in
hwtan afairs. Thus it is not necessary to decide whether this event will include the vision
of a literal figure on a literal cloud or not. In support of the idea that Christ's parorsfa is
invisible to mankind, the Warch Tower Society refers to Jesus' statement in John 14:19:

"Yet a little while, and the world will see me no more." (You Can Live Forever in Paradise
on Eanh, 1982, p. t+@ more" (Greek, ouMtD an absolute
sense, "never again," they hold that Christ will be invisible even at his future "appearing"'
But this argument is untenable in view of what Jesus said at John 16:16: "A lide while,
and you will see me no more (ouk&iX again a linle while, and you will see me." (ComPare

also verse 10.) Here the beholding "no morc" means beholdingno morefor a little while
only. It was not used in the absolute sense of "never again." The "no more" at John 14:19,
therefore, could have been used in a similar, limited sense, referring to the period of
Christ's absence uo;tiL his parous[a.
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From the fact that the Romans carried eagles on tteir standards

many expositom conclude that Jesus by this statement refers back to

his earlier discussion of the destruction of Jerusalem. The thought'

then, would be that the Jewish nation, having become like a lifeless

corpse ready for judgment, attracted to itself the 'tarrion eagles" of
Rome. nut-abruptly bringing in such an idea when discussing the

manner of the pirousia does not only seem wholly uncalled for; the

parallel text at Luke chapter seventeen, verses 34to37, shows it to be

irroneous. According to Luke's account, Jesus' statement about the

eagles and the carcass was preceded by a description_of $e 
judgment

thit would take place at the parousta; {n that night there will be

two in one bed;bne will be taken and the other left. There will be

two women grinding together; one will be taken and the other
left.tt This caused ttre disciples to ask: "l{here, Lord?tt Jesus an-

swered: ,,where the body is, there the eagles will be gathered to
gether.t

What actually caused the proverbial statement about the eagles and

the corpse, then, was the disciples' question as to where the judgment'

the separation of the righteous from the unrighteous' was to take

place. According to the common view of the contemporary Jews,

Messiah at his coming would take his seat in Jerusalem, some even

saying this would be on the pinnacle of the temple, and th4 from there

he would perform his office as judge.26 But if, as Jesus had just ex-
plained, that temple was to be destroyed, then the judgment could not

take place from there. This may have been in the mind of the disciples

when they asked, "Where, Lord?" At any rate, Jesus by his proverbial

statemeni clearly stressed that the judgment would not take place at

any particular geographical place, but that "wherevet'' the sinners

woulb be on earth at his coming, they would be found by his avenging

forces, even as eagles would fly to a body wherever it might be. By

saying this Jesus lgain repudiated the view that at his coming he

would appear at a particular locality on earth, for instance in the wil-
derness, br in Jerusalem, or, as many even today believe, on the

Mount of Olives. In contrast to such ideas Jesus describes his parousta

as a manifestation of divine power and glory that will be instantly seen

and felt by all everywhere on earth.
Having ans*ered the question about the sign of the destruction of

the temple, his connected discussion of the manner of his coming

forms a natural transition to the next question of his disciples, in

26 Brunec, ad loc. Brunec in tum refers to the study by the Frcnch scholarJ. P. Bonsirven.
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which they inquired as to what rign there would be of his coming, and
of the end of the age.

ttThe sign of the Son of mantt

In terms echoing Old Testament texts that dealt with divine judge-

ments in the past, Jesus presents his future coming as being accom-
panied by tenifying cosmic upheavals:

Immediately after the tribulation of those days the sun will be dark-
ened, and the moon will not give its light, and the stars will fall from
heaven, and the powe$ ofthe heavens will be shaken; then will appear
the sign of the Son of man in heaven, and then all the tribes of the earth
will mourn, and they will see the Son of man coming on the clouds of
heaven with power and great glory.-Matthew 24:39,30, RSV.

The first problem that confronts us in this text is the word "imme-
diately" (Greek, euth6os). If "the tribulation of those days" refers
back to the "great tribulation" of verse 21, then it would seem at first
glance as if Jesus (at least according to the version of Matthew; Mark
and Luke both omit the adverb euth66s) placed his parousia immedi-
ately after the destruction of Jerusalem in A.D. 70. lf so, we would
be obliged to conclude that he was either mistaken or that his parousia
did take place in A.D. 70. In the latter case we would have to assume
an invisible and an essentially unnoticed coming, similar to what the
Watch Tower Society claims occurred in 1914.27

That the destruction of Jerusalem in A.D. 70 was a "visitation"
from God is certainly true. In the parable of the marriage feast, Christ
described the disinterest shown by the guests whom the king in the
parable had invited and their abuse and even murder of some of the
messengers he sent to them. He states that, as a result, "the king was
angry, and he sent his troops and destroyed those murderers and
burned their city." Thereafter he sent his servants out to invite others
"from the sheet corners" to be his guests at the marriage feast of his
son. (Matthew 22:l-10) Since the king here represents God, the Fa-
ther of Jesus Christ, what took place at Jerusalem could, in some

27 Actually, there arc a number of commentators who hold that the parousla did take place
in A.D. 70. The most comprehensive presentation of this idea is that of J. Stuart Russell
in The Parousia, first published in 1878. See also Max R. King, The Spirit of Prophecy,
Warren, Ohio, l97l (2nd printing l98l). In this view the parousta is identical with the

Jewish tribulation that culminated with the destruction of Jerusalem in A.D. 70. Although
lhis was certainly a "divine visitation" and judgment, Christ himself said his coming would
take place "aftg the tribulation of those days." (Man. 24:29)
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respects be called a royal visitation by God, hence, in that sense' a

paiousia. But even if what took place at Jerusalem in 70 A.D. should

be considered as a parousia, there are numerous problems with view-
ing it as THE parousia, the promised coming of Jesus Christ, the

parousia referred to in Matthew chapter twenty-four and parallel

texts.
Such a conclusion is difficult to harmonize with a number of points

in Jesus' preceding discourse. A major difficulty is that if the parousia

really took place in A.D. 70, the first resunection and the changing

of the living Christians to be united with Christ must also have oc-

curred at that time. (1 Thessalonians 4:15-17; I Corinthians 15:50-
52) The sudden disappearance of thousands of Christians from hun-

dreds of congregations spread all over the Roman Empire would

certainly have left some traces in extra-Biblical Christian writings pre-

served from the first two or three Christian centuries. Any evidence

of this kind, however, is completely missing. On the contrary, we find
that after A.D. 70, even in Christian writings close to the event, such

as the letters of Clement and Barnabas and the writings of Justin Mar-
tyr, Christ's coming and the resulrection are still being looked forward

to as yet future.
The writing of the book of Revelation by John, as also the writing

of his three epistles, is commonly believed to have been done toward

the close of the first century, toward the close of the reign of Domi-
tian. John's death is believed to have occurred at about the turn of the

century in the reign of Domitian's successor, Trajan. It seems difficult

to believe that, if Christ's parousia had occurred subsequent to the

events of 70 A.D., John would not have given at least some reference

thereto in his writings. Of course, if it had occurred at that time (70

A.D.) one would be obliged to assume that John ceased his earthly

life then, thereafter sharing heavenly life with God's Son. This would

mean that John wrote Revelation and his three letters some thirty years

earlier (that is, earlier than the time to which the existing evidence

points), hence previous to A.D. 70, as some scholars hold. (See John

A. T. Robinson, Redating the New Testament, London 1976, pp.

22r-3rr.)
Finally, Christ's presentation of his parousia as an event as visible

as the lightning in contrast to the coming of some of the false Christ's
(who sometimes would have to be represented as being in hidden
places, "in the wilderness" or "in the inner chambers") also seems to
weigh against this theory. What other explanation is there, then, for
the use of the term "immediately" in the passage under consideration?
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Some commentators point out that Matthew quite possibly may
have used the word translated "immediately" (euth€Os) in a different
sense than the usual one. It is widely recognized that Mark in his
gospel very often uses the almost identical adverb efihrts, not in the
ordinary sense of "straightway, at once," but in a "weakened" sense.28
As Dr. David Thbachovitz points out in his careful study of Mark's
use of euthrts, its purpose was often to draw the attention of the reader
to something new, and the best translation in such cases, therefore,
would be, "Behold,. . . l'2e For this reason The New Bible Commen-
tary Revised, in its comment on Matthew chapter twenty-four, verse
29, suggests that "'immediately' (Greek-euthiris) might have a weak-
ened sense (euthys), as it often has in Mark."3o

Similarly, Dr. Brunec points out that this Greek term has as one of
its meanings that of "in sequence," and that while it is generally em-
ployed to emphasize the brevity of the interval of time between one
event and the next, it can also be used to denote the absence of any
interventng event. Thus, he states, to say that 'after event r "immedi-
ately" comes event y,' can mean either of two things: First, that event
y takes place after event r without any intervening period of time; or,
second, that event y takes place after event r without any intervening
or intermediary event-with no emphasis on the amount of time that
may pass.3r In this latter case, Jesus would be saying that, in the
course of predicted events (events of the kind that the disciples were
inquiring about), afterJerusalem's destruction there would be no other
prophesied event of that type until the outbreak of celestial phenomena
he described. After that Jewish catastophe, the next thing in order, in
sequence, would be the foretold "sign of the Son of man." This would
mean that, whatever the things that might happen during the centu-
ries that would intervene between that event and his coming, they
were not to be viewed as among the divinely predicted events of Mes-
sianic import or construed as constituting a divinely given sign. In

The two adverbs are practically identical, both being formed from the adjectle ewhrts and
used in exactly the same way. (See Liddell & Scott)
David Tabachovitz, Die Scptuaginta und das Neue Testamenr, Lund 1956, pp. 29-35. As
Tabachovitz shows, ancient Greek translations of the Old Testament, such as LXX and
Symmachus' translation, sometimes render the Hebrew word for "behold" by euthtis in-
stead of idou ("see"). Euthils and idou arc sometimes also used interchangeably by the
Synoptics. (Compare Mark7t25 with Matthew 15:22 and Mark 14:43 with Matthew 26:47
and Luke 22:47.)
The New Bible Commentary Revised, ed. by D. Guthrie and J. A. Motyer, Grand Rapids,
Michigan, 1971, p. 845.
Brunec, ad loc.
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actuality, history has demonstated the absence of such intermediary

events.
While such understanding is entirely in harmony with grammatical

and Biblical usage of this Greek term translated "immediately," it is
admittedly not the only possible meaning of Jesus' statem€nt. Yet an-

ottrer posiible, and relaiively simple, solution to the problem merits

consideration.
By saying, "Immediately after the fiibulation of tbqqg-{qe"'9id

Jesui have in mind the tribulation f@. 0O-

70 only? It should be remembered that this was not the only tribulation

he had spoken of in his prophecy. In fact, the whole speech before the

mentioning of the distress upon the Jews had been nothing but an

enumeratlon-of tribulations of diferent kinds, namely, the wars, fa-

mines, pestilences, and so forth, which he called "the beginning of
travail"-(verse 8), and the hatred, persecution and other troubles-
termed "tribulation" (thlipsis'1in verse 9-that would come upon his

followers in the future. Further, the predicted "great tribulation" upon

the Jews may not have ended with the destruction of Jerusalem in

A.D. 70. This is indicated by the parallel account of Luke. While

Matthew and Mark both quote the statement about the coming "great

tibulation" from Daniel chapter twelve, verse l, Luke gives his non-

Jewish readers a more detailed explanation of the prediction:

For there will be great distress ln the land and s terrible judgement

upon this people. They wilt fall at the sword's point; they will be carried

captive into all countries; and Jerusatem will be trampled down by for'
eigners until their day has run its course.-Luke 2l:23, 24' NEB'

Thus Luke's parallel account seems to show that the fibulation
upon the Jews would not come to an end immediately after the de-

struction of Jerusalem in A.D. 70. Captivity in foreign counries
would follow (as it acnrally did for the Jews who survived the destruc-

tion), and ttre city of Jerusalem would be trampled down or controlled

by foreigners for an indefinite period, "until their day has run its
course."32

32 Those who hold that the parous[a took place in A.D. 70 are forced to identify this period

of the trampling down of Jerusalem until the end of the Gentile times with the five months

the Romans besieged Jerusalem, or with the actual destruction of the city and the temple.

But it seems strange to say that the Romans "fampled on" Jerusalem during the time they

were outside of the city. Besides, it seems clear that Luke says that the Jewish captivity in

foreign countries would run parallel with the times when the Gentiles Eampled upon Je-
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It is certainly possible, therefore, that Jesus, by saying that his com-
ing would occur "immediately after the tribulation of those days," did
not think of the tribulation ending with the destruction of Jerusalem
only, but had in mind the whole period of tribulation that was to fol-
low, not only upon the Jews but also upon his own followers.33
Christ's coming will quite naturally put an end to or "cut short" this
period of tribulation or affiiction.il (Matthew 24:22) This shortening
of the tribulation is said to be done "for the elect's sake." If the tribu-
lation is understood as something that would continue up till the par-
ousta, the statement, "for the elect's sake, whom he chose, he short-
ened the days," is quite understandable, because an important object
of Christ's coming is repeatedly said to be for the deliverance of his
chosen ones out of their distress.-Mark 13:20; 2 Thessalonians l:4-
l0; I Thessalonians 4:17,18; I Peter 4:12,13.

According to this view, then, Christ would come literally "imme-
diately aftef'the fiibulation, as his coming will actually cut it strort or
put an end to it.

Whatever the case may be, the sign of the imminence of this com-
ing will, in spite of its terrifying aspects, inspire hope in faithful
Christians, because they will remember Jesus' words: "When all this
begins to happen, stand upright and hold your heads high, be-
cause your liberation is near.' (Luke 2l:28, NEB) What will this
deliverance mean to the faithful followers of Christ? As shown by
many passages in the New Testament it can only mean their gathering
together unto Christ, to be with him forever after that moment. (l
Thessalonians 4:15-17; 2:l; John l4:3; Philippians 3:20) It was evi-
dently this event that Jesus had in mind when he said that he, at his
coming "immediately after the ribulation of those days," "shall send
forth his angels with a great sound of a trumpet, and they shall gather
together his elect from the four winds, from one end of heaven to the
other."35 Further on in his discourse Jesus pointed out that at that mo-

rusalem, thus indicating that these "times of the Gentiles" would be a period of long
duration,
Dr. Basil F. C. Atkinson, for example, says in Tfte New Bible Commentary (2nd ed.,
l,ondon 1954, page 800): '"The 'ribulation'did not end with the destruction of Jerusalem.
In the present writer's view it includes tha subsequent Christian age."
It is a mistake to conclude that the "shortening" of the tribulation implies that it would
necessarily be of short duration. The Greek word kolobod denotes to "dock, curtail, am-
putate," and so forth and indicates nothing about the'length of the period uP to the point
of cuning it short, only that it would have been longer without the shortening.
Although the Watch Tower Society since 1973 holds that the coming "on the clouds of
heaven" at Matthew 24:3O is stillfuture, it claims that the "gathering togethet'' of the elect
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ment "two men (shall) be in the field; one is taken, and one is left;
two women shall be grinding at the mill; one is taken, and one is left."
(Verse 40,41) It is also at that coming that Jesus will bless his "faith-
ful and discreet" seryants by appointing them "over all his belong-

ings," but will assign the evil servants their part with the hypocrites.36
(Matthew 24:45-51) Thus, while the coming will mean liberation and

exaltation for the faithful servants of Christ, it will also mean judg-

ment and punishment for his unfaithful servants.

mentioned in the very next verse (v. 3l) has been going on since l9l9 by the preaching

work performed by the movementl (God's Kingdom of aThousandYears Has Approached,

1973, pp. 327-329) But this reversal of the order of events as set forth by Jesus is made

impossible by the parallel text of Mark which, by the word'then" (tote), definitely fixes

the gathering together of the elect to the time of the coming on the clouds, not to the time

preceding it. (Mark 13:27)Tt:r- Warch Tower Society's view that its preaching work sincc

l9l9 is the "harvest" mentioned in the parable of the weeds and the wheat (Man. 13:24-
30, 36-43) falls to the ground when it is realized that the separating of the "weeds" from

the ..wheat," as well as the separating of the good "fishes" ftom the bad in the parable of
the dragnet (Man . 13:47-52) is connected with the judgment that will take placc at Christb

future coming 'bn the clouds" with all his angels. In the parable of the dragnet thc preach-

ing performed by Christ's nominal followen is illustrated by a net lying in the sea, gath-

ering fishes "ofevery kind." The point is that the separation ofthe good fishes from the

bad does not take place as long as the net is still gathcring fishes in the sea (even as the

scparation of the wheat and the weeds does not take place while they are growing but at

the harvest time). Furthermore, the gathering ofthe good fishes into vessels and the casting

away of the bad ones is performed by'the angels," not by humans (as is also true with the

wheat and the weeds). Christians cannot logically have any Part in this scparating wort'
u they are the ones being separated.

36 On the basis of the view that Christ's paroustabegan in 1914, the Warch Tower Society

holds that Christ (the "Lord" in the parable) at his inspection of the professing Christians

at that time found only the anointed members of the Watch Tower moverrent to be "faithful
and discreet," having been giving the members of the "household" their spiritual food 'at
the proper time." Thus, in 1919, he is thought to have aPPointed them "over all his be-

longings." (God's Kingdom of aThousand Years Has Approached, 1973' pp.349-3571

This view is used to justify this movement's claim to divine authority over its membcrs.

Since 1973, however, the Society has unintentionally been undermining the theological

basis of its own authority. up to that year it was held that ore parable (w. 45-51) was an

expansion of verses 42-44 and related to the same event, namely to Christ's'toming to
the temple" in 1918. (Vindication, Vol. 3, p' l2l,122) Then, in 1973' the Societyposr-
poned the "coming" mentioned in verses 42-44 to the future "great ftibulation." (God's

Kingdom. . . , pp. 336, 337) Contextually, however, there is no way to separate thc
.toming" of verses 42-44 from the following verses (45-51). Hence, if the "coming" of
verses 42-44 is future, the "coming" of the master in verses 45-51 is futur€ also, as well
as his appointing of the "faithfuI and discreet slave over all his belongings." Occasionalln
thereforc, the Watch Tower publications since 1973 have indicated that the elevation of the
..slave" is still future, and may even have an individual application. (Our Incoming WorA

Government-God's Kingdom, 1977, p. 158f.)
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The (last daystt-s'hat are they?

As pointed out earlier, the popular idea of the "last days" is that they
refer to a period of time which precedes Christ's coming for judgment
and which serves as an indicator that that event is imminent, about to
occur. While popular, is this actually what is taught in Scripture?

Jesus himself never used the expression "the last days" in any of his
discussions of what the future would bring. He did refer to "the last
day" (singular) but this was in describing what he would do after he
actually had come and had begun the final judgment. (Compare John
6:39, 40, 44, 54;7:37:' ll:24; 12:48.) Furthermore, all of his counsel
to his disciples explicitly states that there will be nothing about the
course of human events that will be so notable, so different and
unique, that would enable them to know from such conditions that his
coming was about to occur. In reality, the very ordinariness, same-
ness, and repetitive nature of human events and conditions would pre-
sent the danger of their becoming spiritually drowsy, complacent-
quite the opposite of a period of very unusual conditions and startling
events such as produce a state of jittery agitation and wrought-up ex-
pectation.-Matthew 24:43, M; 25:l-6, 13; Luke 12:35-40; 17 :26-
30;21:34-36.

Tirning to the writings of his apostles and disciples, what do we
find? Peter, Paul, James and Jude all made reference to "the last days."
We first find Peter speaking of "the last days" on the day of Pentecost,
fifty days after Jesus' death and resurrection. Speaking to the crowd
ttrat gathered he told them that what they witnessed-the disciples
being filled with holy spirit and speaking in different languages-was
in fulfillment of Joel's prophecy, and he then said:

God says, 'This will happen in the last days: I will pour out upon everl-
one a portion ofmy spirit; and your sons and your daughters shall proph-
esy; your young men shall see visions, and your old men shall dream
dreams. Yes, I will endue even my slaves, both men and womenr with a
portion of my spirlt, and they shall prophesy. And I will show portents in
the sky above, and signs on the earth below-blood and fire and drifting
smoke. Ihe sun shall be turned to darkness, and the moon to blood' be-

fore the great, nesplendent day, the day ofthe Lord, shall come. And then'
eyeryone who invokes the name of the Inrd shall be saved.'-Acts 2:17-
2I, NEB.

Peter thus applied the "the last days" as being in effect at that time.
In an effort to circumvent this fact, some make the claim that he used

the expression only with reference to the last days of the nation of
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Israel, leading up to Jerusalem's destruction in A.D. 70.37 But Peter

does not say ttrii and we are hardly warranted to put words in his

mouth or assume a meaning that is nowhere stated. The fact is that

Peter clearly uses the term in a context which embraces the coming of
..the day of ttre Lord" and the salvation that that day brings. He does

not limit "the last days" of which he spoke to the few years up till
A.D. 70 but apparently extends them right up to the day of God's

judgment through Christ.- Ii Paul's second letter to fimothy, after counseling him as to diffi-
cult circumstances and problems he would have to face in serving his

fellow Christians, Paul then said:

But understand this, that in the last days thcre will come times of

stress. For men wilt be lovers of self, lovers of money, ptoud' arrogant'

abusive, disobedient 0o their parents, ungrateful, unhol$ inhumnn, im'
placable, slanderens, profligates, fiercc, haters ofgood, treacherous' reck'

less, swollen with conceit, lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God'

holding the form of religion but denying the power of it. Avoid such

peopte.-2 Tlmothy 3:l-5, RSV.

Was Paul speaking of conditions that werc not to prevail until some

fardistant period, perhaps down here in our twentieth-century? His

own writings indicate otherwise. In his letter to the Romans he writes

of the way people were right then conducting themselves and he de-

scribes such people in identical terms, as being:

. . . fill€d with all manner of wickedncss, evil, covetousness, malice'

Full of envy, murder, strife, deceit, nalignity, they are SossiPs' slander'

ers, haters of God, irsolent, haughty, boasful, inventors of evil' disobe'

dient to parents, foolish, faithless, heartless, ruthless. Though they know

God's decree that those who do such things desei:t'e to die, they not only

do them but approve those who practice them.-Romans l:29-32, RSV'

What difference is there in the two descriptions? They are obviously

equal in terms of the degree of extremeness and excessiveness. That

being so, we can understand why Paul, in writing to Timothy of the

conditions of the "last days" (or, as the New English Bible renders it,
"the final age of this world"), could say-in the present tense-that
Timothy shbuld .,avoid such people." In harmony with this, Paul's

subsequent words deal with persons from among "such people" who

were even then infecting the Christian brotherhood, and he again does

3? This is fte standard explanation offered in modern Watch Tower publications.
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so in the present tense. (2 Timothy 3:6-9) According to Paul's own
expressions elsewhere and according to the context of his letter to
Timothy, his reference to "the last days" was to an ongoing period
already in effect, the period in which Timothy lived, and was in con-
nection with conditions, attitudes and kinds of people Timothy already
faced, and would have to face, during his ministry. Efforts to find a
way around this evidence result again in placing a meaning on Paul's
words that is not there, a meaning that is inserted in an effort to sup
port a preconceived idea and a meaning which does not agree with the
context.

James, in his letter, addresses himself to those rich persons who
have "laid up treasure for the last days." (James 5:l-3, RSV) This
expression allows for varying renderings. Thus, some ranslations
speak of their hoarding wealth "in the last days" (NIV; NW), "in these
last days" (Phillips; TEV), "in an age that is near its close" (NEB).
The Greek preposition used (en) literally means "in." Whichever ren-
dering one may prefer, this statement certainly provides no strong
foundation upon which to build a concept of the "last days" as mean-
ing an identifiable period immediately preceding, and signaling, the
coming of Christ. The thrust and content of its context is much like
that found in the earlier+onsidered statements of Peter and Paul.

Both Peter and John warn of scoffers who "will come in the last
days," questioning the certainty of God's day of judgment. (2 Peter
3:4; Jude 17, l8) Again, however, both of these writers indicate that
such scoffing would take place right during the life of those to whom
they were writinli they present their mockery as an attitude already to
be faced and, as Jude puts it, such unspiritual and selfish persons were
at that very time to be guarded against, as "men who divide you."-
Jude 19, NIV.

Peter shows that it is the very fact that the overall pattern of human
life and of human conditions continues essentially the same which
provides the basis for these persons expressing such disbelief; he does
not say that they see extraordinary, never-before-witnessed conditions
and then refuse to recognize them as a "sign." Rather, he compares
their faithless attitude with that which produced the destruction of
people in the flood. As Jesus had stated, people in that day were not
forewarned by some unusual conditions; they were living in what was
for them a time of normalcy, "eating, drinking, marrying and giving
in marriage," with nothing to serve as a premonition of the destruction
that swiftly, without warning, came upon them. (Matthew 24:38,39)
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Such disbelief, and the scoffing viewpoint it engenders, has existed

down through the centuries right to the present day. It is not unique to
our time.

There is, then, reason to believe that the apostles and disciples of
Christ Jesus applied the expression "the last days" to that period of
human history from the appearance, death and resurrection of the

Messiah on down to the time of final judgment. Thus, the letter to the

Hebrews begins with the statement:

In many and varlous ways God spoke of old to our fathers by the

prophets; but in these last days lin this the final age' NEBI he has spoken

to us by a Son, whom he appointed the heir sf gll things' through whom

he created the world.-Hebrews l:1, 2, RSV.

The long panorulma of human history from its inception forward,

might thus be compared to a three-act drama. In such a drama, the

first and second acts lead up to the finale, and when the curtain rises

for the third act one knows that the drama has entered its final part and

that when the curtain falls the drama will come to its close. From the

scripmral evidence, the drama of human history entered its final stage'

its "third act," with the coming of the Messiah and his death and res-

urrection. Those climactic events set the stage for, and marked the

commencement of, the final age of this world, its last days.

The true sign and its meaning

Jesus stated that mankind, all mankind, would see a sign in connection

with his coming. What is this srgz that heralds his coming judgment

and the eagerly longed-for liberation of faithful Christians? (l Corin-

thians l:7; I Thessalonians l:10) Quite obviously, it is the cosmic

commotion described at Matthew chapter twenty-four, verses 29,30.
At the approaching of the Son of man, clothed in divine power and

glory nature is Eembling and heaven is darkening. The parallel text
of Luke has additional details worth noting:

And there will be signs [Greek, sdmeia, the plural ol shmelonl in sun

and moon and stars, and upon the earth dismay among nations' ln per-
plexity at the roaring of the sea and waves' men fainting from fear and

the expectation of thing;s which are coming upon the world; for the powers

of the heavens will be shaken. And then they will see TIIE SON OF MAN
COMING IN A CLOUD with power and great glory.-Lt*e 2l:25-27,
NASB.
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When these things begin to happen, Jesus said, "your liberation is
near," "at the doors." This cosmic commotion, therefore, is the sign
the disciples inquired about. It is interesting to note that Luke directly
mentions signs in sun and moon and stars, while Matthew speaks of
the darkening ofthese heavenly bodies and so on, and adds that "then
shall appear the sign $Ameion) of the Son of man in heaven." It seems
clear from this comparison that the "sign of the Son of man" r's this
cosmic upheaval, the "signs in sun and moon and stars," the shaking
of the "powers of the heaven," accompanied by the "roaring of the sea
and the waves" and so on.38

As stated earlier, the language used here reflects the language used
in many Old Testament prophecies dealing with divine judgments in
the past. It is clear that the language of those ancient prophets was
highly symbolic, and that they used physical phenomena to describe
catastrophic changes in the social and spiritual world, such as the up
heaval of dynasties and destruction of nations hostile to Israel. Isaiah's
prophecy of the fall of ancient Babylon, for instance, includes the
prediction that "the stars of heaven and the constellations thereof shall
not give their light; the sun shall be darkened in its going forth, and
the moon shall not cause its light to shine." (Isaiatr 13:10) The ancient
prophets foretold the destruction of Idumea and Egypt in similar
terms. (Isaiah 34:4; Ezek,rel 32:7 ,8) The "roaring of the sea and the
waves" is also a common feature in Old Testament texts dealing with
divine interventions in man's world. (Isaiah 5l:15; Habakkuk 3:8;
Haggai 2:6; Psalm 77:17-l97ts In considering the cosmic upheavals in
connection with Christ's coming such parallels are often pointed to-
and rightly so-as warnings not to take the description too literally.4

That Matthew 24:29, 3O contains the answer to the disciples' question about the sign of
Christ's coming is the conclusion of many Bible commentators. Dr. J. C. Fenton, for
example, observes: "then will appear the sign of the Son of man in heaven is a Matthean
addition, and answers the question in v. 3, what will be the sign of your coming?" -TheGospel of St. Matthew @enguin Books).
This way of depicting natue as trembling at the "sight" of divine forces or mighty con-
querors is also common in extra-Biblical literature from the ancient Orient. The Assyrian
kings, for example, boasted that the world "shook" during their attacks. Shalmaneser III
(858-824 B.C.) claimed that "at his mighty onslaught in battle the ends of the world are
made uneasy, the mountains quiver," and Sargon tr (721-705 B.C.) boasted that during his
attack "heaven and earth shook, the mountains and the sea writhed." (Samuel E. Loew-
enstamm, "The Tlembling of Nature during the Theophany," in Comparative Sudies in
Biblical andAncient Oriental Literatures, Neukirchen-Vluyn 1980, p. 183)
Christ's coming "on the clouds" (or "in" or "with" the clouds, Lnke 2l:27 and Revelation
l:7) does not denote invisibility, as the Watch Tower Society holds (Itre Watchtower of
December 15, 1974, p. 751), but the presence of divine power and glory. ln the Old
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On the other hand, there is also the danger of spiritualizing the

paroustato mean nothing but great changes in the religious or political

world. Other texts, such as 2 Peter chapter three, verses 4 to 13, ate

not easily explained as mere symbols of such upheavals.at Indisput-

ably, oui century has seen great social and political commotions, in-

cluiing two woild wa$. But have these things caused men to "faint

from fiar and the expectation of things which are coming upon 
_the

world?" (Luke 2l:26lTlte authors do not deny that there is much fear

in the world today. The Watch Tower Society in particular claims that

this fear is something new, and that it uniquely fulfills Jesus' proph-

egy.42 As has been aptly demonstrated in this book, however, there

have been other periods in the past equally characterized by wide-

spread fear, such as the time of the Black Death in the l4th century.

Ii fact, Pastor Russell, the founder of the Watch Tower Society, held

that the foretold "feat'' was clearly evident in the latter part of the l9tt
century!43

Todiy, one need only look around him, at his neighbors, at people

on the itreets, at people at work, in their daily affain and at leisure,

and ask-how manygive evidence of some grcat fearful agitation?

The fact is that, deipite atom bombs and hydrogen bombs, despite

spectacular space activities and nips to the moon' despite political or
economic upheavals, the vast majority of people go on as people have

in the past, their minds occupied with their daily mundane concerns

and their plans for the future.{ Fear of crime, of war, of disease, or

Testdnent only God himself, aside from the "Son of man" in Daniel 7:13' is pictured as

coming on or in the clouds. (Jer. l9:l; Ps. 104:3) (See the discussion by Gustaf Dalman

nThe Words of,fesns, Blinburgh 1902' pp. Ul-243.)
4l The apostle Peter clearly contrasts "the prcsent heavens and earth* with those existing

before. the flood and which had been formed by God on the second and third crpative

'days." (2Pet.3:5, ?; Gen. l:8, l0) Those dating the parousfa to A'D. 70 even conclude

6ai'the present heavens and earth" mentioned by Peter refer to the ration of Isrul, the

tcmporal and spiritual institutions of which were destroyed and dissolved in A-D. 70.

(J. S. Russell, TIv Parousia, p. 320) But Peter clearly indicates that "the present heavcns

and earth- replaced those existing before the flood. It is reasonable !o ask how that ancient

world could be viewed as being replaced by the nation ofIsrael in Palestine only? It scems

evident that the judgment and destruction described by Peter will be universal in scoPe'

cmbracing all mankind.
TlpWatchtower, July 15, 1983, pp. F7.
The Watchtower Reprints, pp. 26,253.
Dr. Peter Bourne, president of Global Water, IncorPorated, in rcvicwing a work on pesti-

lences in the past, notes that the constant threat of such uncontrollable and often wide'

spead disasters then created much morc fear than the threat of nuclear war does today' He

eays: "The book reminds us of something we too easily forget, namely thc terrifying thrcat

42
43
4
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of any other calamity seldom produces morc than a vague sense of
unease, not the extreme agitation described in prophecy, and those
fears are by and large smothered over by workaday interests. And
Jesus foretold that it would be no different from this at the time when,
with lightning rapidity, the "Eap" snaps shut as the time of divine
judgment arrives, bringing genuinely tenifying circumstances.-
Matthew 24:3649 ; Luke 17 :2640; 2l:34-36.

Whatever the fear felt in the past and present, it will be dwarfed by
the universal panic that actually will fulfill the prophecy. Jesus did not
speak about fear of what might happen, but of what men understand
wil/ happen because of the shaking of the "powers of heaven." (Luke
2l:26) This clearly refers to the time when "the sign of the Son of
man" is seen, when, according to the parallel text in Matthew chapter
twenty-four, verse 30, *all the peoples of the earth will beat their
breasts [in lamentation]." (NEB) This situation is not presented as hav-
ing anything to do with mankind's internal affairs, such as periodically
scare people. Rather, it will be caused by cosmic upheavals of such
proportions that men "will die of fright of what is coming upon
the earth." (NABf5 Whatever the cosmic phenomena intoducing the
parousfa turn out to be, therefore, one thing seems clear from the
context. As the unmistakable sign of the parousia they will certainly
rplate to acts that all on earth will realize are clearly and undeniably

which epidemic diseasc constantly posed to people throughout all of history until just the
last few years. Hanging over everyone, regardless of social level, income or power, was

the ever-present fear of sudden and irrational death. In our own time, only the threat of
nuclear war remotely approximates what that fear must have been like."-A Shift in the
Wind,No. 18, May 1984, p. 8 (a paper published by The Hunger hoject, P. O. Box 789,
San Francisco, California 94101, USA).

45 On the terror caused by the alarming cosmic signs, see further Norval Geldenhuys, Corz-
mentary on the Gospel of Luke (l2th printing, Grand Rapids, Michigan, 1979), pp. 537-
54o. By using the word oikounEn€, "the inhabited earth, the world," Luke included the
whole earth in the coming judgment. Sometimes, as for example in Luke 2:1, oilaumtnE
was used of the Roman empire, "which, in the exaggerated language commonly used in
reflercncel to the emperors, was equal to the whole world." (Bauer's Greek-English lcxi-
con of the New Testament, p. 561) Some eadier scholars, focusing on Luke 2: I and Acts
ll:2E,29, argued that oikoumAnE sometimes was used of Palestine only. This view is not
currently favored by modem scholanhip. Thus the 'great famine" mentioned in Acts
ll:28,29, is now documented also for other parts of the Roman empire outside Palestine.
(K. S. Gapp, '"The Universal Famine under Claudius," trIcrvardTheological Revr'eu Vol.
28, 1935, pp. 258-265.) Similarly, the census rcferred to in Luke 2:l was not unique to
Palestine, as similar censuses are known to have been taken in many other provinces in
the time of Augustus. (See the discussion in I. Howard Manhall, The Gospel ol Luk,
Grand Rapids, Michigan, 1978, pp. 98-104.)
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of divine origin, and hence totally distinctive from the age-old' com-

mon, human experiences with war, famine, pestilence and earth-

quakes.
Being of this nature, the cosmic upheavals will be recognized by

the followers of Christ as foreboding the supreme and ultimate turn-
ing-point in the history of mankind: Christ's coming to terminate for-
ever the present evil age with its wars, famines, pestilences and nu-

merous other foubles, and to bring in a new age, "the age to come"'

of which he will be the Lord. (Mark 10:30) May we be "considered

worthy to attain to that age" to be blessed by its Lord with life, peace,

happiness and freedom forever! (Luke 20:35) Until the coming of that
age we need to live each day of our lives in a way demonstrating that
we keep ever in mind the urgent appeal with which, according to the

version of Mark, Jesus concluded his discourse:

Take heed, keep on the alert; for you do not know when the appointed

time is.
It ls like a man, away on a journey, who upon leaving his house and

putting his slaves in charge, assigning to each one his taske also com'

manded the doorkeeper to stay on the alert.

Iherefore, be on the alert-for you do not know when the master of

the house is coming, whether in the evening, at midnight, at cockcrowingt

or in the morning-lest he come zuddenly and find you asleep.

And what I say to you I say to all '.Be on the alertP'-Mark 13:,33'37,

NASB.



APPENDIX A

Correspondence With S eismologists

IS TIIERE even one seismologist versed in historical seismicity who
agrees with today's end-times expositors, and, notably, the Watch
Tower Society, that ourcentury has experienced a uniquely great num-
ber of destructive earthquakes?

The authors wrote to a number of repuable seismologists all over
the world to find out. The answers received were remarkably unani-
mous. In fact, we have not found a single seismologist who states that
he feels earthquakes have increased dracratically in number during
this century.

Morc than one hundred years of research on historical seismicity
seems to have established a general consensus among authorities that
the seismicity of the earth iJnot markedly difrerent ioday from what
it has always been for thousands of years.

From considerations of space we can publish only a selection of the
letters received, but those not published convey the same message. In
general, we explained the nature of our investigation and put a few
questions. The following were the most qrpical:

l. Do you feel that there has been a tremendous increase of major
carthquakes during this century compared with earlier centuries?

2. Do you feel that the earthquake activity in this century is in any
way unique?

3. Do you know of any other seismologist who holds that our time
has seen an unusually large number of earthquakes?

The first letter here published, from Professor Bith, makes refer-
ence to an article by Howard D. Burbank entitled "Therp shall be
earthquakes." That article was published in the Adventist periodical
Review of Decembe\ 1977. It contained a graph designed to show
that the number of earftquakes has increased explosively, especially
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in our twentieth century. We asked Professor Bittr to comment on

Burbank's statements, which he does in his reply:

sEEltotoclcAl sEcIlot{
BC'X l2ol9
9750 12 uPtSAl 
EWEDR{

Uppaala. lTth June 1983

llr. Carl 01of Jonssoo
Bor 281
433 25 Partllle

nearty thanka for your letter of Junc 6 and the sttached trtlcle Flhere ahall'di-liit[ir"ii"";-6y'io""ra D. Burbank. -. It 1s very clear thst.you are coopleL-
i; ;iha'G your oblections ro thls !rt1cle. Ttre author rakc! the cataEtroPhlc
ii"t"[" of c6untlng-only the nunber of quakes. Instead he ehould have trled to
io-Ui nt"frt"t ragnitud"i ana Fn,rr Uy the released ener',y. The result rould thon

have been quite dlffereat.

Aa tou very correctly polnt outr lt ls onlt t'n recent tlDes thst r€ have 8ot t
Gtier netrort of seisirograph aiatlons and therebt a b€lter observatlon. Actull1t'
rellable lnatrunental aaia ixtend baqk only to about 1900. But re can nalce a

statlatlcal eraDinatlon of the perlod slnce then.

ForthislencloeeaPapsr-Tectonoohvsice'54(1979)Tl.T8.tn-rhichFlg.2
;;";;;t ieleaee ini ttre;fr;trr of sua[es vlth.DsgnlBudes^of 7'0^or-oore'
rii!-ririii-16 i""i" tu.tir about 1920) had about trlce as great an-energv releaec

;; t;;; "; tire rtroie pertod -trereafier. lhe nuuber of quakes ,'lrh-Eagnltudes of
?.0 6,' *r. doea not airo, any lsrk€d increase toeard lager yeare elther.

For earller centurles vc do not have the aale rellable 3tatl3t1car but there ar'
no-lnarcatrong at all of any lncrease ln the actlvlty ln-the couree of llTe. -
Ulthout the 8118htest hesititlon the artlcle (by Durbaat) n|at 'De reJectecr

Hlth klnd reSardst

-./(.-d.* 6A
l{arkus Eeth

The following quite detailed letter was received from Wilbur A.
Rinehart of the World Data Center A in Boulder, Colorado:
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\TORLD DATA CENTER A
BOULDER CENTERS

-71--,rEra,IKfiD
ltVz'[

ffi[.ill!m€
l&t aaEaa

sa.friffiE
(Er arHal

Nrtiooel Gqf,nigl D.t C.!h
Ndrul Oooia ral At-o.plni. Addiri.tr.6d

325 BnJrr
Boul&r Coler& 80303 U.SI

TEt.Bx, an697 foLTEtVlSl{-bDI

raam.&gvabaffitB
tE) aaret

as|.attaEs€l
ast .*arrl

August t, l9E

Dr$ Volftant Herbst &
Carl O Jonsssr

Box 1C037
s-lr0r7
s-f00 20 Gotcbort, Sycdcn

Dcar Drr Hcrb$ ard Jonssonr

Dr. Gantc lclt thc Drt Ccntcr .bo{t thrcc ycars ato end t havc bccn .skcdto rcspond to the quc3tiooc you por.d in yorr lcttcr of Jult Z, lgtj.

_. lnstrumcntal scisnotost bcgan erornd the tum oI thc century. prior tothttr th€ reporting oI both brge rnd small carthq'akcs tell on a 
-Bcncral 

poqr-
laccr a snall scicntilic community and the mcdia. -Large carthqualcs acdrrintin spar:cly pottlatcd arc.s wcnt unnoticcd urd scrc seuon iatalogca.

_ syrtcmatic locatlons oI carthguakca bcgan by thc Internationat scisnrotoricel
!.y.y i:t England in l9l! by ficr6crt HaU Turner-, tolloving thc lead *i ti i"ti,
luT w.ho. var rcgardcd eq thc lathcl ol English scismology. Their work rras
conunucd 

- 
Dy n|any othcrs, lncludint ui33 Ethcl Bcllamy, ana sir Hsrold Jcffcryswho--cmtlnucd.lylustury annrnr and fivc yoar grmmariis of earthquakes rocatedDt 155 sincc l9l& ThGy uscd instrumcntel d.t to determinc thd locations ofthcte carthq6ke!. At thc timc, thcre wcre tess than two hundrcd sciynotorical

obsdvrtoricr h thc uorld and the instruments wcrc all of lov fain. in"theordcr ol 100 to 200. Even with this rnajor contribution to ouscrvetftnai sctsrneloq, tl|G imtrum.nts wcrc too inscnsitlvq to dctcrmlnc Gv- .ori.-f.rg.-;;-qualca ln rcmotc arc8s of thc vorl4

. S"isl|lglo8y . did f|ot reelly reccivc en lnstrumcnral brcak-throurt until thccrjjr lr5o's.vhcn rhe. tnircd sr8tca coast and Gcodctlc survey insiallcd a mt-
:_?T__,9 l-,,, ^itlcr dupticate scts ol instrumente throuthout 'thc rfrecr sorldrplrl:Trty _ror thc purpoF .91 dctcctint rhc dctorBtion -ot underground ruclcEr
?TD3,. Tnc rcsponsc ol !l| thcsc instruments serc the samc, the-ir rain varledscpcmrnt at thc go.tnd misr rt thc sitc. At thst timc, thc thieshold fc

'ofta 
Mtl drtmt coiouct txrr.r^rtoiat arc[.6ar o? aoHrarc^! ont^fiora tr 

^.6
r.. o^r^ arcx^roa to .Gorrtiurroi. or r^r.o!. rcts aarairtrrccc^il&tre$. rca ra aarllrtre ar.rar ua& r- ace< d tx3 r^rro.l! .c^Err d Erai6.
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2

dctcctlnt rtl lrrgc !|td dgnltlont arthqukct rar rchlcvcd std Fobrbly rur
go undctcctcd ln $G forl4

Thc ml$rc of trc atltbtica vhldl yd| quot. ln yd|' bttcr b common lor
enyonc wishing to Fovc r poing. Thc corrrcncc.ol Garthqud($ i5 knoen.mt to
-5ci unito.r tn- timc, but no'qrc lmovr tor srrc what b rtr3 tcmPord .lbtrlhttiott
our stltistlcEl tiric pcrlod lor brgc cartlrquakcr ! i*t O JnEll to lalou
reocclrrencc rates (r to 3lggelt that for rny qrc timc Friodr t{rcrc arc morr
drod<t dran ln another tlmc- pcrlod. Lookint at rpcciflc arcaq dlcra tccltlt b
bc clustcrr of largc carthquakes in timc ard thcn no othcf! ln thc arca appear

tn ttrc riora i pertcci cxamplc ol thlr lr thc l8ll'l8l2.tr$p d poclbly
mrrnltudc E+ carthcuikes ln thc Nes Madrid area ln ccnttsl tnited Strtca Evcn
oui remors San Anircas tault har bccn lockcd tinc! 1906r yct dlcrc vcro large
rlrockr ln ltttr lE Tr lnd lt66

tn lrrwcr to your qu.rtiontr I woutd not ltlcc. rlth thc usc ol thc runbcB
ot cenhqukcr .| -rcaorted h thc 'Cstrlot of Sltnllicant Earthqukcr 2000 BS -
lt79' to Drovc any &currencc or tco€alrrctrca rata of G|rth$lakc3 Tha r|thoca
rold rrily agrci tnat thc catrlots comdctGnc$ vsrics- rith tincr bcing.poorcr
tn rhc yeais &forc lnrtrumgrtrl sclsmoloty. I know ol m. @mpctcnt :cltmolo'
dstt c steti3ticianr vho vould usc thq numbcB quotcd ln thc ?ay g|e
iatchtower Saic1y uscd thcm. I certllnly sould agrcc vlth both Prolc*o6 BEth

and Richter ln oictr Esscasncnt th.t thcrc hat been m dgnltlcant lncrcasc _ln

ihc rumbcrs o( .srthquakd durint thlr a rny othcr csntry. And t ?oold
conclrdc vith Mark Twaln't Lmo|r3 quotct

rThcrc aro thrcc Undr of lles - lic!, d.nncd llcsr and ttrtl$lc*'

Slnccrcly yorrS

(k(ffi,k
SciE nolotist

Since the Watch Tower Society, in its publication The Watchtower

of May 15, 1983, page 6, expressly appealed to the opinion of Profes-

sor K;iiti Aki of the Department of Geological Sciences at the Uni-
versity of Southern California, the following correspondence is

doubly significant. After receiving a letter from Professor Aki, we had

a kind letter, dated Septembt 22, 1985, sent to $re Watch Tower

Society, asking them for a copy of Aki's/ttl/ statement to them. Not
surpriiingly they were unwilling to supply such a copy. We are thus

obliged to conclude that they do not wish others to know the precise

content of the statement to which they referred in their magazine.

We here present, nonetheless, a copy of Professor Aki's letter to

the Watch Tower Society, kindly fonryarded to us by Professor Aki
himself, and this is followed by other colrespondence between Profes-

sor Aki and the authors of this curent work. (For details as to the

manner in which Professor Aki's view was misrepresented in publi-

cations of the Watch Tower Society, see Chapter 3, pages 66,67.)



Tlatclrtor+er Society
25 Coltnbia lleights
Bnooklyn, hT 11201

Dear Sir:

this is in response to your inquiry abcut earthqualies @:ESlt
Septanber 24, LggZ7.' lhe appar6t oitgu in tntcnsity and fz,e-quency
of najor earthquaE-es &ring the last sre lrudred years is, in all
pr,obability, dre to tln inproved recording of eartlrquakes sd tJre
lncreased nrlnerability of luun society oo eartlquake daquge. Ths
nain reasqr is the rcll established plate tectonics which indicstes
I very stesdy f,arr1t mtion orer the past nany nlllions of 1rars.

A reastr,e of eartlquake strngth nole objectivs tian ca$alty
ts tlro Ridrter scale. It is in general diffiq[t to assig tJre
Ridrter scale to eartlquakes nore tlun 100 yaars ago. /\n atteryt,
ho*over, has becn nuds in Chha, nhere historical records aro kept
in better shapo tlnn iu otlrer regicrs. Brclosed figue shors the
Ridrter scals 0D of eartlrquakes in Odns &ring tlro perial of abcrt
2000 yrars. the past 100 years are certainly active, bw thep lwe
been periods as ac,tirlo as UBt, for ecaryle, frot 1500 to 1700.

Appendix A: Concr;pndence with Seisaologisa

54-526

30 &ptember 1982

Sincorely loursr

Keiiet ilki
KA:jnb

cncl.

The Watch Tower Society's use of a selected portion of the above
letter in its magazine The Watchtolryer resulted in an interchange of
correspondence between the authors of this present work and Profes-
sor Aki. We here present this resulting correspondence:
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DEPARTMENT OF GEOI.oGICAL SCIENCES

TEl5'tloNE (213) 7{}2717

5 Septenber 1985

l{eaarr. tf. E rblt G C. O. Jouagoo
Eox 14037
5-400 20 Coteborg
SIIEDEN

Dear lleaere. Eerbet and Jonaeon:

Thanlr you for you! tnqulry re Ey ateternt Ln Jehovahrg lfitnesaea. I feel strongly
that tbe sels|ulclty hag beeo atatlonary for thoueande of yeare. I uaa trylng
to convrnce Jehovahie lfltneaeee about the stattonallty of selcllclty uslng the
dstr obtslned ln Chlna for the perlod 1500 through 1700, but they pur ouly reak
e4haale ln the publlahed stateoeot. Excellent geologlcal evldence for the
statlonarlty hae beeo obralned by Prof. Kerry Sleh of Caltech, for the Sao
Andreas fault.

Sbc.rely youra,

Qa,Al'*
Icittl ALI

:Jl

P'wlunt lbilLi Al<i
h4..t rt* ol lenlogi.at Scitttctt
ttttbet*Ug ol Sotdttzttr Catil,ut*
ll^hn^&.g Pa'th
tts A$uas
Cs2alotnit 9U89471t
A,S,A,

Uo4lqa q llznttt ord.
etf,06l lorr..urhx l40tl
S-l(n m $ablo.s
Su.d.tr

Aptri2 r9t ,9E6

hel Sh
lbn! thu*. /oa, g@ uontb 2clL4 ol Scptnl,ot \.bt qw.to an inai,l
at&t llo ebzttl, a tn kryttg al ryjot eul ryle. at $oLd U tJt
tl&Almt Sodetg.

ac walzd tt litd o,/ tt ,,AaI oxlal tle Uoblnout Socizt'g had dtazprt*ttttd
Uoua po/a.iqat opiaiml n Ir Uo4gpttg ll2rtal4 .ilotz It tltt Udchlxtt M-
durL/r. i^ Enrrch,egi ulbg lar a y'ul,oopg ol gou 4 dtt"vnl L aL.t

St a^gaqt ,&td of tuuU^g tJv &titzl ittluntlon b ut Uug .en il b
lL.i.4 ttt dr ol/icz in Sdlnt 6iclr i^ Iu .crn il b a loqt Uilrua. eld.lr
a.r 96t lo4g aind EAaic Sil/tnilug, 7hb toet tqat'ulabtc uolt to t
ord tpnld lt tua dlh rc, ia uu ol Udtt lti^gdil llal,tt, tllnt I nil4 b @
t'lu inloanliut I fun a*d /o4. A. thit w not poatillt aL llr. Ut I
atggcaLd thd lr. jue &d a epg ol lllz,it eotw4mdore uilh golt po'bdltg
url tfutt t.,hott I u'tott lp Paokaua Aka h. did not poln* an ttptuaizt
t Utttr &tl tpaapl,2g enl alt ittloanLiott I a*.d hit l.a.'
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llwooa.2 lla Si$wnLztg, aca)ng an conauLtaLipn til tlro Ualdtta,u. o//iet
dil| t,o,ild nol aend. thc in/,ottruLion. Tuiding ulleat hz unotz lhal aincz
I fud. in/oaziion /toa gou Uto& 1rp"6 1s tonget o g wrA'b ahou thz eoaazaptd-
cae. in gue.alion' ql ahal hz lienzlottz. Lu aetding ahz ttlonuUon azcl li
thc hanch ar/icet

tafuaillg un Itkz thia ataa gc d2 ol ptoultta. orr aloi^ ptl u hd,iefitg
ttal tlwg auUzz tluq twe nbuaen gotn altl2tori ord tfun Uvg ,rou atu t4ing
kt conceu2 lJrz uAole utLc't, 7he UalsV.wtr Soeiolg cloit t eDc in ilr ht aL
Fullicoliotut a al tL. lnquzttcg ol ernt2
ait rz ,914t

Aa ue allznpl ln pquqn il2 Lu2 /actt ott tle ullzt in ou etring boh ut
csLni&u irr hlnn hittau' t* wud 2iJe to knou il uou 4Ul2 noaaeaa conie.o
ollhccotueamnd,ence"ou'aid.-uEFucfii&iGso-cifr Eitffi iuTfrafr.te@fr"E";E"ZW7i2
Uuleldna Sociztg eloea not upttl to gittc ottg tulp, bong olhott lhiagt .E null
Uk2 It dzltatitu titl gu .lnnl 6etr gou t,4ol2 to llun aloul'llrz aplnut
ugc in itbn ilg ud I'vtauttcg o/ ujoa czldl14trtle,t dtning UE lad uu
Mvn gart^.' - 4 gou ,,y.ote oVhing ti*z lhal al a22, Il gou di.h d)d gu
c* ltv tpad ta?Ftnenl' in lhz anae o/'aeetingl (not ttzrl)r oa in thz xtuc
ol 'eu&lenl+ pt2ltullz'2 oA alu Uale;lrl,a,rca Soeietg Ltdiuizt2 od euen tora,

in Latntloliottt inlo othea langtzgea. Tlv Std'iah U"t**
loa indnet gut a wad, utUng trolie&e'.

Uc at'udg Aitn atnt"t"*o laot gou cottzagu2at b&4 &dlh2 Anlrcte4u2
Pet*at lbauotti atd oltt2ru bil thal gu al/rzdg luu vtillsr to
,t , &i thz tlaldtwt Socizlg'a .iauac o/ gortr dQl2eal't It llr2t nlczt ry optnm
dgnti@rrl it a apectl w, It gou eo hzlp ut qq rytz}E uiU te hzpttg
tt .ird gu o ctltg ol qn loolt dvt pll-i.tttd in ALlailat-lcoagia, 942 4f.!@,c !o&e titwuth At Zffilt-*llr'-

UoA/gqag

4&t

DEPAtrTME}IT OF GEOI.oGICAL SCIENCES

fi,'?'otGe,3rrlrl,7l,

16 Junr 1986

folgang Bettat
Carl 0lof Joirssm
Bd 14037
8-f0020 GotGboro
$EDN

D.rs sts.s

Eaclorcd plcerc fl.oil I coDt of uy lctter to lfarchtoulr gocLry. Althoutb tb.
tirrt paragrapb la aoocrfiat trcoqlcte (th3 Itt'[ reaaon nhy I believc that ch.
aarthquals rc3tvl,ty 1g conatant la ahorteaed to rtto tato reaeodr)r lC la char
thlt tbet quorcd ths pErt tbey eaocedr 3lrrrqa3tag Ey !!alr D6sage.

Slncercly youral

ferrh Alj
I31tcl tl,t
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Since ttre Meditenanean area is one of the major earthquake areas

of the world, the following letter from Professor N. N. Ambraseys'

oi ttrr Imperial College of Science and Technology in London, En-

gland, disfussing seismicity in that atea, is of particular interest:

N.N. Anlc.,cyr
DSCEdF.'t3lto3RCT
Pro(csc d Earisl$ sdtodoll

IMPERHL COI.LEGE OF SCIENCB AT{D TECHNOIIIOY

Do|tudc|vllet&3.tht- locridCdlcrcnr--Lesf,ft2Btl
rc.eto 0t.tr0 silLl*lllE

9tL &l$lt 1985

Dcer llocras Ecrbrt .!d ilonacoal

Itlelk you fon yor lctt.r ot ltb Algult. -lt -
glacral ra4o!!c to your quer{'ca fe tlat Eucb of tbc aDarct! atr to bt toulil
ia .oc dct-all ra ryuor?tl c. tlotvlllot gatltlcd rl blltory ot Pcldrl
rartbquakcanr Celbr'!'dgc Uatreralty hcast 19U2'

fioat ocrtablyt tb€ra !r! b.3l Do l!cr.t!. 1! tht lcllalo rottrlty ot
thc ltsrtlierrancal hir.las ttta ccaturv. Quit. th. coatr.tlrr lf q" la:ttt!
Xcaftcr"areal tbe acttYIW of thle cautury b!! bc.! ablollellt loe !!'l ^-
o-p.tla-tatU tbat of tb6 l9tb-12tb ald tStb c.Dtur'tc.. I alo Dot tbt!ts tbat
,r iavc d.Bsed out a*r large weat la tbat rcCoa ftddS th. l,"t 24 ccatu'tca.

I cacloac 1ooo lrubllcatlo!! tbat you lay flad o! aor bclp rl thc rrtparatro
of to[8 bookr

loura cbolarlt

b h €"-{l--1 €r,

!t. N. ,Dbm!.tr t

qrcnwr

In its issue of June 8, 1984, page 29, under the heading "signifi-

c ant" E arthqwke s U p,' the Watch 
-Tower 

Society's magazine 
- 
Awake !

reierreA to giophysicist Waverly Person at the United States Geologi-

cal Survey.'Thit it the responsi to our inqugy-by Dr'.Person, who is

head of the National Earthquake Information Service in Denver, Col-

orado:
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t| lt?tt
r$tl tc

United States Department of the Interior
GEOLOGTCAL ST'RYEY
rox 95016 r.s,-%
DENVEI EEDEML CENTEI
DENVEn, CoLOn^lx) 8mUt

Braacb of Global Seterclogy E G€oaagoetlsE
Natlousl Earthquake lofonetlo! Ceoter

october 8, 1985

Ilr. Car1 01of JooesoB
8ox 14037
s-400 20
Goteborg, Sredea

Ilear llr. JolsaoD!

Your letter to Dr. Frank Preaa, co[cero{ng a gl8rrlflcEnt lacreaae Lo
great earthguatea durl.og thlo century bag bee$ referred to Ee fof sa
ao8wet.

I e[ [ot eure of your claaal.fl.catl.on of great earthquatea, but to ua
treat earthqual,ea are oaee havlng oagnltudes of 8.0 or greatea.

Our recorda do not ahou aty algulflcant tncreaee l,a grest earthquak€s.
bcloaed la a 11s! of all Eagnltude 8.0 or greater earBhquak€s re baw
or flle.

If re oay be of fwtber eervlce to you, pleaee coatact us agata.

St[cerely youra,

L/r,,,t^t'tf /"-r,
l{averly J.'Pereoo
Chlef r Natlonal Earthquala

Ioforuatto! Sesvl,ce

Eaclogurea

Along with his letter, Dr. Person sent a complete list of the "great
earthquakes," that is, "all magnitude 8.0 or greater earthquakes," on
file. This list covers all "great earttrquakes" from 1897 onward, plus



26 The'Sign'of the last Days-When?

seven scattered earthquakes previous to that date.r Actually the list
shows a gradually decreasing number of great earthquakes during
this century, with the proportionally greatest number during the period
previous to 1914. This is in agreement with the conclusions of other
prominent seismologists, as shown in our chapter on earthquakes.2

The list supplied by Dr. Person is summarized below in l7-year
intervals:

I7-year period
No. of great
earthquakes Annunl average

1897-1913

l9l4-1930
t93r-r947
r948-1964
1965-1981

49

28

28

l4
l0

2.9

1.6

1.6

0.8
0.6

From 1982 to 1985, inclusive, only one "gl€at" earthquake oc-
curred, the one in Mexico on September 19, 1985. Naturally, this
gradual decrease in the number of great earthquakes during this cen-
tury simply represents a normal variation when seen in the longer
perspective. The trend may thus quickly shift to an opposite trend at
any time in accordance with the cyclical nature of tremors.

Because the Worldwide Church of God publication The Good News
of the World Tomorrow made the astounding claim that from l90l to
1944 "only three earttrquakes measured magnitude 7 or over," a letter

The choice of 1897 as the starting point is not accidental. It was in the 1890's that seis-

mographs capable of regisrcring distant earthquakes came into use. Thus a fairly completc
rccord of great earthquakes from all parts of the earth is available only from 1897 onward.
Scismologist Seweryn I. Duda, in his thorough study ofthe period 1897-1964, concludes:

"Thus, the annual seismic ercrgy release in the world shows a clear indication of decrease

in the interval 1897-196/.. . . . The seismic energy release per year has decreased signifi-
cantly in the 68 years since 1897 both in the circum-Pacific and the non-Pacific regions."
(Tectonophysics, Vol. 2, 1965, p. 424, Of these 68 years, those of 19)5-1907 saw the
greatest number of earthquakes. Geologist Haroun Thziefi explains: '"The period 1905-
1907 was the most disturbed of modern times, a period marted by eleven shocks of mag-
nitude 8 or morc; and during the year 1906 alone the world sustained these successirrc

earthquakcs: Honshu, Japan, magnitude 8 . . .; frontier of Colombia and Ecuador, mag-

nitude 8.6; San Francisco, 8.2; Aleutians, 8; Valparaiso in Chile, 8.4; New Guinea, 8.1;
Sinkiang, China, magnitude 8. According to Gutenberg and Richter the energy released

by earthquakes in 1906 was five times greater than the average for the twentieth century
based upon the years l9U-1952." (When the EanhTremblcs, [.ondon 1964, p. 134)
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was written to Dr. Seweryn J. Duda, hofessor of Geophysics at the
University of Hamburg, requesting his comments. Professor Duda's
reply is here presented:

uNIvERsITrr HrM nunc 
rNs.rurF0RcEo?Hysr(

?
lntFr Gr G.qhFiL

-ntddff8. 

t!- D 2di Hd|E r I

Ur.tfolfgang Herbst
CarI Olof itonason
Bor l{O37
S-4@ 20 Gotebotg
Srreden

J

lhfr(Hkh.{rht
SatD/ro ? ituly 1986

rhr*, (0.0) .r 2r . {918 l -5b..., r.rr. ( -l

?rrrrr.r 2 tt7l2 wihhd

H

Delr lrlr. $olfgang Herbst,
dear tlr. Carl Olof Jonason,

thir 1r ytth reference to the letter of ur. tfolfgang Herbrt drted
7 itune 1986. Iour questtons can be angsered aa foU&s:

- ail l) tn the ttnG l9ol-19{{ rbout IOOO (one thougand) elrthquake! slth
nrgnr,tude 7 or over have taken place rorldrJ.de.

rd 2, lt l! not Ju.ttfted to clatm tbat hrge earthquakes hrve tncrGaseddranrtlcrlly fron the nld-flftles to the preaent. There are
lndi.catlonl thlt $orldwlde eelsmlc actlvlty - if expresled ln
ter:ua of earthquakea wlth rnagnltude 7 or over - haa-decreased
rteEallly ,,n the tlne frorn the beglnnlng of the 2o-th centuqT
untr,l nor. ft sould be horrever speculatlve to extrapolate thepattern tn any say lnto the future.

ed 3) There rr€ no lndl.cetlons thlt the tr€ntleth century ls radlcallydr,fferent tr@ earll€r centurlea, as far as the gtoUat 8el3n1c -
actlvlty la concerrred.
||hat 1r dlffer€nt though l! the hlgher d€nsr.ty of populatlon
(1n- eartlrquake-plcne arera, rnd thu! the htgher potenltal losrof hunan llfe ln crae of !n e.rthguake, cornpsnalted horever ingeneral by a better atandard of houee-constructton. Al!o, thg
better com|tunlcatl.on lncreaser the awarnesr of the calanltlet
lncurred ln crse of r natural deaaster.

Thanklng you for havlng asked nlr opr,nlon on the above problemr, I rn

Profe'gsor of Geophye!,cs
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AII these letters by reputabte earthquake authorities thus stand in
stark contrast to the extreme, often irresponsible, claims made by var-

ious end-times expositors in our day.



APPENDIX B

nComing" or "Presenset'-l(ftat Do
the Facts Reveal?

IN THE question put to Jesus at Matthew chapter twenty-four, verse
3, "What will be the sign of your coming," the word "coming" trans-
lates the Greek word parousia. Parousia primarily means "presence,"
but it is well established today that at the time of Jesus it was also
used in a different sense. Despite this, the Watch Tower Society insists
on "presence" as the only correct Biblical meaning of the term. In this
they clearly have a "vested interest."

Their claim that Christ's parousta began in l9l4 and that since that
year we have seen the sign of this in world events implies that Jesus'
disciples asked for a sign indicating that Christ had come and was
invisibly present, not for a sign that would precede his coming and
indicate this to be imminenr. Consequently the Society's New World
Tianslation of the Holy Scriptures renders the question at Matthew
chapter twenty-four, verse 3, thus:

Tell us, When will these thingp be, and what will be the sign of your
pre$ence and the conclusion ofthe system ofthings?

The idea underlying this translation is that Christ's second coming
consists of two stages, the first being an invisible presence for a period
until the second stage, that of his final revelation of this presence to
the world at the battle of Armageddon. This idea did not originate
with the Watch Tower Society. It can be traced back to the 1820's,
when it was first suggested by the well-known London banker and
Bible expositor Henry Drummond, who was later to become one of
the founders of Edward Irving's Catholic Apostolic Church. The "in-
visible presence" or "two-stage coming" theory better known today
as the "secret rapture" theory was quickly picked up by other expos-
itors of the prophecies. It was adopted not only by the Irvingites but
also by the followers of John Nelson Darby, the Plymouth Brethren,
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through whom it was widely spread in England, the U.S.A. and other

countries. It became very populal especially among the millenarians,

Christians who believe in a literal, future millennium on earth.r

For many of the defenders of the "two-stage coming" idea the

Greek word parou.sfa became a crucial point in the discussion. It was

commonly held that this word referred to the first stage of Christ's

coming, his invisible presence "in the air." The Greek wotds ephi-

p6nia, "appeding," and apoMlypsis, "revelation," on the other hand,

were usually said to apply to the second stage of the coming, Christ's

intervention in world events at the battle of Armageddon. Changing
the translatiOn of parousta from "Coming" to "presence" radiCally al-
ters the sense, not only of the question of the disciples, but also of
Jesus' answer. This is illustrated by the arguments put forth in 1866

by Reverend Robert Govett, the most prominent British champion of
the secret rapture idea in the last century:

If we sa$ 'What is the slgn of Thy coming?' (Matt' niv. 3) then' . . .
we ane enquiring for a sign of tbe savior's future movement from the

htghest heaven. If we say, 'What is the sign ol thy prcsence?' we arc er'
quiring for a proof of Jesus' crirlen cc h scset h thc air, alter his motion

towards earth ts for a while anested.
The disciples lnquire, 'Vyhtt shatl be the sigp of thy kesence?' (vertc

3). This, then, assures us that they rmagined that Jesus would be prescnt

ln sccret. We need no sigp of that whtch is opcnly exhibltcd.2

These arguments made in 1866 were picked up by many other ex-

positors, among them Charles Thze Russell. In 1876, under the influ-
ence of the Adventist Nelson H. Barbour and his associates, Russell

had adopted "presence" as the only acceptable meaning of parousta to
explain how Christ could have come in 1874 (as had been predicted

byBarbour) without being noticed by anyone. The adoption of this

view, then, was due to a failed prediction and it was used as a means

of explaining away ttreir 1874 failure. This explanation was retained

I For a detailed investigation into thc cigin and dwelopment of the'invisible presence"

idea and how it came to be adopted by Russell and his followers, see c. o. Jonsson, '"The

Theory of Christ's Parousta As An 'Invisible Presence'," Ilp Bible Emminq, Vol. 2' No.

9, 1982, and Vol. 3, No. l, 1983, Box 8l, Lethbridge, Alberta, CanadaTII-3Y3.
2 The British millenarian journalTlu Rainbo't, June 1866, p. 265 and luly 1866' p. 302'

The Rainbow, more than any other millenarian joumat in England, granted space to thc

cxpositors of the secr€t rapturc idea, and Goven had many articles published in it. Goven's

main work on the subject was his 35?-page wo*,The Sainrc' Rapture to tlw Presencc of
thc l-ord Jesus, published in 1852. The whole discussion throughout lhc book r€sts on

Govett's churging the word "cominT' into'prcsence"!
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by Russell's followers on up into the early 1930's, when it was sud-
denly "discovered" that Christ's "invisible presence" had begun in
l9l4 instead of 1874!

However, such stress on "presence" as the only correct Biblical
meaning of parousta appears to find very little support among Bible
translators. In fact, all but a very few Bible translators prefer instead
the renderings "coming," "advent," "arrival," or similar terms, instead
of "presence." A Witness researcher and Bible collector, William J.
Chamberlin of Clawson, Michigan, U.S.A., carefully checked how
parousia is rendered at Matthew chapter twenty-four, verses 3,27 , 37
and 39, in hundreds of different Bible tanslations all the way from
William Tlndale's New Testament in 1534 to ranslations released as

recently as 1980, and he prepared extensive lists of the renderings of
137 translations from this period. An examination of these lists gave
some very interesting results.

ttParousiatt in Bible translations

Before the middle of the nineteenth century apparently few Bible
translators were inclined to render parousia by "presence." Of the En-
glish translations of the New Testament from Tyndale in the sixteenth
century to Robert Young in 1862, Chamberlin found only one trans-
lator, Wakefield, who in his New Testament (1795) used "presence"
as a fanslation of parousfa at Matthew chapter twenty-four, verse 39.
But stiil Wakefield preferred to render it "coming" at verses 3,27 and
37 in the same chapter. Further, Daniel Scott in his translation of Mat-
thew published in l74l (New Version of St. Matthew's Gospel) gives
"presence" in the notes, while retaining "coming" in the running text.

The first tanslator in the nineteenth century to translate parousia
as "presence" in Matthew chapter twenty-four was probably Dr. Rob-
ert Young in his Literal Tianslation of the Holy Bible (1862), the rea-
son being, as the title indicates, that he attempted to present the
strictly literal meanings of the Greek words instead of the meanings
in modern idiom. Two years later, Benjamin Wilson, an early leader
of a small religious body known today as the Church of God General
Conference, published hisThe Emphatic Diaglott (1864), which like-
wise renders parousta as "presence" throughout all the 24 occurrences
in the New Testament.3

3 Sce the trciok Historical Waynarks of the Church of God, published by the headquarters

of the movement in Orcgon, Illinois 61061, in 1976. The group holds views similar to thc
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Then, in 1868-1872, Joseph B. Rotherham publishedhisThe Em-

phasized New Testarnent. But it was not until in the third revised edi-

tion, published in 1897, that Rotherham changed his ranslation of
paroisia from "arrival" to "presence." why? The reason he gives in
'the 

Appendix to the third edition indicates that he, at least partially'

had iome to embrace the "two-stage coming" idea. He explains that

Christ's parousia may not only be an event, but also "a peri,o9:more
or less extended, during which certain things shall happen." Undoubt-

edly, Rotherham had blen influenced in his thinking on this subject

through his close friendship with some of the con6ibutors to The

Rainbow magazine, of which Rotherham himself became editor dur-

ing its last three years of existence.4
bther translators of the last century who used "presence" for par-

ousia at Matthew chapter twenty-four were W. B. Crickmer (The

Greek Testament Englished, l88l), J. W. Hanson (The New Cove'

nant, 1884) and Ferrar Fenton, who began publishing the first parts

of his translation, The Bible in Modern English, in the 1880's.

In Our centgry fianslations that render parousfa as "presence" in
Matthew chapter twenty'four are A. E. Knoch's A Concordnnt Ver-

sion (1926). lvan Panin's Bible Numerics (2nd ed., 1935), the Watch

Tower Society's New WorM hanslation of the Christian Greek Scrip'
nres (1950), James L. Tomanek's Nerry Testament (1958), the Reslo-

ration of Originat Holy Namc Bible (1968), Donald Klingensmith's

Today's English New Tbstament (1972) and Dr. Dymond's New Testa-

meni (tgli; in manuscript form only).s Other translations occasion-

ally give "presence" as the literal meaning of parousfa in footnotes,

but prefer "coming," "arrival' (or the like) in the main text.
With these comparatively few exceptions, then, both older and

modern translators have preferred to render parousfa by "coming,"

"advent,'n "atTival,- Or SOme Similar term inStead Of "preSenCe" in teXtS

dealing with the second coming of Christ. They do this despite the

fact thit all of them agree that "presence" is the prinury meaning of
the word. Why? Is it logical to believe that so many experts on the

Christadelphians and Jehovah's Witnesses on such doctrines as tbe trinity' the soul and

hell-firc.
See earlier footnote 2. Rotherham was editor ofThe Rainbow from 1885 througb 1887.

See also Rotherh ant's Reminiscences, compiled by his son J. George Rotheftanr (London'

shortly after 1906), pp. 7 6-79.
That it least some of these translators werc influenced by their adherencc to the "invisiblc
presence" doctrine is illusfated by Dymond's translation of Matthew 24:3: "But in the
-meantime 

tell us what otber events will indicate that you have returned to earth to be

i@.rs*"!."
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original language of the New Testament have somehow failed to grasp
the true sense of this Greek term?

What of the earliest versions of the New Testament, the Latin, Syr-
iac, Coptic and Gothic versions, which were produced while the orig-
inal koin| Greek of the New Testament was still a living language?
What do they reveal as to how those ancient translators understood the
word parousfa?

t'Parousiatt in the earliest versions of the New
Testarnent

As is well known, the Latin Vulgate Version was produced by the
great fourth century scholar Hieronymus, better known today as St.
Jerome. He carried out his translation work toward the end of the
fourth century, starting with the Gospels in A.D. 383. Interestingly,
in 20 of the 24 occurrences of paroustainthe New Testament, Jerome
chose the Latin word for "coming," adventus, from which the English
word "advent" is derived. The four exceptions are I Corinthians
16:17;2 Corinthians l0:10; Philippians 2:l2and2Peter 1:16. In these
instances the Vulgate uses the Latin word for "presencel' praesentia.
It is noteworthy that only the last of these four texts deals with the
parousta of Christ. In all the other sixteen instances where parousia
refers to the coming of Christ, Jerome preferred the Latin wordadven-
tzs. Why? Evidently he felt that in texts dealing with the parousta of
Jesus Christ the word meant'toming" rather than "presence." Was he
wrcng in this understanding?

Actually, the Latin Vulgate was not the earliest Latin version of the
Bible. It was preceded by numerous other Latin translations, some of
which were produced as early as in the second century. Jerome's Vul-
gate was, in fact, not a translation but a revision of these earlier Latin
versions (although compared against the original Hebrew, Aramaic
and Greek texts), a revision produced in order to create an authorita-
tive Latin version out of the diversity of old Latin versions. These
older versions are with a common name termedthe OM Latin Bible or
(in Latin) Vetus Latina. Like the Vulgate they, too, usually render
paroustaby adventus. The five exceptions (2 Corinthians 10:10; Phi-
lippians 2:12;2 Thessalonians 2:9; 2 Peter 3:4, 12) include only two
passages dealing with the parousta of Christ. Thus, like the Vulgate,
the Old Latin venions preferto render paroustaby the word adventus,
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doing this in 15 out of the 17 texts dealing wittr ttre parousta of
Chriit.o (See the accompanying table on page 255.)

The Latin word advinfzs literally means "a coming to," although

it, too, sometimes could be used in the sense of "presence." In the

above-mentioned Latin versions, though, adventus is clearly used in

the sense of "coming," in conhast to praesentia, the Latin word for

"presence."'The 
Syriac Peshina version was produced in the fifth century but

tike the Latin Vulgate it was preceded by older versions, as shown,

for instance, by thr Curetonian and Sinaitic Syriac manuscriptt.t -If,
as is commonly held, the native language of Jesus and his apostles

was Aramaic, these Syriac versions may actually reflect words used

by Jesus and the aposiles themselves, including the fyri-ac word for
pLrousia in Matthew chapter twenty-four, me'thithi!8 Likc the l-atin

word adventus, me'thithd litetally means "comingJ' being derived

from a verb meaning "come."
T\e Gothic Vers{on was produced by Wulfila in the middle of the

fourth century being therefore slightly earlier than the Latin Vulgate

translation. TLis version hanslates parousiaby the Gothic noun cums'

a word related to the English "come." It means, quite naturally, "com-

ing."e
-Ttre 

remarkable conclusion, then, is that the earliest versions of the

New Testament-produced when lcoina Greek was still a living lan-

guage and by translators some of whom knew that language thor-

5uglty from their childhood-preferred to render the Greek noun

paloista by words meaning "coming" rather than "presence" in pas-

iug"s relating to the second coming of Christ. They did this in spite

of the factthitparousiaprimarily means "presence" and was so trans-

lated at other places. Thl question is: Why did they render the word

6 See D. petri Sabatier, Bibliorum Sacrorum lztinae Versiones Antiquae, originally pub.

tished in 1743. The facsimile printed in Miinich in lV74 has been consulted for this dis-

cussion.
? See the extensive discussions by Bruce M. Metzger in The Early Versions of the Natt

Testanent, Oxford 1977, pp. 3-82, and by Matthew Black in Die alten Ubersetzungen

des NeuenTesrarnents, K. Aland, editor, Berlin, New York, 1972, pp' 120-159'

E Pieter lrendert Schoonheim , Een Semasiologisch onderzoek van Parousia met betrek*ing

tor het gebruik in Mattheus 24 ("A Semasiological Research into Parousia with special

refercnce to its use in S. Matthew 24"), Aalten, Holland, 1953, pp. 2O-22,259. \\e
Cur€tonian manuscript is generally believed to be a recension of the earlier Sinaitic Syriac

!ext, which in tum was originally produced in Antioch in northern syria. The syriac of

these manuscripts, therefore, being a dialect of Aramaic, is probably very close to the

Palestinian Aramaic dialect used by Jesus and his apostles'

9 The early coptic, Ethiopic and Armenian venions have not been investigated.
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PAROUSIA IN THE OLDEST LATIN TRANSLAUONS
OF THE NEW TESTAMENT

Tbxts using
parousia:

Vulgate
(4th

century)

Old Intin
(2nd

century)

Church fathers ( I st-S th
centuries)

Adventus Praesentia

Matthcw 24:3
24:27
24:37
A:39

I Cor. 15:23

16:17

2c.nlt. 7:6
7:7

l0:10
Phil. l:?5

2:12
I Thess. 2:19

3: l3

4:15
5:23

2 Thess.

2:9
James 5:7

5:8
2 Peter l:16

3:4
3:12

I John 2:28

2;l
2:8

adventus
adventus
adrrentus
adventus

adventus

praesen ia

adventus
adventus
praesen ia
adventus
praesentia
adventus

adventus

adventus
adventus

adventus
adven$s

adventus
adventus
adventus
praesentia
adventus
adventus
adventus

adventus
adventus
adventus
adventus

adventus

adventus

adventus
adventus
praesentia
adventus
praesentia
adventus

adventus

adventus
adventus

adventus
adventus

praesentia
adventus

adventus
(missing)

praescnlia
praesentia
adventus

many none
many none
many none
ftmy Victorinus, d.

303

many Augustinus, d.
430

none? Ambrosiaster,
5th century er

al
Ambrosiaster none
Ambrosiaster none

none? Ambrosiaster
Ambrosiasrcr none

none? Ambrosiaster
Tertullianus none
d. after 22O

Ambrosiaster
Tertullianus none

Ambrosius,
d.397

Ambrosiaster
many none

Irenaeus, Termllianus,in
d. after 190 one place
Tertullianus,

in many places,

et al
Tertullianus none
Ternrllianus lrenaeus

Ambrosiaster Hilarius, d. 367
et al
many
none

none

none
none

(Pelagius)
none

et al
Augustinus

none

none

none
none

(Auctor)
none

(The variants of the Church fathers are taken from Sabatier's footnotes.)
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as "coming" when it referred to the parousta of Jesus Christ, but as

"presence'; when it referred to the parousfa of, for instance, the

apostle Paul (2 Corinthians 10:10; Philippians 2:12)? For-centuries

this remained somewhat of a mystery until-at the dawn of our own

twentieth century-new discoveries enabled modern experts on New

Testament Greek to find the answer to this riddle.

The technical use of Parousfa

During the last century excavations on the sites of ancient settlements

of thebraeco-Roman world brought to light hundreds of thousands of
inscriptions on stone and metal and texts on papyrus, parchment and

potsherds.
These new finds revolutionized the study of the original Greek lan-

guage of the New Testament. It was discovered that the Greek of the

New Testament was neither a special "Biblical GreeK' as some be-

lieved, nor the literary, archaizing Greek used by contemporary au-

thors, but to a great extent was colored by the Greek vernacular used

by ordinary people at home and elsewhere, the common language of
daily life, the spoken form of the koin6 Greek.

The consequlnces of this discovery as regards the understanding of
the original Greek language of the Bible was first explored in detail

by Adolf Deissmann, later Professor at the University of Heidelberg
(still later at the University of Berlin), who began publishing his find-

ings in 1895. Other scholars, who realized the importance of the dis-

covery soon joined in scrutinizing the newly discovered texts. New

light was thrown upon the way many Greek words were used and

understood at the time the New Testament was written.
One of the words, whose meaning was illuminated by the new

texts, was the word parousia. The new insights were summarized by

Professor Deissmann in 1908 in his now classic workLicht vom Osten

(Light from the East). His discussion of the word parousia, covering
several pages, opens with the following explanation:

Yet another ofthe central ideas ofthe oldest Christian worship receives

light from the new texts, viz. JrcQouoro fttarousial,'advent, coming" a

word expressive of the most ardent hopes of a St. Paul. We now may say

that the best interpretation of the Prlmitive Christian hope of the Parousia

ls the old Advent text, 'Behold, thy King cometh unto thee.' [Matthew
21:51 From the Ptolemaic period down into the 2nd cent. A. D' we are
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able to trace the word in the East as a tech@
or the visit of the king or the emperoF
Professor Deissmann then gives many examples of this use of the

term. At the occasion of such an official, royal visit, as for example
when the Roman emperor made a parousia in the provinces in the
east, "the roads were repaired, crowds flocked to do homage, there
were processions of his white-garbed subjects, trumpet blasts, accla-
mations, speeches, petitions, gifts and festivities."ll Often a new era
was reckoned from the parousia of the king or emperor, and coins
were struck to commemorate it. At the visit or parousfa of Emperor
Nero, for instance, in whose reign Paul wrote his leffers to Corinth,
the cities of Corinth and Patras struck "advent-coins." These coins
bore the inscription Adventus Aug(usti) Cor(inthi), demonstrating that
the Latin adventus was used as an equivalent of the Greek term par-
ousia at those occasions.12

Since then, additional research by numerous scholarsn such as Pro-
fessors George Milligan, James Hope Moulton and others, has further
confirmed conclusions of Deissmann, who first demonstrated this
technical use of parousta.t3 This use of the term clearly explained why
the early versions of the New Testament rendered it by words meaning
"coming" in texts dealing with the parousia of Jesus Christ. Greek
lexicons and dictionaries today all point out this sense of the word in
addition to its primary meaning ("presence"), and there is a general
consensus among modern scholars that parousia in the New Testa-
ment, when used of the second coming of Christ, is used in its tech-
nical sense of a royal visitation.ra

Will his coming be "a visit of a king?" Certainly it will. Repeatedly,

Quoted ftom the English translation by L. R. M. Strachan from the 4th edition, trritlr
from the Ancient East, reprinted by Baker Book House, Grand Rapids, Michigan, 1978,
p. 368.
B, M. Nolan, "Some Obsenrations on the parousta," The lrkh Theological Quanerly,
Vol. XXXVI, Maynooth 1969, p. 288.
Deissmann, p. 371. Notably, the Greek word epipMnera, "appearing," usually applied to
the second stage of Christ's coming by the adherens of the secret rapturc notion, was also
used at times on Greek "advent-coins" as an equivalent of the Latin adventus! (Deissmann,
p. 373.)
The most extensive linguistic study of the term parousfa is that of Pieter kendert Schoo-
heim, Een semasiologisch ondenoek van Parousia, Aalten, Holland, 1953. This work
covers about 300 pages, including a 33-page sutnmary in English.
See for instance KitteVFriedrich, Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, YoI. Y,
pp. 858-871, and the lengthy article in the French Drctionnaire de la Bible, Suppl4ment,
ed. by L. Pirot, A. Robert and H. Cazelles, Paris-VI, 1960, pp. 1332-1420. Another
interestingstudyisthatbyJ.T.NdlisinBibel-I*xikon,Thbingen1968,pp.1304-1312.

ll

t2

l3



2ltE The "Sign'of the last Days-When?

the Bible presents Christ's parousta as a coming "with power and

gr€at glory," when he vriill be sitting "upon the throne of his glory"
and be accompanied by "all his angels." (Matthew 24:30;25:31) A
mighty "voice" of an archangel, "a great trumpet sound," and other

noticeable signs further conribute to the description of Christ's par-

ousfa u an oficial, royal visit, noticed by all and causing *all the

tibes of the earth" to *beat themselves in lamentation" at his sight. In
no way is his coming presented as an invisible, secret presence un-
noticed by the great majority of mankind.-Matthew ?A:27 ,2941; l
Thessalonians 4:15, 16; Revelation l:7.

Scholarly support claimed

In support of its insistence upon "presence" as the only acceptable

meaning of. parous{a in the Bible the Watch Tower Society sometimes

quotes a few Bible translations and an occasional Greek scholar. It is
significant, though, that most of these references are obsolete, dating
from a time when the technical use of the term was still unknown.

Thus the most recent discussion of the word parousfa, published in
1984 in the revised New Wor@Tianslation of the Holy Scriptures with
References, pages 15?6 and 1577 (Appendix 5b), starts by citing four
Bible ranslations that renderparousia as "presence" at Matthew chap
ter twenty-four, velse 3, three of which (Wilson's The Emphatic Diag-
ton, Rotherharr'sThe Emphnsized Bible and Fenton's The Holy Bible
in Modem English) were produced before the discovery of Deissmann

and his colleagues. The fourth is the Society's own NewWorWTlans'
lation of the Christian Greek Scriptures from 1950! The article that
follows is wholly dominated by a quotation from the work The Par-
ousia witten by Dr. Israel P. Warren, who argues in defense of "pres-
encd' as the correct Biblical meaning of. parousta. Unfortunately, Dr.
Warren's work dates from 1879!15

The article, however, also refers to three modern Greek lexicons. It
is pointed out that Liddell and Scott's A Greek'English Lexicon and
KitteUFriedrich's fDIfI (Theological Dictiorury of the New Tbsta'

mcnt) both give "presence" as the meaning of parousia. But why are

the readers not told that both these same lexicons go on to explain that
parousta was also used in the technical sense of "the visit of a king"?
Why are they not told that these same lexicons emphasize that this is
how the word is used in the New Testament when it refers to the

15 Israel P. Wanen, D,D.,Thc Parousia, Fortlaod, Mainc, 1879, p. 12-15.
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parousta of Jesus Christ? The last of the two lexicons, the TDNT,
actually spends only a few sentences on the primary meaning "pres-
ence." The rest of the article, covering 14 pages in all, is a discussion
of the technical use of the term, demonstating that this is how the
word is used in New Testament texts dealing with the parousia of Jesus
Christ! The reader of the Watch Tower's publication would never
know this and would be unlikely to have the means to find it out.
Argumentation that finds it necessary to employ such obviously
slanted use of evidence certainly has little to recommend it.

Finally, Bauer's lexicon is quoted as saying that parousta "became
the official term for a visit of a person of high rank, esp(ecially) of
kings and emperorc visiting a province." Curiously, this statement is
cited as if it gave additional support to the claim that the Bible uses
parousta only in the sense of "presence," despite the fact that Bauer's
lexicon here gives the technical use of the term, the ofrcial visit of a
king or emperor (or a person of high rank).

There is one modern Greek-English dictionary, however, that seems
to lend some support to the Watch Tower Society's understanding of
Christ's parousfa as a period of "invisible presence," to be followed
by a final "revelation" of this presence at the battle of Armageddon.
That is \ry. E. Vine's Expository Dictiomry of New Testament Words,
which defines ttre termpcrousta in the following way:

PAROUSH . . . denotes both an arrlval and a consequent presence
with. . . . TYhen used of the retun of Christ, tt signiffes not merely his
mornentary coming for His saints, but His presence with them from that
moment until His revelation and manifestation to the world.

This description of the parousta sounds very much like that of the
Watch Tower Society. It is no surprise, therefore, to find that Vine's
definition of the word is quoted at length on page 1335 of the Society's
Bible dictionary Aid to Bible Understanding. It may be a surprise to
some, however, to learn that Vine was one of the most assiduous ad-
vocates of the "secret rapture" doctrine in our century. This apparently
caused him to define the word parousta in a way that supported his
theological views. However, this only served to bring him into conflict
with the results of modern scholarship.

As noted earlier, the "secret rapture" idea found its most zealous
champions among the followers of John Nelson Darby, called the
Brethren.In 1847 a schism between Darby and George Miiller, the
leader of a group of Brethren in Bristol, England, split the movement
in two: the Exclusive Brethren, headed by Darby, and the Open Breth-
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ren, who sided with Mtiller. Although Miiller himself rejected the "se-

cret rapture" concept, the Open Brethren movement stuck to the idea

and continued to pieach it. W. E. Vine, who was born in 1873, was

associated with the Open Brethren and seems to have been that from

his youth. He was a gieat scholar, and his Dictionary is invaluable as

a handUook to the study of the New Testament. His definition of the

word parousia, however, was clearly influenced by his adherence to

the "secret rapture" doctrine, a docffine that may have been dear to

him since his early days. He defended it in several works written in

collaboration with a fbllow-believer, Mr. C. F. Hogg, such as Tfte

Epistles of Paul and the Apostle to the Thessalonians (1914), Tbuch'

iig the Coming of the Lord (1919), and The Church and the Tiibula-

tion (1938). The iast-mentioned book was published as a reply to Rev.

Alexander Reese's broadside against the "secret rapture" idea, The

Approaching Advent of Christ, published in the previous year (1937).

Thb wel-kno*n exegete and Bible commentator, Professor F. F.

Bruce, although of the same religious background as Dr. V-ine, gives

the followingiriticat comments on Vine and Hogg's use of the word

parousfa in their eschatological system:

Perhaps the most distinctive feature olTouching the Coming was their

treatment of the word parousta. They insisted on the primarl sense of
.presence' and understood the word in its eschatological use to mean the

presence of christ with His raptured church in the inierval preceding His

manifestation in glory. . . .
It may be questioned whether this interpretation ofpcrozsfz does ade'

quate justice to the sense which the word has in Hellenistic Greek. The

writ""s did, indeed, appeat in support of their view to cremer's lexicon;

but Cremer qqte a good while before
io-rnon H.llunistit tnt""h'to

The Watch Tower Society's reference to Dr. Vine's definition of
parousia, then, does not carry great weight. At a closer look it proves

io be essentially as obsolete as their other references.

What does the Biblical context show?

When a word has more than one meaning, the context must always be

considered in determining how it should be understood. Does the con-

text of Matthew chapter twenty-four, verse 3, indicate that Matthew

t6 F. F. Brucc in Percy o. Ruofr, l,t1 E. vine, His Life and Ministry, london l95l ' 
pp. 75'

76.
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usedparousia in its technical sense or in its primary sense? The Watch
Tower Society claims that the latter sense, "presence," is indicated by
the context. Said The Watchtower of July l, 1949, onpage 197:

The fact that the arrival or visit of a king or emperor was one of the
technical meanings of pa.rousta does not deny or disprove that in the Holy
Scriptures it has the meaning ofpresence respecting Christ Jesus. Ib show
the meaning of the word the Scriptural context is more powerful than any
outside papyrus usage of the word in a technical sense.

Agreed, Scriptural context is more powedul in such circumstance.
The question is, Does the context of Matthew chapter twenty-four,
verse 3, really show that the disciples asked for a sign that would
indicate Christ tobe present, and not for a sign that would indicate he
was coming? Is there any reason to believe that they actually thought
of Christ's coming as an "invisible presence," one that could be rec-
ognized only by means of a visible sign?

When this question was put to the Watch Tower Society, they had
to admit that the disciples "had no idea that he [Christ] would rule as

a glorious spirit from the heavens and therefore did not know that his
second pres-ence would be invisible."l? If the d@
that Christ in ttre future would come to be invisibly present, how could
they have asked for a sign of such an invisible presence? This alone
shows that Matthew cannot have used parousfa in the sense of "pt€s-
ence." Evidently they asked Jesus to give them a sign that would an-
nounce that Christ's promised coming or arrival was imminent. They
wanted a sign, not to tell them of something that would already be in
efect, but a sign that would give advance notice that the desired event
was about to occur, was indeed at hand. Their language, the words
they used to express their question, would be in harmony with that
desire.

That ttris is the correct understanding is clearly verified by the way
Mark has recorded their question. In Mark's version, the question for
a "sign" refers to the destruction of the temple only. It certainly is
impossible to think that they needed some "sign" to convince them
that the temple had been destroyed or that its destruction was taking
place. They wanted some indication in advance of that eventlrE

17 Thc Watcltowcn Septcmber 15, 1964., p. 576. The same conclusion was drawn in I[c
Watchtower of January 15, 1974, on page 50: "When they asked Jesus, 'What will be tttc
sign of your presencc?' they did not know that his futurc prescncc would be invisible."

l8 This refurcs the argument sometimes employed by the Watch Tower Society that 'ther€
would be no need for a sign if the parousia werc to bc visiblc and tangible.' S* Aw&c!
DecemberS, 196l,p.?1 ,
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The way Jesus answered their question fully confirms. this. After

his survey of future events that also included the destruction of Jeru-

salem, Jesus, in verses 29 and 30, described the sign that would ac-

company his future coming "on the clouds" and added:

I{ow learn from the fig tree as an illustration this poinh Just as sd)n alt

Its young branch grows tender and it puts forth leaves, you know that

summer is near. Likewise also you, when you see all these thingp' know

that h" ts near at the doors.-Matthew 24:32,33, NW-

It should be noted that Jesus did not say that when they saw the

young branch of the fig tree growing tender and putting forth leaves,

ihey would know that "summer is present." These signs would pre-

cede the summer and prove it n ffi, Similarly, ttre sign of the

coming of the Son of man would prove that "he is near at the dqor.s,"

not iniisibly present. The comparison is between the summer as being

near, andCi'rist as being near. Clearl.y, Jesus told his disciples to look

for a sign that wouldprecede his anival or "royal visit," 19! for a sign

that would follow his coming and show him to be invisibly present.

From the context of Matthew chapter twenty-four, verse 3' then, it is
very clear that the disciples asked for the sign of Christ's imminent

coming, not for a sign of his presence. The context, therefore,

sUongly supports the conclusion that Matthew used the wordparousia

in its tichnlial sense, to signify the arrival or visit of a king or high

dignitary.re

It is remarkable, also, that of the four Gospel writers, Matthew

alone uses the word parousia, and this only in chapter twenty-four.

The four verses containing the term (3,27,37 and 39) have parallels

in Luke, but instead of pavsvtio Luke usually has "day" or "days"'

When Jesus compares his coming to the lightning, which immediately

lights up in a flash the entire visible heaven from the east to the west

and adds, according to Matthew chapter twenty-four, verse 27, "So

shall be the coming Qtarousia) of the Son of marl," Luke instead, at

19 Inthebook God'sKingdomofaThousandYearsHasApproached(1973)theWatchTower
Society makes an attempt on page 169 to adapt the technical :use of parousta to its "invis-

ible prcsence" doctrine by stating that,'A'visit' includes more than an 'arrival'. It in-

cludis a .presence."'This is certainly true. But they try to obscure the obvious difference

between the two luses of parousta. At a royal visit the anival of the king or emperor was

the most spectacular phase of the visit, something that called for the attention of all. If the

disciples, as the evidence shows, asked for the sign of the oficial, royal, visible visit of
Chrrsr, they must have had in mind something that would precede such a visit' It would

be pointless to ask for a sign that would show that the king had already arrived.
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chapter seventeen, verse 24, has, "so shall the Son of man be in his
day." Thus Christ's parousia and Christ's day (h4m6ra) are used inter-
changeably for the time of Christ's appearance or revelation. This is
brought out even more clearly in Christ's comparison of his coming
with the coming of the Flood in the days of Noah, when men "knew
not until the flood came; so shall be the coming lparousiaf of the Son
of man." (Matthew 24:37,39) Luke's version adds also the desruction
of Sodom in the days of Lot and says: "after the same manner shall it
be in the day the Son of man is lgysxled."-Luke 17:2640.

not comparing the parousia with the
periods preceding the Flood and the destruction of Sodom. This is
how the Watch Tower Society explains it, referring to the expression
"the days of the Son of man" at Luke chapter seventeen, verse 26. To
the conrary, Jesus clearly compares his future coming with the sur-
prising coming of the Flood, and with the sudden destruction of
Sodom. Like those two events, his parousia will be a revolutionizing
event, a divine intervention that will immediately change the situation
for all mankind in a most perceptible way. The comparison between
Matthew chapter twenty-four, verse 39, and Luke chapter seventeen,
verse 30, shows that the parousia denotes "the day that the Son of
man is revealed." The linking together of "the days of Noah" with "the
days of the Son of man" at Luke chapter seventeen, verse 26, there-
fore, means only that, as men in the days of Noah were swiftly taken
unawares in the middle of their daily occupations, so it will be also in
the days when the Son of man is to be revealed. His sudden interven-
tion will come with nothing to alert people beforehand, shocking them
into the reality of the situation.

At first glance it might be concluded that the clause, "What will be
the sign of your coming (parousia)l' at Matthew chapter twenty-four,
verse 3, has no clear parallel in the Gospel of Luke. The question of
the disciples as reproduced at Luke chapter twenty-one, verse 7,
seems to be related to the destruction of the temple only: "What shall
be the sign when these things [the destruction of the temple, verses 5
and 6l are about to come to pass?" However, one of the most impor-
tant manuscript witnesses to the early text of the Gospels, the Codex
D (Bezae Cantabrigensr,s), frames the question differently, bringing it
into close agreement with the reading of Matthew 24:3, with one im-
portant exception:2o

20 Although the manuscript dates only from the 5th or 6th century A.D., its textual variants
often find support by the second-century Fathers and the Old Latin and Syriac versions.
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Matthew 24:3:"Whatshatl be the sign of your coming lparcustal?"
Luke 2l:7: '3What shalt be the sign of your coming Ieleusedsf2"

As shown, the only difference is that Luke according to this manu-

script does not vse parousiabat 6leusis, the common Greek word for
..coining." Dr. schoonheim, after a close examination of these paral-

lels, even concludes that, "Luke 2l:7 , according to D, presents a more

original tradition," being a translation of the Syriac or even Aramaic

me' thitha' 1"coming").2 
I

The Biblical context, then, gives no support to the claim that par-
ousta has to be translated as "presence" in Matthew chapter twenty-

four. The fact that the disciples did not imagine Christ's coming as an

"invisible presence," the way Jesus answered their question, as well

as the parallel texts in the Gospel of Luke, all show this translation to

be unt-enable. In Luke, Christ's parousta is spoken of as Christ's
"day," or even as "the day that the Son of man is revealed." And, as

shown by Codex D, the word parousia could also be exchanged for

the common Greek noun for "coming," 6leusis. Similar parallels may

be found in other texts dealing with Christ's parousta, in which texts

terrns relating to Jesus' manifestation or revelation are employed.

Thus, the apoitle John, at I John 2:28, exhorts the Christians to "abide

in him; that, if he shall be manifested lGteek phaner66f , we may have

boldness, arulffi him at his coming lltarousiaf)'
Here John clearly parallels Christ's parousia with the day of his ap-

pearing or manifeitation. Similarly, the apostle Paul prays that the

Christians in Thessalonica may have their hearts established "un-

blameable in holiness before our God and Father, at the coming [par-
ousial of our Lord Jesus with all hiL lroly s_aints.." (l Thessalonians

3:13) T s troly saints or angels is also

spoken of at Jude-verse 14 and in Matthew chapter sixteen_, verses 27,

28, but instead of parousia Jude and Matthew both use forms of 4r'
chomai, the most common verb for "come," and cognate with the

Some scholars even regard it as a more faithful representative of the original text than

Vaticanus and Sinaiticus. As demonstrated by A. J. Wensinck it is colorcd by Aramaic

constructions and idioms more often than Vaticanus and Sinaiticus and, according to Dr-

Matthew Black, it rcpresents, thercfore, "the Aramaic background of the Synoptic tradi-

tion more faithfully than do non-Western manuscripts."-Matthew Black' Ar Aramaic

Approach to the Gospels and Acts, 2nd ed., I 954' pp. 26-34, 212, 213'

2l Stiroonheim, pp. 16-28, 259,260. This would refute the statement in the 1984 rcvised

New World Translation, page 1577, that "The wotds parousia and ,leusis are not used

interchangeably."
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noun Cleusis. All three texts refer to one and the same occasion, the
Lord's coming with all his holy ones for executing judgment, and to
tanslate parousfa by "presence" at I Thessalonians chapter three,
verse 13, as the Watch Tower Society does, ignores this interrelation
with other, parallel, passages.

In those parables in which Jesus emphasized the need for his ser-
vants to be alert and on the watch, we may note that he presents his
judgment as like that which follows a master's returning to his house-
hold. The master's coming or arrival, not some "invisible presence,"
is what he describes. It is not as if the master slipped into the area and
invisibly proceeded to pass judgment on what his servants were doing,
only later revealing himself to them. To the contrary, the master's re-
turn, though perhaps unexpected, is quickly evident to all his servants,
the faithful and the unfaithful, manifest from the beginning, and his
judgment is not made from some invisible hiding place but in a most
open manner. 

-Compare 
Matthew 24:45 -51 ; 25 :14-30; Mark 1 3 : 32-

37; Luke 12:35-48: 19:12-27.

The evidence, then, from the earliest tanslations, as well as from
modern translations and lexicons of the Greek language, and particu-
larly from the context and related passages, all testifies that the use of
parousia at Matthew chapter twenty-four, verse 3, cannot refer to an
"invisible presence" of a "two-stage coming," but does refer to
Christ's future arrival and appearing for judgment as King, "with
power and great glory" and accompanied by his holy angels.



APPENDIX C

The Four Horsemen of the
Apocalypse

WAR, FAMINE and pestilence also meet us in the book of Revelation

in the guise of three riders sining respectively on a red, a black, and a

pale (literally, yellowish-green) horse, headed by a fourth rider, an

archer, sitting on a white horse.-Revelation 6:l-8.
Ttre majoiquestion here is whether the vision involving these four

riders reprcsents an end-times description applying to some period just

precedent to the final day ofjudgment and therefore cbnstituting a sign

of the proximity of that day.
A relaing of the account itself reveals nothing that ascribes the ride

of these horsemen to any specific period. It is true that the vision of
these riders forms part of a series of "seals" that were opened, seven

in all, and that after the opening of the sixth seal, dealing with a great

earttrquake, men seek to hide, recognizing that 'the great day of God's

wratlr-has come.' (Revelation 6:12-17) But this alone gives no sound

basis for saying that the previous "seals" all fit wittrin some particular

time frame, immediately preceding that day of judgment. There is

nothing said to indicate that these seals form part of a "sign" designed

to alert persons to the nearness of divine judgment. War, famino, P€S-

tilence have, as already shown, been a regular part of the human scene

throughout all ages. They are not more so in our time than in previous

generations.
In an effort to assign the ride of these horsemen to a specific period,

the Watch Tower Society focuses attention on the rider on the white

horse. The claim is made that he represents Christ Jesus and that the

fact that he is spoken of as being "given a crown" fixes the time of the

prophecy to the period from and after l9l4 when, according to Watch

lower doctrine, Christ Jesus was enthroned in heaven and began to

exercise kingly rule toward all the earttr. What validity does this teach-

ing have?
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\ilho is the rider on the white horse?

The riders do not represent literal persons, of course. They are sym-
bols, as are their horses and the colors of the horses.r Three of them
are easily identified. There is a general consensus among commenta-
tors that the second rider, bearing a large sword, is a symbol of war,
most often civil war, fittingly illustrated by the red color of his horse,
a reminder of bloodshed.2 The third rider is a symbol of famine, and
this afliction is also well-depicted by the color of his horse, black
being the color of crops in the field blackened with blight. The fourth
rider symbolizes death by pestilence, and the pale or yellowish-green
color of his horse denotes the color of a sick, plague-stricken person.
These identifications are all confirmed also by the missions given to
each of them. But who is the archer riding on the white horse?

Here the problems start, and various suggestions have been given
by different commentators. Some believe this rider is a symbol of
Christianity, or the niumphal progress of the Christian gospel. Others
think he stands for military conquest, in contadistinction from the
second rider who, according to this interpretation, symbolizes civil or
internecine war. Dr. Graham prcsents his argument for believing that

I As noted by most commentators, these symbols parallel those found at Zechariah 6:l-E,
although some of the details differ. The colors evidently have differcnt meanings in the
two visions. In Zechariah's vision the four groups of ditrerently shaded horses are inter-
preted by the angcl as being "the four winds of heaven, which go forth from standing
bcfore the lord of all the earth." (Verse 5, ASV) These winds in turn apparcntly repre-
sented the wrath of God sent out against the enemies of God's people in the days of
Zechariah.-Compare Isaiah 66: 15; Jeremiah 4:13; 23:,19; 3O:23; 49t36.

2 Tb the rider of the red horse it "was given to take peace fliterally, "the peace"] from the
carth, and that they should slay one another." (ASV) Has there ever been universal peace
on earth? As argued in chapter five, thcre has hardly been any total peace year on earth
throughout history. Yet, at the time John wrote down his visions there was, actually, a kind
of '!eace." This was the well-known Par Romatu, the "Roman peace," a period of peace

and stability within the Roman borders lasting from 29 B.C. to about A.D. 162. Ttue,
there werc conslant wars at the borders of the rast empire, with the Teutons (Germans) in
the north, and especially with the Parthians in the east, the Parthian kingdom being the
only remaining great power aside from Rome itself. But these wars at the borders werc
not viewed as a thr€at to the pcace prevailing within the Roman borders. So, when John's
addresses rcad that the rider on the red horsc was assigned to'take the peace from the
carth," this Pax Ronana or Roman peace might naturally come to mind. Further, as

point€d out by J. M. Ford's commentary on Revelation (The Anchor Bible, Vol. 38, New
York 195, p. 106), "The phrase allelous sphaxousin, 'to kill one another,' indicarcs civil
strife." Civil wars within the Roman boiden would, of course, 'take the peace ftom the
earth," with the'tarth" being undentood as a reference to the Roman Empire. Whatever
the precise application, it goes without saying that, in the world as a whole, civil strifc
and turmoil, often accompanied by bloodshed, have been desructive ofpeace throughont
all the centuries of the Christian era,
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the rider symbolizes deception, having a sudace appearance that is

deceptive, and bent on greedy conquest.3 Still others, including the

Watch Tower Society, identify him with Jesus Christ himself. Since

the Watch Tower Society sees the whole vision as a parallel of the

visitations described by Jesus at Matthew chapter twenty-four verses

6-8, and since they proclaim that those verses apply from l9l4 for-

wiud, their claim is that the four riders began their devastating gallop

on earth in that year. A particularly strong evidence of this is said to

be found ln the crown given to the first rider:

The rider of this speedy means of travel signified a newly installed king'

for a royal crown was given him. . . . Inescapably, then, the rider of the

wtrite trorse wtro rides on victoriously must be Jesus Christ at his corona'

tion in heaven at the close of the Gentile fimes in 1914.4

This interpretation cannot be correct, however, because lf ts

founded upoi a serious linguistic mistake. The Greek language had

two different words for "crown." One is sttphanos, the other is drd-

dEma. Ir is diddema that signifies a "royal crown." It is used, for in-

stance, of the many crowns worn by Jesus at Revelation chapter nine-

teen, verse 12:

And his eyes are a flame of fire, and upon his head are many diadems

ldidematu].

These many diadems evidently symbolize Christ's royal authority

over all other kings, emphasized also by the name written on his gar-

ment and on his thigh Lccording to verse 16, "KING OF KINGS'
AND LORD OF LORDS."

This meaning of the word diddEma is brought out by all Greek

dictionaries. Thus, for instance , Vine's Expository Dictiorury says on

page 260:

DIADEMA . . . is never used as steplunos is: it is always the symbol of
the kingly. or imperial digrity, and is transtated 'diadem' instead of

'crown' in ine R.V., of the claims of the Dragon, Rev. 12:3; l3:1; 19:12'

But the "crown" given to the rider of the white horse in Revelation

chapter six, verse 2, was not a diddEna.lt was a staplnnos. What,

then, does this word mean, as it was not used in the same way as

diddema? Vine further explains on the same page:

3
4

Approaching Hoolbears, PP' 78-81.
The Watchtower, May 15, 1983, pp. 18' 19.



STEPHAN'' . :;" ffi ;"".-:ffi"' ";"triumph in the games or some such contest; hence, by metonymy, a re.
ward or prize; (b) a token of public honour for distinguished service, nil-
itary prowess, etc., or of nuptial joy, or festal gladness, especially at the
parousia of kings.

A.st€phanos, then, usually denoted the crown of victory and this
is true in the New Testament, where it is used in connection with the
figure of athletic contests. (Compare I Corinthians 9:25; 2 Timothy
2:5.) It is this kind of crown that Christians receive as their divine
reward from God through his king Christ Jesus, even as individuals
were honored by the bestowal of a st€phanos at the royal visitation or
parousfa of a king or emperor.-2 Timothy 4:8; James l:12.

Interestingly, the sttphanos was not only given as a prize after a
victory. As in the case of the archer on the white horse, it was also
given to warriors before the battle as a promise of victory. Thus the
Spartans crowned themselves with a stAphanos when they went out to
battle as a sign of promised victory. So also did the Roman generals.
The crown or wreath was supposed to influence the outcome of the
battle. Both among Greeks and Romansthe st4phanos was the symbol
of victory, and Nike, the goddess of victory was depicted as coming
with a crown of victory in her hand.s

When the rider of the white horse is given a sftphnnos, then, he is
not, as the Watch Tower Society claims, given a "royal crown." The
scene does not describe any coronation ceremony in heaven, and there
is certainly no reason for attaching the wreathing of the riding archer
to the year L914. The vision depicts an armed warrior riding out to
battle, and as a promise of victory in this battle he is given a crown,
not a royal crown but a victor's crown. The words that follow-"and
he came forth conquering, and to conquet''-immediately explain the
purpose of the crown given to him. As the second rider was given a
great sword as a symbol of his mission-to take peace from the
earth-so this first rider was given a victor's crown as a symbol of ftis
mission: to conquer. The archer, therefore, may symbolize or stand
for victorious conquest. And this would be in harmony with the color
of his horse. How so?

5 KitteUFriedrich, Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, Vol. Vtr, pp. 620,621.
The Watch Tower Society knows, of course, that st8phanos means a crown of victory and,
in fact, admits this when dealing with texts other than Revelation 6:2. Commenting upon
James l:12, theWatchtower ofJuly l, 1979,page 30, states that st6phanos"is taken from
a root meaning 'to encircle,' and so it is used to rcfer to a crown, wreath, prize or reward
that a victor in a race receives."



2m Thc'Sign'of the last DaYs-When?

It is certainly true that white often stands as a symbol of purity and

righteousness, 
-as 

for instance at Revelation chapter nineteen, verse 8'

But this is not automatically the case. In Zechariatr chapter six, verses

l-8, where we find charioti drawn by four groups of horses, three of
them having identical colors with their counterparts in-Revelation,

there is no farticular virtue assigned to the chariot drawn by the white

horses. Quite to the contrary, it is of the chariot drawn by the black

hones that it is said that these "have given my Spirit rest in the land

of the northl'-Znchariatr 6:6, 8.

White was also an ancient symbol of fiumph and victory. '6\ilhen
a Roman general celebrated a triumphrr says Bible commentator

William nicUy, rcthat is, when he paraded through the streets of
Rome with his armies and his captives and his spoils after some

great victory his chariot was drawn by white horses, for they

iere the symUols of victory.'r At Revelation chapter six, verse 2,

therefore, tire white color of ttre horse may well symbolize military

victory and triumph, in accordance wittr the mission given to its rider.

rt migtrt be argued that, even if the riding ar9ler is a- symbol of
victorious conquest, he could still be a symbol of Jesus Christ, espe-

cially in view ol ttre fact that Christ is also represented as riding on a

whiie horse in Revelation chapter nineteen, verses I I onward. It
should be noted, however, that the two visions are wholly different,

and the two riders also differ. In chapter nineteen the rider wields a

sword rather than a bow; he weans many diadems or royal crowns

(diadEnuta), not a stfiplnnos or wreath of victory. As has sometimes

been pointed out, "thi two riders having nothing in common beyond

the white horse."7
Even more significantly, the other three riders in Revelation chapter

six are all symbols of calamities or visitations (war, famine, pesti-

lence), not oi actual individuals. It would be bottt logical and consist-

ent, tiien, to understand the fint rider in a similar way, as suggested'

possibly picturing the concept of military conquest. This is, in fact,

also thi ionclusion of the majority of well-known commentators. Dr.

Otto Michel, for example, explains the first two riders as follows:

William Barclay, The Revclation of Jolu, Vol. 2, 2nd ed., Philadelphia 1960, p' 4' H' B'

sw€te, also, inhis conmennry on Revelation (l9z rcPrint of l9l I 3rd cd' ' Grand Rap

ids, Michigan, p. 86) confirms that "white was the colour of victory," giving several ex'

amples of this from ancient Roman sources.

Swete, p. 8,6.



lppendix C: The Four Horsemen of the Apealype 271

Ihe white honse represents the conqueror who comes from without
with an alien host and oppresses the kingdom. It is followed by the fiery
red horse which takes away pcace and unleashes civil strife.s

Space does not permit a more detailed examination of this vision.
The information presented above, however, clearly shows that the
Watch Tower Society's attempt to tie this vision to its 1914 date has
no support in the text itself. Basing its interpretation on a mistransla-
tion of the word sttphanos it tries to turn the wreathing of the archer
into a coronation ceremony, an idea that is completely foreign to the
context. If applied to Jesus, the most reasonable application of his
receiving a stdphanos or crown of victory and conquest would be to
the time of his resurrection, the time when he had achieved his great-
est victories, having conquered the world, sin, death and the Devil by
his faithful course-not to some time nineteen centuries later. (Com-
pare John 16:33; Revelation 3:21;5:5.) The symbolic language of the
vision of the horsemen is drawn from different texts of the Old Testa-
ment, such as Tnchaiah 6:l-8; Ezekiel 5:12-17: 14:21 and Jeremiah
49:36,37, texts dealing with divine judgments brought on the enemies
of Israel in ancient times. For our present purpose it is not necessary
to go into an explanation of when and how the judgments described
symbolically in Revelation chapter six would come upon the oppress-
ing powers that figure in the visions of John. It suffices for us to realize
that the four riders cannot be shown to have more to do with 1914, or,
for that matter, with this twentieth century than any previous time
period in history.

Otto Michel in TDNI, Vol. il, p. 338. In a footnote he further adds: "We misundentand
the destructive activity of the horsemen if we identify the fint with the avenging or warring
Messiah of 19:ll-16, or with tlre Gospel in its incursion into the world (Mk. 13:10)."
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WHAT CERTAIN VOICES ARE SAYING ABOUT
OUR TIMES:

Dr. Billy Graham in Approac'hing Hoofbeats-The Four Horsemen of the

Apocalypse:

"The Bible teaches that there will be a number of signs that are easily

discernible as we approach the end of the age. All of these signs seem

currently to be coming into focus. Jesus said in Matthew 24 there would
be famines, pestilences, and earthquakes in different parts one of
the major signs that He indicated was the increasing intensity of warfare."

Hal Lindsey in The Late Great Planet Earth:
"Jesus Christ also pinpointed the general time of his return when his disciples

asked him . . 'What will be the sign of the end of the age?' ln answer

Jesus gave many general signs involving *orld conditions. . He said

that these signs, such as religious apostasy, wars. famines, etc., would
increase in frequency and intensity just like birth pangs before a child is

born. "
Jehovah's Witnesses in The Watchtower of February I, 1985:

"Tnere had been wars, food shortages, earthquakes and pestilences down

through the centuries of the Common Era until l9 | 4. (Luke 2 I I I I ) Neverthe-
less, there had been nothing to compare with what has taken place since
. . that momentous year."

Seventh Day Adventist author Robert H. Pierson in a subheading of his

book Good-Bye, Planet Earth:
"The Phenomenal Increase of War, Crime, Violence and Fear Are All
Signs of Jesus's Second Coming!"

The Worldwide Church of God in a letter to subscribers to Plain Truth

magazine:
"ALL signs point to the fact that we are living in the TIME OF THE
END of this present civilization!"
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ISBN 191.4675-09-5
$7.9s


