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    “I absolutely love this book! It is clear, compelling, and concise. You can’t fully understand what Jesus came to do, or what he wants you to do, without understanding the kingdom of God. Unfortunately, much of what is written on this subject does little to clear up the confusion. I have over a hundred books on the kingdom of God in my library, but this is the only one I’d recommend to everyone.”


    Rick Warren, New York Times best-selling author, The Purpose Driven Life; Pastor, Saddleback Church


    “Jesus’s return is imminent, even if it may not be immediate. In Kingdom, Come! Philip Ryken reminds us that the best is yet to come for those who love Jesus. While this world may be filled with confusion and woe, the kingdom that awaits us is beyond comprehension because we will finally be with God. In this powerfully encouraging book, Ryken encourages us to pray, ‘Come, Lord Jesus’ and he is so right!”


    Janet Parshall, Host and Executive Producer, In the Market with Janet Parshall


    “Phil Ryken knows Scripture, college students, and the time in which we live. Kingdom, Come! reminds not only college students but also the rest of us that we live in the tension between the ‘here and now’ and the ‘yet to come’ as we strive to serve Christ the King!”


    James (Jay) H. Barnes III, President, Bethel University


    “In a world surrounded by moral relativism, spiritual apathy, and cultural decadence, Kingdom, Come! offers a refreshing and catalytic reminder that hope lies embedded in a simple truth—Jesus is coming! Phil Ryken’s challenge stands as nothing other than a clarion call for the followers of Christ to address spiritual myopia by applying the optics of the inevitable return of our Lord and King. Kingdom, Come! is good news indeed!”


    Samuel Rodriguez, President, National Hispanic Christian Leadership Conference; author, The Lamb’s Agenda and Path of Miracles


    “In a world that is focused on the ‘now,’ Phil Ryken sets one’s gaze on God’s coming kingdom—a vista that both stirs the mind and lifts the soul. Anyone who loves Christ and his Word will resonate with these eight chapters—a great gift to the students and faculty who heard them first, and now to us who read them.”


    Randall J. Gruendyke, Elder of Ministry Leadership, Grace Evangelical Free Church


    “Even after receiving a Christian liberal arts education, we can find ourselves struggling to live truly for Christ’s kingdom instead of our own. If you’ve ever faced this, take a moment to read this book. Dr. Ryken stretches ideas of kingdom living from an imaginary building project to an all-consuming reality with succinct and powerful illustrations. In this text, as in Edman Chapel, he engagingly invites us to choose joy through surrender, and hope through desire for the coming shalom.”


    Jessica Chang, Wheaton College Student Body President, 2011–2012
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    To the alumni of Wheaton College

    who work for the kingdom

    and live in hope for the coming of the King.
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    Preface


    One of the many privileges of my calling as a college president is to travel around the country and tell people what God is doing at my school, Wheaton College.


    At one of our alumni gatherings, someone asked me whether I thought evangelical pastors were still preaching as often as they once did about the second coming of Jesus Christ. I had to confess that I didn’t think they were preaching about that very much anymore. In fact, I couldn’t remember any sermons focusing on eschatology from our previous year of chapel services.


    Not long afterward I decided to take the coming of Christ and his kingdom as the theme for my chapel addresses during the following academic year. Those messages—which were first preached in 2011–2012—have now been edited to form the chapters in this book.


    Here I need to express my thanks to Lydia Brownback, Tara Davis, Lynn Wartsbaugh, and Marilee Melvin for helping produce this book. Even more, I need to acknowledge my gratitude to God for everyone who prays that my ministry will be a blessing on our campus, and beyond.


    “Kingdom, Come!” is the hope of every weary believer who waits for this tired world to come to its consummation. It is the desire of every longing disciple who hungers to see everything made new. It is the expectation of every faithful Christian who longs to see Jesus face to face. And it is the prayer of my heart as I finish this preface—as I hope it will be your prayer when you read this book: “Come, Lord Jesus!”
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    The Kingdom Is Near


    Suddenly they began to appear all over the country: billboards announcing the end of the world. “He Is Coming Again!” some of them read, followed by a specific date on the Gregorian calendar: May 21, 2011. “Save the Date!” others proclaimed. “Return of Christ. May 21, 2011.” Then there were the billboards that sounded an alarm: “Blow the trumpet . . . warn the people. Judgment Day May 21, 2011. The Bible Guarantees It.” On some billboards the number 2012 was printed down in the corner, circled in red and then crossed out, to indicate that the year 2012 would never arrive.


    These billboards supported the radio teaching of one of America’s most famous false prophets, Harold Camping. Mr. Camping first predicted the end of the world for May 21, 1988, and then again for September 7, 1994. Later he predicted that on May 21, 2011, judgment would come, Christ would return, the righteous would be raptured to heaven, and the world would be visited with five months of fire and brimstone.


    Not Soon Enough


    All of these prophecies turned out to be good for the beleaguered billboard industry. Starting on May 22, a new set of billboards appeared in response to Mr. Camping and his false prophecy. “That was awkward,” they said, and then they provided a relevant text from Scripture: “‘No one knows the day or the hour . . .’ Matthew 24:36.” Undaunted, some of Mr. Camping’s followers remained convinced that they knew when the end would come. May 21 was only a spiritual judgment, they said, but the universe would be destroyed the following autumn. Their billboards now listed May 21, 2011, as the date of “The Rapture” (in a spiritual sense) and October 21, 2011, as “The End of the World.” But these prophecies, too, turned out to be false.


    In considering Mr. Camping’s followers, it is hard to know whether to laugh or to cry. Looking to make a fast buck, some enterprising atheists from California advertised a post-rapture pet-sitting service and took nonrefundable deposits from animal lovers who wanted someone to look after the pets that would get “left behind” if suddenly their owners disappeared because they were taken to heaven.1 More tragically, some radio listeners quit their jobs, spent their life’s savings, and emptied their children’s college accounts to warn people about the coming judgment, getting the word out over the radio waves and on highway billboards.


    Christians who knew their Bibles criticized the preacher for being too specific. They rightly pointed out that when Jesus taught his disciples about the coming judgment, he told them that “concerning that day and hour no one knows, not even the angels of heaven, nor the Son, but the Father only” (Matt. 24:36). Therefore, anyone who presumes to predict the day the world will end speaks in direct contradiction to the true words of Jesus Christ.


    These criticisms were valid; Mr. Camping was being much too specific. But there is another problem with predicting the day when the world will end: such prophecies push our expectation of the return of Christ and the coming of his kingdom too far out into the future. The problem with saying that Jesus will come again next October is not that he probably won’t come that month after all, but that we should expect his return much sooner! The Bible’s last prayer ought to be our daily expectation: “Come, Lord Jesus!” So we pray the way Jesus taught us to pray, “Your kingdom come” (Matt. 6:10).


    The world may scoff at our hope in the second coming and at our belief in the imminent return of Jesus Christ. In fact, when a group called American Atheists invited the general public to a “Rapture Party” in San Francisco for the day after May 21, 2011, their billboard said, “2000 Years of ‘Any Day Now’: You KNOW it’s Nonsense.” Admittedly, there is usually a lot more nonsense in what Christians believe about the end times than there ought to be. Nevertheless, the Bible teaches us to live in hope for the coming of Christ. His kingdom is near.


    The Coming of the King


    We know that the kingdom is near because Jesus said it repeatedly. From the very beginning of his public ministry, he announced the coming of the kingdom of God. We see this clearly in the Gospel of Mark, which begins with words from Isaiah, Malachi, John the Baptist, and then from God the Father himself, declaring Jesus to be his “beloved Son.” But what would Jesus say, when he finally spoke? Mark tells us that he came “proclaiming the gospel of God, and saying, ‘The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at hand; repent and believe in the gospel’ ” (Mark 1:14–15).


    People say you never get a second chance to make a first impression. Jesus had been waiting for this moment all his life. He had thirty years to prepare his opening line.2 And this was it: “The kingdom is near.” Of all the things Jesus could have said, of all the ways he could have preached the good news and described the plan of salvation, he started with the coming of the kingdom of God. As the gospel begins, the Son of God strides onto the stage of human history to make the eschatological announcement that his kingdom is at hand.


    The coming of the kingdom may not be a very prominent theme in the church today, but it was central to the teaching ministry of Jesus Christ. The reason for this, of course, is that Jesus is the King. So when he comes, the kingdom comes. Here is how Christoph Schwobel explains it: “The imminent coming of the kingdom of God is a center of Jesus’ message, and when he is confessed as the Messiah, the Son of the living God, the coming of the kingdom of God is so closely related to his person that he is in his person seen as the coming of the kingdom of God.”3


    Our Once and Future King


    If this is true—if the coming of the kingdom is closely related to the person of Christ as king—then this explains why the kingdom is still at hand. There is a sense in which the kingdom has already come. It came when Jesus came, exactly as he announced. But there is another sense in which the kingdom is still to come. The kingdom is coming because Jesus is coming again, to reign in the full supremacy of his risen majesty.


    A good, simple definition of the kingdom of God comes from Graeme Goldsworthy, who says it is “God’s people in God’s place under God’s rule.”4 God does not establish his rule in all places all at once. In fact, Jesus emphasized this in some of his parables—the slow advance of the kingdom of God. The kingdom of God is like yeast, he said, that gradually works its way through the dough, or like a little mustard seed that eventually grows to become a tall tree (Luke 13:18–21).


    So we live in kingdom tension—the tension between the inauguration and the consummation of the kingdom of God. The kingdom has come in the person of Jesus Christ, who said, “The kingdom of God has come upon you” (Luke 11:20). As we submit to his lordship and surrender to his sovereignty, we are living the kingdom life. Wherever we live and worship, work and play, is a place where the kingdom has come (at least insofar as we actually live for Christ our King, submitting to his rule for our lives, even in the little things). James Davison Hunter comments: “As Christians acknowledge the rule of God in all aspects of their lives, their engagement with the world proclaims the shalom to come. Such work may not bring about the kingdom, but it is an embodiment of the values of the coming kingdom and is, thus, a foretaste of the coming kingdom.”5


    The Bible constantly reminds us that the kingdom is not yet here in all its fullness, and to that extent it is still coming. This hopeful expectation runs right through the New Testament. We see it in Paul, who said, “Our citizenship is in heaven. And we eagerly await a Savior from there, the Lord Jesus Christ” (Phil. 3:20 NIV). We see it in Peter: “Set your hope fully on the grace that will be brought to you at the revelation of Jesus Christ” (1 Pet. 1:13). And of course we see it in the Revelation of John, with all its prophecies of kingdom come. The King has come, and he is coming again. His kingdom is both here, and not here.


    Frankly, Christians haven’t always handled this tension very well. There is something about the imminent return of Christ that tends to bring out the crazy in people’s theology. Somebody always wants to play “Pin the Tail on the Antichrist,” or to hot-wire biblical prophecies to global politics, or to predict the exact date when the world will end.


    Church history provides countless examples of end-time predictions. It happened in the Middle Ages, when one of the best-selling books was Fifteen Signs of Doomsday. It happened during the Reformation, when a German tailor declared himself “the Messiah of the Last Days” and announced that the whole world was about to be destroyed . . . except for his home city of Munster, where he would be king.6


    It happens in America, too. Back in the nineteenth century the Millerites sold everything they owned, said their good-byes, and gathered on local hillsides to greet the coming of Christ, which they were certain would take place on October 22, 1844. At the end of the twentieth century everyone was reading The Late Great Planet Earth, which said the world would end in 1981.7 That year came and went, but soon somebody else published 88 Reasons Why the Rapture Will Be in 1988.8 The book sold five million copies.


    Given this history, it is not hard to understand why secular people get cynical about the second coming. But there is a danger for Christians as well, and that is to lose our sense of anticipation. Honestly, we are tempted to be apathetic. We know Jesus said that he is coming soon, but secretly we doubt that it will happen before we graduate from college, find a job, get married, start a family, or enjoy our retirement. Thus we are tempted to say what Peter warned that people would say in the last days: “Where is the promise of his coming?” (2 Pet. 3:4). Here is a simple test of your own expectations: did you wake up this morning with a hopeful anticipation that Jesus might return today, or has it been months and months since you prayed in faith for his kingdom to come?


    What Not to Look For


    A conversation in the Gospel of Luke helps us know how to live in hope for the kingdom of God. Like a lot of conversations in the Gospels, it started with a question: “Being asked by the Pharisees when the kingdom of God would come, he answered them, ‘The kingdom of God is not coming in ways that can be observed, nor will they say, “Look, here it is!” or “There!” ’ ” (Luke 17:20–21).


    Jesus knew that the coming of the kingdom would tempt people to speculate about when it would arrive, and where it would come. So right from the beginning he warned people not to look for any signs or to make any predictions. Sure, the Bible gives many warning signs of the coming judgment: earthquakes, warfare, pestilence, and plague. These are all reminders that the kingdom is near. But they are not the kind of signs we can use to establish a timetable for the second coming.


    After saying this to the Pharisees, Jesus repeated it to his disciples: “The days are coming when you will desire to see one of the days of the Son of Man, and you will not see it. And they will say to you, ‘Look, there!’ or ‘Look, here!’ Do not go out or follow them” (Luke 17:22–23). When the Bible talks about the “day” or “days” of the Son of Man (e.g. Luke 17:22–30; Dan. 7:13–14), it is generally talking about the last day on earth, when Jesus will come again to judge the world.


    Jesus was looking ahead to his future kingdom. He knew that as we waited and waited for that great day, wondering if it would ever come, some people would claim to have inside information. They would jump the gun and make predictions that were never part of God’s plan. His message for us about this is very simple: we should not follow human prophecies that will only lead us to look for him in all the wrong places.


    Besides, when Jesus does come again, it will happen so unexpectedly that it will be a total surprise. And it will happen so obviously that no one will be able to miss it. Jesus compared his coming to a sudden thunderbolt that streaks across the nighttime sky: “As the lightning flashes and lights up the sky from one side to the other, so will the Son of Man be in his day” (Luke 17:24). If that is true, then there is no need to speculate. Any sign would be superfluous. “At the end time of the world,” said Cyril of Alexandria, “he will not descend from heaven obscurely or secretly, but with godlike glory.”9 Without a moment’s notice, Christ will come to shake the world.


    When Judgment Comes


    If the prophecies of the second coming are true, then what should we do? After warning us not to speculate, Jesus gave some very practical advice about what to do in the meantime. If the kingdom is near, then we need to get ready, specifically by repenting of our sins.


    To make this practical point, Jesus gave a couple of examples from the Old Testament—examples that show how unexpected the second coming will be, and also how terrible it will be for anyone who falls under the judgment of God.


    The first example is the great flood: “Just as it was in the days of Noah, so will it be in the days of the Son of Man. They were eating and drinking and marrying and being given in marriage, until the day when Noah entered the ark, and the flood came and destroyed them all” (Luke 17:26–27; cf. Genesis 6–7).


    It took Noah years to build his enormous ark. How preposterous it must have seemed for someone to build such a huge boat so far from any large body of water. No one paid him any attention, or if they did, it was only to make fun of him. People simply went about their business as usual: eating and drinking and marrying and doing all the other things that people do, but never turning away from their sins.


    Then came the day when Noah went into his ark, with all God’s animals. It started to rain, and it kept raining until the floods came and everyone was washed away. The people who died never saw it coming. Jesus said the same thing will happen at the coming of his kingdom. People will be walking to class, or sitting down for dinner, or checking Facebook. They will be loving, or fighting, or serving, or sinning. And they will be taken totally by surprise.


    Consider a second example, also from Genesis: “Likewise, just as it was in the days of Lot—they were eating and drinking, buying and selling, planting and building, but on the day when Lot went out from Sodom, fire and sulfur rained from heaven and destroyed them all” (Luke 17:28–29).


    To this day, the sins of Sodom are infamous: injustice, inhospitality, immorality—especially flagrant sexual sin. Day after day the Sodomites kept on sinning, never imagining that God would destroy them. On the very day when fire fell from heaven, they were striking business deals and breaking ground on new construction. Suddenly they perished—every last one of them. Even Lot’s wife was destroyed. With longing in her heart, she took one last look back at Sodom and she was turned into a pillar of salt (Gen. 19:26). The problem was not where she looked, but what she loved. The pleasures of sin were her fatal attraction.


    According to Jesus, these stories are meant to be a warning for us! “Remember Lot’s wife,” he said. “So will it be on the day when the Son of Man is revealed” (Luke 17:30, 32). At the final lightning strike, judgment will come without warning. People will be practicing the piano, or studying for a biology test, or getting cash from the ATM when they are overtaken by the wrath of God.


    How to Save Your Life


    Will you be ready when the time comes? Most people aren’t ready, because no matter how many warnings are given, they never listen. Sadly, at the end there will be nothing they can do to escape disaster. They will not even have time to check their text messages, because they never came to Christ while they still had the time. They never put their trust in the Savior who suffered rejection and crucifixion for sinners, whose kingdom only comes by way of the cross.


    Jesus said, “Whoever seeks to preserve his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life will keep it” (Luke 17:33). This is one of the strange paradoxes of the gospel. If you try to save your life—in other words, if you hold on to this world and what it seems to offer—you will end up losing your life itself and everything you have worked so hard to gain.
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