APPENDIX


 THE SECOND COMING OF CHRIST





In the INTRODUCTION I promised to take up the connection between transcultural missions and the return of Christ. I have lectured on the subject of transcultural missions many times. I have found that the most frequent question that is asked, in connection with Christ's return, has to do with Matthew 24:14. It is as good a place to start as any. "This Gospel of the Kingdom will be preached in all the world as a witness to all the nations, and then the end will come."





The question most frequently posed is whether Christ can return before we reach the last ethnic nation. The temporal adverb "then" indicates that something has to happen first, in this case the preaching of the Gospel to each ethnic nation. That part of it seems clear enough. The interpretation of the verse depends on the meaning or reference of "the end". The end of what? I suppose all will agree that this day has an end, this week has an end, this month has an end, this year, this decade, etc., but they are distinct "ends" that occur on different dates (usually). Similarly, in eschatology there are several "ends". This world has an end; the millennium has an end; the great tribulation has an end; this age of grace has an end--in my understanding of God's Word these ends are different and distinct, and will not coincide. So to which of these ends was Jesus referring in Matthew 24:14?





If He was referring to the end of the world or the end of the millennium then the passage has no bearing on Christ's return, for He will have already come. And it will not be our problem because during the millennium God Himself will see to it that all hear.  "No more shall every man teach his neighbor, and every man his brother, saying 'Know the LORD,' for they all shall know me, from the least of them to the greatest of them, says the LORD" (Jer. 31:34). "They shall not hurt nor destroy in all my holy mountain, for the earth shall be full of the knowledge of the LORD as the waters cover the sea" (Isa. 11:9). If there is any part of the ocean without water then someone might get by without knowing the Lord. See also Revelation 21:24.





But if Jesus was referring to the end of the great tribulation, what then? Does Christ's return depend upon our missionary activity? I think not. Consider Revelation 14:6. "Then I saw another angel flying in the midst of heaven, having the everlasting Gospel to preach to those who dwell on the earth--to every ethnic nation, tribe, tongue and people." Since this angelic activity takes place during the great tribulation, before its end each ethnic group will have been "evangelized", the speakers of each language will know the truth about God and His Kingdom. So Christ will be free to come and set up the millennial reign.





Only if Jesus was referring to the end of this age of grace, the Church age, and if the pre-tribulation rapture position is the correct one, do we have a problem--only in that event does Christ's return depend upon our missionary efforts. If the rapture of the Church precedes the great tribulation and if the last ethnic nation must hear the Gospel before the rapture can occur, then we are in a bad way! Since perhaps some 3,000 ethnic nations have yet to hear the Gospel, the time has come for all true believers to roll up their sleeves and do what can be done to reach those nations! Many of the transcultural missionaries at work around the world have precisely that understanding, and that is why they are missionaries--they are committing their lives to the effort of seeing the last ethnic nation reached so that Jesus can come again! I wish that everyone would feel that way and invest their lives to see Christ's great commission fulfilled. Would that it were so!





There is one interpretation of Acts 1:8 that should be mentioned here. This word of our Lord is usually taken to be a declaration with the practical effect of an order. However, there are those who say that Jesus' statement is a prophecy. The phrase "to the end of the earth" is indeed singular and can be understood to refer to the last place, or perhaps even the last ethnic group, on the earth. They argue that Jesus was addressing His disciples, so if His words were prophetic then it is His disciples who must reach the "last place". If their position is correct then it would appear that it is the Church that must finish reaching the world--we cannot 'pass the buck' to the angel of Revelation 14:6.





However, I myself do not understand the Sacred Text in the aforementioned ways. I am a pre-tribulationist--I take it that the interpretation that does the best job of accommodating all the relevant passages (to build a position on just one or two of them is illicit) is the one that sees the rapture of the Church preceding the great tribulation.  However, the Text does present us with some ambiguity; yes it does, which is why no one should attempt to declare the issue closed, much less to excommunicate anyone who disagrees.





Returning to Matthew 24:14, I understand that "the end" Jesus refers to is that of the great tribulation because immediately, in the next verse, He speaks of the "abomination of desolation," which will happen during that period. In that event, that angel in Revelation 14:6 will get us out of our predicament. Whatever is left undone by the Church that dear angel will complete. Ah blessed angel! (When I get to heaven I want to shake his hand.) But wait just a minute! Let no one cross his arms and say: "Well, since that angel is going to solve our problem we can stop worrying about it and do our own thing; those unreached peoples have already waited for all this time and they won't know the difference if they have to wait some more; it's their problem." Whoever thinks and acts in such a fashion will be severely punished at the judgment seat of Christ! We need to develop more respect for the final accounting--it is not going to be a soft touch!





Let's just suppose we are watching when a negligent believer has his turn; he is standing before the Judgment Seat. So Jesus asks him in what ways he exerted himself with a view to seeing His commands carried out. Then the self-centered believer begins to stammer: "Well, er, um, you know Lord; that angel, somewhere in Revelation doesn't it say something about an angel . . . ?" Does anyone actually imagine that Jesus will accept such a monstrously stupid argument? Be not deceived! Jesus will demand to know what we did about His orders!





Really, people, I very much doubt that He will insist that we be precisely correct about every detail in the end time chronology. Whatever for? If I am effectively living as a disciple, as His slave, if I am doing my best to please Him, if I am expending all my energies on behalf of His Kingdom, what difference does it make if I am mistaken about the time of the rapture? But, if my view of things leads me to be careless, to be negligent, then it's different. Unfortunately, many who defend the pre-tribulationist view, rather than spending themselves to "bring back the King", are sitting around waiting for the rapture. If the news media report ever greater tragedies, they are pleased, because it means the rapture must be getting close--such an attitude is an aberration that does not derive from the doctrine itself. Strange to relate, many who criticize such pre-tribulationists are themselves doing little or nothing to fulfill the Great Commission. What is our problem? 





Dear people, let's cut our losses. Let's give it all we have. If Christ returns before we reach the last ethnic nation, amen! If He comes upon our reaching that last one, hallelujah! If we finish the job and He still doesn't come, at least we can hope to hear His "Well done, good and faithful servant!" (Matthew 25:21). I trust no one wants to hear Him say, "You wicked and lazy servant!" (Matthew 25:26). Anything but that!





I wish to finish by insisting again upon the absolute necessity of our taking Christ's commands seriously. We may be completely certain; among all the things that will be required of us when we stand before Christ's Tribunal, none will be more weighty than His commands. So whatever your eschatological position may be, let's get on with obeying those commands. Shall we go for it? May God help us!
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