WHOOSH!

There are many Christians who believe that the second coming of Jesus Christ will be in two phases. First He will come for believers, both living and dead, in the "rapture"; read 1 Thessalonians 4:13-17. In this view, the rapture—which is the transformation and catching up of all Christians, dead or alive, to meet Christ in the air—will be secret, for it will be unknown to the world of unbelievers at the time of its happening. 

The effect of this removal, in the absence of multitudes of people, will, of course, be evident on earth. Then, second, after a period of seven years of tribulation on earth, Christ will return to the earth with His church, the saints who were raptured (Matthew 24:30, 2 Thessalonians 1:7, 1 Peter 1:13, Revelation 1:7). He will be victorious over His enemies and will reign on the earth for a thousand years (the millennium) with His saints, the church. 

After the thousand years, living unbelievers and the wicked dead now raised to life will be judged at the great white throne judgment. They will then be cast into the lake of fire, while the saved will live forever with Christ in a new heaven and earth (Revelation, chapters 19-22).

Many other evangelical Christians believe that Christ's return and the rapture will not occur until the seven years of the tribulation have ended. As far as the latter view is concerned, the rapture will not be secret, since it will be part of Christ's visible and triumphant return to end this present evil age (1 Thessalonians 4:13-17). At this point, interpreters differ as to whether there will be a literal thousand year reign of Christ on earth or whether the white throne judgment and the new heaven and earth will immediately appear.

All Christians do not agree on every detail of what will occur in the final events of this world's history. Some of these events and their order of occurrence have simply not been made clear in the Bible. What is important is that all Christians hold in common that Christ will ultimately return bodily, visibly, and gloriously to reign and rule with His resurrected and transformed saints forever and ever. The details of this great event will be made known in God's own time.
And that’s just when you’re talking about it amongst believers. Try bringing up topics like the Rapture and imagery like the Whore of Babylon and the Beast that she rides with a non-Christ follower and you’ll probably get some rather strange looks.

The fact of the matter is that the second coming of Jesus (and the subsequent upheaval of all that we know and understand) is an incredibly complex area of the faith. Scholars and theologians have debated for centuries about when the world will end, or at least be transformed and renewed by the supernatural power of God. 

A quick search on Google for “end times” yields 253,000,000 results. In case you missed it, that’s two hundred fifty-three million search hits. Remember the fears over 2000 and the Y2K precautions that people took? How about the best-selling book series Left Behind? There’s something about the end times and Armaggedon. Everyone wants to know what’s going to happen. 

While there’s absolutely no way that one piece of this puzzle could even come close to answering all of the questions surrounding the end times, we thought it might be helpful to lay out three basic concepts to help guide the discussion.

1. It is happening.
Jesus is returning one day, whether tomorrow or a thousand years from now. Luke talks about this in Acts, the “sequel” to the Gospel of Luke.

“…he [Jesus] was taken up before their very eyes, and a cloud hid him from their sight. They were looking intently up into the sky as he was going, when suddenly two men dressed in white stood beside them. "Men of Galilee," they said, "why do you stand here looking into the sky? This same Jesus, who has been taken from you into heaven, will come back in the same way you have seen him go into heaven.” (Acts 1:9-11).

There you go. Pretty simple. In the same way that his first visit to earth was prophesied for centuries, there are multiple verses that tell of his final return (Matthew 24:30, Mark 14:62, 1 Thessalonians 4:16-17, Revelation 1:7). It is happening, but…

2. No one knows exactly when it’s happening or how it’s happening.
Check out Matthew 24:36.

No one knows about that day or hour, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father.

Did you catch that? The only one who knows when it’s going to happen is God the Father. Not even Jesus knows! Now surrounding portions of this chapter do give other indicators of what life will be like as the time nears:

For as lightning that comes from the east is visible even in the west, so will be the coming of the Son of Man. Wherever there is a carcass, there the vultures will gather. Immediately after the distress of those days “the sun will be darkened, and the moon will not give its light; the stars will fall from the sky, and the heavenly bodies will be shaken (Matthew 24:27-28).

As it was in the days of Noah, so it will be at the coming of the Son of Man. For in the days before the flood, people were eating and drinking, marrying and giving in marriage, up to the day Noah entered the ark; and they knew nothing about what would happen until the flood came and took them all away. That is how it will be at the coming of the Son of Man (Matthew 24:37-39).

Going by these examples, the end times will reflect the period of Noah, when people were living for themselves. Other passages mention wars, upheaval and suffering. I don’t know about you, but that could describe a lot of dark periods in human history, whether we’re talking about the Inquisition, the Holocaust, or the current genocide going on in Africa. So as much as we might try to figure out the exact timing of Jesus’ return, God is truly the only one who knows.

3. In the mean time, we need to be about the work of the Kingdom.
This next portion of Scripture is a little longer, but worth the read. It comes from 1 Thessalonians 5.

Now, brothers, about times and dates we do not need to write to you, for you know very well that the day of the Lord will come like a thief in the night. While people are saying, "Peace and safety," destruction will come on them suddenly, as labor pains on a pregnant woman, and they will not escape. 

But you, brothers, are not in darkness so that this day should surprise you like a thief. You are all sons of the light and sons of the day. We do not belong to the night or to the darkness. So then, let us not be like others, who are asleep, but let us be alert and self-controlled. For those who sleep, sleep at night, and those who get drunk, get drunk at night. But since we belong to the day, let us be self-controlled, putting on faith and love as a breastplate, and the hope of salvation as a helmet. For God did not appoint us to suffer wrath but to receive salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ. He died for us so that, whether we are awake or asleep, we may live together with him. Therefore encourage one another and build each other up, just as in fact you are doing (1 Thessalonians 5:1-11).

This passage from a letter to the church at Thessalonica reiterates that the time of Jesus’ return is unknown. But Paul is also quick to point other key things: this shouldn’t unnerve us as followers of Jesus and we should continue in our path of encouraging one another and living out the God-filled life. 

The mention of the breastplate of faith and love and the helmet of the hope of salvation intentionally echoes his letter to the Ephesians where he instructs the brethren to put on the whole armor of God. 

This is the message of the Second Coming. We are to be faithful, ever ready for Jesus’ return.

October 1, 2009 - The Book of Revelation describes “a great white throne” judgment at the end of history (Revelation 20:11-15). Everyone who has ever lived—be they great or small—will be “judged according to what they had done.” The difference between eternal life and the “second death” depends on knowing Christ.

By Douglas Webster

The Bible teaches that the curse of sin and death is overcome by unmerited divine grace received through faith in Christ. “All whose names have not been written in the Lamb’s book of life, the Lamb who was slain from the creation of the world” will be “thrown into the lake of fire” (Revelation 13:8; 20:15). This is why the church, the body of Christ worldwide, preaches the Gospel of grace, because Jesus will come again to judge the living and the dead (Acts 10:42; 2 Timothy 4:1; 1 Peter 4:5).

The Second Coming of Christ will usher in the Day of Judgment, when the risen Lord Jesus separates the wicked from the righteous. All who believe in Jesus as the One sent from God to take away our sins have already “crossed over from death to life” (John 5:24). All who are in Christ have a deep assurance that the blood of Christ “rescues us from the coming wrath” and “cleanses us from all unrighteousness” (1 Thessalonians 1:10; 1 John 1:9). This assurance of salvation is consistent with the fact that all believers will be held accountable for their actions. “For we will all stand before God’s judgment seat . . . So then we will all give an account of ourselves to God” (Romans 14:10-12). 

Assurance Vs. Complacency

To be honest, I tend to view the Final Judgment as nothing to worry about because Christ has saved me from my sins. My attitude has been that the people who need to dread Christ’s judgment are those who refuse to respond to God’s gift of salvation. 

But we must be careful. The Bible also teaches that believers will be rewarded based on what they have done. We need to remain vigilant because the extraordinary comfort and assurance of eternal security in Christ can be corrupted. This glorious truth, the freedom from the fear of the wrath of God, can lead to spiritual complacency and evil complicity. 

There is a tension between assurance and complacency. Christian martyr Dietrich Bonhoeffer highlighted this difference when he compared the costly grace of Jesus Christ and His cross with the cheap grace of religious conformity and nominal Christianity. To tell believers, week after week, that “there is now no condemnation for those who are in Christ Jesus,” without explaining and expounding on what it means to be in Christ Jesus may have the unintended effect of condoning and enabling believers who are far more conformed to this world than transformed by Christ (Romans 8:1; 12:2). 

The sober side of hope finds far more expression in the New Testament than we often admit. Saving faith cannot be separated from a serving faith. Jesus said, “For the Son of Man is going to come in his Father’s glory with his angels, and then he will reward everyone according to what they have done” (Matthew 16:27; Romans 2:6). 

True faith is always a working faith. “So we make it our goal to please him,” declared the Apostle Paul, “whether we are at home in the body or away from it. For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, that everyone may receive what is due them for the things done while in the body, whether good or bad” (2 Corinthians 5:9-10). 

We are saved by faith alone, but saving faith is never alone. In the words of the Reformers, “Faith alone justifies, but not the faith that is alone.” Works are meant to follow faith just as power flows from an energy source. “People are not saved on account of any work of theirs,” wrote Jonathan Edwards, “and yet they are not saved without works.” J. I. Packer wrote, “Holiness is no more by faith without effort than it is by effort without faith.” 

Bad faith is faith without faithfulness. Paul affirmed the natural complement of faith and faithfulness when he wrote, “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this not from yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by works, so that no one can boast. For we are God’s handiwork, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do” (Ephesians 2:8-10). Martin Luther put it well: “True faith will no more fail to produce good works than the sun can cease to give light.” 

Midnight Break-In 

In His final sermon, delivered just two days before the cross, Jesus focused on the significance of His Second Coming for His disciples (Matthew 24-25). He likened the coming of the Son of Man to a midnight break-in. It may seem incongruous for Jesus to compare the glorious coming of the Son of Man to a burglary, but I doubt that He would change His metaphor to suit our sensitivities.

Jesus’ mini-parable laid down the right emphasis on readiness and obedience. He drew a parallel between home security and eternal security (Matthew 24:43). Jesus wanted His disciples, including today’s disciples, to cultivate a healthy, holy fear of what God expects of us. Faith and faithfulness go hand in hand. Jesus promised never to leave us nor forsake us. Such assurance was meant to inspire and motivate faithfulness and obedience, not condone laziness and disobedience. 


We Can Count on His Faithfulness 

“And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose” (Romans 8:28). But God’s faithfulness is no excuse for our faithlessness. Jesus holds us accountable and challenges us to meet our vulnerabilities with vigilance. He warns us to stay alert. Be faithful. We are to “seek first his kingdom and his righteousness” (Matthew 6:33). 

Jesus concluded His last sermon with three fear-of-the-Lord parables and a picture of the Last Judgment. Each parable is a contrasting picture of faithfulness and faithlessness. Will we be like the faithful steward or the irresponsible and selfish steward? Will we be like the five wise bridesmaids, who represent disciples ready for the Second Coming of Christ, or will we be like the foolish bridesmaids, unprepared and asleep? Will we use what Christ has given us in God’s Kingdom work or will we be like the fearful servant who blames his Master and buries his talent? 

Jesus was deadly earnest about our faithfulness to the end. So-called believers who are selfishly, thoughtlessly and fearfully unfaithful will face extreme consequences. Jesus isn’t kidding. If we emotionally or intellectually assent to a few ideas about Jesus and then go on about our life as if nothing has changed, there is hell to pay. To believe is to obey and to obey is to believe. If we don’t believe and obey, Jesus is clear about the consequences. 

Crown of Life

The Apostle Paul gave the sobering scenario of a believer whose life work was destroyed in the fire of judgment. In Paul’s analogy, the believer used inferior building materials to build on the foundation of Jesus Christ. He warned that “the builder will suffer loss but yet will be saved—even though only as one escaping through the flames” (1 Corinthians 3:15). The measure of our lives is not in what we achieve for ourselves or even in what we achieve for God; true success is based on what we receive from Christ. The sad truth is that we often let possessions and selfish pleasures hinder the life of obedience and service the Lord seeks to give us. 

Willful indifference or a life of distraction blocks the adventure of reaching out to others in the name of Jesus. Paul challenged believers to work out their salvation with fear and trembling, because “it is God who works in you to will and to act in order to fulfill his good pleasure” (Philippians 2:12-13). 

The graphic picture of a believer’s life’s work going up in smoke as the believer runs from a burning building is in tension with Paul’s positive picture of competing in the race to receive a crown that will last forever (1 Corinthians 9:25). “I don’t know about you,” Paul urges, “but I’m running hard for the finish line. I’m giving it everything I’ve got. No sloppy living for me! I’m staying alert and in top condition. I’m not going to get caught napping, telling everyone else all about it and then missing out myself” (1 Corinthians 9:26-27, The Message). 

The Bible describes competing for the victory crown in various ways: the crown of life, signifying victory over death (James 1:12; Revelation 2:10); the crown of righteousness, signifying victory over sin (2 Timothy 4:8); and the crown of glory, signifying victory over all that is passing away (1 Peter 5:4).

Competing for the crown has nothing to do with works of righteousness or self-righteousness but everything to do with “fixing our eyes on Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of our faith. For the joy set before him he endured the cross, scorning its shame, and sat down at the right hand of the throne of God” (Hebrews 12:2). This is the crown worth investing in. You can bank on it.

September 1, 2009 - Few truths in the Bible are clearer: Some day this present world will come to an end, and Jesus Christ will come again to establish His Kingdom of perfect peace and righteousness. “In keeping with his promise we are looking forward to a new heaven and a new earth, the home of righteousness” (2 Peter 3:13).

by John Akers

This is a profound and sobering truth, and yet our world largely ignores or scorns it. Tragically, many Christians even overlook it or pay it little heed. Preoccupied with the incessant demands of daily living, they seldom think about the angels’ promise after Jesus’ ascension: “This same Jesus, who has been taken from you into heaven, will come back in the same way you have seen him go into heaven” (Acts 1:11).

The Forgotten Truth
Why is this truth so often overlooked? Why do we lose sight of its reality or become confused about it?

The problem isn’t new; even in the first century some Christians pushed the truth of Christ’s return to the back of their minds. Other people cynically dismissed it: “Where is this ‘coming’ he promised?” they sneered. 

“Everything goes on as it has since the beginning of creation” (2 Peter 3:4). At the opposite extreme, some claimed Christ had already returned, while others apparently quit working and sat around waiting for Christ’s return, convinced He was coming at any minute (2 Thessalonians 2:1-3; 3:11-12).

But these individuals overlooked two important facts. First, they forgot Jesus’ repeated promise that He would return and that the whole world would witness it: “At that time men will see the Son of Man coming in clouds with great power and glory” (Mark 13:26). Second, they forgot Jesus’ warning that, while His return is certain, the exact timing has been hidden from us: “No one knows about that day or hour” (Mark 13:32).

The same can happen to us. Preoccupied with our problems, absorbed in our daily routines, focused on our own plans for the future, even immersed in worthy causes—we can easily lose sight of what the Bible calls “the blessed hope—the glorious appearing of our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ” (Titus 2:13). Has this happened to you?

A Daily Reality
Instead of relegating Christ’s return to a forgotten corner of our minds and only dusting it off occasionally when we happen to think of it, the Bible urges us to keep its truth before us every day. Let Jesus’ command burn itself deeply into your mind and soul: “Therefore keep watch, because you do not know on what day your Lord will come” (Matthew 24:42).

This has been the hope of Christians throughout the ages—especially during times of persecution or stress. As Christians in the first century faced the brutal oppression of pagan Rome, the Apostle John fervently prayed, “Come, Lord Jesus” (Revelation 22:20). In the midst of the plagues and conflicts of the Middle Ages, Christians cried out repeatedly for Christ’s return.

Some years ago, when Billy Graham first preached in Moscow, he met with a group of believers who had been severely persecuted by the atheistic Soviet government. Their conversation had one theme: their hope in Christ’s return. No matter what trials they faced, they were confident that some day Christ would come again, and the heavens would ring out with the declaration that “The kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of our Lord and of his Christ, and he will reign for ever and ever” (Revelation 11:15). Is this your hope?

Steadfast in Our Faith
The question remains, however: Even if we believe in Christ’s promise to return, what difference does it make? What difference should it make? 

First, the promise of Christ’s return should make us steadfast in our faith.

Have you ever asked yourself why your faith seems so strong one day and so weak the next? There may be many reasons for this—but often the cause is our tendency to be ruled by our circumstances or our emotions rather than by the truth of God’s Word. It’s easy to feel close to God when everything is going well. But what happens at the first sign of trouble? We become unsettled and filled with doubt, wondering if God has abandoned us, and we fall back on our own wisdom and resources instead of His provision.

But when we focus on Christ instead of our circumstances, when we remember that some day He will return and overcome all the things that alarm us, then our faith remains steadfast and strong.

Disciplined Living
Second, Christ’s promise to return should make us disciplined in our lives. 

Ask the average nonbeliever what he or she thinks of Christians, and you may well get this answer: “They’re just a bunch of hypocrites.” Although their charge may be unjustified (or simply an excuse for their continued unbelief), it still contains a painful truth: Inconsistent living on the part of Christians is a major barrier to the advancement of the cause of Christ.

But the fact of Christ’s return gives us a desire to live for Him every day: “Since everything will be destroyed in this way, what kind of people ought you to be? You ought to live holy and godly lives as you look forward to the day of God and speed its coming” (2 Peter 3:11-12). Do others see Christ’s love and purity and compassion and patience in your life?

Diligent Witness
Third, Christ’s promise to return should make us diligent in our witness.

Jesus warned, “As long as it is day, we must do the work of him who sent me. Night is coming, when no man can work” (John 9:4). All around you are people who face a Christless eternity because they do not know Him. Are you praying for them and asking God to use you to reach them with the Gospel?

Never have the spiritual needs of our world been greater. Never have Christian organizations had more opportunities to reach our world for Christ. Be diligent in your personal witness, and be sacrificial in supporting those whom God has called to take Christ’s message to the ends of the earth. The fact that Christ will return gives urgency to our witness.

Confidence in the Future
Finally, the promise of Christ’s return should make us confident in the future.

Never forget: Some day all the problems and conflicts that rip our world apart will be over. For the Christian there is hope—because of Christ and His return. No matter what we face, no matter what sorrows or heartaches come our way, some day they will all be over because Christ will reign.

Let the truth of Christ’s return fill you with joy, peace, thankfulness and hope every day. Whether we meet Him in death or when He comes again, all will be well because of His victory over sin and death and hell and Satan. “Therefore, my dear brothers, stand firm. Let nothing move you. Always give yourselves fully to the work of the Lord, because you know that your labor in the Lord is not in vain” (1 Corinthians 15:58).

January 1, 2009 - People ask me, “Do you really believe that Jesus Christ is going to come back to this earth again?” Yes, I do. The Bible teaches that Jesus is coming again. And I don’t see any other hope, because we’re heading toward a catastrophe in our world.

By Billy Graham

The Bible says, “Scoffers will come in the last days, walking according to their own lusts, and saying, ‘Where is the promise of His coming? For since the fathers fell asleep, all things continue as they were from the beginning of creation.’ For this they willfully forget: that by the word of God the heavens were of old, and the earth standing out of water and in the water, by which the world that then existed perished, being flooded with water. But the heavens and the earth which are now preserved by the same word, are reserved for fire until the day of judgment and perdition of ungodly men” (2 Peter 3:3-7).

In other words, there’s going to come a judgment on this earth, and it will be a judgment of fire.

The Word of God speaks of the certainties of the end of the world. Jesus said, “As the days of Noah were, so also will the coming of the Son of Man be” (Matthew 24:37). What were the days of Noah like? And is there a parallel now?

One word that is used to describe the days of Noah is wickedness. The people were wicked: “Every imagination of their thoughts was evil” (Cf. Genesis 6:5). It seems as if they stayed awake at night thinking up new ways to do evil. It was a world in which marriage was abused. The people were corrupt and violent. It was a world in which violence prevailed: murders, wars, insurrections.

It was a world in which there was a lot of religion, but it was a decadent religion. They were preoccupied with things, and they were taken up with their everyday living. They didn’t have time for God.

It was a world that was threatened by the judgment of God. But in the middle of all that, there stood one man. God had said that with all the sin and violence and corruption, He was going to destroy the whole world. But He didn’t do it because of one man who was going against the tide of that day. His name was Noah. In all that corruption Noah dared to walk with God. Noah believed in God, and true faith determined how Noah lived.

And true faith determines how you live. Do you worship God in your home? Do you have Bible reading and prayer?

The Bible says, “By faith Noah, being divinely warned of things not yet seen, moved with godly fear, prepared an ark” (Hebrews 11:7). God told Noah to build an ark, or ship, out in the desert. Noah had no place to sail the ship, but he was to build it. God told him that he would save Noah and his family when the destruction came.

So Noah started out, and judgment eventually came. God spoke to Noah again and said, “Noah, I’m going to give the world seven more days, and then the flood will come” (Cf. Genesis 7:4).

Today the only bright spot on the horizon of this world is the promise of the coming again of Christ, the Messiah. We can’t go on much longer morally. We can’t go on much longer scientifically. The technology that was supposed to save us is ready to destroy us. New weapons are being made all the time, including chemical and biological weapons. 

In Isaiah 66 we read that “the Lord will come with fire and with His chariots, like a whirlwind, to render His anger with fury” (Isaiah 66:15). In the New Testament we read that Christ said, “I go to prepare a place for you. And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and receive you to Myself; that where I am, there you may be also” (John 14:2-3).

Jesus promised that He is coming back, and we are to comfort one another with these words. We’re not to wait in terror, because as believers we have the hope of the coming again of Christ.

When Jesus was getting ready to go back to the Father, some of the disciples and His friends from Galilee were watching and waiting. Two angels said, “Why do you stand gazing up into heaven? This same Jesus, who was taken up from you into heaven, will so come in like manner as you saw Him go into heaven” (Acts 1:11). That is God’s promise to you and me.

It has been 2,000 years since then. Why hasn’t He come? The disciples asked the same thing, and Jesus said, “It is not for you to know times or seasons which the Father has put in His own authority” (Acts 1:7). He also said, “of that day and hour no one knows, not even the angels of heaven, but My Father only” (Matthew 24:36). 

Don’t guess or speculate. We don’t know. It may be a thousand years from now, or it may be tomorrow. 

Regardless, the end of the world is coming for you the moment you die, and that could be at any time for any of us. We never know. What have you done to prepare for that moment when your heart stops beating?

How will Christ come? “The Lord Himself will descend from heaven with a shout, with the voice of an archangel, and with the trumpet of God. And the dead in Christ will rise first” (1 Thessalonians 4:16).

If that happens today, are you ready? God said, “Prepare to meet your God” (Amos 4:12). The Bible says, “Then we who are alive and remain shall be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. And thus we shall always be with the Lord” (1 Thessalonians 4:17). We’re going to go as believers and meet Him.

A man came forward at a meeting and gave his life to Christ. Then he said, “Now I’m ready to meet God.”

Another man, who had been in jail, attended a Crusade, and he went forward to receive Christ as his Savior. Now the man has been given new life in Christ, and he said, “I’m a totally different man.” And he is.

God is giving you the same opportunity that He gave to that man. The Bible says, “You must be born again” (John 3:7). You need to make a commitment to Christ today. This is your moment with God.

I’m going to ask you to open your heart and say, “Lord Jesus, come into my heart.”

You ask, “What do I have to do?”

First, you have to be willing to repent of your sins. You may not have the strength to change your way of living. Repentance means that you say to God, “I have sinned. I am sorry for my sin. I am willing to change my way of living. But You have to help me change: I can’t do it alone.” 

You need to make a commitment to Jesus Christ, and let Him come into your heart. I’m going to ask you to do that.

Second, you come by faith. What does faith mean? Faith means that you put your trust in Him and say, “Lord, I give myself to You.”

You may have been baptized, you may have been confirmed, you may be a member of a church, you may be a good person, you may help other people. You may do all the good that you can think of, but all of that isn’t enough. You must come in childlike faith to Jesus, who died on the cross for you, who rose again, who is waiting for you to make that commitment. Do it today.
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