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CHAPTER ONE:  THE HOPE OF THE RISEN LORD
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The land in which I am currently writing is one shrouded in darkness and the shadow of death. “Having no hope and without God in the world” is an apt description of so many of its people. Why is it so? One main reason is because they follow leaders who are dead. Against such a sombre background the hope of the Christian shines so brightly, for we serve a living Saviour. “Why seek ye the living among the dead?” questioned the angels on that most glorious first day of the week, “He is not here, but is risen.” Therein lies the believer’s hope. It springs from an empty tomb and is centred in a risen Lord.

The bodily resurrection of the Lord Jesus lies at the foundation of our faith, for “if Christ hath not been raised, your faith is vain; ye are yet in your sins” (1 Corinthians 15:17). “But now hath Christ been raised from the dead” (verse 20). Oh, the glorious certainty of it! This fact flooded the lives of the early Christians, giving them new purpose and hope and empowering all their service. They lived in the expectation of the return of their risen Lord.

Recalling his work among the Thessalonians, Paul wrote to them, “ye turned unto God from idols, to serve a living and true God, and to wait for His Son from heaven, whom He raised from the dead, even Jesus” (I Thessalonians 1:9,10). They turned, to serve and to wait, and their waiting was no vain hope. The empty tomb was their assurance that He would return. And so it is still. We have been begotten again “unto a living hope by the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead” (1 Peter 1:3). Hope looks back to an empty tomb, upward to an occupied throne, and onward to the return in glorified body of the Man who sits upon it.

“We hoped that it was He which should redeem Israel”, said the two disconsolate disciples as they communed with the Stranger on the Emmaus road. But when their eyes were opened and they knew Him, hope blazed afresh and they returned that very night to Jerusalem with their glad message, “The Lord is risen indeed”.

The Promise of His Return

“Where is the promise of His coming?” cry the mockers of whom Peter warned us. There is no lack of such people today, who treat the word of God as a plaything, for that is the thought behind the word “mockers”. But the taunts of the unbelieving only serve to strengthen the believer’s faith. “If I go ... I come again, and will receive you unto Myself”, said the Master Himself. And He did go, for “as they were looking, He was taken up; and a cloud received Him out of their sight” (Acts 1:9). So surely will He return. “This Jesus, which was received up from you into heaven, shall so come in like manner as ye beheld Him going into heaven”, said the angels to those wondering disciples. 

And to the testimony of the Lord Jesus and the angels is added that of the apostles. “The Lord Himself shall descend from heaven, with a shout, with the voice of the archangel, and with the trump of God” (1 Thessalonians 4:16). Could words be plainer? They leave no room for doubt. “A threefold cord is not quickly broken”. “He that cometh shall come, and shall not tarry” (Hebrews 10:37). In happy confidence we rest upon His word, “looking for the blessed hope and appearing of the glory of our great God and Saviour Jesus Christ” (Titus 2:13).

The Manner of His Return

Four interesting Greek words are used by the Spirit of God to describe the Lord’s return.

(a) His presence (Greek: ‘parousia’) is the most common. It denotes not only the arrival of a person but also his continuing presence. Paul uses the word in Philippians 2:12 of his presence among the saints, in contrast to his absence from them. Our Master is absent now as to His bodily presence. He has gone away, and our hearts warm at the prospect of His soon coming again. His parousia includes His coming to the air for His saints, and His presence with them from that moment to the time when He returns with all His saints to commence His reign on earth.

(b) Another Greek word used, particularly by Peter, is ‘apokalupsis’, translated “at the revelation of Jesus Christ” (1 Peter 1:7,13). It is used both in connection with His coming to the air and His coming in judgement to the earth (2 Thessalonians 1:7). It literally means “to uncover” (‘apo’, from, and ‘kalupto’, to cover). “At the revelation of His glory also ye may rejoice with exceeding joy” (1 Peter 4:13). Then He will be unveiled and we shall see Him, whom not having seen, we love, and our wondering hearts will exclaim, “I had heard of Thee by the hearing of the ear: but now mine eye seeth Thee” (Job 42:5).

“Our Lord’s coming draweth nigh, 

His long-sought unveiling:

Let us Maranatha cry

With a faith unfailing.”

(c) The third Greek word, ‘epiphaneia’, is literally “a shining forth”. It is used of His first coming in grace, when the Word became flesh and dwelt among us, and also of His second coming, both for His saints to the air and with His saints to the earth. “That thou keep the commandment, without spot, without reproach, until the appearing of our Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Timothy 6:14). What a shining forth that will be!

(d) A fourth Greek word, very similar to the above (for it comes from the same root, ‘phan’, shining) is ‘phaneroo’, to be manifested, to make visible. “And when the Chief Shepherd shall be manifested, ye shall receive the crown of glory that fadeth not away” (1 Peter 5:4).

All four words are required to describe the glory of that wonderful moment when at His presence He will be unveiled to our sight, manifested firstly to His own and then to the world and His glory will shine forth. Christian, what a time that will be! Blessed hope indeed! Are we living in the expectation of it?

“Are we watching for the Master? 

For His coming draweth near:

Are we ready for the moment,

When He shall for us appear?” 

The Indications of His Return 

“Tell us, when shall these things be?” asked the disciples, and although they did not receive a direct answer to their question, for times or seasons the Father hath set within His own authority, yet in the teaching which their question drew forth the Lord Jesus foretold many events which would indicate the nearness of His return as Son of Man. We are living in momentous days when some of these things are beginning to take shape. “Ye shall hear of wars and rumours of wars ... nation shall rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom” (Matthew 24:6,7). This is becoming increasingly true, isn’t it? “There shall be famines and earthquakes in divers places” (verse 7). 

It is said that starvation kills more than four million people in a year and that 70% of children under the age of six suffer from malnutrition. Within recent memory, great earthquakes have claimed many lives in countries both East and West. “In divers places famines and pestilences” (Luke 21:11). Deadly diseases are on the increase despite the rapid progress of medical science. “Iniquity shall be multiplied” (Matthew 24:12). Constant lowering of moral standards is turning the world into a cesspool of iniquity. “Evil men and impostors shall wax worse and worse” (2 Timothy 3:13). Drug-peddlers are after our young people in schools and colleges, eager to blight any young lives that come within their grasp. Impurity is openly paraded and pictures of a seductive nature are screened for all to see at the turn of the television switch. “Men fainting for fear, and for expectation of the things which are coming on the world” (Luke 21:26). 

The nations continue their wild atomic race, piling up weapons of destruction sufficient to blast millions into eternity. The thoughtful man trembles if he does not know the Lord. As for the pleasure-seeking multitude, “eat, drink and be merry” is their philosophy of life as Satan successfully fascinates their minds with the passing things of time. But perhaps that which speaks most loudly of all to those who love the Scriptures is the little nation of Israel, set in its strategic central position both in the world and in the purposes of God. “From the fig tree learn her parable: when her branch is now become tender, and putteth forth its leaves, ye know that the summer is nigh; even so ye also, when ye see these things coming to pass, know ye that He is nigh, even at the doors” (Mark 13:28-29).

The Challenge of His Return

The believer cannot and dare not close his eyes to these plain indications of the Master’s soon return. How will He find us when He comes? At ease in Zion? Or pressing on toward the goal? With our pounds and talents buried or diligently trading therewith until He come? If we have been sleeping, it is high time for us to awake out of sleep; for now is salvation nearer to us than when we first believed. The night is far spent and the day is at hand. Our risen Lord sits on high, “from henceforth expecting ...” This is our opportunity to offer ourselves willingly in the day of His power. “What is our hope, or joy, or crown of glorying?” Happy shall we be if, like the apostle, we can point to some and say, “Are not even ye, before our Lord Jesus at His coming?” (1 Thessalonians 2:19).

“Can we, dare we disappoint Him? 

Brethren, let us rise.

He who died for us is calling 

From the skies.”
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CHAPTER TWO:  CALLED TO POSSESS GOD’S HOPE 
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Do you have any financial investments? If not, you’ll have been spared a lot of the anxiety and disappointment that those who do, have experienced in recent months. But what about God, does He have investments? He who owns “the cattle on a thousand hills ... the world is Mine and all its fullness” has no need to invest in material things (1). But He does invest in people, and if you are His child, having responded to His call through the gospel, He has invested in you. “He who did not spare His own Son, but delivered Him up for us all, how shall He not with Him also freely give us all things?” (2) - what an investment! But it’s a poor investment that gives no return, and surely God expects one on His investment, and He will, of course, get this! There will come a day when Father and Son will see “the labor of His [the Son’s] soul, and be satisfied” (3), when the “eternal purpose which He accomplished in Christ Jesus our Lord” is fully realised (4). But what about ‘today’?

Peter describes the many spiritual blessings made available to those who are ‘in Christ’ not least of which is our ‘hope’ and our ‘inheritance’. God in His mercy has “begotten us again to a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, to an inheritance incorruptible and undefiled and that does not fade away, reserved in heaven for you” (5); these are absolute certainties
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