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Getting the Most Out of End Times




Why study the subject of end times? Some of us have a fascination with numbers, dates, mysterious events and secret meanings to veiled prophecies. But for others “end times” brings up images of elaborate charts and misguided pronouncements by doomsday preachers whose predictions of the end keep passing unfulfilled.


The study of end times is a very personal subject. It addresses fundamental questions that every person asks: What will happen when I die? Will the world end with a fizzle or a bang? Will things get worse or better? Does my work in this world have any lasting significance? Why be good if the world will be blown up anyway? What will heaven be like? And who will go there?


These studies from both the Old and New Testaments will address these and other questions. All too often “authoritative” books on last things concentrate on one or two passages in the Bible. In contrast, the book of Revelation, for example, gathers up themes, images and concepts threaded throughout the Old Testament. We need to look to the whole of Scripture for information.


We start with Acts 2 because the outpouring of the Holy Spirit after the resurrection of Jesus signaled the beginning of the last days. Central to last things is the conviction that Jesus will return in glory to receive his own. The words of Jesus in John 14 assure us of this; but they also show us how the Holy Spirit, now at work in our hearts, and the community of Christ are a tangible pledge of the reunion to come. Then we turn to some of the words of Jesus in Mark 13 concerning the fall of Jerusalem (in his own day) and his own return in the future. Our study of 2 Thessalonians 2 helps us understand the reality that believers encounter radical evil in this world as they attempt to live and work for God, evil that will become focused in a single individual before the end comes. Joel 2 is the prophecy referred to by Peter in his Pentecost sermon; but this study will shows us that the Day of the Lord has already begun, though it’s yet to be fulfilled. Our ultimate future personally is not merely the immortality of the soul but the resurrection of the body (1 Corinthians 15). But resurrection and the other events surrounding the Lord’s Second Coming do not mean bypassing the last judgment, a subject we take up in the context of the prophet Malachi’s words to Israel. Our study of the future of the church and the future of the earth takes us into Ezekiel’s vision of a renewed earth. The last five studies focus on the practical implications: waiting hopefully (Matthew 25), living righteously (2 Peter), making forever friends (Luke 16), investing in heaven (1 and 2 Thessalonians) and getting ready for the Lamb’s wedding (Revelation 7; 19; 21).


These studies may not satisfy the longing of some to have a fixed timetable of end-times events or a comprehensive chart that coordinates all the images and metaphors of Scripture. But the effect of some end-times schemes can be to take away the mystery of God’s final work and attempt to manage it. Actually, everything we need to know to live in Christ is abundantly clear—now and forever.


Getting God’s story right can have many positive fruits. For example, it will help us view time as a gift to be received rather than a resource to be managed. It will show us that work done in this world may, in some way beyond our imagination, contribute to a world without end. We will be inspired to holy living since we are preparing ourselves for a great rendezvous with the Lord himself. We will be motivated to share the good news of Jesus since the delay in his coming is simply to give people maximum opportunity to turn to God, and to give his children maximum opportunity to share what they know. Responsible stewardship of the earth will become a priority as our future is not to be in a “spiritual” heaven but in a new heaven and a new earth. Daily work will be seen as a meaningful contribution to the kingdom of God that will outlast this world. It will liberate us from our need to save the world to see that the future is ultimately in God’s hands and he will bring his kingdom to consummation his own way at his own time. Finally, it will equip us to live practically in this world with a healthy desire for heaven. C. S. Lewis is quoted as saying that if we find that nothing in this world ultimately satisfies us, it is a powerful argument that we were made for a better world and a better life.




It is mystery that saves me. But mystery in earnest, not just a puzzle. Mystery is God’s inscrutable way of doing business. Mystery as the way he steers the bicycle of history with his hands in his pockets. Nothing is shoved, nothing is jimmied; nothing need ever be anything but true to itself. He never even touches the handlebars!1







Suggestions for Individual Study


1.   As you begin each study, pray that God will speak to you through his Word.


2.   Read the introduction to the study and respond to the personal reflection question or exercise. This is designed to help you focus on God and on the theme of the study.


3.   Each study deals with a particular passage—so that you can delve into the author’s meaning in that context. Read and reread the passage to be studied. The questions are written using the language of the New International Version, so you may wish to use that version of the Bible. The New Revised Standard Version is also recommended.


4.   This is an inductive Bible study, designed to help you discover for yourself what Scripture is saying. The study includes three types of questions. Observation questions ask about the basic facts: who, what, when, where and how. Interpretation questions delve into the meaning of the passage. Application questions help you discover the implications of the text for growing in Christ. These three keys unlock the treasures of Scripture.


Write your answers to the questions in the spaces provided or in a personal journal. Writing can bring clarity and deeper understanding of yourself and of God’s Word.


5.   It might be good to have a Bible dictionary handy. Use it to look up any unfamiliar words, names or places.


6.   Use the prayer suggestion to guide you in thanking God for what you have learned and to pray about the applications that have come to mind.


7.   You may want to go on to the suggestion under “Now or Later,”


or you may want to use that idea for your next study.









Suggestions for Members of a Group Study


1.   Come to the study prepared. Follow the suggestions for individual study mentioned above. You will find that careful preparation will greatly enrich your time spent in group discussion.


2.   Be willing to participate in the discussion. The leader of your group will not be lecturing. Instead, he or she will be encouraging the members of the group to discuss what they have learned. The leader will be asking the questions that are found in this guide.


3.   Stick to the topic being discussed. Your answers should be based on the verses which are the focus of the discussion and not on outside authorities such as commentaries or speakers. These studies focus on a particular passage of Scripture. Only rarely should you refer to other portions of the Bible. This allows for everyone to participate in indepth study on equal ground.


4.   Be sensitive to the other members of the group. Listen attentively when they describe what they have learned. You may be surprised by their insights! Each question assumes a variety of answers. Many questions do not have “right” answers, particularly questions that aim at meaning or application. Instead the questions push us to explore the passage more thoroughly.


When possible, link what you say to the comments of others. Also, be affirming whenever you can. This will encourage some of the more hesitant members of the group to participate.


5.   Be careful not to dominate the discussion. We are sometimes so eager to express our thoughts that we leave too little opportunity for others to respond. By all means participate! But allow others to also.


6.   Expect God to teach you through the passage being discussed and through the other members of the group. Pray that you will have an enjoyable and profitable time together, but also that as a result of the study you will find ways that you can take action individually and/or as a group.


7.   Remember that anything said in the group is considered confidential and should not be discussed outside the group unless specific permission is given to do so.


8.   If you are the group leader, you will find additional suggestions at the back of the guide.
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The Last Days Are Here!


Acts 2




Like small children on a long journey, when we think about end times, we keep asking, “Are we almost there?”


 


GROUP DISCUSSION. What world events and life experiences have contributed to your view of the future of the human race and the future of planet earth? Are you optimistic or pessimistic? Why?


 


PERSONAL REFLECTION. What do you think and how do you feel when someone says, “The end of the world is near”?






 


According to the apostles of Jesus, the last days began with the ascension of Jesus to heaven and the outpouring of the Spirit on the church. And we have been in the last days ever since—almost two thousand years of last days! Indeed, the last days will continue until Christ comes again. It is hard to keep a balanced perspective on this. This study shows that in one sense we have “arrived,” but in another sense we are still waiting. To keep the balance we must learn how to live “to the hilt” in these days of fulfillment while waiting hopefully for the last of the last days. Read Acts 2:1-41.




1.   Jesus has been crucified and resurrected. He has also ascended into heaven out of sight (1:9). What happens to the waiting disciples to assure them that Jesus will continue to expand his worldwide mission?











2.   The Feast of Pentecost (fifty days after the Passover) was one of the three great festivals of Israel. Why do you think Luke, the author, is careful to note the countries of origin represented by the visitors to Jerusalem for this great feast (vv. 9-11)?











3.   When, if ever, have you experienced deep fellowship with people from other races and cultures whom you would normally have difficulty communicating with?











4.   With what arguments does Peter counter the charge that he and his friends were intoxicated (v. 13)?











5.   Peter explains the strange events of this feast day in terms of the Old Testament prophecy of Joel (Joel 2:28-31). What evidence does Peter give that he is correct in claiming the “day of the Lord” (v. 20, the last days) has arrived? (Note that he quotes Psalm 16:8-11 and Psalm 110:1, which are generally regarded as pointing to the Messiah.)











6.   The “day of the LORD” (the last days) in Joel 2:1 is a day of both searing judgment on evildoers and gracious salvation and fulfillment for true servants of God (Joel 2:28-31). Interpreting this passage, Peter does not pronounce irrevocable doom on unbelievers and the executioners of Jesus, but rather stresses the grace of the day of the Lord. Why do you think he does this?











What hope does this bring for people today who are currently rejecting Jesus as their Lord and Savior?











7.   What must people do to respond to the arrival of the last days (v. 38)?











8.   What evidence in the text suggests that the Spirit outpoured on Pentecost is now the permanent endowment of the church for its mission in the world?











What indication is there that Pentecost might be a one-time event?











9.   In very few places of the world today are people asking Christians, “What shall we do?” (v. 37). Why do you think this is so?











10.   Read Acts 2:42-47. What clues do we have in the passage to explain the growth of the church (v. 47) then and today?











11.   What does living “in the last days” now mean to you?









 


Ask the Holy Spirit to continue to fill the church with love, joy and empowered mission.




Now or Later


Years after the first Pentecost the apostle Paul was racing across the Mediterranean to present a love gift from the Gentile churches to the relatively poor Jewish believers in Palestine. He was determined to do this in the annual feast of Pentecost. Read Acts 20:16; 21:4-14; Romans 15:23-29; 2 Corinthians 8-9. Why do you think presenting this gift at Pentecost might be important for Paul and for the wider church? In what ways would this ministry of giving constitute an authentic extension of the Spirit’s outpouring on Pentecost? Community of language leads to community of property (Acts 2:42-47). Some dimensions of the community life of the first Christians reflect the emergency situation of pilgrims stranded in Jerusalem after the feast or not wanting to go home and leave this new community. What, however, are the dimensions of living in the last days that can be applied to your own life in this present age?








A Christian is a controlled drunk, purposively intoxicated with the joy of the life which is perpetually created by God himself.


CANON EVANS
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He Will Come Back


John 14:1-27




The word heaven brings various images to people’s minds. An old Christian song says, “This world is not my home. I’m just-a passing through. My treasures are laid up, somewhere beyond the blue.”


 


GROUP DISCUSSION. What thoughts and feelings do the words of this song evoke?


 


PERSONAL REFLECTION. In Robert Frost’s poem “Death of a Hired Hand,” the hired hand Silas comes home to die. The old farmer, reflecting on the inconvenience this will mean, says, “Home is the place where, when you have to go there, they have to take you in.” The farmer’s wife had a better grasp of the matter when she replied, “I should have called it something you somehow haven’t to deserve.”1 What thoughts and feelings does the word home awaken in you?






 


In this study we discover how Jesus in his farewell address promises an eternal home to his followers. Remarkably, in John’s Gospel the time between the farewell of Jesus in his earthly body until his Second Coming is not a time of empty waiting. If we will one day have an eternal dwelling with God, we may immediately have a real experience of the presence of Jesus through the indwelling of the Holy Spirit, called the Comforter or Advocate in John’s Gospel. John’s special contribution to end-times living is his emphasis on the continuity between life in Christ now (through the Spirit) and the life we will have when the end fully comes. In both cases our home with God is “something you somehow haven’t to deserve”—a matter of sheer grace. Read John 14:1-14.




1.   What indications does Jesus give that our ultimate destiny is much more than a mere place like an unassigned hotel room (vv. 1-4)?











2.   What reason does Jesus give here for the importance of his coming back a second time after his death and resurrection?











3.   How is it possible for true disciples of Jesus to decide not to be troubled as they face the unknown future, even the prospect of death?











4.   How does this promise of Jesus help you to face your life-challenges with faith rather than fear?











5.   What deep need does Jesus claim to meet through his answer to Thomas’s question (vv. 5-7)?











6.   What ultimate desire does Jesus claim to satisfy through his answer to Philip’s question (vv. 8-10)?











7.   Read John 14:15-27. What fresh meaning does Jesus now bring to the statement “I will come to you” (14:18)?











8.   What new dimension of the meaning of “home” does Jesus now explore (v. 23)?











9.   In what ways will the presence of the Counselor, the Holy Spirit, be an appearance of Christ?











Why will the coming of the Spirit not be the complete Second Coming of Jesus?











10.   How does your present experience of the Spirit affect your time of waiting for Jesus to come back?











11.   What prerequisites must be met to be “at home” with God?









 


Thank the Father, Son and Spirit for making a home in you.




Now or Later


The passage as a whole provides multiple reasons for believing in Jesus: (1) To believe in Jesus is the same as to believe in God (v. 1), that is, faith in Jesus is not something additional to believing in God since there is no other way to God than through Jesus (v. 6). (2) The words of Jesus are not his own but are the true words of God (v. 6). (3) The works that Jesus does are signs that point to God who is working through him. The “greater works” that will be accomplished by disciples when Jesus leaves are most probably centered in the mighty works of conversion that will be accomplished through the Spirit.




The coming of the Holy Ghost was not merely to supply the absence of the Son but to complete His presence.


BISHOP GORE
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