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Can anyone name the book that, after the Bible, was the biggest selling nonfiction book during the decade of the 1970s?  It may be the biggest selling book you have never heard of; it may also be that it’s hard to remember any books from the 70s.  The Late Great Planet Earth by Hal Lindsey was the best-selling non-fiction book for the decade of the 70s, except the Bible.  By 1990 it had total estimated sales of 28 million copies.  Have you heard of this book?  I assume most everyone is familiar with the Left Behind series of novels.  There are sixteen books in the Left Behind series and together they have sold over 65 million copies, which is a tremendous number, but compare this to one book selling almost half of the total of the entire Left Behind series.  The Late Great Planet Earth is Hal Lindsey’s interpretation of various Biblical passages relating to the end times.  In it, he discusses Armageddon, the rapture, the millennial reign of Christ, and all the things that come under the umbrella of what we will call “last things.”  

There is tremendous interest in the end times, and not just among religious people.  Hollywood has released scores of movies about the apocalypse and the end times; 1999 brought about a lot of millennial fever; and in recent days there has been a growing level of apocalyptic anxiety over the tests that will soon occur in the supercollider buried under Geneva, Switzerland.

Interest in, or fear of, the end is not new to our generation.  End time fever has swept through history on a regular basis.  In the history of our country we read of numerous times when people became caught up in speculation over the impending end of all things.


Indeed, predictions of the end always seem to be upon us.  The dawning of the nuclear age brought with it the fear the end could be near because mankind had developed the power to destroy all things.  When tensions rise in the Middle East there is an accompanying renewal of what it means in terms of the end times.  As natural disasters and anxiety about the future of our environment make news on a regular basis many people interpret this means in relation to the end times. 

When this book (The Late Great Planet Earth) was released people in our church were talking about it but our minister would not preach about the end times because it felt it was too controversial.  It’s not controversial, just misunderstood.

As we continue our series In Essentials Unity, Opinions Liberty, and in All Things Love we come to the topic of Last Things.  Here is what the Baptist Faith and Message has to say about the last things – 


God, in His own time and in His own way, will bring the world to its appropriate end. According to His promise, Jesus Christ will return personally and visibly in glory to the earth; the dead will be raised; and Christ will judge all men in righteousness. The unrighteous will be consigned to Hell, the place of everlasting punishment. The righteous in their resurrected and glorified bodies will receive their reward and will dwell forever in Heaven with the Lord. 


Before we look at some of the themes in the Scriptures that relate to the end times I will make one clarifying statement.  I will not be discussing matters such as the Rapture; Armageddon; the Great Tribulation; the differences between Pre-Tribulation and Post-Tribulation theology; or those kinds of specific details.  One reason is the purely practical reason of the impossibility of doing so in the roughly 15 or 20 minutes we have this morning.  But another reason is that concentrating on those details causes us to overlook some of the more important matters relating to the end times.  Those matters we will now consider.
1.  In spite of what anyone says or writes, no one knows the day or the hour in which any of the events related to the end of time will take place.

I have a few books with me this morning that I received in the mail.  One of them is 88 Reasons Why the Rapture Could Be in 1988.  There was a sequel to this, but only one.  Here’s one called Are You Ready for the Rapture?  October 28, 1992.  I don’t think this one had a sequel.  I have others that attempt to pinpoint a date, to name the antichrist, or give details that the Scriptures plainly say is knowledge we are not given.  I’m not making fun of these books, but simply pointing out that it is fruitless to try and make specific predictions about the end times.

I am constantly amazed at how people believe they can pinpoint the time and date of any events related to the end of time.  This is a knowledge that Jesus himself did not claim.  In Mark 13:32 Jesus says but of that day or hour no one knows, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but the Father alone (also Matthew 24:36).  In Acts 1:7, among the last words of Jesus before his ascension into heaven are these – it is not for you to know time or epochs which the Father has fixed by His own authority.


In Mark 13, when Jesus responds to the question of when the end would come the first thing he says is see to it that no one misleads you.  Don’t be misled by anyone who claims any knowledge about details related to the timing of any event related to the end times.  Jesus gave these signs about the end – when you hear of wars and rumors of wars, do not be frightened; those things must take place; but that is not yet the end.  For nation will arise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom; there will be earthquakes in various places; there will also be famines.  These things are merely the beginning of birth pangs (Mark 13:7-8).  These are signs that apply to any point in history and they are, Jesus clearly says, only the beginning.  Be skeptical of anyone who attempts to give even a general time frame of any of the events related to the end.
2.  It will be unexpected, so Jesus says to be in readiness.


Jesus is very clear – don’t bother speculating about the end; simply be in readiness.


At the end of Mark 13 Jesus tells a short parable about being in readiness and ends with these words – Be on the alert!  (Mark 13:37).  In Matthew 24 the entire chapter is devoted to Jesus’ discussion of the end and part of chapter 25.  One of the greatest themes in all of that passage is that of being ready, be on the alert.  Every parable of Jesus dealing with the end has one primary message – be on the alert.  The end will not come when it is expected. 

Jesus is really talking about two different ends.  One is the end of all things, but the other is your own end.  Odds are the end of all things will not be during our lifetimes.  But we will have an end to our lives, and for that end we must be prepared.  Is my soul prepared?  Have I accepted the grace and salvation that God offers?
3. The purpose of God is to love and save the world, not to condemn it to destruction.  


Some end time theology, to me, seems to glory in seeing that some people are going to get “what’s coming to them.”  Maybe I’m wrong; maybe it’s just me, but there seems to be this element in some of the speculation about the end times – God’s gonna get those sinners and I’m glad he is.  But we should take note of II Peter 3:3-9.  In this passage Peter writes of those who are mocking that fact that Jesus has not returned.  He says know this first of all, that in the last days mockers will come with their mocking, following after their own lusts, and saying, “Where is the promise of His coming?  For ever since the fathers fell asleep, all continues just as it was from the beginning of creation.”  (II Peter 3:3-4).  It’s the same mocking we hear from skeptics today.  Peter’s response, though, is so important because he says The Lord is not slow about His promise, as some count slowness, but is patient toward you, not wishing for any to perish but for all to come to repentance.  Some of those words are very familiar – not wishing for any to perish – where do you think Peter heard those words?  What does John 3:16-17 say?  That whosoever believes in him should not perish.  Peter heard Jesus say those words – it is not destruction that God desires, but salvation.

Because the desire of God is that all should come to repentance this should be our goal as well.  It’s not an understanding of some very detailed, speculative end-time theology, but a transforming, saving relationship with Christ that beckons us and all people.  Paul writes in Galatians 2:20 that I have been crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I who live, but Christ lives in me; and the life which I now live in the flesh I live by faith in the Son of God, who loved me, and delivered Himself up for me.


We are not to be spending an inordinate amount of time speculating about the end; we are called to be salt and light to the world.  As much as we might desire to escape the problems and difficulties of the world, we must remember that Jesus always loved and engaged the world.  In the story of the Transfiguration (Matthew 17:1-13; Mark 9:1-13; Luke 9:28-36) Peter was content to stay on the mountain and soak up the glory of the moment, but Jesus led them right back down the mountain and into the chaos of every day life in this world.  This is our calling.
4.  No one but God is in control of how and when the world will come to an end.


The end will not come because of anything done by mankind.  God is in charge of history and he will determine its outcome.  Contrary to what some people may think, no one but God is in control of the how and when of the end of all things.  God is the author and creator of all things and he will be the finisher of all things.  History is not an endlessly repeating cycle but is heading to a conclusion of God’s choosing.  As one person has said, history is his-story.  We are called to be a part of that history.  May we embrace the history God is calling us to.
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