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SCHOONER OR LATER
I Thessalonians 4:13-18

A very bazaar event occurred in 1881.  A schooner was found adrift in the mid-Atlantic region.  The crew of the Ellen Austin, found the vessel not only adrift, it was also abandoned.  After investigating the ship, everything on board seemed to be in order. Nothing was apparently missing and there did not seem to be any signs of a struggle of any kind.  How long it had been adrift is unknown and it was by chance that this American vessel, the Ellen Austin, found her.  A small crew from the Ellen Austin was put aboard to man the ship as together they set off for port.  It wasn’t long after they were underway that a squall rose up and separated the two ships.  When the Ellen Austin found the other vessel, it was again adrift and deserted.  It took some time before another crew was persuaded to go aboard to bring her to port.  Another squall arose and once more separated the vessels.  This time the schooner and the men were never seen or heard from again.

That seems quite eerie doesn’t it?  How would you like to explain that one back at port?  They probably would think the crew was a little heavy on the Rum.  What would you say?  What could you say about such a disappearance, not once, not twice, but three times?  I don’t know about you, but I would have some serious doubts about such things.  How would you as a survivor on the Ellen Austin rationalize such an event?  Could you make any sense of it?
In our passage today in I Thessalonians 4:13-18 the Apostle Paul wrote to a very young congregation.  When I say young I’m not referring to the age of those who were attending.  They weren’t just young people or young adults in terms of physical age.  Neither am I referring to just the newness of the church’s formation, although the church had just been formed.  We read about this church’s formation in Acts 17:1-8.  Turn there to get some background for our message today.
We aren’t certain how much time Paul spent there in the city of Thessalonica.  It doesn’t appear to be a long time, unlike Corinth where he spent a couple of years.  Most likely he spent less than two months.  In that brief period of time, as the Acts account records for us, some of the Jews and a large number of the Gentiles, including quite a number of prominent or influential women of the city were saved.  Other of the Jews, who were probably much like he was before his own conversion on the Damascus road, became jealous/ envious.  They weren’t any different than he was when he breathed hatred against those of The Way.  These devout Jews, filled with contempt for the new Christians and Paul, formed a brut squad and aroused chaos in the city claiming that Paul and Silas had turned the world upside down.  A riot started in the city and Paul was forced to leave town for his safety.  
That sort of thing happens today in other parts of the world.  Churches are raided, believers thrown out into the streets, the pastor is threatened with his life if he doesn’t stop preaching about Jesus and warned to leave town.  The church building is burned as a warning to make good on their other threats.  We in America are far removed from those kinds of persecution as we, for the most part, meet in the relative safety of our stained glass sanctuaries.
Paul left town for Berea, some 50 miles away while Timothy and Silas remained behind for a time to continue to disciple the new believers.  So when I say this is a young church, it is young not only in the newness of its organization into a group meeting to grow in their faith, they were also young from the standpoint of being new Christians.  (We have the responsibility for spiritual growth when someone gets saved.)
Over the next several months Paul was increasingly burdened for the spiritual welfare of the believers in Thessalonica and from reports given by Timothy needed to write them a letter of encouragement.

The predominant theme of the letter to them is about the second coming of the Lord.  Notice in I Thessalonians…

1:8-10; 2:17-20; 3:12-13; 5:23-24

Each chapter has some element of the Lord’s return.  

During Paul’s stay in Thessalonica, he was able to give instruction about many important truths they would need to know on living the Christian life including the second coming of Christ.  His second coming was prophesied.  His second coming was promised.  The teaching about His second coming proved problematic.
Timothy reported that they were enduring persecution for their faith courageously.  He also reported that in a short time false teachers had infiltrated the ranks of the new believers and began to teach them some troubling things about the second coming.  Paul wrote this letter to set the record straight on the Lord’s return and to encourage them in their new faith.  

Have you ever received some information from someone that was really encouraging only to find that someone else came along later refuting what you were taught?  Creationism vs. evolution; that the drug war in Mexico is the responsibility of gun owners so let’s ban all guns; that there is only one way to heaven vs. many ways.  It’s confusing if you don’t know the truth.

The Thessalonians were confused, especially about the second coming of the Lord.  They didn’t know what to think now about what they had previously believed before they were saved, what Paul had taught them after they were saved about Jesus coming again or what others were now saying about His second coming.  They were confused, troubled, bothered, and uncertain about what to think.  Paul wrote to help clear up their confusion.  

In this passage we will notice 3 things:

A reassurance about the obscure – v. 13-14

A revelation about the order – v. 15-17

A recommendation about the outcome – v. 18

I. A REASSURANCE ABOUT THE OBSCURE – v. 13-14

In 1973 Canadian television created a science fiction show taken from a Biblical context and blew it into what some called space age proportions.  The setting for the show “The Starlost” has UN scientists 250 years from now predicting that the world will be destroyed in a holocaust.  To preserve life, they constructed a giant space ark that is some 8,000 miles in diameter.  Representatives from people groups of the world were lifted aboard and isolated from one another to retain their cultural identities.  The space ship malfunctioned after about 100 years and was soon off course with the bridge blown up and the crew lost.  The biosphere domes were instantly sealed off from one another.  The separate communities, originally intended to colonize various stars are now locked in their own environments as the space ship drifted out of control for another 500 years on a collision course with a sun.  The end of the show and civilization.  There are those who believe this is it.
The intention of Paul was to further inform them about truths they were taught.  He didn’t want them to be ignorant or uninformed or uneducated.  He wanted them to have the truth.    If you listen to the news much you know there is a lot of confusing talk going on right now about things like healthcare reform.  Who’s right?  Who do you listen to?  We want someone with the truth, to tell the truth.  We want an expert to make it clear and accurate.  
Who’s right about the second coming?  They needed some straight answers because they were confused and worried.

Here’s the issue.  They worried about what was going to happen to their loved ones who had died.  In the short time they had believed in Christ, some of their number had experienced death.  Some came along and told them that those who were dead wouldn’t share in the same blessings of heaven as those who were alive.  They would be considered sort of like heaven’s second class citizens.  Some taught there wasn’t anything after this life anyway so don’t worry about it.  
The word sleep is a metaphor for death.  In the New Testament it always refers to the body and never to the soul.  The soul is still conscious until the second coming of the Lord and for the believer it is present with the Lord, while the body is at rest from its labor awaiting the resurrection of the body at the coming of the Lord.  Being asleep carries with it the idea of continual existence.  When you’re sleeping, your body is inactive, it’s at rest, unless you’re like me and become a human rotisserie.  I’m constantly rolling over, turning around.  

Physical death is not finality.  The horrors of what would otherwise happen have been removed for the believer by the promise of the resurrection.  Paul wanted to give them instruction about those who had been saved and then died.  He wanted to clear up any misconceptions of things they had heard elsewhere.  Will they have a part too, in the resurrection at the coming of Jesus?
Some thought that Paul meant all believers would physically live until Christ returned.  Wouldn’t that be something?  Hey Paul, you’re looking good a guy who is 2000 years old.  

Isn’t that Martin Luther over there?  He’s what, about 500 years old now, right?

Paul doesn’t mean that they wouldn’t die physically and he doesn’t mean what is called soul sleep,where the physical body is dead and the soul is off some place asleep until the resurrection.  We might call this the Rip Van Winkle theory.  There was a teaching going on as well that claimed that without the body, the soul was lost forever.  He also doesn’t mean non-existence or annihilation, where once you are dead, you cease to exist.  

Pagan belief was very pessimistic about death and post death existence.  They had no hope of an afterlife.  For the most part they didn’t believe there was anything past death for the physical body.  This is all you get so make the best and most of it.  

Theocritus wrote “Hopes are always living, the dead are without hope.”

An ancient tombstone had this inscription, “I was not, I came, I am not, I care not.”

Aeschylus remarked “Once a man dies there is no resurrection.”

Do you hear the despair in their tone?

Many in the ancient Greek and Roman civilizations believed there was no future for the body.  The body was regarded as a prison house for the soul.  The soul left the body at death through the last breath or through an open wound.  They believed that the soul was not entirely immortal as it had a very thin texture, somewhat transparent, that retained the form of the body, but was not physical. 
They then believed that the soul entered Hades where it would bemoan its new existence and where it would spend eternity.  Later they began to teach that some of the favored few were allowed by the gods to live in a special place of bliss.  In this they found no comfort and so you can understand that they had no hope.  Their grief was dramatic as they mourned for their departed who were off to who knows where if they existed at all.  They were filled with despair
Perhaps we can now better understand the distress of the Thessalonian believer who came from such a culture believing that there was nothing beyond the grave.  And when the unbeliever finds that’s not true, that there is a bodily existence after death, he will for eternity wish there was non-existence.  
Scripture teaches us an existence after death.  

Hebrews 9:27 “Just as man is destined to die once, and after that to face judgment.”  

At death there is a conscious existence of the soul.
II Corinthians 5:8 “We are confident, I say, and would prefer to be away from the body and at home with the Lord.”

Philippians 1:23 “I am torn between the two: I desire to depart and be with Christ…”

I Thessalonians 5:10 “He died for us so that, whether we are awake or asleep, we may live together with Him.”

Revelation 6:9-11 – the martyred saints who are before the throne.  

Though the soul is separated from the body remains conscious.  It does not need the body to exist.  

Paul didn’t want them to be ignorant about death and the resurrection and he didn’t want them to grieve like those who had no hope of anything after death.  He wanted these believers to understand that there is hope for the believer who has died.  It’s a hope that the unbeliever cannot share in.  It’s a hope in a reunion.  Go ahead and grieve the loss, but don’t grieve like those who have no hope.  How can we have such hope?  Verse 14 gives the answer.  Because Jesus died and rose again, we have the hope and promise that those who also have died will be raised again.  

The world is filled with despair.  People have no hope.  Their financial world is crumbling.  Health is overcome by some disease.  An accident leaves them handicapped.  The pressures of work or school are too much.  Why can’t I be like that sports hero or look like that model?  If I only had what they had, I’d be happy.  Homes are torn apart trying to cope with mounting debt.  Teens feel no appreciation or gain little respect from adults.  No one listens, everyone criticizes.  Whatever age, people turn to drugs or alcohol or illicit relationships to find a way to numb the pain.  They think that perhaps in this there will be some hope, but the emptiness of the black hole seems only bigger.  Many attempt and some succeed in suicide as a way of escape.  In that instant death swallows them up into an eternity of hopeless despair.  What they thought would bring them escape only proves to be the trap they will forever be bound to.

But Paul says there is hope, both in this life and in the life to come.  Hope in the resurrection of Jesus.   

The fact of the resurrection is seen in the gospel accounts of those who saw Him after He rose from the dead.  They saw Him physically alive.  We believe by faith that He was raised from the dead, that what the Bible says is true, that what these eye witnesses proclaim is true.  Jesus is alive.  Because He rose again there is hope.
Hebrews 1:3 “After He had provided purification (through His death) for sins, He sat down at the right hand of the Majesty in heaven.”

Jesus is alive and in that there is hope, there is confidence in that since He rose again, those who have died before His return will also be raised again when He returns.
I Corinthians 15:54b-55 “Death has been swallowed up in victory.  Where, O death, is your sting?  Where, O grave, is your victory?”  

The assurance we have from God’s Word is that when Jesus returns He will bring with Him those who have fallen asleep.  One author said that Jesus “transformed death into sleep for the believer.”  We are all dead in our trespasses and sins.  We are all destined to what Catillus calls a “perpetual night.”  But praise God, Jesus rose again and took away the sting of death for the one who believes in Him for salvation.  Understand that Jesus died and that His resurrection is proof positive that the Father accepted sacrificial death of His Son on the cross for our sins.  Understand then that because Jesus died, death for the believer is merely sleep.  We don’t have to fear the judgment spoken of by the writer of Hebrews.  He removed from the believer the sting of death.
II Corinthians 4:14 “Because we know that the One who raised the Lord Jesus from the dead will also raise us with Jesus and present us with you in His presence.”  

Paul reassures the living believer about the believer who has all ready died.  They not only are secure in the presence of the Lord once they die, they will also return with Him when He comes back.  The dead in Christ are not going to be left behind.  The dead in Christ are not going to be secluded in some remote section of heaven apart from the rest who are alive when Jesus returns.  They are coming back with Him.  We need not fear physical death because my Bible says if I die, fall asleep in Jesus, I’m coming back with Him.  What a ride that will be.  (Somebody shout AMEN!)

There was a reassurance about the obscure, about things they weren’t sure of.  There is also a revelation about the order.

II. A REVELATION ABOUT THE ORDER – 

v. 15-17

Paul is now about to state something that came from the Lord.  It is not His opinion.  The authority of what he is about to speak is from the Lord Himself.  At what point he was given this revelation is unsure, but it is from the Lord.  For those who taught that the dead had no future in the resurrection here is a verse that refutes it.  For those who taught that the dead were second class citizens of heaven this proves them wrong.  We will not precede them.  His return is impartial because it will be for all believers
Verse 16 is a wonderful verse.  It tells me that Jesus isn’t going to send a messenger.  He’s not just sending an angel to come and get us.  He’s coming Himself.  He is coming in person.  
Acts 1:9 states that Jesus ascended in the clouds to heaven.  This verse tells me He is descending from heaven.  Now notice the order of things here.  His coming is going to be visible and audible.  People will see it and will hear it.  Here’s the order.
1.  He’s coming down with the dead in Christ.  Some of us might be in that group.
2. He’s coming down with a loud command or shout.  It’s the same idea as an officer giving a command.  After the Israelites marched around the city of Jericho on the 7th day there was a loud shout.  I wonder if this is the voice of the Father telling His Son to go get His children.

3. He’s coming down with the voice of the archangel.  

4. He’s coming down with the trumpet call of God.

I Corinthians 15:51-52 “Listen, I tell you a mystery.  We will not all sleep, but we will all be changed – in a flash, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet.  For the trumpet will sound, the dead will be raised imperishable, and we will be changed.”

5. He’s coming down and the dead will be resurrected first.  That is their bodies will be raised.  It doesn’t matter if their body is decayed or cremated or blown apart in some battle.  From dust they were made and to dust they shall return.  But the same God who made them will be able to put them back together again, according to His design
6. He’s coming down and those alive at His return will be caught up together with them (the dead in Christ) in the clouds.  Just as Jesus left, so will He return – in the clouds.

What a day that will be 

when my Jesus I shall see, 

And I look upon His face – 

the One who saved me by His grace.

When He takes me by the hand 

and leads me thro’ the Promised Land; 

What a day, glorious day that will be!

And the wonderful promise is this: not only is He coming down, we will always be with Him, forever and ever and ever, Hallelujah, hallelujah, hallelujah. We have a future with Christ, if you know Him as Savior.
All this will take place in a flash and I’ll have that new, eternal body whatever it is going to look like as John reminds in his epistle.

“Dear friends, now we are children of God, and what we will be has not yet been made known.  But we know that when He appears, we shall be like Him, for we shall see Him as He is.  Everyone who has this hope in Him purifies himself, even as He is pure.” I John 3:2-3
There was a reassurance about the obscure.

There was a revelation about the order.

There was a recommendation about the outcome.

III. A RECOMMENDATION ABOUT THE OUTCOME – v. 18

“Therefore encourage (comfort) each other with these words.”
There’s no reason to be filled with despair.  We have hope in Jesus.  That’s the message Paul wanted to convey to His readers and the message for us today.  Jesus rose from the dead and He’s coming again.  It should bring us comfort and encouragement.  That word comfort or encourage is the same word used for the Holy Spirit of whom Jesus refers to in John 14:16, 26; 15:26; 16:7 as the Comforter.  That word means to come alongside of for consolation and exhortation.  It is to soothe in sorrow.  The Thessalonian believers not only needed comfort for their grief about the loss of loved ones, they also faced uncertainty and fear from misinformation and needed to be instructed regarding the truth about Jesus’ return.  These words written by Paul are to be a soothing balm for sorrow because we have hope.  They were to be instruction to clear up any misconception they had heard from others about the rapture and those who had all ready died.  

We don’t know when that day will be, but in the meantime we must live in daily expectation of His return.  The second coming should foster spiritual as we anticipate His arrival and it should foster evangelism as we encourage others to be ready for Jesus’ return.  It should encourage others who are near death that there is something beyond the grave, there is a reunion, there is a forever with Christ.
There are only two groups – those who are saved and those who are unsaved.  Jesus is coming again.  Are you part of the group of the saved?  If so, you will either come with Him or you will meet Him in the air.  It doesn’t matter which of those groups you are in, what matters is making the choice to join Him for eternity.  If you know Christ as Savior, you have hope.  If you don’t know Christ as Savior, you have no hope.
Today as a believer in Christ we have work to do until Jesus comes back.  Jerry Jenkins writes: “We are to watch and wait.  But that does not mean we are to be idle.  There are still marriages to grow and children to tend.  There are churches to build and souls to win.”  No matter what the present holds, we have hope in the future because of Jesus Christ.  

There is a story about a Christian doctor in London who one day told his servant that when the Lord returned he could have all his possessions – car, house, money, everything.  Surprised the boy said thanks.  Lying in bed that night he wondered to himself if the doctor goes to heaven, where he would be?  He woke the doctor up explaining his problem and by morning he too was ready for the Lord’s return.  Are you ready?  He is coming.
