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The Challenge of the Return of Christ
Luke 12:35-48

Christians are divided shout the details sbaut the manner and time of
the second coming of Christ. Among evangelical Christians the most
popular interpretation of the return of Christ at the present time is set
forth in the film "Thief in the Night” which we saw last week. But,
although all evangelical Christians believe in the return of Christ, many
are quite critical of the theology and atmosphere of that film which is
representative of fundamentalist dispensational theology.  In most
Presbyterian and Reformed churches, for example, ministers and elders are
free to hold & variety of beliefs concerning the return of Christ. Qur
creeds and confessions require only that we believe that Christ will come
again to judge the living and the dead. Although we are free to hold
diverse opinions most ministers | know within Presbyterian and Reformed
circles believe that in the death of Christ Satana“[rhéas been crushed,
defeated, and chained. “| saw Satan fall from heaven" Jesus said.

The death of Christ was like D-Day in Europe. Normandy was the
deciding battle in the war. The war was won on the beaches of Normandy.
Days &and months of{lglhtln rerfalt%ggﬁﬁagq were killed. But the decisive
battle had been won” On the cross, Satan's head was crushed. The decisive
battle was won. We no longer need fear Satan. We can laugh at him. He na
longer blinds the nations. Since the death of Christ the light of the gospel
has shown around the world. That's not to say that Satan is powerless.
Just as a snake writhes in its death pangs so also Satan writhes as a
dieing snake causing divisian and turmail within the warld and the church.
Our D-Day was the death of Christ. Qur Yictory Europe day will be the
return of Christ.

Our belief in the return of Christ presents all of us with & challenge
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whether you sre a dispensationelist who believes in the secret rapture of
the church or en amillenislist like myself. n thinking about the challenge
of the return of Christ remember the words of our Lord in our Scripture
lesson. |

From this we cen learn that the expectetion of 24e refurn of
Larisl cpalienges ws la 167ihryl seryvice in the work of Cprist's
ringoom. “Be dressed resdy for service” One of the disturbing things
sbout the film last week is that | got the impression thst if & person
strives to work for warld pesce he is & tool of the antichrist. That is &
terrible distertion of the gospel. Of course, Jesus ssid that he did naot
come to bring pesce, but a sword, When the Gospel is faithfully presched
and lived i1 will offend the proud end powerful and rich. But if we really

believe thst Christ will return we will be feithful servents, warking for—

peace in the world between men and nstions, snd between God and
hurnankind. During his sbsence Christ expects his servants to be busy in
his service, doing the things that he did when he was on esrth; teaching,
healing, preaching, feeding the hungry, and celebrsting the sacraments,
Dispensational thealogy disobediently gives up on the waorld that
Christ camme to save. [t is cbedient to only one half of the missian Christ
has given the church, It is faithful in evangelism but it ignores, for the
most part, the duty to work for justice, peace, end to end the night of
wirong thet still exist, But I must honestly admit that reformed theelogy
has been cbedient to only one half of the mission Christ has given us. ‘we
have carrectly seen that Christ i Lord of every area of life. Reformed
Christians therefore have been in the forefront in politics, social issues,
econoric issues, intelieciual snd srtistic endeavors in obedience to the

cultural mandsate that God has given us. But we have not been as obedient
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in the area of evangelism as we should have been, We heve been rightty
critical of manipulative methads of evengelism and altsr calls and
decisionism, but we have not be faithful as we should in biblicsl farms of
evengelism. The great question is will he find us busy when he comes;
sctive in all the work he has given us to do.

secandly, he redurn f Chrisl 75 & chellenge ta justice in aur
refatiansaips wilh athers. The menager in the parable took adventage
of his master's absence nat only to be lazy but to sct unjustly with those
in his house-hold, "He then begins tc best the menservants and
wormnenservants and to eat and drink snd get drunk.” "My master is taking &
leng time in coming” he says. He thinks he will never be called to account
for the injustice he hes perpetrsted. But Jesus warns that the measter

~will come on s day when he does noi expect him end et_an_hour he _1s nat

awere of. He will cul him to pieces and assign him a place with the
unbelievers.”

We ore going 1o be held accountsble for the injustice we perpetrste
and allow to teke place in the world, ‘We are responsible for the
revolutionary forces et work in Centrel Americe far rnore then the
communists, We are responsibie for the communist take over of Ethiapia.
We are responsible for the blood-letting in Palestine, Northern Ireland and
Sauth Africa. Every time we buy cheap benanas in the qrocery store we are
supporting unjust working conditions on the Centrel American benane
planiations. Lord Shaftesbury wss well sware of the challenge of the
return of Christ in this respect. "we are respansitle”, he would say of the
exploiters, "Their guilt is our guilt; we incur it by corniving et it. Do not
blame them, blame yourselves,.” He devoted his life to fightinvg the

cruelty thet existed in nineteenth-century Englend. He led the movements



to help the weak and i11-treated-~ the women and children who worked in
factories and mineg, the climbing chimney seeps, the insane, the paupers,
ond the animals who were tortured for sport,

This is 6 missing note in evengelical Christianity today for which we
will be held &ccountsble when Christ returns.,  Too often evangelicsl
Christians sre supporting the oppressors snd those who are the
perpetratars of injustice eround the world, Meny of us have adopted &
bornb-shelter mentality which withdrews from socisl end culturs
engagernent and simply waits for the end to come, pessively tolerating or
even welcoming the spread of evil becouse it hestens the return of Christ,

Thirdly, ihe expeciation of ihe Lard's relurn is & chellenge {o
engurence. There ere those within the evangelical church who say that

Lhristisns will be spared grest tribulation;_thal we _will_be_whisked

secretly out of o world bereft of the lesvening influence of the church and
the Holy Spirit. But Jesus issued numerous warnings that his followers
were to expect opposition and even persecution. When we cbey Christ and
follaw him we will incurr the displeasure and wrath of the rich, the
powerful, and the cppressor. When we faithfully procleim thet Jdesus
Christ is Lord and our sllegisnce to him transcends our lesser allegisnce
to our netion we will be slandered and hated. Todsy people are jsiled in
communist Russie for preaching Christ cpenly; and in capitslistic
bustemale men &nd women may be tortured for publicly reading certain
pesseges from the Epistle of Jdemes which speek of God's judgment on the |
rich and the oppressor, We should not he surprised if we suffer. Only let
us not suffer s wrongdoers., Let us not think that Christiens who heve
supported oppressive regimes suffer for Christ when the cammunist take

over. There suffering is an expression of God's wrath end judgment
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against injustice,

But ne metier how rmuch Christians are persecuted or appressed we
rust not resort to violence or revolution or Yengesnce. "Vengeasnce is
mine” seys the Lord. Do we really trust God encugh to allow him to take
vengeance on the wicked oppressor? When evil is in the ascendancy end
when there is nothing sctive thet we can da except to pray; to wait: and to
suffer; then Jesus said, “hold fast until | come.” This phrase comes to us
from the boock of Revelation. The whale book of Revelstion, or the
Apocalypse, has sometimes been called s Sursum Cords, the Latin phrase
which meens "1ift up your hearts”, The book of Revelslion ia not sorne king
of horoscope to which we go to look far detsils af the return of Christ the
way that pagans exam the entrsils of birds far future omens. Rsther, it is

ﬁ_gt_jjrinq_qgg,e&tg_perse_cgt_ed_Chrigtians tU_J,i_ft_up_thei;;,_henr:ts._because

however much they ere celled to suffer, God is on the throne snd Jesus
Christ is coming saon to vindicete his elect.

This lhen Is lhe challange af the secopg caming af Jesys
Chirst. U I8 & chelienge to 16714117 Seryice: 1l js & chellange to
Wark rar justice: iyt is & chelienge ta palient endurence,

But this chellenge is effective anly on one condition end thet is thet
we weolch. This was the repested staccatn command of Jesus; "Watch”
And again in aur scripture lesson, "Be dressed ready for service and keep
your lamps burning... you rmust be ready.” This wetchfulness and regdiness
is to be & cheracteristic of the Christian life. This is what led Lord
Shaftesbury to say, "I do not think that in the jast forty years | have lived
one conscious hour that was net influenced by the thought of cur Lord's
return.” If we live in the constant expectation of his return the chalienge

will be grest. Wwe will do our part in the way of Christian service
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supporting with prayer and our giving and in our sctions the work of Christ
in evangelism and society. We will faithfully waork for peace in the world
and procleim the Gospel af peace; that God was in Christ recanciling the
world to himself. We will refuse ta give our passive or active support of
oppression in Central Americs or Sauth Africs, or right here in Buffalo and
we will actively support the cause of justice. We will faithfully proclaim
the Lordship of Christ in every ares of life and refuse to give to the state
any sutanorny as though there were some aress of life in which the
government wes sovereign (for example, the political, economicel, and
socisl spheres) and other sress of 1ife in which Christ is savereign such as
the religicus sphere.

Finally, | know that the film last week upset snd frightened sarne

reaple whose fajth in Christ | have no doubts sbout. That is unfortunate,
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Because the same Christ who died on the cross for our sins is the one Lo
whom God has entrusted our finsl judgment. He has entrusted final
judgment to the one who ate snd drank with sinners and wes called the
friend of sinners. We can trust him with our final judgment. [ am not at
all certain Ehout what the future halds.. whether its a literally theusand
year reign of Christ, or the so-called secret rapture of the church as
dispensationsl theology teaches; or whether | or yau will have to go
through grest tritulation. | don't know who or whet is the anti-christ nor
do | fully understend the rmysterious visions in the book of Revelstion ar
the prophecies of Daniel. And sppsrently not many do because their are so
many divergent interpretations of those chapters even by fundamentalist
Bible teachers. But this one thing | em cerisin of “that in &l affliction
and persecution {that | may have to face) | may swait with head held high

the very Judge from heasven who has glresdy submitted himself to the
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judgment of God for me and has removed all the curse from me; thet he
will cast &l his enemies and rmine intg everlasting condermnation, but he
shall teke me, together with &l his elect, ta himself intn heavenly joy and
glory.” When we trust and obey Christ &= Lord snd Sevior we glso can have
that certainty. Amen,

(Preached May 12, 1985 st the evening service of Knox Presbyterian Church, Kenmore, MY tuy the
Revd. Theodore S, Atkinson, pastor)
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