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      Part 1

      Reasons to Love Christ’s Appearing

      Prelude to Part 1

      The Miracle We Seek: Love

      The aim of this book is to help you love the second coming of Jesus Christ. The contents and title were inspired partly by the biblical prayers “Come, Lord Jesus!” (Rev. 22:20), and “Our Lord, come!” (1 Cor. 16:22). But mainly the book was inspired by the heart affection beneath these prayers, which Paul expressed in 2 Timothy 4:8:

      There is laid up for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous judge, will award to me on that day, and not only to me but also to all who have loved his appearing.

      A crown of righteousness is promised to those who love the second coming of Christ. We pray for his appearing, because we love his appearing. The prayer “Come, Lord Jesus” is rooted in something deeper: “I love your appearing!”

      This book is about the reality that awakens such love and how that awakening happens. This love involves desiring, longing, and hoping. It is not an action of the body. It is a spiritual affection of the heart. By spiritual, I mean brought into being and formed by the Holy Spirit. It is not surprising that the Holy Spirit would bring into being the heart’s love for the coming of Christ, for the Spirit’s most essential work in the human heart is to glorify Jesus. Jesus says of the Spirit, “He will glorify me” (John 16:14).

      Therefore, our Spirit-awakened love for the second coming is not a Christ-neglecting fascination with an event. It is a Christ-enthralled longing for his presence and glory. It is an extension of our love for Christ—the kind of love Jesus was seeking in Matthew 10:37: “Whoever loves father or mother more than me is not worthy of me, and whoever loves son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me.” Any love for the second coming that is not an extension of this supreme affection for Jesus himself is not the Christ-exalting work of the Holy Spirit. It is not the love to which Paul promised a crown. It is not what I am aiming at.

      Therefore, this book aims at a miracle that the book alone cannot achieve—namely, Spirit-created affections. But that aim is no different from all Christian teaching and preaching and counseling and serving, which seek to build faith in Jesus, and rescue people from divine judgment, and stir up Christ-exalting righteousness. All such faith and rescue and righteousness are works of the Spirit of God (Rom. 5:9; Eph. 2:8; Phil. 1:29; 2 Thess. 1:11). Human means—like books—are not decisive. God is.

      But human means are divinely appointed. When God intends to open the eyes of the spiritually blind to see the glory of Christ and his coming, he sends a human messenger and says, “I am sending you to open their eyes, so that they may turn from darkness to light” (Acts 26:17–18). That’s how God awakens love for the second coming. He opens the eyes of the blind to see the greatness, the glory, and the worth of Christ’s coming. He does it through the biblical truth about Christ’s coming and through human teachers who point to that truth. That’s what I aim to do in this book.

    

  
    
      1

      All Who Have Loved His Appearing

      Let’s make sure that the biblical text where this book takes its stand can bear the weight:

      I am already being poured out as a drink offering, and the time of my departure has come. I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith. Henceforth there is laid up for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous judge, will award to me on that day, and not only to me but also to all who have loved his appearing. (2 Tim. 4:6–8)

      Does the appearing referred to in verse 8 actually refer to the second coming of Christ, or does it refer to his first coming, his incarnation? Considered by itself, the word appearing (ἐπιφάνεια) can refer to his first coming. Of the five other uses of this word by the apostle Paul, four refer to the second coming (2 Thess. 2:8; 1 Tim. 6:14; 2 Tim. 4:1; Titus 2:13). But one refers to the first coming:

      [God] saved us and called us to a holy calling, not because of our works but because of his own purpose and grace, which he gave us in Christ Jesus before the ages began, and which now has been manifested through the appearing [ἐπιφανείας] of our Savior Christ Jesus, who abolished death and brought life and immortality to light through the gospel. (2 Tim. 1:9–10)

      So there is nothing in the word appearing itself that demands a reference to the second coming. But four observations incline me to think that in 2 Timothy 4:8 Paul means “all who have loved his [second] appearing.”

      First, the nearest use of the word, seven verses earlier, refers to the second coming: “I charge you in the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who is to judge the living and the dead, and by his appearing and his kingdom: preach the word” (2 Tim. 4:1–2).

      Second, in verse 10 Paul contrasts those who “have loved his appearing” (2 Tim. 4:8) with Demas, who “deserted me, having loved the present age” (my translation). Calling attention to Demas’s love for “the present age” contrasts him with those who love the second coming of Christ, because the second coming brings the “end of the age” (Matt. 13:40; 24:3; 28:20). The second coming brings to an end the very thing Demas has come to love most. Those who love the second coming, however, prefer the arrival of Christ over all that this present fallen age can give.

      Third, Paul’s reference to his being rewarded on “that day” (2 Tim. 4:8) creates the expectation that what follows will relate to “that day”—namely, the day of Christ’s second coming. (For Paul’s use of “that day” as a reference to Christ’s second coming, see 1 Thess. 5:4; 2 Thess. 1:10; 2:3; 2 Tim. 1:12, 18.) In this flow of thought, it would be strange for Paul to revert to the first appearing of Christ.

      The fourth observation that inclines me to take 2 Timothy 4:8 as a reference to the second appearing of Christ, rather than the first, is that Paul sees the first appearing as precisely designed to fit us for the second. Notice how he argues in Titus 2:11–13:

      The grace of God has appeared [ἐπεφάνη, the verb form of the Greek noun behind the word appearing], bringing salvation for all people, training us to renounce ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright, and godly lives in the present age, [eagerly1] waiting [προσδεχόμενοι] for our blessed hope, the appearing [ἐπιφάνειαν] of the glory of our great God and Savior Jesus Christ.

      Boiling it down, Paul says that the grace of God appeared the first time to bring into being a people who would eagerly wait for Christ’s second appearing with uprightness and godliness. In other words, the first appearing prepares us for the second. We have much to love about the first appearing of Christ. But as great as it was, climaxing in the cross and the resurrection of Jesus, it was all designed to bring into being a people and a new reality that would find climactic expression at the second coming.

      So I think Paul would say that the test of our proper affection for the first coming of Christ is the measure of our affection for the second. Or to say it another way, the test of our love for the Christ who has appeared is our longing for the Christ who will appear. Therefore, I believe I am building on a good foundation when I say that the aim of this book is to help people love the second coming of Christ. To such people, Christ, the righteous judge, will award the crown of righteousness.

      Why a Crown for Loving His Appearing?

      Why does Paul connect the crown of righteousness with love for Christ’s appearing? Why does he say, “The righteous judge, will award [the crown of righteousness] . . . to all who have loved his appearing” (2 Tim. 4:8)? Why not say that the Lord will give a crown “to all who have finished their race,” or “to all who have fought the good fight,” or “to all who have kept the faith”? That is what Paul seems to be leading up to when he says in 2 Timothy 4:7–8:

      I have fought the good fight, I have finished the race, I have kept the faith. Henceforth there is laid up for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous judge, will award to me on that day, and not only to me but also to all who . . . 

      It certainly sounds as if Paul is going to say, “Not only do I get a wreath for fighting the good fight, but so does everyone else who . . . fights the good fight.” “Not only am I awarded a wreath for finishing the race, but so is everyone else who . . . finishes the race.” “Not only will the judge give me a crown for keeping the faith, but he will give that crown also to all who . . . keep the faith.” That’s what we expect. But that is not what Paul says.

      He says in effect, “Just as I will receive a crown for the fight fought, and the race finished, and the faith kept, so also will everyone else who . . . has loved the Lord’s appearing.” Why? Why does Paul replace “fighting the fight” and “finishing the race” and “keeping the faith” with “loving the Lord’s appearing”?

      My suggestion is that welling up in Paul’s mind, as he thinks about his fight and race and faith, is his own decades-long desire for the Lord’s appearing that exerted such a keeping power in his life. In other words, as he thought back over the battles he had fought, and the endurance demanded by the marathon of his life, and the temptations to forsake his faith for the pleasures of the world, what rose in his consciousness was the sustaining power of the preciousness of what he saw coming at the Lord’s appearing. He loved it. And that love kept him.

      Why Demas Did Not Finish

      Two contextual clues show us that Paul was thinking this way. One is the link we have already seen between 2 Timothy 4:8 and what follows about Demas in verse 10:

      Henceforth there is laid up for me the crown of righteousness, which the Lord, the righteous judge, will award to me on that day, and not only to me but also to all who have loved his appearing. Do your best to come to me soon. For Demas deserted me, having loved the present age, and went to Thessalonica. (2 Tim. 4:8–10, my translation)

      Demas did not fight on. He did not finish his race. He did not keep the faith. He is the opposite of what Paul is urging Timothy, and us, to be. He says to Timothy, “Endure suffering [fight!] . . . fulfill your ministry [finish!]” (2 Tim. 4:5). Don’t stop fighting and running. Paul gives himself as a model for Timothy to follow and Demas as a model not to follow. But the language he chooses to describe Demas’s faith is love language, not the language of fighting or running or keeping. Demas quit fighting and quit running and quit keeping, because he “loved the present age.” He did not love the Lord’s appearing.

      So in the example of Demas, Paul makes explicit what is in his mind in verses 6–8, namely, the connection between what we love and whether we endure. He makes plain that promising the crown of righteousness to those who have loved the Lord’s appearing (2 Tim. 4:8) is in perfect harmony with the promise that he would receive that same crown for his good fight and finished race and kept faith. They are in harmony because loving the Lord’s appearing was essential for his lifelong endurance. It was the root of that fruit.

      Why the Itchers Did Not Finish the Race

      Another contextual clue shows that Paul sees loving the Lord’s appearing as essential to fighting the good fight and finishing the race and keeping the faith. It is found in the preceding verses:

      The time is coming when people will not endure sound teaching, but having itching ears they will accumulate for themselves teachers to suit their own passions, and will turn away from listening to the truth and wander off into myths. (2 Tim. 4:3–4)

      Here Paul prepares us for what he will say about Demas. The issue is that professing Christians will “turn away” from the truth. (Demas had seemed to be Paul’s faithful partner, Col. 4:14.) They will “wander off.” But why? The reason Paul mentions is not intellectual struggles or relational conflicts or sincere doubts. What he mentions is “itching ears” for teaching that will “suit their own passions.”

      The word passions is simply the common word for desires (ἐπιθυμίας). It is the language of love. It is similar to 2 Timothy 4:8 (“have loved the Lord’s appearing”) and verse 10 (“having loved the present age”). The reason they “turn away” and “wander off” is that they love (crave, long for, desire) the wrong things. They quit fighting the fight. They stop running the race. They cease keeping the faith. Because, like Demas, they love this age. They do not love the Lord’s appearing.

      It is not surprising, therefore, that Paul says his crown will be awarded because of a well-fought fight and a well-run race and persevering faith, while their crown will be awarded because they have loved the Lord’s appearing. These are not separate standards for awarding crowns. They are the same standard. In one, Paul focuses on the inner spiritual affection of love for the Lord and his coming. And in the other, Paul focuses on the resulting fight for perseverance.

      How Important Is It to Love the Second Coming?

      This relationship between loving and fighting is so important for us to see because it shows how crucial it is that we love the Lord’s second coming. This love is not marginal. It is not optional. It is a means by which Christians are kept from falling away. It is a condition of the Christian heart that protects us from the destructive Demas-like love for this age. It is a thrilling glimpse of the prize at the end of life’s marathon that keeps us running (Phil. 3:14). Loving the Lord’s coming is an extension into the future of loving the Lord now. And loving the Lord now is essential to being a Christian.

      The closest New Testament parallel to 2 Timothy 4:8 is James 1:12:

      Blessed is the man who remains steadfast under trial, for when he has stood the test he will receive the crown of life, which God has promised to those who love him.
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      Two key differences in wording confirm how much is at stake in loving the Lord’s appearing. James speaks of loving the Lord himself where Paul speaks of loving the Lord’s appearing. And James promises a crown of life where Paul promises a crown of righteousness. These are not contrary pictures. Both teach that what is at stake in loving the Lord and his appearing is final salvation. The “crown of life” signifies the final inheritance of eternal life (cf. Titus 3:7); and the “crown of righteousness” signifies that this eternal life is the inheritance of those whose saving faith was confirmed by the fruit of righteousness.2

      Therefore, loving the Lord Jesus, and its extension in loving his coming, is an essential mark of a true Christian. Paul says at the end of 1 Corinthians, “If anyone does not love the Lord, let him be accursed. Our Lord, come!” (16:22, my translation). In other words, no one is a Christian—no one is saved—who does not love the Lord Jesus. And it is striking that just as Paul links loving the Lord with the Lord’s coming in 2 Timothy 4:8, so here he links not loving the Lord with the Lord’s coming: “Let him be accursed. Our Lord, come!” In other words, just as the crown of righteousness is awarded to the lovers of Christ at the day of his coming, so will the curse be pronounced on the nonlovers of Christ at the day of his coming.

      Place of Grace

      Someone might stumble over the fact that the very next verse in 1 Corinthians 16 says, “The grace of the Lord Jesus be with you” (16:23). One might ask, “How can Paul make love for Christ essential for escaping God’s curse, and then declare that grace is the way Christ relates to his people?”

      The answer has two parts. First, grace is the divine power that gave us spiritual life in the first place so that our hearts were able to love Christ (Eph. 2:5). “The grace of our Lord overflowed for me with the faith and love that are in Christ Jesus” (1 Tim. 1:14). Second, the ongoing blessings of grace flow to us in the channels of love for Christ that grace itself has created. This is why Paul says in Ephesians 6:24, “Grace be with all who love our Lord Jesus Christ with love incorruptible.” Loving Christ (and thus his coming) is the channel through which more grace flows to us. This is also why both James and Peter say, “God opposes the proud but gives grace to the humble” (James 4:6; 1 Pet. 5:5). The point is that even though grace is what created the humility in the first place, it is to the humble that God gives “more grace” (James 4:6). When the apostles speak of God’s grace flowing to those who love Christ (Eph. 6:24), and grace flowing to the humble (1 Pet. 5:5), they are not describing different hearts—one humble and one loving. There is one Christian heart. It has been brought low in humility, and it loves Christ and his coming.

      Therefore, when Paul says that the person who does not love the Lord will be cursed at his coming, and the person who loves the Lord will receive a crown of righteousness at his coming, he is not undermining or contradicting the decisive role of sovereign grace. God’s grace is the mighty plan and power that, before the creation of the universe, had guaranteed the salvation of God’s people. “[God] saved us and called us to a holy calling, not because of our works but because of his own purpose and grace, which he gave us in Christ Jesus before the ages began” (2 Tim. 1:9). The grace that gave us life and revealed to us the infinitely precious glory of Christ—in his person and in his coming—was given to us before the universe was created.

      Love for the Second Coming Is Essential

      The point we are stressing is that love for Jesus and, by extension, love for his coming, are essential to being a Christian. Jesus himself taught this truth more than once. He said to the Jewish leaders, who claimed to know God but rejected Jesus, “If God were your Father, you would love me” (John 8:42). In other words, if you don’t love me, you don’t have God as your Father. And as we have seen before, Jesus said, “Whoever loves father or mother more than me is not worthy of me, and whoever loves son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me” (Matt. 10:37). What that verse makes clear is that loving Jesus cannot be reduced to doing external things that he commands. That is not what love for father and mother and son and daughter means. This love is what we have called an affection of the heart, not a set of deeds done by the body. And in the case of love for Jesus and his coming, it is a spiritual affection—a work of the Holy Spirit in our lives. Without this love, God is not our Father, and Jesus is not our Savior.

      Means to a Miracle

      Perhaps it is obvious, therefore, why I am pursuing a deeper, more authentic, more unshakable love for Christ’s coming, and would like to bring you with me. The aim is that we experience a Christ-enthralled longing for his presence and glorification. Only a divine act in our hearts can bring that about. So the question we turn to now is, How can a natural act, like writing or reading a book, be a means to that miraculous end?

    

    
      
        1  This Greek verb, προσδέχομαι, in most of its uses carries the connotation of waiting with eagerness, or gladly welcoming, Mark 15:43; Luke 2:25, 38; 23:51; Rom. 16:2; Phil. 2:29; Heb. 10:34; Jude 21.

      

      
        2  The term “crown of righteousness” could possibly represent the final act by which God declares us to be justified. But I have taken it to mean an award for a life whose justifying faith was confirmed with the fruit of righteousness. I do this for two reasons. One is that Paul’s use of the term “righteous judge” in 2 Tim. 4:8 is not based on a courtroom scene (suggesting justification) but on an athletic scene where the judge is rightly deciding if the athletes fought and ran by the rules. “An athlete is not crowned unless he competes according to the rules” (2 Tim. 2:5). The other reason is that awarding Christians a crown for a life marked by the fruit of righteousness is what Paul, and the rest of the New Testament authors, taught. Such teaching simply acknowledges that “faith apart from works is dead” (James 2:26), and we are saved “through sanctification” (2 Thess. 2:13), and there is a “holiness without which no one will see the Lord” (Heb. 12:14), and “whoever does not practice righteousness is not of God” (1 John 3:10). This is not perfectionism. We will not be perfect until we see the Lord Jesus face-to-face (Phil. 3:12; 1 John 3:2). And it is not justification by works. It is the uniform teaching of the New Testament that to enter heaven one must have a wedding garment (Matt. 22:11–14) and that garment is “the righteous deeds of the saints” (Rev. 19:8). These “righteous deeds” do not earn heaven or replace faith as the sole instrument of God’s being 100 percent for us. They are the “obedience that comes from faith” (Rom. 1:5, my translation; Heb. 11:8), the “[works] of faith” (2 Thess. 1:11). They are the fruit of the Spirit (Gal. 5:22–23). Or, as Paul said in Phil. 1:10–11, Christians will be found on “the day of Christ, filled with the fruit of righteousness.”
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      How Can a Book Awaken Love for Christ’s Appearing?

      Since the aim of this book is to help you love the second coming of Christ, how can that actually happen? How can the natural acts of writing and reading a book result in the supernatural experience of love for Christ and his coming?

      Loving the Appearing of Christ Is a Work of the Holy Spirit

      In chapter 1, I argued that what the Bible means by love for Christ’s second coming is not a merely natural fascination with an astounding event. Rather, it is a Christ-enthralled longing for his presence and glorification. That Christ-enthralled longing is a supernatural experience. It is a spiritual affection of the heart that the fallen, sinful human heart cannot produce. It is a work of the Holy Spirit.

      Paul explains that “the natural person does not accept the things of the Spirit of God, for they are folly to him, and he is not able to understand them because they are spiritually discerned” (1 Cor. 2:14). The “natural person” is simply the normal person who does not have the Spirit of God inhabiting and transforming his heart by faith. Jude described the natural person like this: “These are natural people, not having the Spirit [ψυχικοί, πνεῦμα μὴ ἔχοντες]” (Jude 19, my translation).

      Another way of describing the “natural person” is to speak of him as having “the mind of the flesh” or being “in the flesh.” Flesh, in Paul’s ordinary use of the word, refers to fallen human nature considered as independent from God and uninfluenced by the indwelling Spirit. In this condition, people are at odds with God. And in that condition of alienation and resistance, they do not and cannot submit to God’s instruction. So Paul says:

      The mind of the flesh is hostile to God, for it does not submit to God’s law; indeed, it cannot. Those who are in the flesh cannot please God. You, however, are not in the flesh but in the Spirit, if in fact the Spirit of God dwells in you. Anyone who does not have the Spirit of Christ does not belong to him. (Rom. 8:7–9, my translation)

      The point I am drawing out of Paul’s teaching about the “natural person” and the “mind of the flesh” is that none of us will ever discern or embrace the greatness and beauty and value of the coming of Christ without the supernatural work of the Holy Spirit in our hearts. We may be fascinated with prophetic thoughts, or captivated by end-time predictions, or agitated by a fearful future. But none of that requires a supernatural transformation of the fallen human heart. So without the work of the Spirit, we will not love the second coming as Paul intends in 2 Timothy 4:8. We will not experience this love as a Christ-enthralled longing for his presence and glorification.

      Seeing the Glory of His Appearing Creates the Savoring

      So we turn back to the question raised above: How can the natural acts of writing and reading a book result in the supernatural experience of love for Christ and his coming? I answered in chapter 1 that God opens the spiritually blind eyes of natural people to see the greatness, the glory, and the worth of Christ’s coming. He does it through biblical truth about Christ’s appearing and through human teachers who point to that truth. He does it, for example, through books.

      So I am saying that authentic love for Christ’s coming is awakened and intensified by the spiritual sight of Christ’s greatness and glory and worth in his coming. There is a seeing that creates the savoring. There is a spiritual light that creates the sweetness of the longing. Paul spoke of “having the eyes of your hearts enlightened, that you may know what is the hope to which he has called you” (Eph. 1:18). This knowing is not the kind of knowing that the devil has. The devil knows about the second coming and the day of judgment. We know this because when Jesus intruded on the devil’s domain, the demons complained that he had “come here to torment us before the time” (Matt. 8:29)—that is, before the day appointed for their final judgment. They know very well what the second coming of Christ will mean for them.

      That kind of knowing is not our goal. We do not need to have the eyes of our hearts enlightened by God in order to know the way demons know. That is natural knowledge. It does not require the work of the Holy Spirit. Paul was not praying in Ephesians 1:18 that God would enlighten the eyes of our hearts so that we could share the knowledge of demons. He was praying for a kind of “knowing” that only the Holy Spirit can give. He was praying for a knowledge of the reality of our hope that would actually produce rejoicing in our hope! He was praying for the supernatural experience of desiring and loving our hope. He was praying that we would love the appearing of Christ.

      And that loving is the effect of a spiritually illumined knowing. If our love for the second coming were conjured up by methods that short-circuited a knowledge of truth, the love would not honor Christ. The affections that magnify Christ are affections awakened by a true sight of Christ—a true knowledge of Christ. So it is with the second coming. The only love for Christ’s appearing that honors Christ is love that is awakened by a true knowledge of his appearing.

      So the natural act of providing knowledge (like writing this book) goes hand in hand with the supernatural experience of seeing the greatness and glory and worth of Christ through that knowledge.

      News, Glory, and Light

      Paul illustrates this connection between supernatural sight of glory and the natural knowledge of the truth. He says:

      The god of this world has blinded the minds of the unbelievers, to keep them from seeing the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God. For what we proclaim is not ourselves, but Jesus Christ as Lord, with ourselves as your servants for Jesus’ sake. For God, who said, “Let light shine out of darkness,” has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ. (2 Cor. 4:4–6)

      Verse 4 describes what people are blinded from seeing. Verse 6 describes the overcoming of that blindness by God’s supernatural intervention. Verse 4 has three elements.

      First, there is gospel, that is, “good news.” There is real, factual news. There are objective facts about who Christ is and what he has done. As Paul says in 1 Corinthians 15:1–4, “I would remind you, brothers, of the gospel . . . that Christ died for our sins in accordance with the Scriptures, that he was buried, that he was raised on the third day in accordance with the Scriptures.” This is real, objective, factual news.

      Second, there is “glory.” Paul refers to “the gospel of the glory of Christ” (2 Cor. 4:4). The news is objective fact, but it communicates more than mere happenings. It carries in it a glory—a beauty, a radiance, a worth, a greatness of Christ. Rightly told, the news of Christ is a window onto the glory of Christ. But a person can hear the news and not see the glory for what it is.

      Third, there is “light” that may or may not be seen by those who hear the news of this glory. Paul speaks of “the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ” (2 Cor. 4:4). This light is what Satan, “the god of this world” (see also John 12:31; 14:30; 16:11; Eph. 2:2), conceals if he can. He is not as concerned whether people hear the news, or even whether they hear the news told so as to point to Christ’s glory. To be sure, he hates the news and the glory. But a person can hear the “gospel of the glory of Christ” and still be firmly in the bondage of Satan. But if a person sees the light of that gospel of glory, Satan has lost him. He is born again. He belongs to God. Seeing that “light” is a supernatural experience.

      This miracle of sight is described in verse 6. Again, there are the same three elements.

      First, there is the news, only this time it is called “knowledge.” This is the objective content of the truth about Christ and what he has done.

      Second, there is “glory.” Just as verse 4 spoke of “the gospel of the glory,” so verse 6 speaks of “the knowledge of the glory.” In verse 4, it is the “glory of Christ, who is the image of God.” In verse 6, it is the “glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.” It is one divine glory—Christ’s glory as he images God the Father, and God’s glory as he shines in the face of Christ. One divine glory.

      Third, there is “light.” Only here in verse 6, God enables the heart to see it. Satan’s blinding is overcome. “God, who said, ‘Let light shine out of darkness,’ has shone in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.” “The knowledge [or news] of the glory” is now, by God’s intervention, communicated as a kind of “light” that reveals the glory as glorious to the heart of the one who sees it. The heart’s experience of this light goes beyond anything the “natural person” or Satan can experience. This is a seeing that compels savoring. This is a seeing that becomes treasuring.

      And when this seeing is a seeing of the glory of the second coming of Christ, it is a seeing that becomes a loving. This is how it happens that any of us “have loved his appearing” (2 Tim. 4:8). God shines in our hearts to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the coming of Christ. That experience of God’s heart illumination is called, by Paul, loving the appearing of the Lord. It is a spiritual affection rooted in real, glorious, objective facts revealed in Scripture. It is mediated through true knowledge of those facts. This is how a book may become the means of your loving the second coming. Thus, the natural act of providing knowledge (like writing this book) goes hand in hand with the supernatural experience of seeing the greatness and glory and worth of Christ in his coming.

      Example of Peter and John the Baptist

      What we have seen from 2 Corinthians 4:4–6 is also visible in a remarkably different way in the teaching of Jesus. Here again, we see that when our aim is a supernatural experience of objective reality, there are always two steps to get there. One is natural; the other is supernatural—the natural presentation of the reality to our minds, and then God’s supernatural illumination to cause us to see divine glory in that reality. Consider an illustration of these two steps in the ministry of Jesus.

      There came a point for John the Baptist when the ministry of Jesus fell short of his expectations of how the coming Messiah would act. John was in prison, which itself was troubling, if the messianic kingdom was about to dawn. From prison, therefore, he sent word to Jesus and said, “Are you the one who is to come, or shall we look for another?” (Matt. 11:3). What was at stake here was John the Baptist’s faith in Jesus as the Messiah.

      At this point, Jesus might have prayed for John that God would supernaturally illumine his heart to see the self-authenticating glory of Jesus in the facts that John already knew. In fact, Jesus may have done just that. We don’t know. But we do know what Jesus definitely did. Jesus said to John’s messengers:

      Go and tell John what you hear and see: the blind receive their sight and the lame walk, lepers are cleansed and the deaf hear, and the dead are raised up, and the poor have good news preached to them. And blessed is the one who is not offended by me. (Matt. 11:4–6)

      In other words, Jesus made sure that John had the facts. The news. The knowledge.

      Now compare this transaction between Jesus and John the Baptist to a transaction between Jesus and Peter. Instead of waiting for Peter to ask Jesus about whether he was the Messiah or not, the way John did, Jesus takes the initiative and asks the disciples, “Who do you say that I am?” To which Peter replies, “You are the Christ [Christos is Greek for Messiah], the Son of the living God.” To this Jesus responds, “Blessed are you, Simon Bar-Jonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father who is in heaven” (Matt. 16:15–17).

      Jesus recognized in Peter’s answer that a miracle had happened. God had “revealed” something to Peter beyond what “flesh and blood” could see. It was more than factual knowledge that men and devils can attain by their own resources. It is more than the mere fact that Jesus is the Son of God. The devil knows that Jesus is the Son of God. Hence the unclean spirit says to Jesus, “I know who you are—the Holy One of God” (Mark 1:24). But the devil’s knowledge is a hating knowledge, not a loving knowledge. The devil “knows,” but “he does not . . . know as he ought to know” (1 Cor. 8:2).

      The devil had not seen Jesus as gloriously precious. He had seen him only as an offensive threat. He had not seen the magnificence of Jesus as the magnificence of a treasure. But Peter’s recognition of Jesus went beyond what natural men and devils can see. His sight was “blessed.” The devil’s wasn’t. “Blessed are you, Simon.” He was blessed because his sight was a God-given transforming sight of Christ. He had experienced the miracle of 2 Corinthians 4:6. God had “shone in [his heart] to give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.”

      Now consider what these two encounters—with John the Baptist and with Peter—teach us about natural knowledge and supernatural love. They show that when our aim is a supernatural experience of objective reality, there are always two steps to get there: one natural, the other supernatural. Both John and Peter needed factual knowledge about Jesus. They needed a natural presentation of reality to their minds. Peter had this knowledge from living with Jesus as a close disciple. John was reminded of it by Jesus: “Go and tell John what you hear and see.” And both needed the supernatural intervention of God to illumine natural knowledge with the kind of “light” that would turn a Jewish wonder worker into a treasure of infinite worth (Matt. 13:44).

      What then is the answer to the question we posed at the beginning of this chapter? Since the aim of this book is to help you love the second coming of Christ, how can that actually happen? How can the natural act of writing and reading a book result in the supernatural experience of love for Christ and his coming? Now we have seen the answer. It can happen if I communicate accurately “good news” and “knowledge” about the glory of Christ in his coming, and if God shines in your heart with the divine light of that glory (2 Cor. 4:6). It can happen if I tell you accurately the glories of the second coming that are really there in the Bible, and if God reveals their heart-satisfying worth, which flesh and blood cannot (Matt. 11:1–6; 16:17). In other words, it can happen if I impart objective truth through my writing, and if God imparts spiritual light through your reading.

      Foundations of Truth about the Second Coming

      You can see an implicit assumption in what I just said, which I want to make explicit with some explanation. I am assuming the truth of biblical teaching about the second coming. I am not assuming it without reason. But that reasoning is in another book, A Peculiar Glory: How the Christian Scriptures Reveal Their Complete Truthfulness.1 Here I am assuming that what the Bible teaches about the second coming is true. If you have questions about that, one way forward is to read this book in order to “test everything; hold fast what is good” (1 Thess. 5:21). Test to see if I handle the Scriptures accurately, and read with the prayer that God would confirm to your mind and heart what is really true. In other words, the book itself might be a means God uses to increase your confidence in the Scriptures.

      One of the reasons I linger here to emphasize the truth of Scripture is that this is what the apostle Peter does in his second letter when he begins to deal with the question of the second coming of Christ. Peter is about to address skeptics who asked, “Where is the promise of his coming?” (2 Pet. 3:4). But before he gives his answers to their skepticism, he lays the foundation of his truthfulness.

      He lays two foundations: first, his own eyewitness experience of Christ on the Mount of Transfiguration and, second, the confirmation of Old Testament Scriptures, which were inspired by God. I will deal with Peter’s teaching about the second coming in chapter 20. Here I am only pointing out that he is eager to lay foundations for the truthfulness of his teachings, which is what I want to do as well.

      He says, first, “We did not follow cleverly devised myths when we made known to you the power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we were eyewitnesses of his majesty” (2 Pet. 1:16). Peter is aware that people are led astray by end-time myths. He wants no part of it. He is not a myth maker or a myth follower. His claims to truth are based on his own eyewitness experience of Jesus’s teachings and actions.

      His reference to seeing Christ’s “majesty” refers to his being with Christ on the Mount of Transfiguration (Matt. 17:1–8). “When . . . the voice was borne to him by the Majestic Glory, ‘This is my beloved Son, with whom I am well pleased’ [Matt. 17:5], we ourselves heard this very voice borne from heaven, for we were with him on the holy mountain” (2 Pet. 1:17–18). We will deal in chapter 13 with why Peter connects the transfiguration with the second coming (“the power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ,” 2 Pet. 1:16), but for now the point is simply this: Peter wants to distance himself as far as possible from speculative myths. He wants only to teach truth for which there is good reason. He wants a reasonable foundation under all that he says. I share that goal.

      Second, he moves from the foundation of his own eyewitness experience of Jesus to the foundation of the inspired Scriptures, which for him meant the Old Testament (although he refers in 3:16 to the letters of Paul as part of the Scriptures). He says:

      And we have the prophetic word [the Scriptures] more fully confirmed, to which you will do well to pay attention. . . . For no prophecy was ever produced by the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit. (2 Pet. 1:19, 21)

      This is one of the clearest teachings in the Bible concerning the divine inspiration of the Old Testament Scriptures. Peter believed, with good reason (Jesus believed the same, Matt. 5:17–18; John 10:35), that the authors of the Old Testament were not acting on their own. They were carried along by the Spirit. What they wrote was not only their word. It was God’s. Therefore, Peter was eager to lay a double foundation under his teaching about the second coming—namely, the eyewitness accounts of Jesus and the God-inspired Scriptures. I share Peter’s eagerness. And I share his confidence in the eyewitness stories of Jesus and in the inspired Scriptures.

      Words That Will Never Be Shaken

      I cannot move on without drawing attention to the very same concern of Jesus to make sure we see his own teaching as a rock-solid, unwavering ground for our understanding of the second coming. In the longest and most detailed treatment of the end times in the New Testament Gospels, namely Matthew 24, Jesus says this: “Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will not pass away” (24:35). Jesus was aware that all kinds of false prophets and false christs and false teaching would challenge a right understanding of the second coming (Matt. 24:10–11, 24). Therefore, he wanted to emphasize that in all the shaking of the world that will come, his words will never be shaken from their truthfulness. There is a good foundation for knowing what we need to know about the second coming.

      Savoring the Truth We See

      When I say that this book could be a means of your loving the appearing of Christ, if I impart objective truth through my writing, and if God imparts spiritual light through your reading, the objective truth I have in mind is nothing other than what the Bible teaches. I claim no authority of my own. If I am faithful to what the Bible teaches, I have good hope that God will be pleased to do his miraculous light-giving work so that many will not only see the facts of Christ in his coming, but see them as glorious and precious—more precious than all this world. That is my aim—that you would savor the truth you see, and that all of us would find ourselves among the number of those “who have loved [the Lord’s] appearing” (2 Tim. 4:8).

    

    
      
        1  John Piper, A Peculiar Glory: How the Christian Scriptures Reveal Their Complete Truthfulness (Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2016).
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      The Glory of Christ as the Primary Reality of His Coming

      The Heart of the Matter, Part 1

      I have argued that love for the appearing of the Lord Jesus is a spiritual affection—an affection, or heart feeling, created (in its origin) and formed (in its nature) by the Holy Spirit. One implication of this is that there are different kinds of affections—kinds of love—for his appearing. Some of these are not spiritual and are not the love to which Paul promises a crown of righteousness (2 Tim. 4:8). So my goal in this book includes the effort to prevent a kind of love for the second coming that has catastrophic results.

      Helping Us Avoid Catastrophic Results at His Coming

      What I mean by “catastrophic results” is what Jesus warns about in Matthew 7:21–23. He says that on “that day”—the day of his coming in judgment—some of those who seemed to love his appearing will be shocked that they are turned away from Christ’s presence:

      Not everyone who says to me, “Lord, Lord,” will enter the kingdom of heaven, but the one who does the will of my Father who is in heaven. On that day many will say to me, “Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy in your name, and cast out demons in your name, and do many mighty works in your name?” And then will I declare to them, “I never knew you; depart from me, you workers of lawlessness.”

      The reason I say that these false disciples seemed to love the Lord’s appearing is that they wanted to be included on “that day.” They wanted in. They called Jesus “Lord.” They may have sung a worship song like I did in the 1980s: “I love you, Lord, and I lift my voice to worship you. O my soul, rejoice.” But Jesus turns them away. In spite of all their religious affirmations (about his lordship) and all their achievements (in doing “many mighty works”), he says that their works came from a lawless spirit. They were not humbly submissive to God and his laws. There was a controlling streak of independence. Concerning their worship songs, in effect, Jesus said, “This people honors me with their lips, but their heart is far from me; in vain do they worship me” (Matt. 15:8–9). How shall we love the appearing of the Lord Jesus in a way that avoids this catastrophic result on the day of his coming?

      Heart of the Matter at His Coming

      One answer is to ask honestly what we really love about the appearing of the Lord and then to compare that to what he will really bring at his coming. Or to say it another way, does our love for his coming fit with his purposes in coming? In a sense, the entirety of this book is an effort to help us answer this question. But in this chapter, I want to penetrate to the heart of the matter, that is, the heart of Christ’s ultimate purpose in coming again. This purpose will be the test of whether our love for his coming fits with his purposes in coming.

      The heart of the matter has to do, first, with the primary, objective reality of the Lord’s coming, which is his glory—by which I always mean himself manifest as glorious. We are going to see that there is an astonishing focus on the Lord’s glory at his coming. That’s why I call it the primary objective reality. But the heart of the matter that I am talking about consists not only in the objective glory of Christ but also, secondly, in our experience of that glory on the day of his coming.
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