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If you go into a Christian bookstore you are likely to find a section of books that discuss our topic this morning – the second coming of Jesus.  It’s an important topic.  It’s something Jesus had quite a lot to say about.  But for the last 2000 years we who follow Jesus have proven to be very bad at one thing in this regard, and that is the matter of predicting when Jesus is coming back.  

A few years ago a leading Christian wrote, “The last days are upon us. Weigh carefully the times. Look for Him who is above all time, eternal and invisible.”  Actually that was written more than a few years ago; it was written by a Christian leader named Ignatius about 110 A.D., just a couple of decades after the apostle John wrote the book of Revelation.  Sometime later another influential Christian wrote, “There is no doubt that the Antichrist has already been born. Firmly established in his early years, he will, after reaching maturity, achieve supreme power.” That was written by a church leader named Martin about 375 A.D.  Another early church father, Hippolytus, wrote in the year 236 A.D. that Christ was “sure to return” by 500 A.D.  

When you read church history you find that the years leading up to the year 1000 were filled with a rash of predictions about the imminent return of Christ – to the point where Christians didn’t plant crops, buildings weren’t repaired and the details of daily life were ignored.  The year 1000 came and went, as we all know.  In the 1500’s a Christian leader we’ve all heard of by the name of Martin Luther wrote, “We have reached the time of the white horse of the Apocalypse. This world will not last any longer . . . than another hundred years.”  Martin Luther, as well, was wrong.  A little known fact about Christopher Columbus is that he was a student of biblical prophecy.  He wrote something called “The Book Of Prophecies,” in which he predicted that the world would end in the year 1656.  He even wrote, “There is no doubt that the world must end in one hundred fifty-five years.”  He, too, was wrong.  The year 1666 saw another explosion in end times speculation. One pastor wrote in his journal that every time a storm hit that year, his people would go to the church building to await Christ’s second coming.  
In the 1800’s a man named William Miller predicted the return of Christ. He said he was sure Jesus would return to earth some time between March of 1842 and March of 1843. The hopes of the Millerites were dashed when it didn’t happen. Then in New Hampshire, in 1844, one of Miller’s followers stood up and declared Jesus’ return would be in the seventh month of the current Jewish year. More fervently than ever, the Millerites set out to warn the world that Jesus would return on October 20th.  In a Philadelphia store window this sign appeared, “This shop is closed in honor of the King of Kings who will appear about the 20th of October. Get ready friends, to crown Him Lord of all.” A group of about 200 left the city. They waited, but the days passed and nothing happened. Five years later, another date was set, and another date passed.  
And I imagine that in your lifetime you have read books or heard someone on TV announce with some certainty that based on their reading of the Bible and based on what’s happening in Russia or Iraq or some other location, there is no doubt that Jesus’ return is just around the corner.  Frankly, I hope they’re right.  I’d be glad to get out of paying the rest of my mortgage, if nothing else.  But the question we want to answer today is simply this: “What did Jesus say about this?  Did Jesus really say that he was coming back to earth physically and literally, or did he mean something very different?  And if he did say he’s coming back, what did he tell us about when that’s going to happen?”  And, of course, the question we always ask when we read the words of the Bible is this – so what?  What difference does it make to my life here and now to know what Jesus taught about his return to earth? 
“When I’ve Finished Getting Your Place Ready, I’m Coming Back”

So let’s start with the big question – did Jesus really say that he was coming back to earth literally and physically?  And the answer is “Yes.”  Jesus talked about this topic a number of times, mostly in the days leading up to his death on the cross.  As Jesus neared the time of his crucifixion, he began to talk more and more with his followers about the future.  Jesus’ most famous discussion of the circumstances of his return is called by Bible students his “Olivet Discourse,” which just means that Jesus gave this talk while he was gathered with his followers on the Mount of Olives, a small mountain that is just across a valley from Herod’s Temple in Jerusalem.  Here’s how this section of Scripture is introduced to us in Matthew’s Gospel, although it is also recorded in Mark and Luke:
Jesus left the temple and was walking away when his disciples came up to him to call his attention to its buildings.  “Do you see all these things?” he asked.  “I tell you the truth, not one stone here will be left on another; every one will be thrown down.”

As Jesus was sitting on the Mount of Olives, the disciples came to him privately.  “Tell us,” they said, “when will this happen, and what will be the sign of your coming and of the end of the age?”  (Matthew 24:1-3)  

I’ve mentioned before that some of us have what we call “red letter” Bibles, which just means that the words of Jesus are in red and everything else in our Bibles is in black.  The next seven columns of text following Matthew 24:3 are in red – that’s the next 94 verses that are all the words of Jesus and they are all on this topic, the matter of Jesus’ return.  Obviously we don’t have time even to read all those verses right now, but I just want us to be clear that the parts we do read are the words of Jesus in answer to these specific questions from the disciples – when will this happen, and what will be the sign of your coming and of the end of the age? 
And here is part of Jesus’ answer:  “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.” (Matthew 24:30-31)  By way of review, let’s be sure we understand this, that when Jesus refers to the “Son of Man,” he’s referring to himself.  This is Jesus’ most common way of referring to himself in the Gospels, as the Son of Man, a phrase taken from Daniel 7, something we talked about a few weeks ago.  So here’s what Jesus is saying – “I am coming back, and when I do all the nations will see me.  I won’t be sneaking back into town.  I will come on the clouds of the sky, with power and great glory, and with a loud trumpet call.  When I come back, you will see me and you will hear me.”
But here’s something else Jesus is emphatic about – no one knows when that day will be.  Here’s how Jesus puts it just a few verses later: “No one knows about that day or hour, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father.” (Matthew 24:36)  We would like to know.  We’ve sure made a lot of guesses over the years.  But Jesus warned us right out of the gate that this isn’t something we can figure out.  We’re not going to be able to calculate the date of Jesus’ return.  Not that we won’t still try.  After all, the disciples tried their very best to weasel this information out of Jesus.  Do you remember the very last question the disciples asked Jesus just before his ascension?  It’s recorded for us by Luke in the book of Acts; here’s how it reads:
So when they met together, they asked him, “Lord, are you at this time going to restore the kingdom to Israel?”  Jesus said to them, “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.”  After he said this, he 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 1:6-11)
The very last question the disciples try to sneak in before Jesus leaves them is, “Lord, when is all this stuff going to happen?  When are you coming back?”  And Jesus tells them again, “Guys, that’s not for you to know.  Only the Father knows that.  Just focus on what I’ve called you to do, to be my witnesses.”  And then the angels come on the scene to remind the disciples what Jesus has already told them, that one day Jesus will come back physically and literally, in the same way they just watched him leave.  
So here’s what we know so far – Jesus is coming back, he’s coming back physically, it’s going to be a big deal when he comes back, everyone is going to know it when he comes back, and we don’t know when it’s going to happen.  But you might remember something else Jesus told us about his return.  These are some words Jesus spoke on the night before his crucifixion, as he was preparing his disciples for his departure; here’s what he said: “Do not let your hearts be troubled.  Trust in God; trust also in me.  In my Father’s house are many rooms; if it were not so, I would have told you.  I am going to prepare a place for you.  And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come back and take you to be with me that you also may be where I am.” (John 14:1-3)  Here’s a paraphrase of what Jesus told his disciples that night – “When I’ve finished getting your place ready, I’m coming back for you.”  
Now to really appreciate the image the disciples would have had in their minds when Jesus made them that promise, we need to understand a bit about the culture in which they lived.  In those days extended families lived together in the same house, even after the sons were married.  For example, if my family had lived in those days, when I got married I wouldn’t have purchased a home in San Jose.  Instead I would have built an addition on to my Father’s house in Minnesota, and my family would have moved in there, and my brothers would have built additions on to my Father’s house and moved with their families in there.

This image, I am sure, is more than a little troubling to my wife.  For one thing, the thought of living in the same house as my brothers and their families is surely a bit upsetting.  But even more troubling to her, I’m sure, is the thought of living in a house built by me.  There would be no straight walls in a house built by me.  Doors would not fit in the doorways of a house built by me.  If I built a house, it would not be safe, it would not be comfortable, and it would not look like a house.  That is why God, in his grace and wisdom, made sure I was not born in first century Israel.

But in those days, that’s how it worked.  Let me give you some more background.  Once the man became engaged to the woman, he would leave her.  It doesn’t sound romantic, I understand, but that’s what he did, and here’s why.  He left her to go to his father’s house where he would be hard at work building the addition in which he and his bride would live.  In our day we set a date for a wedding, but in those days no one knew when the wedding would be.  The bride had no idea when the wedding would be, nor did any of her friends.  The timing of the wedding was dependant on when the man finished building the addition to his father’s house.  And it was the custom that the father would have the final say on when the room was ready.

So only when the father said the room was ready would the wedding begin.  Do you know how the bride would know it was time for the wedding?  The groom wouldn’t tell her.  No one would call her up with the news; she couldn’t even find out via Twitter.  She would only know that it was time for her wedding when she heard the trumpet call echoing in the streets.  When the trumpet blew, that meant she better be ready because her groom was coming for her to take her back to his father’s house where they would become husband and wife.

And it’s that imagery of a groom coming for his bride that Jesus uses to talk about his return to earth.  That’s what he’s referring to when he says that he is going to his Father’s house to prepare a place for his followers, and that he’ll come back only when he’s finished.  And of course it’s not up to him to say if the place is ready; it’s up to his Father – that’s his call.  That’s why Jesus said in Matthew 24 and in Acts 1 that only the Father knows the time of the Son’s return.  And it’s this imagery that Jesus and the other New Testament authors have in mind when they say that Jesus’ coming will be announced by a trumpet, just as a trumpet announced the arrival of the groom.  And it’s this imagery the Bible has in mind when it refers to the Church as the Bride of Christ.

So it’s true that we don’t know when Jesus is coming back, but the good news is that he has a good reason for the delay – he’s preparing a place for us.  And not just any place.  He’s preparing our home for eternity. 

One of the big concerns most people have is where they’re going to live. When you’re starting out a studio apartment is all you need.  But then you get married and then you have a child or two, and you need a bigger place, which comes with a bigger mortgage and larger property taxes and maintenance costs.  Then you start thinking about retirement – just how are you going to afford a home when you don’t have an income?  But someday relatively soon, those worries will be a thing of the past, because we will be in a home that Jesus has spent thousands of years preparing just for us.  And when the Father says the room is just perfect for us, we can be sure Jesus will come for us.
“Be Prepared – You Could Get Left Behind”  
 Now there’s something else Jesus told his followers about his second coming.  The first thing he told us is certainly cause for celebration – Jesus is coming back for us.  He hasn’t forgotten us.  One day he’s going to return to this planet and set right every wrong. He will come to reward us, he says.  In Revelation 22 we read these red letter words of Jesus: “Behold, I am coming soon!  My reward is with me, and I will give to everyone according to what he has done.” (Revelation 22:12)  So that is a day for us to look forward to with great anticipation.
But here’s something else Jesus told us about his second coming – be prepared, because you could get left behind.  Some of you read the “Left Behind” books that were so popular just a few years ago that got their title from this particular teaching of Jesus.  Here’s where that phrase comes from, from this passage in Matthew 24, from the Olivet Discourse we talked about a few minutes ago:
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.  (Matthew 24:36-42)
As a kid my Mom often referred to this passage when I would ask if I could do something.  For example, if I asked to go to a movie that Mom thought was a questionable she would say, “Is that where you want to be when Jesus returns?”  The implication was that I might get left behind if I was watching a movie with swear words in it when Jesus came.  But that’s not the picture Jesus paints here, is it?  Jesus doesn’t say, “There were two men – one was at church and one was in a bar drinking tequila, and the one at the bar got left behind.”  Instead Jesus says, “There were two men standing side by side doing the exact same thing – but one will be taken and one will be left behind.  Two women will be standing next to each other, doing the same work – one will be taken and one will be left behind.” 
Now we will talk more about this in a few weeks when we look at what Jesus taught about the end of times, but we need to be sure we fully appreciate the implications of being left behind, because the implications are huge.  Jesus ends his long section of teaching on his second coming by highlighting those implications.  At the end of the parable of the sheep and the goats in Matthew 25 Jesus says, “Then they will go away to eternal punishment, but the righteous to eternal life.” (Matthew 25:46)   According to Jesus, those who are left behind don’t get sent to the end of the buffet line in heaven.  It doesn’t mean you get a mark on your permanent record.  The result of being left behind is to be left behind for eternity, to be separated from God for eternity.
A ten-year-old girl and her grandmother were spending an evening together when the youngster suddenly looked up and asked, “How old are you Grandma?”  The grandmother, a bit startled, replied, “Well honey, when you’re my age you don’t share that information with anyone.”  The grandmother then went to fix dinner, and lost track of what her granddaughter was doing.  When she found the young girl she noticed that she had dumped the entire contents of Grandma’s purse out on the bed and was looking at Grandma’s driver’s license.  When their eyes met the granddaughter announced, “Grandma, you’re 76.”  “Why yes, I am; how did you know that?”  “Well, I found your birthday here on your driver’s license and subtracted that year from this year and got 76.”  “That’s right, honey, Grandma is 76.”  Then there was a bit of an uncomfortable pause as the granddaughter continued to stare at the driver’s license, clearly troubled by what she was reading.  Finally she spoke up: “Grandma, why did they give you an ‘F’ in sex?”

There are some things in life you really don’t want to get an “F” in.  When Jesus returns, you don’t want to get an “F.”  You don’t want to be left behind.  You want to be sure that you’re prepared when Jesus comes back for his Bride.
So how do you do that?  How do you make sure you’re prepared for Jesus’ return?  Think of it like this – think of it as going on a trip.  Let’s say your family wants to go on a trip this summer; what’s the first thing you have to do?  You have to choose a destination.  You can’t make any plans unless you choose a destination.  And when it comes to planning for eternity, that’s the first decision you have to make.  This would seem to be an easy choice.  Choosing between heaven and hell isn’t a hard choice.  No one I know consciously says, “I want to be left behind; I want to be sent away to eternal punishment.”  That would be irrational, wouldn’t it?  But what most people do is to say, “I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it.  I’ll decide later.  Right now I’m too busy.  Right now I’m not interested – heaven and hell are too far away.”  And Jesus says, “Please understand something.  This is not a bridge you can cross when you get to it.  I am the only bridge.  I am the only way to heaven.  If you choose any other way, you are choosing to be left behind.  If you put off choosing until later, you are choosing to be left behind.  This is a choice you have to make ahead of time, because if you wait too long the chances are good that the door will be shut and you’ll be left behind.”
And if you haven’t yet made that decision, I can’t encourage you strongly enough to do it soon.  If this is a decision you’re still thinking about, great, but let me challenge you not to put this on the back burner.  Actually, that’s not my challenge; that’s Jesus’ challenge to you when he says, “Therefore keep watch, because you do not know on what day your Lord will come.”  (Matthew 24:42)  
But what about us who have already made that decision – how do we keep watch, how do we prepare?  Jesus gives us a clue in another of his sayings on the topic of his return.  This is from Luke’s Gospel, and again Jesus uses some wedding imagery to make his point: “Be dressed ready for service and keep your lamps burning, like men waiting for their master to return from a wedding banquet, so that when he comes and knocks they can immediately open the door for him … You must also be ready, because the Son of Man will come at an hour when you do not expect him.” (Luke 12:35-36, 40)  The word I want you to notice is that word “waiting.”  In the original Greek that word is “prosdechomai.”  “Pros” means “forward” and “dechomai” means “to wait.”  Translated more literally, “prosdechomai” means to “wait forwardly.”  It’s a picture of a person who is standing on tiptoe to see something that is just around the corner.  And Jesus says that’s how we are to wait for his coming, that we are to wait eagerly and expectantly, that we are to stand on tiptoe as though his coming is just around the corner.  And what does he want to find us doing when the Master arrives?  He wants us to be dressed for service.  He wants us to be serving our Master in whatever way we can.  This is not a sit on the porch in your rocking chair kind of waiting.  This isn’t a get out your charts and calculate when you think Jesus is coming back waiting.  This is a waiting we do with our work boots on and sweat dripping into our eyes.  
One day Jesus is coming back, and when he does we need to be ready.  And here’s how to be ready: First, make sure you’re on his team; and second, make sure you’re in the game and not sitting on the sidelines.  And if you want to talk to someone this morning about either of those things, if you want to find out more about how to make sure you’re on Jesus’ team or how to get dressed to serve and get in the game, I invite you to come talk to me or to Vince or to Bob right after the band is done with our last song this morning.
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