NAVS Discipleship materials

 Last Things – Kingdom
Aim – To help us to consider what our perspective should be now towards what will happen in the future and the impact that this perspective should have on our lives. 

Introduction – As we begin to think about the end times we must appreciate that over the years people have widely speculated about what might happen at the end of time. In the next three sessions however, I want us to concentrate on the things about the future that we can be reasonably certain about. We are dealing with some of the most practical teaching in the New Testament for each and every aspect of what the Bible says about the end times has a bearing on how we live now. The aim of this series is not that we might have a better technical knowledge of what is going happen in the future but that our lives would be transformed by an understanding of what is to come. In this session we will be thinking a little about what our perspective should be now. Then in the next session we will think about Jesus’ return and then finally we will think about the future that awaits us for eternity. 

As we come to this material, I think that it is worth noting at the outset that there are two extremes between which we will all fall. At one extreme there are those who are having a hard time at the moment or who are perhaps feeling defeated or discouraged. At the other extreme there are those who have become complacent or who are struggling in their faith. Wherever we fall in this wide spectrum there is something for us in these sessions. While we do have the great truth that as Christians we have a glorious future with Christ, we also have the challenge to be ready for Jesus’ return that we must face up to. 

In what sense is the Kingdom of God something of both the present and the future? What foretaste of the coming Kingdom of God do we enjoy here and now during the last days?

· In Luke 17:20-21 Jesus is asked when the Kingdom of God would come. Jesus’ response is to answer the question of where it is rather than when it would come. Jesus said that it does not come with their observation because the Kingdom of God is within us. The Kingdom of God comes into being wherever the kingly authority of God is acknowledged. The Bible looks forward to the coming of the Kingdom of God and that Kingdom has now come in Christ. 

· Yet in another sense the Kingdom of God will not come in all its fullness until Jesus Christ returns. When Jesus shares the last supper He tells His disciples that He would not share of the bread and the wine until they found fulfilment in the Kingdom of God (Luke 22:16,18). In Revelation 12:10 John says that he heard a voice say, “now have come the salvation and the power and the Kingdom of God, and the authority of His Christ”. Scripture testifies that the Kingdom of God will not come in all its fullness until Jesus comes a second time. 

· We are now living in the last days, the period between Jesus’ first coming and the consummation of all things at His return (2 Peter 3:3, Acts 2:17, Hebrews 1:2). Scripture tells us that this age is marked with Godlessness, apostasy, scoffing and persecution. Yet during this age we also experience a foretaste of the age to come. In 1 Corinthians 13:8-12 Paul says that now we know and prophesy in part but when perfection comes (Kingdom of God) then the imperfect will disappear. We have a foretaste now of the coming Kingdom but only when Jesus returns will we enjoy that Kingdom in full. One foretaste of the coming Kingdom is that the Holy Spirit lives in us and is a downpayment for what is to come.

At what time is Jesus going to return? Can we even hope to know when Jesus will return? What would people do if they did know when Jesus was going to return? Are we eagerly awaiting a saviour as Paul was? If not, what does it mean to do so?

· Over the years people have speculated about the date when Jesus would return and all the predictions thus far have been proved wrong because Jesus has clearly not yet returned. This is not surprising as Jesus reveals that no one knows when He will come back except for the Father (Mark 13:32-33). If the angels in Heaven nor the Son Himself do not know the time designated by His Father for Christ’s return then how can we expect to know the time. Jesus is telling us that we cannot know when He will return. In Matthew 24:44 Jesus says ‘the Son of Man is coming at an hour you do not expect’ and in Matthew 25:13 He says ‘you do not know when the time will come’. 

· So if we cannot know when Jesus is coming back then our perspective should be that He could come back at any time. Jesus says in Matthew 24:42 that we should be watchful for we do not know when the Lord will come. To illustrate this point Jesus often uses the example of a thief. A thief does not telephone to ask for an appointment, but rather a thief comes unexpectedly. If we knew that a thief was coming we would be ready for them when they came. While we do not know the hour we can make ourselves ready for when that time comes. Jesus wants us to be ready by being obedient to Him in the situations and circumstances in which He has placed us. 

· After this section on being ready Jesus tells the parable of the ten virgins (Matthew 25:1-13) and the talents (Matthew 24:14-30). The parable of the ten virgins illustrates the need to be ready. The bridegroom had been long in coming and the five virgins who had not brought oil were caught out when He came all of a sudden and He was not ready. Jesus tells the parable of the talents to illustrate the need to be faithful with all that God has given us until Jesus does return. Our perspective should be that Jesus could come today and our lives should be radically different as a result. 

· At the end of Revelation, John says ‘Amen, Come Lord Jesus’ and Paul too says that we ‘eagerly await a saviour, the Lord Jesus Christ’. Sometimes the truth is that we are not eagerly awaiting our Lord’s return but have become wrapped up in chasing after pleasures in this life. Often it is those who face extreme hardship or persecution who have the most intense longing for Christ’s return. We should be daily aware that today could be the day that Jesus comes back and we should live in the light of that conviction. It is not easy but we must endeavour to do so and encourage each other with these truths until He does return.

What are the signs of Jesus’ coming and the end of the age? Why does Jesus give us these signs? What encouragement’s and dangers are we faced with when we look for these signs in the world around us? In the light of these signs is it still true to say that Jesus could come back at any time?
· The world around us tells us that times are getting better as science and technology push us forward. The Bible however teaches that there will be a rising tide of evil. In Matthew 24 Jesus speaks about the increase of wickedness. Paul also talks about this rebellion in 2 Thessalonians 2 and in 2 Timothy 3:1-5 spells out what this means. Paul says that there will be terrible times in the last days and he reels off a whole list of evils that will characterise the last days. Essentially this rebellion is a rebellion against God and His law and we have seen even just in our lifetimes how our nation has been

· We also read that there would be international stress in the world around us (Matthew 24:6-8). If we watch even just one news broadcast we hear of some of the most heinous atrocities going on in the world around us.  In our country alone just think of the uproar at the recent death of two schoolgirls or the abuse of a doctor killing many of his patients. Further afield we remember what happened on 11 September 2001 in New York, Afghanistan, the Iraqi conflict and troubles in many more parts of the world. Indeed there is much more evil going on in the world around us than what we hear about in our news. Jesus also talks about natural disasters like earthquakes as our world continues to be subject to frustration and fallenness. 

· There will also be an emergence of the antichrist. The antichrist is the social and spiritual evil of this world being personified in one person. This man of lawlessness in 2 Thessalonians 2:1-10 is someone who will take Christ’s rightful place and command obedience and worship. This why he is called anti-Christ (1 John 2:18,22). Throughout history we have seen those who have risen to command such a position over others with frightening speed.

· Jesus says that in the church there will be those who will deceive many people (Matthew 24:4, 23-24). There will be false prophets who will come in Jesus’ name and lead people away form truth. In verses 23-24 Jesus even says that they will perform great signs and miracles in order to deceive people. Paul says that the time will come when people will not put up with sound doctrine but will gather round them those who say only what they want to hear (2 Timothy 4:3-4). 

· There will also be inevitable persecution for those who remain true to the Lord Jesus (Matthew 24:29-30, Luke 21:12-16). It is easy to understand why those facing such persecution hold on to the fact that Jesus is coming again but that is but a foretaste of what is to come. Jesus says in verses 19-21 that there will be a time of unequalled distress unequalled form what has gone before and never to be equalled again. In these times Jesus also foresaw a falling away from the faith (Matthew 24:10, 1 Timothy 4:1). Persecution separates those who are truly committed to their faith with those who are not. On a more positive note there we read in verse 14 that the gospel will be preached in the entire world to all nations. This is a great motivation for missionary work.

· In verse 12 Jesus says that He who stands firm to the end will be saved. We are told to stand firm and to endure to the end. Jesus gave an example in verses 32-33 to explain that we should look for the signs of the times. When the twigs of the fig tree get tender and its leaves come out we know that summer is near. So when we see the signs that Jesus talks about we will know that His coming is near and it will intensify our longing for that day (Luke 21:28). In the past people have misread the signs as the seeds of what Jesus described have always been there amongst the wickedness of this world. These signs should encourage us that Jesus’ return is near rather than that Jesus’ return has come. 

· It is not easy to reconcile the teaching that we need to be ready because Jesus could come at any time with these signs of the times. If certain things must happen before Jesus comes back then how can we say that Jesus could return at any time. If we conclude that Jesus could not come back at any time then the force of Jesus’ warnings to be ready and to be watchful are nullified and the signs will not intensify our longing for Jesus’ return. The signs were not given to encourage us not to expect that Jesus could come back at any time. Instead can I suggest that we must rather conclude that Jesus could indeed come back at any time because we just do not know whether the signs have been fulfilled. It is unlikely that the signs have been fulfilled but we cannot know with certainty whether or not the signs have been fulfilled. There have been many occurrences that could have been what Jesus was referring to in this passage. For example there have been wars, earthquakes, persecution, false prophets and the spreading of the gospel. It is possible that some of the other signs such as the sun darkening and stars falling from the sky could happen in a matter of minutes. As we cannot know with certainty whether these things have been fulfilled, our perspective must be that we need to be ready for Jesus’ imminent return that could be at any moment. 

What is Peter’s response to the scoffers of his time who doubted Jesus’ return? What is the carrot and stick that Peter uses to motivate his readers in their daily living? Is this how we think? How should these encourage us in our lives today?

· In Peter’s second letter he warns his readers that in the last days scoffers will come saying where is this coming that was promised (2 Peter 3:1-18). He says that they will argue that because Jesus’ has not returned, it was proof that we would not do so. These scoffers had deliberately forgotten that by God’s word the earth was formed and by that same word the present heavens and earth are reserved for fire and kept for the day of judgement and destruction. With God a thousand years are like a day, God is timeless and outside of time. God is not slow to keep His promises but He is patient with us not wanting any to perish but all to come to repentance. 

· Peter also explains that the day of the lord will come like a thief and the heavens and the earth will be destroyed in an instant. He asks the rhetorical question of ‘what kind of lives we ought to live’ if the world is to be destroyed in this way. His answer is that we should live holy and godly lives as we look forward to the Lord’s coming (11-12). Later in verse 14 Peter says that we should make every effort to be found spotless and blameless and at peace with the Lord when Jesus returns. In verse 13 Peter encourages them with the fact that though this day will bring about much destruction we look forward to a new heaven and a new earth, the home of righteousness. Peter like a caring pastor knows that while some of his readers need to be motivated to live holy and godly lives (the stick), others need to be encouraged by what is to come (the carrot). Either way the truths about what is to come should stimulate us to live differently. 
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Luke 17:20-21“Once, having been asked by the Pharisees when the kingdom of God would come, Jesus replied, ‘The kingdom of God does not come with your careful observation, nor will people say, ‘Here it is,’ or ‘There it is,’ because the kingdom of God is within you.”
Luke 22:16-18 “For I tell you, I will not eat it again until it finds fulfilment in the kingdom of God.’ After taking the cup, he gave thanks and said, ‘Take this and divide it among you. For I tell you I will not drink again of the fruit of the vine until the kingdom of God comes.”

Revelation 12:10 “Then I heard a loud voice in heaven say: ‘Now have come the salvation and the power and the kingdom of our God, and the authority of his Christ.”
Acts 2:17a “In the last days, God says, I will pour out my Spirit on all people.”
1 Corinthians 13:8-12 “Love never fails. But where there are prophecies, they will cease; where there are tongues, they will be stilled; where there is knowledge, it will pass away. For we know in part and we prophesy in part, but when perfection comes, the imperfect disappears. When I was a child, I talked like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child. When I became a man, I put childish ways behind me. Now we see but a poor reflection as in a mirror; then we shall see face to face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I am fully known.”

Mark 13:32-34 “No one knows about that day or hour, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father. Be on guard! Be alert! You do not know when that time will come. It's like a man going away: He leaves his house and puts his servants in charge, each with his assigned task, and tells the one at the door to keep watch.”
Matthew 24:1-35 “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?’ Jesus answered: ‘Watch out that no one deceives you. For many will come in my name, claiming, ‘I am the Christ,’ and will deceive many. You will hear of wars and rumours of wars, but see to it that you are not alarmed. Such things must happen, but the end is still to come. Nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom. There will be famines and earthquakes in various places. All these are the beginning of birth pains. Then you will be handed over to be persecuted and put to death, and you will be hated by all nations because of me. At that time many will turn away from the faith and will betray and hate each other, and many false prophets will appear and deceive many people. Because of the increase of wickedness, the love of most will grow cold, but he who stands firm to the end will be saved. 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. So when you see standing in the holy place ‘the abomination that causes desolation,’ spoken of through the prophet Daniel--let the reader understand-- then let those who are in Judea flee to the mountains. Let no one on the roof of his house go down to take anything out of the house. Let no one in the field go back to get his cloak. How dreadful it will be in those days for pregnant women and nursing mothers! Pray that your flight will not take place in winter or on the Sabbath. For then there will be great distress, unequalled from the beginning of the world until now--and never to be equalled again. If those days had not been cut short, no one would survive, but for the sake of the elect those days will be shortened. At that time if anyone says to you, ‘Look, here is the Christ!’ or, ‘There he is!’ do not believe it. For false Christ’s and false prophets will appear and perform great signs and miracles to deceive even the elect--if that were possible. See, I have told you ahead of time. So if anyone tells you, ‘There he is, out in the desert,’ do not go out; or, ‘Here he is, in the inner rooms,’ do not believe it. 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.’ 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. Now learn this lesson from the fig tree: As soon as its twigs get tender and its leaves come out, you know that summer is near. Even so, when you see all these things, you know that it is near, right at the door. I tell you the truth, this generation will certainly not pass away until all these things have happened. Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will never pass away.”

Matthew 24:36-51 “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. I tell you the truth, he will put him in charge of all his possessions. But suppose that servant is wicked and says to himself, ‘My master is staying away a long time,’ and he then begins to beat his fellow servants and to eat and drink with drunkards. The master of that servant will come on a day when he does not expect him and at an hour he is not aware of. He will cut him to pieces and assign him a place with the hypocrites, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.”

Matthew 25:1-13 “At that time the kingdom of heaven will be like ten virgins who took their lamps and went out to meet the bridegroom. Five of them were foolish and five were wise. The foolish ones took their lamps but did not take any oil with them. The wise, however, took oil in jars along with their lamps. The bridegroom was a long time in coming, and they all became drowsy and fell asleep. At midnight the cry rang out: ‘Here's the bridegroom! Come out to meet him!’ Then all the virgins woke up and trimmed their lamps. The foolish ones said to the wise, ‘Give us some of your oil; our lamps are going out.’ ‘No,’ they replied, ‘there may not be enough for both us and you. Instead, go to those who sell oil and buy some for yourselves.’ But while they were on their way to buy the oil, the bridegroom arrived. The virgins who were ready went in with him to the wedding banquet. And the door was shut. Later the others also came. ‘Sir! Sir!’ they said. ‘Open the door for us!’ But he replied, ‘I tell you the truth, I don't know you.’ Therefore keep watch, because you do not know the day or the hour.”

2 Thessalonians 2:1-10 “Concerning the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ and our being gathered to him, we ask you, brothers, not to become easily unsettled or alarmed by some prophecy, report or letter supposed to have come from us, saying that the day of the Lord has already come. Don't let anyone deceive you in any way, for that day will not come until the rebellion occurs and the man of lawlessness is revealed, the man doomed to destruction. He will oppose and will exalt himself over everything that is called God or is worshiped, so that he sets himself up in God's temple, proclaiming himself to be God. Don't you remember that when I was with you I used to tell you these things? And now you know what is holding him back, so that he may be revealed at the proper time. For the secret power of lawlessness is already at work; but the one who now holds it back will continue to do so till he is taken out of the way. And then the lawless one will be revealed, whom the Lord Jesus will overthrow with the breath of his mouth and destroy by the splendour of his coming. The coming of the lawless one will be in accordance with the work of Satan displayed in all kinds of counterfeit miracles, signs and wonders, and in every sort of evil that deceives those who are perishing. They perish because they refused to love the truth and so be saved.”

2 Timothy 3:1-5 “But mark this: There will be terrible times in the last days. People will be lovers of themselves, lovers of money, boastful, proud, abusive, disobedient to their parents, ungrateful, unholy, without love, unforgiving, slanderous, without self-control, brutal, not lovers of the good, treacherous, rash, conceited, lovers of pleasure rather than lovers of God-- having a form of godliness but denying its power. Have nothing to do with them.”

1 John 2:18,22 “Dear children, this is the last hour; and as you have heard that the antichrist is coming, even now many antichrists have come. This is how we know it is the last hour … Who is the liar? It is the man who denies that Jesus is the Christ. Such a man is the antichrist--he denies the Father and the Son.”

2 Timothy 4:3-4 “For the time will come when men will not put up with sound doctrine. Instead, to suit their own desires, they will gather around them a great number of teachers to say what their itching ears want to hear. They will turn their ears away from the truth and turn aside to myths.”

Luke 21:12-16 “But before all this, they will lay hands on you and persecute you. They will deliver you to synagogues and prisons, and you will be brought before kings and governors, and all on account of my name. This will result in your being witnesses to them. But make up your mind not to worry beforehand how you will defend yourselves. For I will give you words and wisdom that none of your adversaries will be able to resist or contradict. You will be betrayed even by parents, brothers, relatives and friends, and they will put some of you to death.”
1 Timothy 4:1 “The Spirit clearly says that in later times some will abandon the faith and follow deceiving spirits and things taught by demons.”

Luke 21:28 “When these things begin to take place, stand up and lift up your heads, because your redemption is drawing near.”

2 Peter 3:1-13 “Dear friends, this is now my second letter to you. I have written both of them as reminders to stimulate you to wholesome thinking. I want you to recall the words spoken in the past by the holy prophets and the command given by our Lord and Saviour through your apostles. First of all, you must understand that in the last days scoffers will come, scoffing and following their own evil desires. They will say, ‘Where is this coming he promised? Ever since our fathers died, everything goes on as it has since the beginning of creation.’ But they deliberately forget that long ago by God's word the heavens existed and the earth was formed out of water and by water. By these waters also the world of that time was deluged and destroyed. By the same word the present heavens and earth are reserved for fire, being kept for the day of judgement and destruction of ungodly men. But do not forget this one thing, dear friends: With the Lord a day is like a thousand years, and a thousand years are like a day. The Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some understand slowness. He is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance. But the day of the Lord will come like a thief. The heavens will disappear with a roar; the elements will be destroyed by fire, and the earth and everything in it will be laid bare. 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.”
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