Unfinished Business 

Titus 2:11-15 For the grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation for all people, 12 training us to renounce ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright, and godly lives in the present age, 13 waiting for our blessed hope, the appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior Jesus Christ, 14 who gave himself for us to redeem us from all lawlessness and to purify for himself a people for his own possession who are zealous for good works. 15 Declare these things; exhort and rebuke with all authority. Let no one disregard you. ESV

Heb 9:26b-28 But as it is, he has appeared once for all at the end of the ages to put away sin by the sacrifice of himself. 27 And just as it is appointed for man to die once, and after that comes judgment, 28 so Christ, having been offered once to bear the sins of many, will appear a second time, not to deal with sin but to save those who are eagerly waiting for him. ESV
_______________________________________________________________________

In thinking of and celebrating the coming of Christ to Bethlehem so many years ago, we would be remiss if we didn’t turn our focus on the things yet to come that the story points us towards.  The Christmas story is a great story and a great beginning and the life of Christ is a great thing to celebrate and yet in all of it we cannot help but admit that Christ has some unfinished business on earth.  He has come to bring peace on earth and yet there is not currently, even two thousands years later, peace on earth and there have been more wars in the years since He came than in the millennia before His coming!  After His birth and after His coming, the world has seen the deadliest and most catastrophic events of history.  He has some unfinished business in the peace department!  

He came so that all would bow before Him and know Him as who He really is and yet the whole world does not know Him and many have not bowed because they have chosen not to believe.  What should be a season of celebration of His coming and what He can bring has been largely secularized where the people at the Post Office have to say “Happy Holidays” instead of “Merry Christmas” just in case they might offend someone by mentioning His role as Savior.  I was in line this week at the Post Office and a lady asked for some stamps and the worker very politely asked, “are stamps with a Christmas theme okay?”  And I realized that they must do that because there are a great many people who celebrate a holiday season and yet do not celebrate the Christ who at first was the reason for the holiday season.  He came to be accessible and so that the whole world would worship but they have yet not seen nor admitted who He is.  He has some unfinished business to tend to!

He came to pay the price for sin and to overcome sin and save His people, but yet we are not completely saved from sin.  We are saved from our pasts and we have been washed in His Blood and we are being saved by His grace and mercy and blood working in our lives today, but in some senses we have not made it to heaven yet and still must live facing the baggage and the scars of our past deeds.  We believed and obeyed and were saved, we believe and obey and are saved, and yet we believe and obey and one day will be saved because none of us have made it to heaven yet.  The redeemed have not yet been removed from the earth.  His own have not yet been gathered to Him.  His unique possession has not been received permanently into His presence and so the Savior has some unfinished business!  

He came to face death, hell, and the grave and overcome them!  And He conquered them through the cross and the glorious resurrection so that He has the keys to the death, hell, and the grave.  And yet we still bury people – people who have the resurrection power of His Spirit within them, yet they die.  And the saints are still asleep in their graves awaiting a final resurrection.  He has the keys and yet He has not inserted them in order to fling the doors wide open, yet.  He who has conquered the grave so that we might conquer the grave has some unfinished business on this earth! 

He came so that everything that has exalted itself against God in this earth might be cast down and destroyed.  And yet there are many men and rulers on this earth who are godless and who oppose the true God of Israel and Heaven who have not been cast down.  He came so that He could rule and reign and put His enemies under His feet and yet the devil is loose on the earth and has not been bound yet or removed.  The force of sin still moves freely and arrogant despots raise their countries to the level of threatening war and tyranny on the rest of the world.  He came to defeat the devil and principalities in high places and yet He who came has some unfinished business here in our lives and world!

He came to destroy the effects of sin, which are death, destruction, sickness, and poverty.  Not everyone that dies or is sick or who is poor is a sinner, but rather those things are only prevalent in our earth as a result of sin entering what was a perfect world.  He was wounded for our transgressions and by His stripes we were healed and yet not all sickness has been removed or healed.  Our bodies grow old and deteriorate and waste away and though our Spirits are renewed, yet we grow frail and low.  We deal with sickness, tears, heartaches, and less-than-perfect conditions in this earth and all of Creation moans for Him to return because He has some unfinished business to take care of!  

All of this speaks to us that the One who came so long ago to Bethlehem will come again to this earth!  He came once but He will return a second time!  This is not something that we think might happen or that we derive from just a few hints of the scriptures, but rather this is something that is declared throughout the New Testament and that was a frequent statement of fact of the early church and the preaching of the Apostles.  Paul wrote about it frequently as did John and James and Peter.  Jesus, Himself, promised that He would go away but would come again and “if it were not so, I would have told you.”  The angels at His exit of this world after the first visit declared it boldly to the disciples who stood staring stunned at His departure:

Acts 1:10-11 And while they were gazing into heaven as he went, behold, two men stood by them in white robes, 11 and said, "Men of Galilee, why do you stand looking into heaven? This Jesus, who was taken up from you into heaven, will come in the same way as you saw him go into heaven." ESV   

The disciples and the people that they would win would ever hang onto this hope.  They made that Jewish expression, marantha, the common greeting in place of where you and I might say, “what’s up” or “hola.”  They would greet each other with marantha, which dependent upon your voice inflexion could mean both, “The Lord He is coming,” and “He has come.”  Every time they greeted someone they would say in effect, “He has come; He is coming!”  And by one greeting they would call to mind their hope as Paul wrote to us:

Titus 2:11-15 For the grace of God has appeared, bringing salvation for all people, 12 training us to renounce ungodliness and worldly passions, and to live self-controlled, upright, and godly lives in the present age, 13 waiting for our blessed hope, the appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior Jesus Christ, 14 who gave himself for us to redeem us from all lawlessness and to purify for himself a people for his own possession who are zealous for good works. 15 Declare these things; exhort and rebuke with all authority. Let no one disregard you. ESV

They lived in expectation of what they called “their blessed hope” which was, “the appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior Jesus Christ!”  They lived their life constantly with that day of His Second Coming continually in mind.  They prayed for it; hoped for it; and spoke of it – Maranatha became the anthem of their lives.  

It is telling that writing to the young pastor of pastors, Titus, that Paul would mention this great hope and second coming of Christ and then tell him:

Titus 2:15 Declare these things; exhort and rebuke with all authority. Let no one disregard you. ESV
Paul was in effect saying to Titus and every God-called minister that would come after him in Grace:  “if you are to speak for God, then declare these things.  Speak of His Second Coming and remind people of them.  Exhort these things to people – speak at length of them with passion and explanation.  And if there are those who would say that they are not true, rebuke them with all authority because this is serious business!  And let no one disregard you which is to say be persistent and be impossible to be ignored with this message because it is vital that they get this and if they miss this point, they will be in grave danger of missing heaven!  Jesus Christ is coming back a second time and at that time He will finish what He started in us!  He has unfinished business to tend to and He will finish it and for this end He is coming back!”  

I am obeying Paul’s commandment today by preaching this.  “Preacher, this is not a Christmas message because you did not read from Luke 2 or Matthew’s early chapters this Sunday.”  This is the Christmas message because if His first coming doesn’t cause you to look towards His second coming, then you missed the entire point!  He came to set some things in motion and He came the first time to set up His return.  The Pharisees missed the point; because He did not at His first coming fulfill everything that was prophesied to do at the end of time, they rejected Him despite the miraculous and despite the obvious signs of who He was and is.  His coming twice didn’t fit into their manmade notions of scripture and religious traditions, which served only to blind people to the reality that He was there.  But He came and as surely as He came the first time He is coming again.  If you believe that He came to earth in Bethlehem, then you must believe that He will return in the clouds and then to set foot on the Mount of Olives.  Because the same prophets that spoke of one spoke of the other.  The same people who rejoiced in His first coming are those who longingly preached His second!  There cannot be one without the other and so as you look at the manger and as you bow with the wise men and rejoice with the shepherds, let it be a reminder that He will come again and it is very likely – judging from the signs of the times – going to be on our watch.  And so the story of His first coming will in many ways be the reality of our own lives.  Just as some men were ready and some were not and just as some men missed His first coming and some did not miss it, so will it be with His second coming.  He is coming back and I declare it to you with great authority!  He is coming again!  Jesus Christ is coming back and He will take care of His unfinished business!  

______________________________________________________________________ 

There will be some great similarities between His first coming and His second coming.  Just as the whole world was under a one-world government and a godless leader, so will the world be under a one-world government with a godless leader who is anti-Christ in every way at His Second Coming.  Just as men worshipped Caesar and Herod, so will men worship a political leader who claims to have peace in his grasp.  Just as persecution and trials were prevalent in that day, so will persecution increase and trials be prevalent in the climate before His Second Coming.  Just as taxation was a prevailing part of the first Christmas story, and the whole world was taxed, so will a one-world economy and currency figure into the world that will see His Second Coming.  Just as there was increased angelic activity at the first coming, so will there be and so there is increased angelic activity in these last days before His return.  Just as shepherds were able to read the signs of the times and respond to His first coming so will the shepherds – the pastors who are true men of God – be able to tell the signs of His second appearance!  And I declare to you that the signs point to His return being soon.  I cannot tell you the day or the hour, but I can tell you the season and we are in it.  We are closer than we ever have been before.  The Gospel has been preached in every nation; there are daily wars and rumors of wars and earthquakes and new diseases that sweep the globe in an impending epidemic.  These are not the end, Jesus told us, but a sign that the end was near.  The end is near.  That is not a doomsday statement to a Christian, but rather one of hope!  The end is in sight when Christ will come and finish His unfinished affairs!  

I could continue on with an endless list of how things are like the first coming, in these days of His Second Coming.  Just as the slaughter of innocents of Herod’s day and just as the slaughter of babies at the birth of Moses, so have we lived to see a slaughter of the innocents in the legalized crime we call abortion in these days before the second coming of the One who is like unto Moses.  Just as John was in the spirit of Elijah and a forerunner, so is Elijah waiting in the wings for the grand appearance for which he was snatched from this earth to join with his counterpart witness in these last days.  “Elijah will come” Jesus declares and we are almost there!  

A temple must be built in Jerusalem and the plans are drawn up and the utensils of sacrifice have been created and the red heifers needed to purify such a temple are being raised for them even in this great state of Texas.  All we need is a peace treaty that trades away land of Palestine in exchange for permission to build and peace in Jerusalem and that is exactly the political platform of the current Israeli leadership.  It’s going to happen and we’re close!  Just as His first coming had as a precursor a godless man, Herod, rebuilding the temple in Jerusalem and putting His porch at the pinnacle, so will the second coming see the rebuilding of a temple in Jerusalem and the world leader, the godless man who is anti-Christ in every way will enter into it and proclaim himself as the Messiah because he brought peace will usher in the coming of the true Messiah who will reveal this man of sin as a fraud.  

But for all of the similarities of the first coming to the second coming, there will be some profound differences!  This time He will not refuse an audience from the godless one and will not flee into Egypt, but will attack and bring him down and utterly destroy the one who is anti-Christ.  The first time He came alone, but the second time He will not be alone but will have with Him the host of heaven and the armies of the Lord which are the saints of the Most High.  He came through the backdoor the first time, humble, in poverty, in the form of a servant though He was in His identity God of glory.  His first entrance was understated, non-invasive, like a softly falling snowflake on a winter day.  But His return this time will be as reigning King and every eye will see Him high and lifted up and every one will know without a shadow of a doubt that He was more than just a prophet or a good moral teacher but that He is the Lord of heaven.  Every knee will bow and every tongue will confess.  He will not be riding a donkey this time but will ride a horse of white and splendor!  He will be in the full-height of His majesty this time and not like a snowflake at all, but more like a blizzard and a whirlwind will He make His second entrance!  

He will not be in poverty this time, but will come in riches!  He will not come in the form of a servant this time, but as the righteous judge of all of the earth!  Instead of the backdoor of Bethlehem, He will appear in the clouds and then will descend to the Mount of Olives and the eastern gates of the city – gates long closed up and with a Muslim cemetery in the front – will blow open to permit He who is the resurrection and the light!  A city that He once was humbly led out of carrying a cross will now see the One with nail scars on His hands and feet come boldly into with the sounds of war and the enemies of Israel will be vanquished.  No man will lead Him this time but many shall follow!  And His coming will not be heralded by angels this time but will be proclaimed by the shepherds to His people!  I’m doing that today; I’m an under-shepherd of Christ obeying the commandments of Paul in our text to declare it and exhort about this blessed hope!  Jesus Christ is coming again!  And what better time is it to look to His second coming than at the time of the year that we celebrate His first?

______________________________________________________________________

He has some unfinished business.  Don’t hang your Christmas decorations and give your gifts and put up the mistletoe and celebrate His first coming and look at me strangely for being excited at declaring His second.  His first coming didn’t finish all things.  His first coming didn’t fulfill all things.  All things have not been returned to Him.  He has yet to sit down having finished His business.  A church that claims to celebrate His first coming and yet that is also not excited and expectant of His second coming is a church that has missed the point of Bethlehem.  He came to set up a second coming where all things would be put, as they should be.  We have hope because He came the first time, but our hope is fulfilled in His second!  If His first coming is all there is, then this season is much ado about nothing.  Because the world is still not perfect.  But it’s not all found in the first, but rather what He started in the first will be completed at the second!

A church and a people that celebrate His first coming and that largely ignores and never mentions His second is a grossly misguided people.  Christians who rejoice in His first coming and who do not longingly look to His Second are missing a key point!  And He would remind us through this shepherd this Christmas season that His first coming reminds us and points us to His second return.  It is then that He will finish what has been unfinished business.  He cannot lie and He cannot fail and so He will come again.  And things will be put right then!  

At this Second Coming, the unfinished business will be completed!  Every government will fall beneath Him at His second coming.  There will be no more taxation because He who will rule is the Creator of the Universe and needs no such thing.  He will conquer every enemy of His people and kingdom, both in the natural sense in war and in the spiritual sense.  Israel will be vindicated.  Those held by death, hell, and the grave will be freed!  The old bodies will be made young again!  The sick will be made well!  He will dry every tear from their eyes!  Unfairness and poorness will cease and He will reign in truth and justice.  There will finally be peace on the earth as every nation will worship Him and He will rule and reign on this world for 1,000 years.  1,000 years without wars or rumors of wars; 1,000 years without the need for hospitals and health care; 1,000 years without hurt and pain and that which causes suffering.  The animal natures will be changed, the Lamb will be the Light, and the earth will be as it should be!  And then this heaven and earth will pass away with a fervent heat and we will see a new heaven and a new earth and a new Jerusalem coming down out of the new heaven to the new earth and we will be with Him in peace and His glory for forevermore!  And all of the unfinished business will be completed!  What a great hope it is that Jesus Christ is coming a second time!  

______________________________________________________________________

Why would God orchestrate it this way?  Why come not once but twice?  Why not just come the first time and take over?  Why come like He did in a manger and in obscurity the first time?  Why wait until His second coming to put everything right?  Why start something and then wait over two millennia to finish what He started?  

There are, I think, two answers to those questions and both have to do with you and I.  The first answer is that He came the first time so that you and I might come to fully know Him and the second is that He split His work between two comings so that you and might have time to prepare and to get ready.  

Consider the first:  why was He born in Bethlehem, born of woman, born under the law and under lowly conditions?  Why would the King of the Universe come in poorness and why would the Spirit that fills eternity condescend to become as a newborn babe, the most helpless entity of His entire creation?  It was because man lacked a full view of who God is and was.  They viewed Him through the eyes of Moses as a God of righteousness and judgment.  They viewed Him through the eyes of Abraham as Adonai – a ruler of men and of this world.  But they would come to learn something else from His Incarnation and would see Him full of mercy and truth.  They would come to know Him as a loving God who would move heaven and earth and break every law of nature in order to reach men with His love.  We knew of His kingship, but not of His humbleness and willingness to serve.  We knew of His commands to forgive but not of His willingness to show us by example in the hardest of wrongs that humanity could ever experience.  We knew Him to have eyes that see all of the earth at one time, but we did not realize that He could see through eyes of flesh and become as one of us.  

A few years ago, I read about a Moravian missionary who tried to reach a village in a remotest jungle that was a culture that essentially was slaves to another people.  And everyday the people got up early in the morning and were hauled off to work and returned that evening too tired and exhausted to listen and heed a missionary’s preaching.  That missionary eventually reached those people, but only when he made himself a slave and sold himself into the system and got up every morning and worked with them and endured with them and suffered with them and related to their life.  Then they had time for him and then they were interested in his message of hope.  

That is why He came twice, so that the first time that He could set up what He would completely finish only at His second coming.  He came the first time as one of us.  He came into an imperfect world and viewed it through eyes of flesh so that we could boldly approach the throne of mercy and so that we could truly come to know Him as a Savior and God of love and power!  Truly, as Paul wrote in our text, when He comes again it will be the glory of our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ, but we only know Him as great because of how He came the first time!  He came so that we might discover that He is a God of love and of mercy that would do anything to save us from our sins.  That doesn’t mean that He excuses sin, but rather that He would come all of the way from glory and into the poorest and least of conditions so that He could suffer and pay the price for our sins so that one day He could come again to a people who knew Him and who received Him and who loved Him and who had His blood covering their spiritual accounts and His Spirit living inside of them!  He came the first time so that the second time, men might really know Him!  And so our second text read:

Heb 9:26b-28 But as it is, he has appeared once for all at the end of the ages to put away sin by the sacrifice of himself. 27 And just as it is appointed for man to die once, and after that comes judgment, 28 so Christ, having been offered once to bear the sins of many, will appear a second time, not to deal with sin but to save those who are eagerly waiting for him. ESV
He came the first time so to take care of the sin sacrifice through the sacrifice of Himself!  He came so that we might know Him as more than just a God of judgment, but as a God of salvation!  He came to deal with sin the first time so that the second time would be one of rejoicing and saving!

And so He also came the first time so that men would have time to get ready to meet Him at the second coming.  Bethlehem and Israel had time to prepare for His first coming and yet they largely missed Him.  We cannot afford to make the same mistake!  Our text says that He will come the second time “to save those who are eagerly waiting for Him.”  Not just those who know about Him.  Not to save those who know the story and who know the scriptures that tell of His return but who are bored by it and who are living for themselves and not in expectation.  But He will save those who are eagerly waiting for Him.  Here on the verge of the day that we have chosen to celebrate His first coming, how many of us are “eagerly waiting for Him” to return the second time?  In our focus on the first coming or I should say our lives’ traditions that we have associated with His first coming, have we lost the point?  The point is that He came as a trial run so that men might not miss Him the second time.  

There will not be a third advent.  Did you catch that?  There will not be a third coming of Christ to this earth.  If you miss His second coming, there will not be a third chance.  His first coming, then, was a mercy run so that we might learn and not repeat the same mistakes.  Wise men will not wait until His coming this time to begin seeking Him, but rather wise men will be those who have made themselves ready and who have sought Him before His return!  Wise men will be those who listen to the shepherds proclaim the news of His coming and act upon it before the event!  Because He will not come in a manger again, but this time it will be in the clouds.  And you cannot afford to miss it.  He will come to save those who eagerly expect His return!

Unlike the first coming, His second coming will have a cutoff line.  Unlike the first coming, there will not be decades in Nazareth for you to catch on to what God has suddenly done.  And so He has given you time to prepare.  It is not His will that any should perish but that all would come to repentance, and so His mercy has separated His work and He has put off the final things until then so you could get right.  Are you taking advantage of this gap that we call Grace?  Are you ready today?  How’s the oil in your lamps?  The cry will soon go forth:  “the bridegroom cometh, go ye out to meet Him!”  How are the focus and the labor of your life?  “Let us work while it is day because the night cometh where no man can work.”  What is your spiritual condition before Christ?  Do you have hidden sin and ways in you that are not like Him that you think nobody knows?  Christ knows.  He came the first time to provide you a solution to the sin problem so that His second coming would not be to deal with sin but be unto salvation.  In the words of Paul:

1 Tim 6:13-14 In the sight of God, who gives life to everything, and of Christ Jesus, who while testifying before Pontius Pilate made the good confession, I charge you 14 to keep this command without spot or blame until the appearing of our Lord Jesus Christ, NIV

What is your attitude towards the things of God’s kingdom and His righteousness?  Are you progressing or regressing?  Are you moving forward or moving backwards?  In the words of John:  

1 John 2:28 And now, little children, abide in him, so that when he appears we may have confidence and not shrink from him in shame at his coming. ESV    

Take full advantage of this time and mercy that He has afforded to you!  Guard yourself lest religious traditions and man-made doctrines blind you to the ability to see the signs of His second coming as they did to many at the first.  Guard yourself that you do not allow the cares of life to snatch away your expectation or sin or bitterness to rob you of your hope.  Your hope is in His coming again and He is coming.  And when He comes He will save those who eagerly await His appearing.  Let us be a people who put back at the center of our lives the hope of the return of our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ, for in doing so, we will ensure that the putting right of the imperfections and issues in our life will be a part of His unfinished business!  Marantha!  The Lord has come; The Lord is coming!  Hosanna!  He will come and save us!  Glory to God in the highest for He will come again to save those who have been born again of the water and of the Spirit and who eagerly expect His return!  It’s time to get ready – tell everyone that you can!  

