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  We come this morning to the most glorious event on God’s redemptive timetable for those who know Christ Jesus as Lord and Savior.  We have noted in the two previous sermons how Christ spoke of two grand events in this his Olivet Discourse: that of the destruction of the Temple and of Jerusalem in A.D. 70 and that of His return at the end of the age, what we refer to as the Second Coming of Christ.  In our verses this morning, Christ speaks primarily to the latter of these events.  I say primarily because these events marked the A.D. 70 events as well.  Virtually everything that Jesus said was from Old Testament prophecy, language that the Apostles would readily understand, though it is not as easy for us today.  The apocalyptic language Jesus used in the natural catastrophes marks the massive atrocities against the Jews in A.D. 70.  The coming of the Son of Man refers to the establishment of His kingdom and His consequent enthronement at the right hand of God.  The sending of His angels to gather in the elect would then refer to the worldwide proclamation of the gospel that occurred following A.D. 70.  In this way, all of these events, as the signs we saw last week, were realized in the day of the Apostles. 


However, while that event was one of the most gruesome the world has ever seen, it simply portrays what will happen on an even grander scale when the Lord returns at the end of the age.  It is this event that the believer’s hope is grounded upon.  If the Lord were not to return and take His bride unto Himself, then we are of all men the most to be pitied.  We have no hope.  But our hope lies in the certainty of all His work on behalf of his people: in His becoming flesh and dwelling among us, tempted in the flesh in all ways just as we are, yet without sin; in His death that He died for His people so that their sins could be forgiven and His righteousness bestowed upon them; in His resurrection to life, whereby His perfect work was vindicated by the Father, proving that His holy and just wrath was towards sin was fully satisfied when Christ purchased a people for Himself and giving us the assurance that we too participate in the resurrection life;  in His glorious ascension to sit at the right hand of the Father, demonstrating that all authority has been granted Christ as King and assuring that all of His enemies, sin, death, Satan, and the world, have been brought under His authority, fully defeated at the Cross.  But all of this would mean nothing to us, these prior works all for naught, if Christ did not one day return.


It is that promise of His return that we look at together this morning.  What does Jesus say concerning His return in this message to His Apostles?

I.   His Return Is a Certain Event According to the Scriptures


With all of the different views concerning the end times and last things, one thing they all agree on is that the Lord’s return is sure to happen.  How do we know this?  Because the sure Word of God records this event.  Geoff Thomas shows the certainty of His return in eight verses of Scripture.
  First, Christ spoke of His return to the Apostles in John 14:2-4:

John 14:2-4 – 2 “In My Father’s house are many dwelling places; if it were not so, I would have told you; for I go to prepare a place for you.  3 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.  4 And you know the way where I am going.”


Here we have a promise from Christ Himself of His return after He had gone to prepare a place for them.  The Apostles were eyewitnesses to His glorious ascension to be with the Father.  It is there that He now resides, preparing a place for them, and all believers, in what we refer to as His session.  And He assures them that they knew where He was going.  Of course, Thomas showed that he was still not certain, and we have the dialogue that transpired concerning the way of life and to see the Father.  But for our purposes, we point out that Jesus clearly promised that He would come again and receive them, and by implication all who know Him, unto Himself.


Next we have the testimony of the angels at Christ’s ascension in Acts 1:6-12:

Acts 1:6-12 – 6 So when they had come together, they were asking Him, saying, “Lord, is it at this time You are restoring the kingdom to Israel?”  7 He said to them, “It is not for you to know times or epochs which the Father has fixed by His own authority; 8 but you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you shall be My witnesses both in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and even to the remotest part of the earth.”  9 And after He had said these things, He was lifted up while they were looking on, and a cloud received Him out of their sight.  10 And as they were gazing intently into the sky while He was going, behold, two men in white clothing stood beside them.  11 They also said, “Men of Galilee, why do you stand looking into the sky? This Jesus, who has been taken up from you into heaven, will come in just the same way as you have watched Him go into heaven.”  12 Then they returned to Jerusalem (interestingly enough) from the mount called Olivet, which is near Jerusalem, a Sabbath day’s journey away.

What was the testimony of the angels?  “This Jesus, who has been taken up from you into heaven, will come in just the same way as you have watched Him go into heaven.”


Then we have the testimony of the Apostle Paul that verifies the words of the angels in 1 Thessalonians 4:13-17:

1 Thessalonians 4:13-17 – 13 But we do not want you to be uninformed, brethren, about those who are asleep, so that you will not grieve as do the rest who have no hope.  14 For if we believe that Jesus died and rose again, even so God will bring with Him those who have fallen asleep in Jesus.  15 For this we say to you by the word of the Lord, that we who are alive and remain until the coming of the Lord, will not precede those who have fallen asleep.  16 For the Lord Himself will descend from heaven with a shout, with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet of God, and the dead in Christ will rise first.  17 Then we who are alive and remain will be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air, and so we shall always be with the Lord.

Peter also spoke of His return in 2 Peter 3:10:

2 Peter 3:9-13 – 9 The Lord is not slow about His promise, as some count slowness, but is patient toward you, not wishing for any to perish but for all to come to repentance.  10 But the day of the Lord will come like a thief, in which the heavens will pass away with a roar and the elements will be destroyed with intense heat, and the earth and its works will be burned up.  11 Since all these things are to be destroyed in this way, what sort of people ought you to be in holy conduct and godliness, 12 looking for and hastening the coming of the day of God, because of which the heavens will be destroyed by burning, and the elements will melt with intense heat!  13 But according to His promise we are looking for new heavens and a new earth, in which righteousness dwells.

The writer of Hebrews attests the Lord’s return in Hebrews 9:27-28, 27 “And inasmuch as it is appointed for men to die once and after this comes judgment, 28 so Christ also, having been offered once to bear the sins of many, will appear a second time for salvation without reference to sin, to those who eagerly await Him.”  


The Apostle John spoke of His return as well in 1 John 3:2, “Beloved, now we are children of God, and it has not appeared as yet what we will be. We know that when He appears, we will be like Him, because we will see Him just as He is.”  And John’s response to all of this is found in Revelation 22:20, “He who testifies to these things says, ‘Yes, I am coming quickly.’ Amen. Come, Lord Jesus.”


It is important that we belabor this point because in it we see both the certainty of His return and the anticipation of His return from both the angels and the Apostles.  The believer can and should look forward with great joy to the day of the Lord’s return.  The Scriptures are clear about this.  Jesus Himself promised His return and the angels, messengers of God, and the Apostles thereafter believed it.  Unless Jesus is a liar, the angels misinformed, and His Apostles totally duped, we must believe and can have great assurance and hope that He will return.  So what do we see of His return in Mark’s gospel?

II.  His Return Will Be a Time of Supernatural Upheaval (13:24-25)

Jesus used the prophetic language of the Old Testament to describe the cataclysmic event of His return.  Notice that He is very clear to point out that His return will occur “after that tribulation.”  This refers back to the severe persecutions of verses 14-23, the massive persecution of the Jews prior to the destruction in A.D. 70 and the tribulation prior to His return at the end of the age.  From this I believe we can be fairly certain that He will not return until after this outpouring of hatred towards the saints, a time known a the great tribulation.


I think it is appropriate here to set forth the two prevailing views concerning the doctrine of the Lord’s return, dispensationalism and covenant theology.
  My comments here are very general and I encourage you to do some further study on your own.  Dispensationalism sees the Second Coming of Christ as fulfilling a manifold purpose.  It consists of His coming for His saints in two separate events.   First, all the saints living and dead will be caught up in the clouds (raptured) to be with Him, followed by a second event, His Second Coming in power and great glory to bring final judgment on the Gentile, Christ-rejecting nations.  The two comings are separated by a tribulation period of seven years where God purifies His people, the Jews, and begins His judgment on the nations.  The Second Coming in power and great glory will be followed by a literal 1,000 year millennial period, which will then lead to the final judgment of all men and then eternal state.  This view is influenced by the distinction made between Israel, the chosen people of God in the Old Testament, and the New Testament people of God, the Church.  The dispensationalist claims that there exists no continuity between Israel and the Church, between the Old Testament and the New Testament.  All of their beliefs are set within this scheme.


Covenant theology takes an entirely different view.  It sees the chosen people of God, the elect, of both the Old Testament and the New Testament, as one and the same and it is the redemption of these people that has been God’s primary work in redemptive history.  Rather than God’s redemption coming in different dispensations of time, this view sees God working in history through covenants specific to His chosen people.  Therefore, covenant theology views the coming of Christ as a single event, a culmination of God’s one total plan of calling out of a people for Himself based on His everlasting covenant of grace.  There is no Plan A of redemption in the Old Testament and Plan B of salvation in the New.  All of God’s purposes for all of the elect from all ages exist under this one everlasting covenant of grace.  


Within this covenant view there are some who believe His coming will lead immediately to the final judgment and the eternal state.  This is the view of both amillennialism and postmillennialism.  The former does not see a golden age of prosperity spiritually and materially before the Lord’s return and believes the age in which we now live, the Gospel Age, is the millennium spoken of in Revelation 20 that will culminate when the Lord returns.  They do not see the millennium to be a literal 1,000 years.  The postmillennialist is different in that they view the millennium as a time of great gospel prosperity prior to the Lord’s return.  They too believe that we are living in the millennium, the Church Age. 


Then there are those within covenant theology that believe His coming will be followed by the millennial period and then the final judgment of all men will take place, to be followed by the eternal state.  This we call Covenant Premillennialism.  This name emphasizes that this form of premilleniallism does not separate Israel and the Church in the way Dispensationalism does.  Rather, it sees the Church as the New Israel of God and rejects the Church-Israel distinction as well as the secret rapture theory built upon it.


What do we learn from all of this?  Basically that Dispensationalism views Israel and the Church as two distinct groups of God’s chosen who God deals with in two different ways.  Covenant Theology views Israel and the Church as one people of God who God has dealt with throughout time redemptively by way of the covenant of grace.


Now back to Mark.  There is no reference to a secret rapture of the Church which is central to the teaching of dispensationalism.  It seems clear to me that if such an event as important as this would be in the life of the believer then Jesus would have plainly told of such an event.  But He does not.  It seems to me that He strongly asserts that the believers who are alive whenever these events occur will in fact be left to endure such tribulation.  I believe the language that Jesus uses to describe His return is figurative to show that there will be no mistake by anyone when He returns.  The supernatural upheavals will mark His Second Coming, which again Jesus plainly said would come “after that tribulation.”  


I realize that there are a number of other texts that speak to the events surrounding His return.  However, they must not be taken apart from what Jesus plainly stated here.  For me, everything else is nothing more than speculation.  Based on the words of Christ, and what I believe to be the clear covenantal approach given in Scripture as to how God has communicated with His chosen since the beginning of time, I believe the better approaches to the Lord’s return are those of either the amillennialist or the postmillennialist.  Having said that, I want to reiterate that this is not a reason to break fellowship, nor is it a test for one to be able to join this body at Grace Covenant.  I would venture to say that we have some of all stripes here today.  That is OK!  I would say that most here come at it from a covenantal approach, whether they be premill, amill, or postmill.  To be an officer you have no option according to the Charleston Confession of Faith.  However, for membership, we have left that open to the 2000 Baptist Faith & Message, which leaves room for all of these beliefs because it contains only those things of which we can be certain concerning His return.  What are those things?  Now back to Mark.

III.  His Return Will Be a Personal and Glorious Event (v. 26)


Jesus says in v. 26, “Then they will see THE SON OF MAN COMING IN CLOUDS with great power and glory.”  The Baptist Faith & Message refers to this event as follows:

God, in His own time and in His own way, will bring the world to its appropriate end. According to His promise, Jesus Christ will return personally and visibly in glory to the earth.


It would be easy for us to focus entirely on the supernatural events surrounding His return.  However, as Geoff Thomas points out, it will not be the heavenly events that will capture the attention; they are the mere backcloth.  The universe, the sun and the stars are mere bit-players in this drama.  The focus of the whole universe is going to be on Christ, and the fact that the Lord of glory has come back.
  Paul referred to His appearance in his letter to Titus, “Looking for the blessed hope and the appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior, Christ Jesus” (Titus 2:13).  At His return, Christ will be revealed as He really is in all of His glory for all to see.  Those glimpses of His glory that the Apostles had for a moment on the Mount of Transfiguration will come in its fullness.  It will be the glory that Isaiah witnessed in Isaiah 6 in a vision that caused him to cry out, “Woe is me, for I am ruined! Because I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips; for my eyes have seen the King, the LORD of hosts” (Is. 6:5).  It will be the full manifestation of the person that John encountered in the Revelation:

Revelation 1:14-17 – His head and His hair were white like white wool, like snow; and His eyes were like a flame of fire.  15 His feet were like burnished bronze, when it has been made to glow in a furnace, and His voice was like the sound of many waters.  16 In His right hand He held seven stars, and out of His mouth came a sharp two-edged sword; and His face was like the sun shining in its strength.  17 When I saw Him, I fell at His feet like a dead man.

That is what we can expect when Christ returns, “THE SON OF MAN COMING IN CLOUDS with great power and glory.”  He will come, as one writer put it, “in all the accoutrements of deity.”  Dear friend, all will recognize Him at that very moment as King of kings and Lord of lords.  In His first appearance He set aside His glory so that He could tabernacle among men.  In His first advent, some recognized Him, others did not.  Some received Him, others rejected Him.  Some sought His life, others sought to kill Him.  But there will be no mistaking Him in His second advent when He returns in all of His glory.  It will plunge the created order into chaos, panic, and confusion.  Just when men think they are in charge of their own destinies, God will burst in and say, “Let me show you the glory of My Son, the one you have despised and ignored, the one you hung on the Cross.”  And then the skies will burst open and the majesty of Christ will be there for all to see.  “Behold your God!”

IV.  His Return Will Be a Time of Gathering (v. 27)


We are told, “And then He will send forth the angels, and will gather together His elect from the four winds, from the farthest end of the earth to the farthest end of heaven.”  The Apostle Paul referred to this grand event in 1 Thessalonians 4:17, “Then we who are alive and remain will be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air, and so we shall always be with the Lord.”  The dispensationalist turns to this for their teaching on the rapture.  They say this event ushers in that time of great tribulation from which the believers are delivered when they are caught up with Christ in the air and return to heaven with Him.  But that is to read too much into what Paul said.  Paul did not say that Jesus would stop in the air.  I think that Paul is referring to this same gathering of the elect, a gathering that will take in all of the saints from all times, “from the four winds, from the farthest end of the earth to the farthest end of heaven.”  The dead in Christ will rise first, and then those alive at his return will be taken up.  


But here is what is important for us to consider as it relates to His Second Coming.  At that time, Christ is not coming to give sinners a second chance.  He is coming to set up His throne of judgment and gather the entire world before Him for the great separation.  Whereas He came the first time to seek and save that which is lost, His Second Coming will be to judge the saved and the lost.  No more preaching.  No more pleading of the Gospel.  The free offer of God’s grace in Christ Jesus will be forever lost to those who have not known Him.  At that time, every man will reap that which he has sown.  


Jesus is very clear: He is coming for His people.  He is coming to receive His bride, the Church.  He is going to present them in Him before the throne of the Father.  This is the time of reaping when all will be laid out before Him.  My plea to you this morning is that you not get so caught up in what we do not know concerning His return that you miss what we do know.  It will be a time of judgment, a time of damnation for the wicked and a time of blessing for the righteous.  Dear friend, whether you are alive or dead on that day, all will see Him as He really is.  More importantly, the great and righteous Judge of the universe will see you as you really are.  On that day, you are either in Christ or outside of Christ.  Where are you today?
Conclusion
1.  His return should strike horror in the hearts of the unbeliever and joy in the hearts of the believer.
32.2. The end of God’s appointing this day, is for the manifestation of the glory of his mercy, in the eternal salvation of the elect; and of his justice, in the eternal damnation of the reprobate, who are wicked and disobedient; for then shall the righteous go into everlasting life, and receive that fulness of joy and glory with everlasting rewards, in the presence of the Lord; but the wicked, who know not God, and obey not the gospel of Jesus Christ, shall be cast aside into everlasting torments, and punished with everlasting destruction, from the presence of the Lord, and from the glory of his power. 

2.  His return should cause the believer to live in joyful obedience to the command of God regardless of their situation on this earth.

32.3. As Christ would have us to be certainly persuaded that there shall be a day of judgment, both to deter all men from sin, and for the greater consolation of the godly in their adversity, so will he have the day unknown to men, that they may shake off all carnal security, and be always watchful, because they know not at what hour the Lord will come, and may ever be prepared to say, Come Lord Jesus; come quickly. Amen.
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