Lesson for May 27, 2007

The Life of Christ

Jesus Foretells His Second Coming

(Luke 17:20-37)
The Pharisees continued to taut Jesus in an attempt to trap Him into saying or doing something they considered blasphemous.  On this occasion, the Pharisees wanted to know when the kingdom of God would come (a reference to the Millennium).  Jesus’ answer was what He had been preaching all along: that the kingdom of God was within a person (those who believed in Jesus as Savior).  Remember that the Jews, in general, were looking for a political leader to overthrow the Roman government, not someone who would die on a cross for their sins.   

The Kingdom of God vs. The Kingdom of Heaven

The Kingdom of God is God’s eternal kingdom to which every believer belongs from all dispensations, perhaps even angels.  It is God’s spiritual kingdom, which is entered only through salvation by faith alone in Christ alone. (Matthew 6:33; Luke 13:28-29; John 3:3-7; Hebrews 12:22-23)  Within that kingdom there is the Kingdom of Heaven or the kingdom of the heavens.  The Kingdom of Heaven is only part of the entire Kingdom of God, and refers to the millennial reign of the Lord Jesus Christ on earth.  Since the Kingdom of Heaven is a part of the Kingdom of God, they are sometimes used interchangeably.

It is this earthly kingdom that was announced by John the Baptist and offered to Israel by Jesus Christ and rejected by the Jewish nation.  Since it was rejected and the Messiah crucified, the Kingdom of Heaven was postponed until after the Tribulation.  Therefore, the Kingdom of Heaven and the Millennium are the same period of time.  This period will be the time when David’s greater Son, Jesus Christ, will rule on earth.  It is a time when all the covenants to Israel will be fulfilled.  It is a time of peace and prosperity. (Matthew 3:1-3; Luke 1:31-33; Zechariah 12:8; II Samuel 7:7-10)

When John announced that the Kingdom of Heaven was at hand, it simply meant that the Messianic ruler was on the scene and ready to set up His kingdom on earth.  Even the disciples of Jesus thought that the Kingdom of Heaven was going to be set up at that time. (Acts 1:6)  In Matthew 13 Jesus teaches the multitudes about the Kingdom of Heaven in parables, so, these parables and their meanings apply only to the Millennium not to the Church Age.  In the end, the nation of Israel rejected Jesus as Messiah and with the assistance of the Romans fulfilled prophecy by crucifying the Savior. (Matthew 27)
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Jesus then foretold His Second Coming.  Let’s remember that there is a difference between the Rapture of the Church at the end of the Church Age and the Second Coming of Christ to the earth at the end of the Tribulation.  At the Rapture, all believers from the Church Age will meet the Lord Jesus Christ in the air.  At the Second Coming of Jesus Christ, He will set His foot on the earth to begin a 1000-year reign of peace and prosperity.  We call this period in time the Millennium.

The Second Coming of Jesus Christ is an event prophesied in the Old Testament and will be fulfilled immediately following the dispensation of the Tribulation.  All believers who remain alive at the end of the Tribulation will go into the Millennium.  Jesus Christ will be the ruler of the world and Satan will be bound for this 1000-year period.  Children will be born during this period and some will choose to believe in Christ and some will reject Him.  (Revelation 20:1-3)

The Second Coming will be heralded in by a mighty angel as the King of Kings and Lord of Lords, Jesus Christ, establishes His kingdom on earth.  With Satan bound and Jesus Christ in control, man’s lawless actions will no longer run rampant, crime will be dealt with immediately and severely, and a time of peace will exist like the world has never known.  However, before this all can happen the evil forces of Satan, who are reeking havoc on the earth, must be dealt with by Jesus Christ.  It is for this reason that He comes in judgment slaying the armies of Satan.  The day of the Second Coming will be a day of utter darkness on the earth.  The purpose of this event is so everyone will focus on Jesus Christ as He is coming in the air from Heaven. (Matthew 24:29-31; Acts 2:20; Revelation 1:7, 6:1-17)

The Divine Outline of History

After you have accepted Christ as your Savior, what is God’s plan, purpose and will for you?  If God does not have a plan for you after salvation, then why doesn’t He simply take you to heaven immediately?  The fact is that God does have a plan for your life.  However, God’s plan for the believer depends upon which period in history that person lives.  In the period in which we live (the Church Age), we can know God and His will only through His Word.  Therefore, His plan for us after salvation is to learn and apply the Word of God (Bible doctrine).  Only by learning about God and His character, and then applying that truth to one’s life, can a believer truly appreciate and love Him.  This is also the only way to develop a spiritual life.  And, His will is revealed only in His Word. (Romans 8:32-39; I Peter 1:4-5; II Timothy 2:15; II Peter 3:18)
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Approval from God comes as a result of changing our thinking from human viewpoint to divine viewpoint.  The Christian Way of Life is a supernatural way of life that requires supernatural thinking (the mind of Christ).  This is accomplished under the concept of spiritual growth and is a process that requires the consistent intake and application of Bible doctrine.  It does not happen overnight.  Glorification of God is the goal, and is one of the results of the transformed thinking of a believer in Jesus Christ.  This transformation, however, is NEVER the result of reformation.  It is the result of renovation of the old way of thinking.  To guide us in reaching our goal, God the Holy Spirit indwells the body and provides the supernatural power necessary to fulfill God’s plan and purpose.  Proper understanding of God’s Word is foundational to the entire process. (Romans 12:1-2; I Corinthians 2:16; II Timothy 3:16-17; Philippians 2:5; Romans 8:29-30, 9:23-24; Ephesians 4:22-24)

Dispensational Theology

One of the most foundational doctrines to understand as a believer in Christ is Dispensational Theology.  The reason that we need to understand dispensations is that a dispensation is a divine administration of God’s plan for mankind by which we can adjust to the justice and righteousness of God.  A dispensation is a period of human history expressed in terms of divine viewpoint.

Though God Himself never changes, the way in which He administers His policies toward man does change.  The various changes in God’s administration of His plan for mankind in different dispensations prove to Satan and his demons that God is fair in condemning them to the Lake of Fire.  In every dispensation people have accepted God’s plan of salvation by placing their faith in Jesus Christ as Savior.  Therefore, regardless of environment, societal differences, governments or any other factor, someone in every dispensation has always chosen to believe in Jesus Christ as Savior.   Salvation is the same in every dispensation - faith alone in Christ alone. 

Regardless of God’s dealing with mankind, God’s grace and perfect justice are proven over and over again.  Therefore, for us as believers and students of the Word of God, it is essential that we understand dispensations in order to “rightly divide” or handle accurately the Word of God.  Failure to do so results in misunderstanding of current divine guidance and creates apparent contradictions in divine mandates for the believer.  

Within each dispensation God’s will for mankind is always made clear.  Man’s responsibility to fulfill or obey God’s will is revealed and there is always a time period in which to accomplish His will.  Each dispensation is characterized by:
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1) a test of man’s obedience to God’s will, 2) failure to obey the revealed will of God and 3) divine judgment for the failure to obey His will.  We classify human history into six dispensations and God’s plan is different for each.  Lack of believing in or understanding Dispensational Theology leads to misinterpretation and misapplication of God’s Word. (James 1:17; Hebrews 6:17; Ephesians 1:10)  

The six dispensations can be categorized into three types of dispensations, Theocentric, Christocentric and Eschatological.  The Theocentric dispensations are The Age of the Gentiles and The Age of Israel and extend from Adam to the Birth of Christ.  The Christocentric dispensations are The Hypostatic Union and The Church Age and extend from The Birth of Christ to the Rapture of the Church.  The Eschatological dispensations are The Tribulation and The Millennium and extend from The Rapture to the end of human history.

A common question is “Why am I here”?  For the answer we go back to a time in eternity past in Heaven.  There was a time in Heaven when no evil existed.  However, due to arrogance, evil was introduced.  Lucifer was the highest-ranking angel in Heaven and the most beautiful creature to ever come from the hand of God.  Lucifer became full of pride and due to arrogance (a mental attitude sin) he rebelled against God and persuaded one third of the angels to join him in this rebellion.  As a result the name Lucifer, which means son of the morning, was changed to Satan or the devil, which means adversary or accuser.  Satan and his followers were cast out of Heaven and sentenced to the Lake of Fire for all eternity.  Satan apparently appealed his sentence saying “How can a loving God send His creatures to the Lake of Fire?”  Mankind was created in order to resolve this appeal from Satan. (Mark 5; 8:38; I Timothy 5:2; Isaiah 14:12-15; Ezekiel 28:15; Revelation 12:4, 20:10; Matthew 25:41)

Man was created lower in order than angels, yet he was created in the image (with the invisible essence of the soul) and likeness (with a unique personality) of God. (Genesis 1:27)  There was, however, one characteristic that was common to both man and angels – volition – the free will to choose for or against God.  Satan and his followers (now designated as fallen angels or demons) had rejected God’s grace plan of salvation.  Man was created to demonstrate to Satan that God’s sentence was fair based on His character.  Even though God loved the angels, He could not violate His justice and righteousness by changing His character to accommodate them.  When they rejected God’s plan of salvation they were fairly sentenced to the Lake of Fire.  As we know, Adam deliberately sinned against God and as a result died spiritually.  Unlike Satan and the fallen angels, Adam (and Eve) accepted God’s plan of salvation.  By accepting God’s plan of salvation through Jesus Christ, it is demonstrated to Satan how God can save a creature and still be consistent with His justice and righteousness.  (Genesis 2:17)  If only one person accepted God’s plan of salvation it would be enough to prove that He is fair and just.  

