The History and Destiny of the Human Race #8

“The Point of His Return”

1 Thessalonians 4:13-18
One of my favorite cartoons features three men sitting on a park bench. The two outside men are arguing the end times. One was a pre-millennialist and the other an a-millennialist. (Don’t feel bad if you don’t recognize those terms; we’ll talk about them next week!) While these two are fighting tooth and nail, the middle guy just sits there, unmoved by either person. Finally one of the two combatants turns to him and says, “What do you think?” 

He replies, “I’m a pan-millennialist.” 

“What’s that?” the other two ask. 

“I believe that everything will pan out in the end.”

That’s my kind of eschatology!

Over the past two hundred—or perhaps two thousand—years, no doctrine has received more attention and aroused more curiosity and even controversy than our subject this morning. Furthermore, perhaps at no other juncture have we as Christians so missed the point of Scripture as here.

I am speaking of the return of Jesus Christ. This morning I want to address the subject with the title, “The Point of His Return.” Many books have been written, charts published, and conferences convened on the topic of eschatology—a big fancy word for the study of the end times. The Left Behind series popularized the subject not only for Christian audiences but non-Christians as well. With people wondering if the world will suddenly end by nuclear war, a meteor striking the earth, or a terrible plague wiping out the human race, attention is drawn toward the Bible regarding the culmination of history.

Unfortunately, too many authors and speakers have tried to read current events back into Scripture texts, seeing modern armaments in the imagery of the Old Testament prophets, or trying to identify the Antichrist with modern dictators, or—worst of all—trying to pinpoint a date for Christ’s return. Such misinformation has turned off many non-Christians who are now convinced Christianity is irrelevant. 

Even some Christians find themselves disenchanted with the whole subject. I know; I was one of them. I was taught one eschatology growing up, another one in Bible college, and more recently exposed to yet another. As a result, for many years I avoided the subject of eschatology altogether. It wasn’t that I didn’t believe Christ would return; I was just fed up with all the arguments that were proven to be wrong.

My disenchantment, though, was not right. As G. Campbell Morgan notes, 

It is not fair to turn aside from such a subject because of the misinterpretations of those who, in their teaching, have violated one of the fundamental positions of the New Testament, that namely, that the hour of the Lord’s return is not known, not can be.

Instead of “turning aside from such a subject,” we ought to follow Morgan’s advice,

The very confusion to which I refer should send all students of Scripture back to the Scriptures themselves. In these we will find all the true statement of the doctrine, rather than in the discussions of different schools of interpretation.

Let us do that this morning. Please follow along in your Bibles as we will be referring to many texts of Scripture today so that we don’t miss the point of His return.

The Grand Return

One unavoidable truth regarding the culmination of human history is the second advent of Jesus Christ. Even before His birth in Bethlehem, this grand return was predicted in Daniel 7:13-14,

In my vision at night I looked, and there before me was one like a son of man, coming with the clouds of heaven. He approached the Ancient of Days and was led into his presence. He was given authority, glory and sovereign power; all peoples, nations and men of every language worshiped him. His dominion is an everlasting dominion that will not pass away, and his kingdom is one that will never be destroyed. 

Jesus told His disciples in Matthew 24:30, 

At that time the sign of the Son of Man will appear in the sky, and all the nations of the earth will mourn. They will see the Son of Man coming on the clouds of the sky, with power and great glory. And he will send his angels with a loud trumpet call, and they will gather his elect from the four winds, from one end of the heavens to the other.

And even mentioned in His trial before the Sanhedrin in Mark 14:62, “You will see the Son of Man sitting at the right hand of the Mighty One and coming on the clouds of heaven.” When Jesus ascended into Heaven, two angels told the disciples in Acts 1:11, “Men of Galilee, 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.” The book of Revelation opens with the same scene in Revelation 1:7: “Look, he is coming with the clouds, and every eye will see him, even those who pierced him; and all the peoples of the earth will mourn because of him.” 
Throughout the New Testament, the Second Coming of Jesus is a fundamental teaching. Every New Testament writer makes reference to the fact of the Lord’s return.
 The apostle Paul in particular expounds on Christ’s grand return throughout his letters. Turn with me to First Thessalonians chapter four, one of the more extensive treatments of the subject in the Bible. 

Paul begins in verses 13-16,

Brothers, we do not want you to be ignorant about those who fall asleep, or to grieve like the rest of men, who have no hope. We believe that Jesus died and rose again and so we believe that God will bring with Jesus those who have fallen asleep in him. According to the Lord’s own word, we tell you that we who are still alive, who are left till the coming of the Lord, will certainly not precede those who have fallen asleep. For the Lord himself will come down from heaven, with a loud command, with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet call of God…

Jesus will someday return to earth, not humbly born as a baby in a manger, but in grand fashion as King of Kings and Lord of Lords.

I must insert at this point that many notable scholars teach a two-fold return of Christ. They believe that initially Jesus will come in the clouds and receive the Christians to Himself, then return to Heaven. At the end of the Great Tribulation, they believe He will return to earth where He will set up His earthly kingdom for a thousand year period. Other reputable scholars see both of these happening at once; the Christians will be caught up with Christ in the air and then, at the same time, descend with Him to the earth to set up His kingdom. Frankly, there are good arguments on both sides, and it is not my intent to compare, contrast, and choose between the two. That would be to miss the point of His return.

The Glorious Results

The Bible is clear that the grand return of Jesus will produce glorious results. The first is identified in 1 Thessalonians 4:16, “For the Lord himself will come down from heaven, with a loud command, with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet call of God, and the dead in Christ will rise first.” This is the resurrection of the faithful. Simply put, those Christians who have died before Jesus returns will be raised to life and given a glorified body. Jesus Himself promised this in John 5:28-29,

Do not be amazed at this, for a time is coming when all who are in their graves will hear his voice and come out—those who have done good will rise to live, and those who have done evil will rise to be condemned.

We should note, however, that not all of the dead will be raised at this time. John differentiates the two resurrections in Revelation 20:4-6,

I saw thrones on which were seated those who had been given authority to judge. And I saw the souls of those who had been beheaded because of their testimony for Jesus and because of the word of God. They had not worshiped the beast or his image and had not received his mark on their foreheads or their hands. They came to life and reigned with Christ a thousand years. (The rest of the dead did not come to life until the thousand years were ended.) This is the first resurrection. Blessed and holy are those who have part in the first resurrection. The second death has no power over them, but they will be priests of God and of Christ and will reign with him for a thousand years. 

What about those Christians who are still alive when Jesus returns? Paul writes in verse 17, “After that, we who are still alive and are left will be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air.” Paul explains this further in 1 Corinthians 15:42-55,

So will it be with the resurrection of the dead. The body that is sown is perishable, it is raised imperishable; it is sown in dishonor, it is raised in glory; it is sown in weakness, it is raised in power; it is sown a natural body, it is raised a spiritual body. 

If there is a natural body, there is also a spiritual body. So it is written: “The first man Adam became a living being”; the last Adam, a life-giving spirit. The spiritual did not come first, but the natural, and after that the spiritual. The first man was of the dust of the earth, the second man from heaven. As was the earthly man, so are those who are of the earth; and as is the man from heaven, so also are those who are of heaven. And just as we have borne the likeness of the earthly man, so shall we bear the likeness of the man from heaven. 

I declare to you, brothers, that flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God, nor does the perishable inherit the imperishable. Listen, I tell you a mystery: We will not all sleep, but we will all be changed—in a flash, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will sound, the dead will be raised imperishable, and we will be changed. For the perishable must clothe itself with the imperishable, and the mortal with immortality. When the perishable has been clothed with the imperishable, and the mortal with immortality, then the saying that is written will come true: “Death has been swallowed up in victory.” 

All Christians will have a glorified body similar to Christ’s after His resurrection.

The second glorious result of Christ’s return is seen in 1 Thessalonians 4:17, “After that, we who are still alive and are left will be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. And so we will be with the Lord forever.” At the Second Coming there will be a reunion of the family like no other! Jesus spoke of this in Matthew 24:31, “And he will send his angels with a loud trumpet call, and they will gather his elect from the four winds, from one end of the heavens to the other.” The saints of all the ages will be brought together, as Christ alludes to in Matthew 8:11, “I say to you that many will come from the east and the west, and will take their places at the feast with Abraham, Isaac and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven.” Jews and Gentiles throughout time who have placed their trust in God will sit down to a huge family feast. Just think: We will see Moses, Elijah, David, Peter, James, and John. We will meet believers throughout time, like Martin Luther and John Wesley. Best of all, we will be reunited with our family and friends who have gone to be with the Lord before us. I can’t wait to see my grandparents and my brother on that day!

Thirdly, the return of the Lord will bring about the reward of the fruitful. Jesus states in Revelation 22:13, “Behold, I am coming soon! My reward is with me, and I will give to everyone according to what he has done.” Paul teaches that this will take place at the Judgment Seat of Christ in 2 Corinthians 5:10, “For we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, that each one may receive what is due him for the things done while in the body, whether good or bad.” This is not the same as the judgment of the lost, which we will see in a few weeks. The “Judgment Seat” comes from the Greek word bema, which was place where Olympic athletes were presented their awards. We call it the “medals ceremony” today. Salvation is not the issue at the Judgment Seat of Christ; we are judged for our service to Him. Paul explains in 1 Corinthians 3:11-15, 

For no one can lay any foundation other than the one already laid, which is Jesus Christ. If any man builds on this foundation using gold, silver, costly stones, wood, hay or straw, his work will be shown for what it is, because the Day will bring it to light. It will be revealed with fire, and the fire will test the quality of each man’s work. If what he has built survives, he will receive his reward. If it is burned up, he will suffer loss; he himself will be saved, but only as one escaping through the flames. 

Even those who have nothing left will be saved!

The New Testament mentions some of the rewards awaiting the fruitful Christians. Paul mentions the “victor’s crown” in 1 Corinthians 9:25 and 2 Timothy 2:5, referring to the laurel wreath given to Olympic champions. Peter speaks of the “crown of glory” in 1 Peter 5:4; the “crown of life” appears in both James 1:12 and Revelation 2:10; and Paul refers to the “crown of righteousness” in 2 Timothy 4:8. Whether these are all the designations of the same thing or if this is a complete list of rewards, one thing is certain: According to Revelation 4:10, we will lay all of our crowns at the feet of Jesus.

The Great Responsibility 

While these glorious results of Christ’s return are wonderful, let us not neglect the great responsibility this also brings. Some believe that our responsibility is to “interpret the signs of the times,” based on Matthew 16:1-4. A close reading of that text, however, reveals that Jesus was not speaking of signs of the end times, but rather the signs of His own time, which pointed to Himself. 

In fact, Scripture is clear that the precise timing and details cannot be known by man. Jesus told His disciples in Matthew 24:36-46,

“No one knows about that day or hour, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father. 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. Two men will be in the field; one will be taken and the other left. Two women will be grinding with a hand mill; one will be taken and the other left. 

“Therefore keep watch, because you do not know on what day your Lord will come. But understand this: If the owner of the house had known at what time of night the thief was coming, he would have kept watch and would not have let his house be broken into. So you also must be ready, because the Son of Man will come at an hour when you do not expect him. 

“Who then is the faithful and wise servant, whom the master has put in charge of the servants in his household to give them their food at the proper time? It will be good for that servant whose master finds him doing so when he returns.”
After the resurrection, the disciples asked Jesus about the timing of His return and the restoration of the kingdom. He replied in Acts 1:7-8, “It is not for you to know the times or dates the Father has set by his own authority. But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” Jesus says, “The details of My return are none of your business. What is your business is fulfilling the Great Commission.”

This connection between global evangelism and the return of Christ is not coincidental. In what one author calls “perhaps the most important single verse in the Word of God for God’s people today,”
 Jesus tells His disciples, “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” (Mat 24:14). There is a clear connection between these the Second Coming and our great responsibility to “make disciples of all nations.” When we fulfill our task, He will fulfill His promise to return. How will we know when the task is done? George Eldon Ladd writes, 

The answer is, I do not know. God alone knows the definition of terms. I cannot precisely define who “all the nations” are. Only God knows exactly the meaning of “evangelize.” He alone, who has told us that this Gospel of the Kingdom shall be preached to the whole world as a testimony unto all the nations, will know when that objective has been accomplished. But I do not need to know. I know only one thing: Christ has not yet returned; therefore the task is not yet done. When it is done, Christ will come. Our responsibility is not to insist on defining the terms of our task; our responsibility is to complete it. So long as Christ does not return, our work is undone. Let us get busy and complete our mission.

David Allen Hubbard adds, “Preoccupation with the sequence of events and concentration on the geography or schedule of the end times carry such fascination for us that we can easily neglect these more compelling questions.”
 These “more compelling questions” deal less with the when, where, or how of Jesus’ return as it does with the “so what?” Or, in the words of 2 Peter 3:11-14,

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. That day will bring about the destruction of the heavens by fire, and the elements will melt in the heat. But in keeping with his promise we are looking forward to a new heaven and a new earth, the home of righteousness. So then, dear friends, since you are looking forward to this, make every effort to be found spotless, blameless and at peace with him.

You see, the hope of Christ’s return is not a dogma to tickle our brains, but a fact to change our lives. Whenever the Bible speaks about Christ’s second coming its purpose is always to challenge us to action.
 How should we then live in light of Christ’s coming? By living holy lives and fulfilling the great responsibility we have to tell others about Him.

You may be disappointed that I have not answered all the questions about the Second Coming of Christ. If we get too caught up in the details, we will miss the point of His return. God did not send us on a wild goose chase, leaving little clues along the way so that we could determine all the specifics concerning the end.

The point of Christ’s return is that He is returning! Since He is coming, we ought to be ready. How? By being about the Master’s business, which is bringing in the lost. Repeating the words of Ladd, “Let us get busy and complete our mission.”
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