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Intro:

Our summer series “You Asked for It” is concluding today with the question
about the rapture.

When | was a kid, a book by Hal Lindsey came out called The Late Great
Planet Earth. Pastor Tomas mentioned it two weeks ago. Lindsey talked about a
rapture in which Christ will come down from heaven into the sky. All Christians will
meet him in the air and he’ll take them to heaven. Then life on earth will continue
for a while, giving those left behind a chance to hear the gospel and turn to Christ
before he comes again to establish his kingdom for 1000 years.

When | was in seminary, a book called Oil, Armageddon and Middle East
was popular among Christians. This book, written by John Walvoort, became a
huge seller in the Christian market. Interest swelled especially because it arrived
around the same time as the first war in Iraq and Christians were intrigued by the
idea that it was a blueprint for the future. | personally remember it so well because
for several years after that war the publisher was unloading the book in every
catalogue | looked in. You could buy it for a buck and even cheaper if you bought a
whole box full. Books like that one are genuinely interesting for Christians because
they give us a sense that all the events happening around us are direct fulfillments
of Bible prophecies.

If you've watched Christian television some years ago, you may have come
across a very colourful teacher and his wife. Jack and Rexella Vanimpe would walk
you through what they claim is the fulfillment of Bible prophecy. With the daily
newspaper in one hand, they’d point out to you from the Bible, in their other hand,
which modern nations and which event are fulfilling some particular biblical
prophecy. These teachers give us a feeling that all the details of history are falling
into place for the return of Christ right before our eyes.

Out of this same theological corner, the book that has caught the attention
of many Christians in North America in the last two or three decades is called Left
Behind. You still find it in the Christian bookstores. It has grown into a series of 12
books, progressively spelling out the return of Christ and all that will supposedly
happen in the end times. It has also been made into a movie. The twelve-volume
Left Behind series has sold over 80 million copies.

| bring this up today because the whole Left Behind phenomenon and its
more formal title of Dispensationalist Theology have too often been uncritically
accepted by Christians. So, let’s consider some of what the Bible has to say about
the return of Christ and what is often called The Doctrine of the Rapture.

Disagreement on the return of Christ and the rapture is based on an
interpretation of our Scripture reading from 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18. Let’s pray
before we turn there.



Paul writes,

13Brothers and sisters, we do not want you to be uninformed about those who
sleep in death, so that you do not grieve like the rest of mankind, who have no
hope. *For we believe that Jesus died and rose again, and so we believe that God
will bring with Jesus those who have fallen asleep in him.

15 According to the Lord’s word, we tell you that we who are still alive, who are left
until the coming of the Lord, will certainly not precede those who have fallen
asleep. '® 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. 17 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. '8 Therefore encourage one another with these words.

This is the Word of the Lord.

Now, boys and girls, if you didn’t understand too much about what | said
before our Bible reading, let me try it a little simpler. Some Christians believe that
the rapture is a time in history when Jesus will come down from heaven to take
Christians away. The picture is of Jesus coming partway down from heaven but
then all the Christians on earth suddenly get taken up to him. The word “rapture”
means “taken up.” And once the Christians are all gone to heaven, the non-
Christians will realize that the Bible and Christianity are true, so they’ll have time to
repent and turn to Jesus in faith before Jesus returns again. Today we want to
explore whether that teaching is really from the Bible or not.

There is a camp in Christian end times thinking called dispensationalists. They
believe in a rapture where, says one reviewer, “our Lord's coming will be invisible and
inaudible” to everyone who is not a Christian. “Jesus will return for his saints [only].
He will appear in the air, and at his appearing every true Christian, whether living or
dead, will be supernaturally transformed, meet him in the air, and ascend into heaven
with him.” As in the Left Behind series, “the scene will be full of drama. Christian
pilots will be snatched away and their airplanes will crash, unless there are non-
Christian copilots ready to take control. A Christian wife will suddenly disappear and
her frustrated non-Christian husband left behind. It will be chaotic and frightening as
car drivers will ascend to heaven leaving their car to drive on, causing accidents and
chaos. Eventually, those left behind will realize that all the Christians are gone. Then,
with all the true Christians gone,” dispensationalists say, “the seven-year period of
the Great Tribulation will begin.” (Tangelder, review This World is not My Home: on
dispensationalism by Michael Williams). Then after those seven years, a 1000-year
prosperous reign of the church on earth will begin. This kind of teaching makes for
great drama and interesting movie plots. But is it right?

Dr. Jeffrey Wiema at Calvin Seminary has studied the books of
Thessalonians probably more thoroughly than anyone else in our day. He’s spent
about 25 years completing a commentary on these letters alone. Back in 2004
already, he wrote, “While this belief in the rapture is certainly popular, it does not



correctly reflect the teaching of Paul in 1 Thessalonians 4. This becomes clear
when we follow a Reformed approach to Scripture and look at this passage from
four different perspectives: historical, literary, grammatical, and theological.” And
that's what we’ll do now and | acknowledge here that I'm sharing much of Dr.
Wiema’s work. ([blue print] CTS FORUM, 2004 pg. 4-5)

Historical View

When we approach this passage from a historical perspective it means we
try to understand what was going on when this passage was written. The Bible, of
course, did not fall down from heaven in the King James Version, maps and
concordances included. Instead, God chose to reveal Himself and His work of
redemption in specific historical events. For understanding 1 Thessalonians 4, this
means looking at the Thessalonian Christians and the particular problem that Paul
is trying to address in his letter to them.

Studying the passage, we see in v.13 that the Thessalonians were grieving
over the fate of their fellow Christians who had died before Jesus’ second coming.
They had heard that Jesus was coming back. And they believed it. So they
wondered what that would be like for Christians who already died. Paul writes to
them,

TThess 4:13 | \we do not want you to be uninformed about those who sleep in

death (or have fallen asleep) [which referred to those who had died], or to

grieve like the rest of mankind, who have no hope.
Our hope of the resurrection in Christ means we don’t have to worry about death.
That was Paul’s first concern. And, he continues, we don’t have to worry about
who will or won’t see Jesus come back. Paul says in v.15,

1 Thess 4:15 According to the Lord's own word, we tell you that we who are still

alive, who are left till the coming of the Lord, will certainly not precede those

who have fallen asleep.
In fact, in the next verse he says, ‘the dead in Christ will rise first” (4:16b). This
tells us, then, that the Thessalonian church feared that deceased believers would
not participate fully in the glory of Christ’s return and would be at some kind of
disadvantage compared to those who are still alive on the day Christ comes back.

This understanding of the historical context of 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18
reveals that Paul’s primary purpose here is to comfort the believers rather than to
predict some future event. In other words, it is dangerous to approach this text
merely as a blueprint to foretell the future without recognizing its greater and
primary goal of providing pastoral care to a grieving congregation. And, therefore,
we should use it for the same purposes Paul did. It's for our comfort, not intended
to paint crazy pictures of planes crashing and believers disappearing while the
world descends into chaos.

Literary View
This historical understanding of the text is confirmed with a closer look at the

text itself. From a literary perspective we note two things from the structure of our
text. Verse 13 confirms that Paul is addressing the questions of grieving loved



ones. First, in v.14, he appeals to Christ’s resurrection as a guarantee of every
believer’'s resurrection:
1 Thess 414 \We believe that Jesus died and rose again and so we believe that
God will bring with Jesus those who have fallen asleep in him.
That's good news for the Thessalonian Christians worried about their deceased
sisters and brothers. Yes, he says, even dead believers will arise for the return of
Christ. Second, he appeals to the authoritative “word of the Lord.” He writes,
1 Thess 4:15 According to the Lord's own word, we tell you that we who are still
alive, who are left till the coming of the Lord, will certainly not precede those
who have fallen asleep.
So, in whatever fashion the Lord revealed that word, the conclusion is clear.
Deceased believers will share equally with living believers the glory and events
connected with Christ’s return. So, then, to conclude this discussion, Paul in v.18
reinforces his point of v.13 about not grieving without hope based on the right
understanding of God’s word. He calls the church to comfort each other with this
deeper understanding.
1 Thess 4:18 Therefore encourage [or comfort] each other with these words.

Are you following me? I've tried to show you that the structure of this
passage confirms the point made when we looked at the historical context: Paul’s
emphasis in this passage is not presenting the Thessalonians with a detailed
explanation of what will happen in the end times. In fact, the teaching of the rapture
in 4:17 is merely a minor point. The main one is that deceased believers will share
equally with living believers the glory of Christ’'s second coming.

Grammatical View

Now, thirdly, let’s look at the text from the grammatical perspective. The
authors of the “Left Behind” version of the rapture build their case especially on
one word in our passage. In our NIVs the word is translated caught up. Verse 17
says,

1 Thess 4:17a After that, we who are still alive and are left will be caught up

together with them in the clouds...

This is really the heart of where dispensationalism goes wrong. The Greek verb is
the word harpzo which was translated into Latin years ago as rapere and that is
where the word “rapture” comes from in our English language.

But looking more closely at the words in that verse, we discover that the
dispensationalist idea of a rapture has a serious fault. It does not fit the context
within which that word is used. A key to this is looking at the next verb in that
sentence which is to meet:

TThess4:17 | 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.”

That word describes the meeting of or the gathering that takes place between all
the believers and the returning Christ. This is very important. The Greek word for
“‘meet,” apantesis, is a technical term that always refers to the “reception” given to
a visiting government official. It was customary in Paul’'s day to send a delegation
of leading citizens outside the city to welcome a visiting dignitary and escort that



person on the final leg of the journey to their community. When apantesis occurs
elsewhere in the NT—and it only occurs elsewhere two times—that’s its meaning.

When the Roman Christians in Acts 28:15 learn that Paul the newly freed
prisoner is approaching their city, they send a delegation “for a reception” to meet
him. And what do they do? Do they return with him to the place he came from?
No, they escort him on the last part of his trip to Rome. Likewise, in Matthew 25:6,
the parable of the ten virgins, the women go out “for a reception” of the bridegroom
in which they meet and then escort him, not back to where he came from but, to
the wedding banquet. So in 1 Thessalonians 4:17 the meeting must be similar.
When Paul speaks about believers being “caught up in the clouds to meet the Lord
in the air,” he is claiming that they will be the reception party. And now listen! That
reception party not only meets the returning Christ but also escorts Him on the last
leg of His journey to earth.

Do you get it? This is exactly opposite of what dispensationalist argue when
they say believers meet Christ and return to heaven with Him, that we are raptured
out of the earth for a time. This verse in facts says that believers do not escape to
heaven for the seven years of the tribulation but they return to earth with Jesus.
They remain on earth where the final judgment and restoration of creation take
place.

If you set aside the historical and literary context of this text and focus only
on this grammatical angle, you should NOT come to the conclusion of Hal Lindsey
and those since him who have promoted this idea of Christians being taken from
the earth and drawn up to heaven before the end of time. No, the reception party
meets him as he comes down to earth and then returns with him to the earth.
That’s the picture in this passage. Completely opposite of the picture that
dispensationalist paint.

Theological View

This interpretation is confirmed by our fourth approach to the passage. A
theological approach to Scripture involves, comparing what one passage says on a
specific subject with what the rest of Scripture says on this same matter. We must
compare Scripture with Scripture so that less clear passages are read in light of
passages that are more clear. Dispensationalists typically cite Jesus’ words in
Matthew 24:40-41 as further proof for their understanding of the rapture:

Mt 24:40 Two men will be in the field; one will be taken and the other left.

41 Two women will be grinding with a hand mill; one will be taken and the

other left.

In the Left Behind story, the people taken out of the picture are blessed and
those left behind face judgment. The context of this passage from Matthew,
however, shows that these two verses actually say the opposite. In that passage,
Jesus says this about the people of Noah’s day who wanted nothing to do with
Noah and his God:

Mt 24:39 and they knew nothing about what would happen until the flood came

and took them all away....



It is very clear there, isn’t it, that being taken away by the flood is NOT a good
thing? Why then would it be a good thing in 1 Thessalonians? Itisn’'t! In Matthew
the wicked were taken away for judgment: “...the flood came and took them all
away,” Jesus said. So righteous Noah and his family were the only ones left
behind, you might say. And they were left to begin a new life on earth. In Jesus’
comparison, therefore, you and | want to be “left behind,” since those who are
“raptured” are taken away for judgment! Isn’t that amazing! It's so important to read
Scripture correctly!

But there’s one more obvious flaw in the Left Behind thinking that | want to
draw your attention to. Dispensationalists claim that the disappearance of the
Christians at Christ’s return in the clouds is silent and invisible. Christians and non-
Christians will be working side by side and the Christians will suddenly disappear.
The non-Christians will be left behind, wondering what happened. You can imagine
how strange that would be today if over 2 billion Christians suddenly disappeared
off the face of the earth without a trace and without a word. But even 1
Thessalonians argues against the idea of a quiet and invisible rapture when Paul
says,

1 Thess 4:16 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...

That sounds anything but quiet. And likewise Matthew makes it clear that it will not
be invisible. Listen to this description of Christ’s return:

Mt 24:30 At that time the sign of the Son of Man will appear in the sky, and all

the nations of the earth will mourn. They will see the Son of Man coming on

the clouds of the sky, with power and great glory.
Everyone will see it. All the nations of the earth will see Jesus come and it will be
heard by everyone as well.

Conclusion

All of these things taken together suggest that we should not grasp
dispensational theology too tightly but simply hold, as most reformed people do, to
one return of Christ to the earth at the end of time which is followed by the
judgment and the re-creation. In other words, when Christ comes back everyone
will see him and face him. It will be loud—the Lord will come with a trumpet sound
that no one will miss. And that’s the one and only return of Christ. There is not a
second one for second chances at believing.

Now before we conclude, then, we must still ask ourselves what’s this all
revealed to us for? Clearly, Paul’s intention in writing the Thessalonian church was
to comfort them. And that’s the same thing we must take out of that passage.
That’'s the same message you need to get when you study the book of Revelation.
As Dr. Wiema put it, “The contemporary application of Paul’s words belongs, not in
the bookstore as part of an imaginative twelve-volume series about will happen in
the end times, but in the funeral home or at the graveyard where it provides rich
words of comfort about the hope that believers have for their deceased loved
ones.”



Dear family in Christ, what a great comfort is ours now already in knowing
that when the Lord returns we shall be resurrected. We will not be among those
who are left behind for eternal judgment but among those who are blessed to
inhabit the recreated earth. It will be even better than the earth after the flood
when Noah and his family began life again. This time all sin will be purged from us
and the world. It will be greater than we’ve ever imagined. Let us comfort and
encourage each other with this vision.

And when we look at what Matthew writes, the one thing that stands out is
the need to be ready for Christ’s return. In Matthew 24:36 Jesus says,
Mt 24:36 "Nio one knows about that day or hour, not even the angels in heaven,
nor the Son, but only the Father.
And he concludes in v.44,
Mt 24:44 So you also must be ready, because the Son of Man will come at an
hour when you do not expect him.

While the writers of the Left Behind series created a lot of interest in the end
times, what this kind of thinking does is get people focused on the wrong thing. No
one knows the time or hour. And we shouldn’t fixate on trying to figure it out like so
many Christians have tried—unsuccessfully—to do over the centuries.

Instead, as we read on in Matthew, it is clear that the person who is ready is
the one who lives every day for the Lord. He or she is the faithful servant who
does whatever is asked of him or her while the master is away.

When Jesus returns, he will not be asking us if we had it all figured out.
He’'ll say, “What did you do to prepare for my return?” When Martin Luther was
asked what he would do if he knew that Jesus was coming back tomorrow, he said,
“I'd plant a tree.” He meant by that that he would do the same thing he did each
day. He'd care for the world and seek to honour the Lord in every detail of his life,
while living in the comfort of belonging securely to him.

And that’'s how we get ready for Jesus to come back. Let us live each day
as though it will be our last because it could be. But live being prepared for a long
delay as well. Plant a tree. Plan ahead. And do it all with an eye on Jesus. Do it
for him. We shouldn’t do anything in fear of being left behind when Christ comes
back. Instead, we work and live for Jesus in the faith that this world is his and we
are too and whenever he returns we will welcome him and enjoy eternity on this re-
created earth with him as our Lord of lords and King of kings.



