WHAT WiLL HAPPEN WHEN CHRIST RETURNS?

There have been many debates in the history affthech over questions regarding the future.
Specifically, the debates have centered on thenmetuChrist, the millennium (or “thousand

years”), the final judgment, the eternal punishnaninbelievers and eternal reward of believers,
and life with God in the new heaven and new e&tudies of these events are called studies of the
“last things,” or “eschatology” (from the Greek hatos, meaning “last”).

The Return of Christ. Jesus told his disciples that he would returaaxih a second time: “I will
come again and will take you to myself, that wheaien you may be also” (John 14:3). While it is
clear from this and other passages (such as Atls 1.Thess. 4:16; Heb. 9:28; 2 Peter 3:10; 1 John
3:2) that Jesus himself will return, these passatgsmake it clear that “no one knows” (Mark
13:32) the exact time of that return, for “the SdMan is coming at an hour you do not expect”
(Mt. 24:44). Although no one can know the time &iriSt’s return, all believers should respond as
John did in Rev. 22:20 when he heard Christ sayréig | am coming soon.” John’s response was
“Amen. Come, Lord Jesus!”

The Timing of the Return. While the verses cited above are clear that €ansturn will come at

a time no one knows, other passages in the Bilglm $e suggest that certain signs will precede the

time of Christ’s return. These signs, as shownubhothe verses that support them, are as follows:

* “The gospel must first be proclaimed to all nead(Mk. 13:10; see also Mt. 24:14).

* “There will be such tribulation as has not beemf the beginning of the creation that God created
until now, and never will be. And if the Loh@s not cut short the days, no human being would
be saved. But for the sake of the elect, whershose, he shortened the days” (Mk. 13:19-20).

« “False christs and false prophets will arise padorm signs and wonders, to lead astray, if
possible, the elect” (Mk. 13:22; see also R4t23-24).

« “After that tribulation, the sun will be darkenexhd the moon will not give its light, and thersta
will be falling from heaven, and the powerghe heavens will be shaken” (Mk.13:24-25; see
also Mt. 24:29-30 and Lk. 21:25-27).

* “Now concerning the coming of our Lord Jesus étri . that day will not come, unless the
rebellion comes first, and the man of lawlessnis revealed, the son of destruction, who
opposes and exalts himself against every Beecgod or object of worship, so that he takes his
seat in the temple of God, proclaiming himselbe God” (2 Thess. 2:1, 3-4).

* “| want you to understand this mystery . . .Iathel will be saved” (Rom. 11:25-26).

Jesus did not say these signs were given so tbateoeould think that since they haven't seen the
signs, Christ couldn’t return. Instead, they wekeeg to intensify an expectation of Christ’s return
“Now when these things begin to take place, stteiglup and raise your heads, because your
redemption is drawing near” (Lk.21:28). But the mi@mng of these signs raises two legitimate
guestions: Have any of these signs occurred? Amlcey haven't all occurred, could Christ really
return at any moment? The answers to these questag throughout the church. Some believe
these signs haven't occurred and therefore Chosttweturn at any moment. But Jesus
encouraged his disciples, “Be on guard, keep aweadeyou do not know when the time will
come”(Mk. 13:33). A view that tells Christians ti@hrist cannot return soon seems to nullify the
force of Christ’'s encouragement.

Others believe that Christ could indeed come attiang, and they deal with the fulfillment of the
signs in three distinct ways. (1) Some argue tetet will be two separate comings of Christ: a
secret return and a public return. But the passtgespeak of his return don’t seem to support two
separate returns (see discussion below). (2) ©trgue that all the signs were already fulfilled i
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the early history of the church and that therefolneist could really return at any moment. But
some of the signs (for example, the great tribofgtthe salvation of Israel, the appearance of the
“man of lawlessness,” and the stars falling froraves) do not seem to have been fulfilled in any
clear or evident way at the time of the early chur€3) Still others argue that it is unlikely but
possible that the signs have been fulfilled and tterefore Christ could return at any moment.

In light of the ambiguity related to the fulfillmeof these signs, it seems that the last viewas th
most reasonable. This view allows us to expectttie@signs preceding Christ’s return will
probably still happen in the future, but since we somewhat unsure about that, we can still be
ready for Christ to suddenly return any day. (Os tew, being ready for Christ’s return is
somewhat similar to wearing a seatbelt in a cau: do not think that you will get in an accident,
but you still wear the seatbelt because you mighttong.)

The Events at the Return. Much of the disagreement within the church regaydesus’ return

deals directly with the interpretation of one Biplessage: Revelation 20:1 — 6. Specifically, the
disagreement has to do with the thousand yearddat mentions in Revelation 20:4 — 5 when he
writes that certain people “came to life and regymath Christ for a thousand years. The rest of the
dead did not come to life until the thousand ye#se ended.” Many Christians term this
thousand-year stage “the millennium,” and they ligtiake one of three views on the time and
nature of this period.

View 1 — Amillennial: The millennium is now, and when it ends, Jesukraturn The simplest
view of the millennium is that Rev.20:1-6 descrilbes a future time but the present church age.
Christians who hold to this view believe that mamyall of the previously mentioned signs
occurred early on in church history and that Chaastld really return at any moment. According to
this view, when John writes that “they came to éifed reigned with Christ for a thousand years”
(Rev. 20:4), he means that Christians who havaayreied are today reigning with Christ in a
spiritual sense (see Mt.28:18 where Jesus saidlatahority in heaven and on earth has been given
to me,” and Eph. 2:6 where it says that we areegeatth Christ “in the heavenly places”). Since
the events in Rev. 20 are currently being fulfiliedhe church, the thousand-year period John
mentions in Rev. 20:4-5 is a figure of speech ftorg period of time — namely, the entire church
age from Pentecost until Christ’s return.

This view would say that Satan, who in Rev.20:2-8did to be “bound” and sealed in a pit “so that
he might not deceive the nations any longer,” hagpbwer significantly reduced during Christ’s
ministry on earth (Mt.12:28 — 29; Lk.10:18). Thetfthat someone like Paul could teach all Gentile
nations about “the Lord Jesus Christ with all belsgkand without hindrance” (Acts 28:31) is a
demonstration that Satan has been “bound” so thdbks not “deceive the nations any longer.”

View 2 — Postmillennial: The millennium will come gradually, and Jesud vaturn after the mil-
lennium. Other Christians believe Jesus will retafter the 1,000 years mentioned in Rev. 20:4-5.
As the church grows and Christians continue to leageeater and greater influence, society will
begin to function more and more in line with Gosltandards. Gradually, a “millennial age” of
great peace and righteousness (not necessarigra lbne thousand years) will come about on the
earth. Christ will not physically reign on earthrithg this period; instead, Christians will have a
tremendous influence in society, and Christ’s reighcome about through this influence of
Christians. People who support this view emphagtrses that show how the kingdom of God
grows quietly but steadily from a tiny start touwglke end. For example, there is the parable of the
mustard seed that became a great tree (Mt.13:3ar8PJesus’ statement that “the kingdom of
heaven is like leaven that a woman took and hitiree measures of flour, till it was all leavened”
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(Mt.13:33). Postmillennialists also emphasize Jestasement, “All authority in heaven and on
earth has been given to me” (Mt.28:18), and thgyeekthat as a result the kingdom of God will
continue to advance with great power throughouetiréh until there is a millennial kingdom on
the earth.

According to this view, Jesus will return at theleri this millennial age. Then there will be one
resurrection of both believers and unbelievers.séhsho believe in him will go to heaven; those
who don’t will face the final judgment and etersahdemnation. At that time, the new heavens and
new earth will begin and remain for eternity, arttti€t will be present on earth to reign in bodily
form.This view is called the postmillennial viewdagise Christ’s return and reign will occur after a
future millennium.

View 3 — Premillennial: The millennium will come suddenly, and Jesus vaturn before the
millennium Finally, there are Christians who be&elesus will return before the events of
Revelation 20:1 — 10. This is called the premiliahmiew because it holds that Christ will return
before the millennium. This view also holds thabpto Jesus’ return there will be a time of great
suffering on the earth, sometimes called the gréatlation (see Matt. 24:21 — 31).

According to the premillennial view, Christ willtten and physically reign on earth for the
thousand years mentioned in Revelation 20:4 — r{iecessarily a literal one thousand years).
When Christ returns to begin his millennial reigh,who have believed in him will be raised from
the dead to reign with him. This is the meaningretelation 20:4, “They came to life and reigned
with Christ for a thousand years.”

During that millennium, Satan and his demons welidompletely removed from all influence on

the earth, as described in Revelation 20:1 — 3nTlsaw an angel coming down from heaven,
holding in his hand the key to the bottomless pd a great chain. And he seized the dragon, that
ancient serpent, who is the devil and Satan, anddaim for a thousand years, and threw him into
the pit, and shut it and sealed it over him, so bieamight not deceive the nations any longer | unti
the thousand years were ended. After that he neustlbased for a little while.

Because Jesus will reign in peace and righteousiesghe earth, many people on the earth will
turn to him for their salvation. But there willlsthie unbelievers on the earth just as there were
some who “doubted” after they had seen Jesus irebigrected body (Matt. 28:17). Some will not
believe because genuine faith is something that oase from an internally changed heart and
cannot be compelled even by overwhelming outwardegxce and arguments. Even with no in-
fluence from Satan or demons at all on the edmtretwill still be people who do evil, showing that
our sin is not really caused by Satan but is tepamsibility of the human beings who do the sin.

In this premillennial view, after the 1,000-yeaigreof Christ on the earth, the final judgment will
occur, and those who believe in Jesus will conttousign with him for eternity; those who

rejected him will be condemned for eternity. ThélBiseems to support this position more than the
others. It is an easy and natural reading of Re¥-B0and many have understood it in this way
since the early church. In addition, Old Testanpasisages such as Is. 65:20 indicate a time in the
future that is very different from this age yet whsn and death are not removed: “No more shall
there be in it an infant who lives but a few daysan old man who does not fill out his days, for
the young man shall die a hundred years old, amditiner a hundred years old shall be accursed.”
Other passages, such as Ps.72:8-14; 1s.11:2-9; Zé®21; 1 Cor. 15:24; and Rev. 2:27; 12:5;
and 19:15, seem to indicate a period of time whiens€s reign over all things is seen in a greater
way but sin and evil still exist on the earth. Thiis a picture of Christ’s future millennial reign
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In addition, a future but not final reign of Christsupported by passages such as Rev. 2:26-27 that
indicate a ruling with “a rod of iron” over a rebeus people. This type of rule is indicative of a
premillennial reign of Christ. This reign seem$&well supported by other New Testament
passages that affirm that believers in Jesus &igirover the earth with him sometime in the future
(Lk. 19:17, 19; 1 Cor. 6:3; Rev. 2:26 — 27; 3:21).

One variation on the premillennial view has had ynfatiowers in the United States. Since it holds
that Christ will come back before the great “trfidn” mentioned in Mt. 24:21-31, this view is
called a pretribulational premillennial view. Thasko hold this view believe that Christ will
actually return twice: once in a secret returnuacenly take Christians out of the world and then
seven years later in a second, public return wigewil bring Christians back to earth to reign with
him for the thousand years mentioned in Rev. 208@Bing the seven years when Christ and
Christians are absent from the earth, there wik hiene of great tribulation when the vast majority
of Jewish people will trust in Christ as their Meassand preach the gospel to those left on earth.

The difficulty with this position is that it is héto find any passages that speak about a secret
return of Christ. The passages that speak of Christiurn always speak of it in very visible, pabli
terms, such as 1 Thess. 4:16: “For the Lord hims#llidescend from heaven with a cry of
command, with the voice of an archangel, and withgound of the trumpet of God.”

The Victorious King It is perhaps not surprisingtiChristians have differences over their views of
the future. This is due in part to the subject srathe future is somewhat unclear to us sincast h
not yet happened! But regardless of the timing lmfi€E’s return, all Christians believe that theafin
victory of Christ over Satan (described in Rev.720:10) will occur in the future. They believe that
Satan “will be released from his prison” (Rev. 2aw/ gather together for battle those he has
deceived.At that final battle, Jesus will defeaiaBaand his army once and for all. At the end ef th
battle, Satan will be “thrown into the lake of fimad sulfur” where he “will be tormented day and
night forever and ever” (Rev. 20:10). At the endha final battle, Jesus, the victorious king, will
execute his final judgment. And then, he will reigrever and ever.

As Jesus told John, this is something in which €iams can take great hope, because his words
“are trustworthy and true” (Rev. 22:6).Jesus sdidm coming soon, bringing my recompense with
me, to repay everyone for what he has done” (R&2\12). The response of those who are believers
in Jesus, regardless of their interpretation ofdRaion 20:1 — 6, should be like John’s: “Amen.
Come, Lord Jesus!"(Rev. 22:20).

Questionsfor Review and Application?
1. What are some of the things about eschatolaggyath Christians should agree on? Which of
those things gives you the greatest joy?

2. What are some issues relating to eschatologyChastians differ on? How should Christians
deal with these differences?

3. Take a moment to read Revelation 22:12. In nespdo reading that, take a moment to pray
John’s prayer as found in Revelation 22:20.



