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Living until Jesus Returns
Luke 17:20-37
Key Verse: 17:33
“Whoever tries to keep his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life will preserve it.”

Many people wonder about the kingdom of God, what it will be like and when it will come. And many times in the Bible Jesus gives us insight into what God’s kingdom will be like. But he never tells us when it will come. Not even a hint. That’s because not even he knows the answer to that question. In today’s passage Jesus gives us another glimpse into the kingdom of God and how we should live until he returns and welcomes us home. 
Verses 20-21 state, “Once, having been asked by the Pharisees when the kingdom of God would come, Jesus replied, "The kingdom of God does not come with your careful observation, 21nor will people say, 'Here it is,' or 'There it is,' because the kingdom of God is within you.” The king James version says that the Pharisees were demanding Jesus to answer their question. They seem to have the attitude, “Since you know so much about God’s kingdom, tell us, when it will come.” However the NIV translation simply says that the Pharisees asked Jesus. Either way it’s shows their interest in God’s kingdom and this was a topic that Jesus liked to talk about. Every chance he could, Jesus took the opportunity to plant hope in the kingdom of God. However from Jesus’ answer, we learn that their concept of God’s kingdom wasn’t right. So Jesus corrected their thinking on two points; firstly, that the kingdom didn’t come with careful observation, and secondly the kingdom was not a place. 
The Pharisees would look at current events in light of Old Testament prophecy to see if they could figure out when the Messiah would come and usher in the new age of the kingdom of God. They thought this meant that Israel would rise up throw off their oppressors and establish a worldwide empire like in the times of King David. They loved to chat about current events as signs of this coming utopia to soothe their weary souls. We’re not much different. I remember back in the 90’s when Iraq invaded Kuwait. Many preachers were saying, “these are the end times, prepare for Armageddon.” Another time I was driving behind this van that said Jesus was going to come on October 28th of that year and I wondered, “what does he know that I don’t?” Of course both of these turned out to be false. Jesus didn’t come on October 28th and we are having our second war in Iraq. Jesus was right when he said, “The kingdom of God does not come with your careful observation.”
The second thing Jesus corrected was the concept of the kingdom of God as a place. Look at verse 21 again. Jesus said, “...because the kingdom of God is within you.” And if you notice it has a footnote next to “within” meaning that it could be either “within you” or “among you.” At first thought these could mean two very different ideas but upon deeper inspection you’ll find that they actually mean the same thing but for different people in different times. For people in the time of Jesus, it meant that the long awaited Messiah, the Savior promised by God, everything they were hoping for had come, and he was standing right there among them. Abraham, Moses and David all hoped for it but never got to see him, but Jesus, the Messiah, was among them. And for the rest of us, it means Jesus isn’t with us physically, but he is within us, in our hearts through the Holy Spirit. And we don’t have to wait to go to him for he is always with us.  All we have to do is go to him through prayer.
So how can we have the kingdom of God in our hearts? Jesus said, “The time has come. The kingdom of God is near. Repent and believe the good news!”(Mk 1:15) When Jesus is near, the kingdom of God is near. Jesus is God. Jesus is the King of the kingdom of God. When Jesus comes into our hearts we have the kingdom of God in our hearts. Jesus comes in when we repent of our sins and believe the good news. Though the process sounds simple, it is so profound, meaningful and so important that heaven rejoices when one sinner repents. It is a life-changing event to each person. The Bible calls it “new birth.” Peter who experienced this new birth personally said, “For you have been born again, not of perishable seed, but of imperishable, through the living and enduring word of God” (1Pe 1:23). Peter was an ordinary guy. His trade was fishing. He was tough and vulgar just like the men on “The Deadliest Catch.” But one day Jesus said to him, “Put out into deep water and let down the nets for a catch.” It didn’t make sense to him but when he obeyed Jesus; he experienced a miraculous catch of fish. It was then that his spiritual eyes were opened to see Jesus as God. And then he saw his own sin before the holy God. That was when the kingdom of God was planted in Peter’s heart and it grew steadily over time. When we accept and obey one word of God, with faith in Jesus, then we can have the kingdom of God in our hearts.

How do we know when the kingdom of God is within us, how can we tell? We can tell when we begin to notice changes in our lives. Once when Julia was invited to a summer conference, she was told, “This is going to be a life changing event,” but the problem was that she liked her life and she didn’t want it to change. So she didn’t go. Thankfully later she did, and her life was really changed. She went from a punk rocker with a shaved head and curse words written all over her clothes, to a prayerful, loving woman of God.  Perhaps the biggest change is our attitude toward God. When the kingdom of God is within us, we begin to have victory over sin. And when temptations come, we have new strength to overcome them. And we begin to recognize our own sin, it becomes clear to us, and we are convicted by it, without anyone having to tell us first. 
Next Jesus turns his attention to his disciples. Look at verse 22. “Then he said to his disciples, ‘The time is coming when you will long to see one of the days of the Son of Man, but you will not see it.’” Jesus would soon leave this world and go to the Father. Naturally the disciples would long for his return. This would open the door for false messiahs to appear and lead them astray. (23) And since then this has happened many times so far. In Acts 5, Gamaliel speaks of two such messianic pretenders: Theudas, who “claimed to be somebody”(the messiah), and Judas the Galilean, who led a revolt against the Romans. And Paul was suspected by the commander of the Roman Temple guard of being a certain Egyptian who led four thousand Jews to the Mt. of Olives in a messianic action. (Act 21) And even in our time we have had many who claim to be the Messiah, like David Koresh or Reverend Moon. Because of people like this, Jesus wanted to protect his disciples. So he explained the nature of his Second Coming. It will be much different than when he first came. It will not be a local event spread by word of mouth, but a global event visible all over the world. Look at verse 24. “For the Son of Man in his day will be like the lightning, which flashes and lights up the sky from one end to the other.” Jesus’ Second Coming will be awesome. When he comes, it will be quick and in such a spectacular way that every eye will see him and every tongue will confess that Jesus is Lord. No one will have to be told that Jesus has come, because everyone will see it for themselves.

Here is how Paul described the Second Coming of Jesus, “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.” (1Th 4:16,17- another ref. 1 Cor 15:51-52) What a great hope we have in the Second Coming of Jesus. 

Jesus just gave his disciples a great vision of him coming in glory, but his disciples needed a bit of current reality.  The may have thought that this was coming soon, but Jesus wanted to reaffirm the fact that before it occurs, he would have to suffer first. Look at verse 25. “But first he must suffer many things and be rejected by this generation.” Before coming in glory why did Jesus had to suffer and be rejected? It was God’s plan for Jesus and it was the only way to save men from their sins. Isaiah 53:3-5 says, “He was despised and rejected by men, a man of sorrows, and familiar with suffering. Like one from whom men hide their faces he was despised, and we esteemed him not. Surely he took up our infirmities and carried our sorrows, yet we considered him stricken by God, smitten by him and afflicted. But he was pierced for our transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was upon him, and by his wounds we are healed.” This is referring to Jesus’ death on the cross. If Jesus didn’t suffer, then we could not have been saved. This was the only way that God could fulfill the law (by fulfilling the requirement of sin) and not destroy all mankind in the process. 
Look at verses 26-30. “Just as it was in the days of Noah, so also will it be in the days of the Son of Man. People were eating, drinking, marrying and being given in marriage up to the day Noah entered the ark. Then the flood came and destroyed them all. It was the same in the days of Lot. People were eating and drinking, buying and selling, planting and building. But the day Lot left Sodom, fire and sulfur rained down from heaven and destroyed them all. It will be just like this on the day the Son of Man is revealed.” Jesus’ main point here is that his Second Coming will be sudden and unexpected by the people of the world. A few years ago there were two nightclub disasters, one in Chicago and another in Rhode Island. The one in Chicago happened at the E2 club where in a panic to get out because of a suspected fire 21 people died. And the one in RI, a fire started during a rock concert and 96 people died. They just wanted to have some fun and forget their worries for a while, but little did they know that night would be their last. And from the video I’ve seen, it was a sudden and terrifying end for them. Most people will not be alive for when Jesus returns, the bulk of mankind will face their own death as if that is Jesus’ return and we never know when that will happen either. Jesus is also implying that his Second Coming will be the day of God’s judgment for those who didn’t accept the gospel. It is a day of the destruction of ungodliness and all unrighteousness.

How then should Jesus’ disciples live? First of all, we should live like pilgrims in this world and not get too attached to our things. Look at verses 31-32. “On that day no one who is on the roof of his house, with his goods inside, should go down to get them. Likewise, no one in the field should go back for anything. Remember Lot’s wife!” When Lot’s wife was told to flee Sodom and not look back, she couldn’t resist it and failed. She thought about her new sofa and drapes, her lovely garden, and the big screen TV, and she looked back. She became a pillar of salt. Jesus tells us to remember Lot’s wife as a warning against getting too attached to material life in this world. We look back because we value what we leave behind.  When we value God and his kingdom above all things, there’s no reason to even want to look back, because what we value the most is not behind us, it is ahead of us, namely God. We have to keep in mind that we’re like travelers that happen to be living in this world. It’s not our final destination. We’re just passing through on our way to the kingdom of God. Like when we’re going on a trip and we have to stop to get gas, or pick up lunch. We have to stop because we need those things, but it’s not our home. 
Secondly, Jesus’ people must live their lives focused on God’s priorities forgetting about unimportant things for the sake of their mission. Let’s read verse 33. “Whoever tries to keep his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life will preserve it.” If you grasp and cling to life on your terms, you'll lose it, but if you let that life go, you'll get life on God's terms. Look at it this way, invest your life in eternal things not temporary things. For example, when we work our companies set up retirement funds for us so that when the time comes for us to stop working we will have money to live on. And most of the time we have the choice of which funds to invest in. What if there were only two choices in this make believe scenario and you had to put it all into one? One of which was a stable, well producing fund that has never lost money and is completely guaranteed by the government not to lose. And the other one is a shaky dot com that is guaranteed to fail because they are about things like the pony express, record album or telegraph. Where would you invest your retirement fund, the key to your future survival? You would say that’s a dumb question because the answer is so oblivious. If we invest our life in this world that is sure to pass away, it’s like we are investing in that failing dot com. But if we invest our life in God then it’s like we are investing in the stable, guaranteed company. If we try to keep our life for our own, in the end we will lose it. But if we give up our own desires and use our life for God, then in the end Jesus will save us. And here is where it all ties back to having the kingdom of God within us. When we have the kingdom of God within us, you don’t want to hold on to your own ideas, living only for yourself, and you begin to live for God and for others. And there is a change in our life priorities. And you find yourself thinking about God, when no one forces you. And you have a desire to know God and you want to read the Bible on your own without anyone pushing you to do things for God. 
Before we have the kingdom of God within us, we live like the people of Noah and Lot’s time carrying on like business as usual, not caring about what God says or does. And Jesus tells us what will happen to them when he comes again. Look at verses 34-35. “I tell you, on that night two people will be in one bed; one will be taken and the other left. Two women will be grinding grain together; one will be taken and the other left.” When Jesus returns, there won’t be a second chance to accept him as Lord and Savior and suddenly, God’s people will disappear from the earth. In some places it will be nighttime. As they are sleeping, some will be taken to be with Jesus. Others will be left. At that moment, if a husband is a genuine Christian and his wife is not, he will be taken and she will be left–and vice versa. In other places on the earth it will be daytime. Programmers will be writing code when suddenly one of coworkers is no where to be found. Teachers will be teaching when suddenly some do not return to their class. At first the students will be happy and then they will be terrified. Hopefully the Chapel will be emptied and no one will remain here.

Those listening to Jesus’ words of warning wanted to know where all of this would take place. To answer their question, Jesus quoted a proverb of their time. One vulture circling overhead does not mean much, but a gathering of vultures means that a dead body is nearby. Likewise, one sign of the end may not be significant, but when many signs occur, the Second Coming (the end) is near. So the thing we have to think about is, if we call our self a believer, or follower of Jesus and there is no change in our life priorities then what are we doing? We are investing only in this world and it will pass away. Invest your life wisely, don’t cling to what’s going to fail, cling to the eternal. Get to know God, get to love him, get to enjoy him, your future depends upon it. 
