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The beginning of the year 2020 has certainly brought about some unanticipated 
changes, to say the least. The world finds itself in the midst of a global pandemic 
of COVID-19 which has resulted in all kinds of panic and tumultuous changes. 
One lesson we have learned so far: all human prognosticators have been wrong. 
So-called “scientific” models have led nations to make draconian decisions to 
shut down entire economies to save lives, but so far, most, if not all, of these 
models have been shown to be false. To be fair, for models to be accurate, they 
require a huge amount of correct data, which, at present, we simply do not have. 
At best, scientists, medical professionals, and government officials can only 
make educated guesses based on incomplete knowledge; hence the diversity 
of opinions, and decisions being made based on data that fluctuates every day.
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For Christians, this should not surprise us. Humans, both finite and 
fallen, do not have exhaustive knowledge, and the knowledge that we have 
is often misinterpreted or even distorted to promote our own agendas. The 
only objective ground for truth is in God himself who knows and plans all 
things. This is why Christians must be careful following the “wisdom” of 
this age, since unless it is grounded in God’s Word, it inevitably will end 
up flawed and unreliable. For it is only our triune God who has exhaustive 
and complete knowledge, and thus it is only if he chooses to reveal himself 
to us and to disclose his purposes and plan, that we have a sure foundation 
and warrant for our knowledge, and ground for hope. To use a phrase from 
Francis Schaeffer, apart from the “God who is there” and the “God who does 
not remain silent,” humans only know in part, and even our best, educated 
hypotheses fall short. This certainly is a lesson we are learning firsthand in 
the midst of our current crisis, and it is a lesson we must never forget.

So, if we cannot know with confidence anything about the future from our 
various scientific models, can we turn to Scripture to know what the future 
holds? Thankfully, the answer to this question is “yes!” and one of the best 
places to turn is Jesus’ Olivet Discourse (Matt 24-25). What is significant 
about this text is not that our Lord gives us a detailed description of every 
event that will occur in the future. Instead, our Lord Jesus Christ describes 
what the church can broadly, realistically, and definitively expect in every 
generation for the entire period between his first and second coming, what 
we call the inter-advental age. Given what our Lord has taught, this allows the 
church to interpret our world and times rightly, to discern what we should 
expect as we await Christ’s return, and how we are called to faithfulness as 
Christ’s people who are called to obey and follow him.

No doubt, there are a variety of interpretations regarding the Olivet Dis-
course, which we cannot discuss here. However, it is best to view the literary 
structure of Matthew 24 as broken into two parts: (1) vv. 4-28 which offers 
a general description of what will occur during the entire inter-advental age 
that we now live in, with a specific mention of the fall of Jerusalem in AD 
70 (vv. 15-21); and (2) vv. 29-35 which describes the return of our Lord 
Jesus at the end of age when he will gloriously consummate what he began 
in his first coming, eradicate all sin and evil in final judgment, and usher in 
a new heavens and new earth. What is especially instructive for us is what 
Jesus teaches will occur in every generation until he returns (vv. 4-28). In 



Editorial: Expectations and Responsibilities for the Church until Jesus Comes

55

teaching us what will occur, we not only know what to expect so that we are 
not caught unaware, but also what our Lord expects of his people in terms 
of our responsibilities as the church. What, then, ought the church to expect 
in every generation as we await the coming of our Lord? 

First, we can expect that this world will be characterized by suffering and 
difficulties. As our Lord reminds us, until he returns we will live and experi-
ence international rivalries, natural disasters (including famines, plagues, and 
viruses!), the rise and fall of nations, wars and rumors of wars, and incredible 
persecution against the church (vv. 5-8, 9, 12-13). Too often in the West, 
Christians have been lulled into thinking that peace and prosperity will be 
forever theirs. Even in the midst of our present natural disaster, many in 
the church seem to have been caught by surprise. Sadly, we have not taken 
Jesus’ words seriously! Instead, what our Lord tells us to expect are trials, 
difficulties, and opposition as we continue to live in this fallen world and 
await his return. In fact, even worse than natural disasters and wars, our Lord 
reminds us that sadly, within the church, we can expect ongoing apostasy, 
the increase of wickedness, the coldness of heart, and the rise of so-called 
teachers and leaders who will embrace and teach false doctrine (vv. 5-6, 
10-13, 21-23). For this reason, until Jesus returns, the church must be on 
her guard, be constantly vigilant for the truth, and to learn perseverance as 
we wait for the coming of our Lord.

Second, and simultaneously with the first, we can also expect that in the 
midst of opposition and difficulties, the church will also see the spread and 
preaching of the gospel to the ends of the earth (vv. 10-11). This glorious 
truth balances out the first, and it reminds us that this inter-advental age is 
not a time for fear, despair, and resignation but for confidence, courage, and 
boldness. Why? Because our Lord Jesus, in his first coming, has inaugurated 
the new creation, ratified the new covenant in his blood, and, as a result of 
his triumphant death and resurrection, has been seated at God’s right hand 
as the King of kings and the “Living One … who is alive for ever and ever” 
(Rev 1:18). And from his posture of authority and rule, King Jesus is directing 
and guiding his church, by the Holy Spirit, to fulfill the Great Commission by 
taking the gospel to all nations. In fact, as nations and natural disasters come 
and go; the one institution that will never fail is Christ’s people, the church.

This is why, based on what our Lord has taught us, that the topic of the 
church and her mission, evangelism, and the call to gospel ministry is never 
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old or out of date. Even in the midst of difficult times (which the Lord has 
told us to expect), God’s sure promises are for his people, and the calling 
of Christ’s church is to know and love our triune God and to obey him. As 
God’s people, we are to be busy about the business of taking the gospel to the 
world. Ours is not a time for retreat, fear, or cowardice; ours is a time for bold 
and courageous gospel advancement despite what is occurring around us. 

In this issue of SBJT, it is our privilege to focus once again on the theme of 
missions and the church’s mission. Too easily we can lose our focus on what 
our Lord has called us to be and do as his people. Although the articles and 
forum pieces cover a wide range of material, each contribution is designed to 
help us think about our calling as God’s people who live between the times. 
From discussions regarding what Scripture teaches about the mission of the 
church, the challenges and encouragement to evangelism, how we think of 
presenting the gospel in different cultural contexts, updates of the Lord’s 
work in various parts of the world, and our forum pieces encouraging us to 
respond properly to the challenges of our day, my prayer is that this issue 
of SBJT will encourage us to focus on what is most central in our calling to 
be the church, for the glory of Christ and the advancement of the gospel, 
while we cry with the church in all ages, “Come Lord Jesus” (Rev 22:20).


