God, I Have a Question #9

“When Will All This Take Place?”

Revelation 19-22

Heaven is a pleasant, popular subject that is a joy both to preach and to hear. Over these past three Sundays we have sung hymns about Heaven, and most of them are very upbeat and positive. Did you notice a similarity in the two hymns we sang today? Both of them begin with the same word: “When The Roll Is Called Up Yonder” and “When We See Christ.” That is our theme this morning message: When will all this take place? 

Of course, we cannot know with precision when our Lord Jesus Christ will return. He clearly taught in Matthew 24:36, “No one knows about that day or hour, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father.” There are, however, many questions regarding the order of events regarding the return of Christ that can be more readily understood. This morning I would like to first define some of these terms and phrases and then (to the extent that we can) show the order in which they will occur.
The Related Subjects of Eschatology


Let’s begin with the related subjects of eschatology. Perhaps that is a new word for some of you—eschatology means the study of last things, or the study of the end times. Within this field of study there are several concepts that must be understood.


First on this list is the rapture or the resurrection of the saints. The word “rapture” does not itself appear in the Bible, and for this reason some do not believe it is a separate event. Scripture does teach, however, that all people will be resurrected from the dead, and that there are two distinct resurrections. Jesus said in John 5:28-29

Do not be amazed at this, for a time is coming when all who are in their graves will hear his voice and come out—those who have done good will rise to live, and those who have done evil will rise to be condemned.


Every soul who has ever lived and died will live again. They will be raised from the dead (i.e., resurrection) and be given new bodies that will never die. The righteous will be raised first—Revelation 20:5 calls this “the first resurrection”—while the unbelievers will be raised at a later time.


This first resurrection is tied into the return of Jesus. Three passages in the New Testament provide details about Christ’s coming. (These are not the only texts that refer to this, but these go into greater detail.) See if you discover similarities in these verses:

At that time the sign of the Son of Man will appear in the sky, and all the nations of the earth will mourn. They will see the Son of Man coming on the clouds of the sky, with power and great glory. And he will send his angels with a loud trumpet call, and they will gather his elect from the four winds, from one end of the heavens to the other. [Matthew 24:30-31]
Brothers, we do not want you to be ignorant about those who fall asleep, or to grieve like the rest of men, who have no hope. We believe that Jesus died and rose again and so we believe that God will bring with Jesus those who have fallen asleep in him. According to the Lord’s own word, we tell you that we who are still alive, who are left till the coming of the Lord, will certainly not precede those who have fallen asleep. For the Lord himself will come down from heaven, with a loud command, with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet call of God, and the dead in Christ will rise first. After that, we who are still alive and are left will be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. And so we will be with the Lord forever. Therefore encourage each other with these words. [1 Thessalonians 4:13-18]

Listen, I tell you a mystery: We will not all sleep, but we will all be changed— in a flash, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will sound, the dead will be raised imperishable, and we will be changed. [1 Corinthians 15:51-52]


What do these have in common? Jesus Himself comes in the clouds; there is a trumpet blast; the believers who have died will be raised from the dead; those believers who are alive at that time will be given new, glorified bodies; and they will rise to meet Christ in the air. This is called the rapture, even though the word itself does not appear.

Another key concept regarding the end times is called the “Great Tribulation.” This phrase comes from the King James Version of Matthew 24:21, “For then shall be great tribulation, such as was not since the beginning of the world to this time, no, nor ever shall be,” and also Revelation 7:14, “These are they which came out of great tribulation, and have washed their robes, and made them white in the blood of the Lamb.”

The Great Tribulation is also prophesied in the Old Testament, specifically in Daniel 9:25-27 and in Daniel 12:1-4. Daniel 9 speaks of seventy “weeks,” which was a figurative way to speak of seven year periods. The seventieth “week” marks the time of the Great Tribulation, which the book of Revelation divides into two halves of three and a half years each. Jesus describes the Great Tribulation in Matthew 24:15-29,

So when you see standing in the holy place “the abomination that causes desolation,” spoken of through the prophet Daniel—let the reader understand—then let those who are in Judea flee to the mountains. Let no one on the roof of his house go down to take anything out of the house. Let no one in the field go back to get his cloak. How dreadful it will be in those days for pregnant women and nursing mothers! Pray that your flight will not take place in winter or on the Sabbath. For then there will be great distress, unequaled from the beginning of the world until now—and never to be equaled again. If those days had not been cut short, no one would survive, but for the sake of the elect those days will be shortened. At that time if anyone says to you, “Look, here is the Christ!” or, “There he is!” do not believe it. For false Christs and false prophets will appear and perform great signs and miracles to deceive even the elect—if that were possible. See, I have told you ahead of time. 
So if anyone tells you, “There he is, out in the desert,” do not go out; or, “Here he is, in the inner rooms,” do not believe it. For as lightning that comes from the east is visible even in the west, so will be the coming of the Son of Man. Wherever there is a carcass, there the vultures will gather. 
Immediately after the distress of those days “the sun will be darkened, and the moon will not give its light; the stars will fall from the sky, and the heavenly bodies will be shaken.”

Revelation 13 depicts this same period of time yet to come:

And the dragon stood on the shore of the sea.

And I saw a beast coming out of the sea. He had ten horns and seven heads, with ten crowns on his horns, and on each head a blasphemous name. The beast I saw resembled a leopard, but had feet like those of a bear and a mouth like that of a lion. The dragon gave the beast his power and his throne and great authority. One of the heads of the beast seemed to have had a fatal wound, but the fatal wound had been healed. The whole world was astonished and followed the beast. Men worshiped the dragon because he had given authority to the beast, and they also worshiped the beast and asked, “Who is like the beast? Who can make war against him?” 

The beast was given a mouth to utter proud words and blasphemies and to exercise his authority for forty-two months. He opened his mouth to blaspheme God, and to slander his name and his dwelling place and those who live in heaven. He was given power to make war against the saints and to conquer them. And he was given authority over every tribe, people, language and nation. All inhabitants of the earth will worship the beast—all whose names have not been written in the book of life belonging to the Lamb that was slain from the creation of the world.

He who has an ear, let him hear.  If anyone is to go into captivity, into captivity he will go. If anyone is to be killed with the sword, with the sword he will be killed.

This calls for patient endurance and faithfulness on the part of the saints. 

Then I saw another beast, coming out of the earth. He had two horns like a lamb, but he spoke like a dragon. He exercised all the authority of the first beast on his behalf, and made the earth and its inhabitants worship the first beast, whose fatal wound had been healed. And he performed great and miraculous signs, even causing fire to come down from heaven to earth in full view of men. Because of the signs he was given power to do on behalf of the first beast, he deceived the inhabitants of the earth. He ordered them to set up an image in honor of the beast who was wounded by the sword and yet lived. He was given power to give breath to the image of the first beast, so that it could speak and cause all who refused to worship the image to be killed. He also forced everyone, small and great, rich and poor, free and slave, to receive a mark on his right hand or on his forehead, so that no one could buy or sell unless he had the mark, which is the name of the beast or the number of his name. 

This calls for wisdom. If anyone has insight, let him calculate the number of the beast, for it is man’s number. His number is 666. 

The “dragon” of verse one is Satan (as John clearly identifies elsewhere in the book); the “beast” is the Antichrist or false Christ mentioned in other texts, and the “false prophet” will bring power and praise to the Antichrist (much as the Holy Spirit does to the real Christ). Hence the Great Tribulation is dominated by this unholy trinity that tries to mimic the true Godhead.


Another concept in the study of the end times is often called the “Second Coming of Christ.” This may be confusing, since Jesus returns in the Rapture—wouldn’t that make this the third coming of Christ? (Indeed some combine the Rapture and the Second Coming into one event.)


The difference between the Rapture and the Second Coming has to do with location. All of the Scriptures referring to the Rapture takes place “in the clouds” or “in the air.” There is no evidence that Jesus returns to the earth at that time. In the Second Coming, though, He will come again to earth.


Revelation 16:12-16 sets the stage for this return:

The sixth angel poured out his bowl on the great river Euphrates, and its water was dried up to prepare the way for the kings from the East. Then I saw three evil spirits that looked like frogs; they came out of the mouth of the dragon, out of the mouth of the beast and out of the mouth of the false prophet. They are spirits of demons performing miraculous signs, and they go out to the kings of the whole world, to gather them for the battle on the great day of God Almighty. “Behold, I come like a thief! Blessed is he who stays awake and keeps his clothes with him, so that he may not go naked and be shamefully exposed.” Then they gathered the kings together to the place that in Hebrew is called Armageddon. 


Perhaps you have heard the word “Armageddon” but never knew what it meant. Armageddon is an actual place, a plain in the land of Israel where many significant battles have been fought in the past. In this case, the battle of Armageddon marks the end of the Great Tribulation. The armies of the earth—including those of the Antichrist—will converge on this place to battle one another, until something unexpected takes place. This is recorded in Revelation 19:11-21,

I saw heaven standing open and there before me was a white horse, whose rider is called Faithful and True. With justice he judges and makes war.   His eyes are like blazing fire, and on his head are many crowns. He has a name written on him that no one knows but he himself. He is dressed in a robe dipped in blood, and his name is the Word of God. The armies of heaven were following him, riding on white horses and dressed in fine linen, white and clean. Out of his mouth comes a sharp sword with which to strike down the nations. “He will rule them with an iron scepter.” He treads the winepress of the fury of the wrath of God Almighty. On his robe and on his thigh he has this name written: KING OF KINGS AND LORD OF LORDS. 

And I saw an angel standing in the sun, who cried in a loud voice to all the birds flying in midair, “Come, gather together for the great supper of God, so that you may eat the flesh of kings, generals, and mighty men, of horses and their riders, and the flesh of all people, free and slave, small and great.” 

Then I saw the beast and the kings of the earth and their armies gathered together to make war against the rider on the horse and his army. But the beast was captured, and with him the false prophet who had performed the miraculous signs on his behalf. With these signs he had deluded those who had received the mark of the beast and worshiped his image. The two of them were thrown alive into the fiery lake of burning sulfur.   The rest of them were killed with the sword that came out of the mouth of the rider on the horse, and all the birds gorged themselves on their flesh. 


This second coming of Christ to the earth is also predicted in Zechariah 14:2-9,

I will gather all the nations to Jerusalem to fight against it; the city will be captured, the houses ransacked, and the women raped. Half of the city will go into exile, but the rest of the people will not be taken from the city. 

Then the Lord will go out and fight against those nations, as he fights in the day of battle. On that day his feet will stand on the Mount of Olives, east of Jerusalem, and the Mount of Olives will be split in two from east to west, forming a great valley, with half of the mountain moving north and half moving south. You will flee by my mountain valley, for it will extend to Azel. You will flee as you fled from the earthquake in the days of Uzziah king of Judah. Then the Lord my God will come, and all the holy ones with him. 

On that day there will be no light, no cold or frost. It will be a unique day, without daytime or nighttime—a day known to the Lord. When evening comes, there will be light. 

On that day living water will flow out from Jerusalem, half to the eastern sea and half to the western sea, in summer and in winter. 

The Lord will be king over the whole earth. On that day there will be one Lord, and his name the only name. 


Zechariah ends this passage with the Lord reigning as king over all the earth. This will take place during a period called the “Millennium,” a word simply meaning “1,000 years.” Jesus Christ will rule as king over the whole world, with the saints (believers from all of history) reigning with Him. John describes this in Revelation 20:1-6,

And I saw an angel coming down out of heaven, having the key to the Abyss and holding in his hand a great chain. He seized the dragon, that ancient serpent, who is the devil, or Satan, and bound him for a thousand years. He threw him into the Abyss, and locked and sealed it over him, to keep him from deceiving the nations anymore until the thousand years were ended. After that, he must be set free for a short time. 

I saw thrones on which were seated those who had been given authority to judge. And I saw the souls of those who had been beheaded because of their testimony for Jesus and because of the word of God. They had not worshiped the beast or his image and had not received his mark on their foreheads or their hands. They came to life and reigned with Christ a thousand years. (The rest of the dead did not come to life until the thousand years were ended.) This is the first resurrection. Blessed and holy are those who have part in the first resurrection. The second death has no power over them, but they will be priests of God and of Christ and will reign with him for a thousand years. 


Some have mistakenly associated this reign of Christ as our eternal home in Heaven, but this is not the case. Revelation 20:7-10 refer to the end of the thousand years, and of course there will be no end in eternity. Furthermore, something happens at the end of the millennium that could never happen in our final eternal home:

When the thousand years are over, Satan will be released from his prison and will go out to deceive the nations in the four corners of the earth—Gog and Magog—to gather them for battle. In number they are like the sand on the seashore. They marched across the breadth of the earth and surrounded the camp of God’s people, the city he loves. But fire came down from heaven and devoured them. And the devil, who deceived them, was thrown into the lake of burning sulfur, where the beast and the false prophet had been thrown. They will be tormented day and night for ever and ever. 

Notice the names “Gog” and “Magog.” These names come from Ezekiel 38-39, a prophecy of a massive battle between the forces of evil and the people of God. This is not a predicted battle between Russia and Israel at the beginning of the Great Tribulation, as so many “prophecy experts” have taught. Rather, this is the final battle between God and Satan…and we all know who wins that war!


Reading on in Revelation 20 we come to “The Great White Throne Judgment.” Verses 11-15 detail the scene:

Then I saw a great white throne and him who was seated on it. Earth and sky fled from his presence, and there was no place for them. And I saw the dead, great and small, standing before the throne, and books were opened. Another book was opened, which is the book of life. The dead were judged according to what they had done as recorded in the books. The sea gave up the dead that were in it, and death and Hades gave up the dead that were in them, and each person was judged according to what he had done. Then death and Hades were thrown into the lake of fire. The lake of fire is the second death. If anyone’s name was not found written in the book of life, he was thrown into the lake of fire. 


This would be the “second resurrection,” the raising of all unbelievers throughout history. This might also be called “judgment day,” for at this time everyone who has not trusted in Christ will be sentenced to eternity in the lake of fire, commonly called “hell.”


Revelation 21-22 reveal the “New Heaven and New Earth” (also predicted in Isaiah 65:17ff and 2 Peter 3:13).  This is the eternal destiny of all who trust in Christ, where there will be no more sin, no more sorrow, no more death, and no more curse. This is what we mean when we speak of our eternal home in Heaven. This is the place we sing about and dream about, where we will be reunited with our loved ones and spend eternity with God. When we all get to Heaven…what a day of rejoicing that will be!

The Revealed Sequence of Events

Now that we have a handle on these various subjects, let’s address the question, “When will all this take place?” Very briefly let me share the revealed sequence of events regarding these subjects. For sake of simplicity, I would recommend that you simply put a number beside the words and phrases listed on the back of your bulletin. 

The first word is Rapture. Put a question mark to the left of that word. I’m not trying to cop out on this; we simply do not know when in the sequence of these other events the Rapture will take place. Some put it before the Great Tribulation, some at the end of the seven-year time of trouble, and others somewhere in the middle. We know it will happen—we just don’t know when.

The rest of the words and phrases are in order. Put a “1” beside the Great Tribulation, a “2” beside the Second Coming of Christ, a “3” beside the Millennium, a “4” beside the Great White Throne Judgment, and a “5” beside the New Heaven and New Earth. Based on what God has revealed about the end times, this sequence is clear.

The Relevant Significance of the End


Now comes the real challenge: So what? What is the relevant significance of the end, if there is any? I believe there is. Returning to Matthew 24, Jesus gives very practical, present-day applications based on the information He reveals about the future. 


In Matthew 24:12-13 He says, “Because of the increase of wickedness, the love of most will grow cold, but he who stands firm to the end will be saved.” He warns us that times will get worse before they get better, and that many will not stay true to Him. But those who stand firm to the end will be saved—that’s a promise! 


In verse 36, then down to verses 42-44 we read,

No one knows about that day or hour, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father…Therefore keep watch, because you do not know on what day your Lord will come. But understand this: If the owner of the house had known at what time of night the thief was coming, he would have kept watch and would not have let his house be broken into. So you also must be ready, because the Son of Man will come at an hour when you do not expect him.


We cannot know the specific details about when Christ will return, but we do not that He is coming, that He is coming at a time no one expects, and that once He comes, our eternal destiny is set. The time to believe is now; today is the day of salvation, for tomorrow may not come. And once the end comes, it will be too late to decide.


The end is near.


Are you ready?

