What happens before Jesus returns?

The Christian gospel makes some far-reaching demands on people, in what it asks them to believe and in the personal commitment for which it calls.  But it also provides a weight of hard evidence that the Bible is reliable; that world events are ultimately in God’s control; and that they are moving towards a climax in the physical return of Jesus Christ.

The promise of the return of Jesus is at the heart of Christian hope – foreshadowed in the Old Testament; described in Jesus’ parables and predicted in his teaching; and confirmed throughout the rest of the New Testament.  It’s not a peculiarly Christadelphian belief – one of the earliest summaries of Christian faith, the ‘Old Roman Creed’ declares faith in Jesus:

“…Who ascended into heaven

And sitteth on the right hand of the Father

Whence he cometh to judge the living and the dead…”

The return of Jesus remains part of the official teachings of major denominations today.

One of Jesus’ discourses, the ‘Olivet Prophecy’ (recorded in Matthew 24, Mark 13 and Luke 21) concerns the events leading up to his return.   Like other Bible prophecies, it refers both to things that would happen within a relatively short time (in this case, the destruction of Jerusalem by the Romans in AD70) and to things that would only be fulfilled over a much longer timescale.  They culminate in the Second Coming of Jesus, following a time of widespread distress and uncertainty.

Putting the three accounts of this discourse together with other Bible passages, we can map out a list of events that were to take place before Jesus returns.  Stage by inexorable stage, they have been, and are being, fulfilled.




	
Prediction
	What happened?

	Jewish Temple destroyed
	Romans destroyed the Temple in AD70

	Persecution of Christians
	Fulfilled – and still happening in some countries today

	Good News proclaimed throughout the world
	Fulfilled as the truth of the Gospel is being taken to all countries

	Jewish people scattered, many killed
	Fulfilled from AD70 right up to the 20th century

	Jewish people regathered to their land
	Fulfilled, especially in the re-creation of the nation of Israel in 1948 and its survival against seemingly impossible odds

	Land restored and made fertile
	Fulfilled with Jewish settlement and the economic development of Israel

	Jewish control of Jerusalem regained
	Achieved on 6 June 1967

	Nations in perplexity
	Fulfilled – perhaps more in this age than any other

	Wars and revolutions
	Fulfilled – especially in the unstable world of the later 20th and 21st century

	Earthquakes
	Increasing losses due to earthquakes …

	Famines
	… and famines (the El Niño effect, global warming)

	Pestilences
	-  Some 3 million deaths due to AIDS in 2004
-  At end 2004, an estimated 39.4 million people were
   living with AIDS
            (Joint United Nations Programme on HIV/AIDS)

	Men will faint from terror
	Tragically true in the post-September 11 2001 world

	“False Christs and false prophets”
	Many ‘false messiahs’ and false prophets claiming people’s allegiance

	People deny the promise of Jesus’s second coming
	Most scoff at the idea

	“Fig tree and all the trees” sprouting
	The fig tree is used as a symbol of the nation of Israel in the Bible – so perhaps ‘all the trees’ refers to the many other new nations formed since World War II

	Jerusalem an “immovable rock”
	Just read any newspaper item on the Middle East!

	All nations gathered against Jerusalem to fight against it
	Still to come – an international coalition aiming to impose a Middle East ‘settlement’ on Israel and the Palestinians?

	Temporary defeat of Israel
	Still to come – but could be sudden and short-lived

	Jesus returns
	The inevitable climax


How, where, when?

Jesus made it clear that his return, while dramatic and obvious to all, would be “like a thief” – that is, it will be sudden and, to most, unexpected.  It’s also clear where the events of his return will centre – Jerusalem, scene of so many of the pivotal events in God’s purpose and the focus of so much strife in the world. 

Jesus specifically said that he did not know the “day or hour” of his return: only God knew that.  It’s fairly obvious why God would not reveal it – if the date were known, most generations of Christians would have been discouraged by knowing it was a long way off, and the last generation would only think seriously about God just before the climax.  But the evidence of history – and recent news – proves that God’s plan is moving on, and strongly suggests that we haven’t long to wait.  In fact, in the post-Cold War era with the precedents of Iraq and Afghanistan behind us, it seems more than possible that an attempt will be made by “all nations” to force Israel to concede to a Middle East “solution” in a final showdown at Jerusalem.

Some people think there will be a time of great difficulty for Christians in the final period before the Second Coming, with a short-lived but powerful global ruler opposed to God.  If so, it’s vital to have our eyes fixed firmly on the promise of Jesus’ return, with the confidence that comes from 2000 years and more of solid evidence.  Others think that the Bible passages describing such a period have already come true.

But whether there is such a time or not, the Second Coming is absolutely certain.  The question is, will you be ready? When it happens, it will be too late to think about turning to God and believing His truth.  Jesus is coming back to put the world right, with those who have trusted and tried to obey him.  One of the reasons for the weight of evidence for his return, together with the time that’s been allowed to elapse, is to encourage and persuade people to believe the truth of the Gospel – and do something about it, by making the commitment that Christian baptism means.  This isn’t about being part of a group, or being brought up in a Christian family, or having a general warm feeling towards Christian values: it’s an individual, personal commitment.  It’s between you, and the man from Nazareth.  

“Come, Lord Jesus”  -  Revelation 22:20
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