1 Thessalonians 4:13-18—13We do not want you to be uninformed, brothers and sisters, about those who have died, so that you may not grieve as others do who have no hope. 14For since we believe that Jesus died and rose again, even so, through Jesus, God will bring with him those who have died. 15For this we declare to you by the word of the Lord, that we who are alive, who are left until the coming of the Lord, will by no means precede those who have died. 16For the Lord himself, with a cry of command, with the archangel's call and with the sound of God's trumpet, will descend from heaven, and the dead in Christ will rise first. 17Then we who are alive, who are left, will be caught up in the clouds together with them to meet the Lord in the air; and so we will be with the Lord forever. 18Therefore encourage one another with these words.
Our passage is about the second coming…or the return of Christ. Jesus showed up the first time to minister, die, and rise again…and then he ascended to heaven.  And since ascending the return of Christ has been a key belief in Christianity. It’s in the Nicene creed, which we proclaim every week: “For our sake he was crucified under Pontius Pilate. He suffered death and was buried. On the third day he rose again in accordance with the scriptures. He ascended into heaven and is seated at the right hand of the Father. He will come again in glory to judge the loving and the dead, and his kingdom will have no end.”

Now talking about this can be done in one of two ways: creepy or comforting.

On the creepy side: fundies freak-out, build bunkers, and stock-pile canned good, water, and ammo. Go read the Left Behind series. You’ll read about people vanishing, and cars crashing and planes falling out of the sky because drivers and pilots had been called to heaven. It’s sheer mayhem as all the bad people are “left behind” with the anti-Christ in charge. I’m not sure if you know this, but there are Christians who think that Obama is the anti-Christ, mainly because some people around the world seemed ecstatic at his election.

The creepy approach to the return of Jesus, is pretty uneventful for the Christians.  They just get lifted to heaven as they are doing everyday chores and tasks.  The second coming from this point of view is mainly about non-unbelievers getting 666 tattoos and a one-world government.

I grew up in a church surrounded by this.  Back in 1988, when I was a sophomore in highschool, there was a famous book called “88 Reasons Why Jesus is Coming Back in 1988.” Basically, Jesus was supposed to coming back Sept 14, 15, or 16. So, a few weeks before the supposed arrival I was at youth group inviting people to a birthday party, which was Sept 16, a Friday night. I got up the nerve to invite Stephanie, she was the super-beautiful girl of the church and never really cared to give me, a lowly sophomore, much attention. I invited her to my Sept 16 party and she immediately, right there, rsvp’d NO because she was planning on being in heaven that night when Jesus returned.  I thought this was crazy and started debating theology with her for about 10 minutes, which was the longest she ever talked to me.  Then I got this great idea and said, “Well, if you are so convinced, let’s make a little deal.  If you are still here after Sept 16, will you go on a date with me?” She was so confident in her belief that she agreed to it! So, on the morning of Sept 17 I called her and asked her to pick me up for dinner at 7pm (I didn’t get my license yet). I went on a date with someone who would only go out with me because she lost a bet.  She spent the whole time explaining why the calculations were actually wrong and Jesus would come back in 1989 instead.

That’s one way to approach the return of Jesus. But in verse 18, Paul offers another way: the comfort we receive from the return of Christ. That’s interesting to me because the creepy approach is so dominant. It’s all about doom and suffering and is uneventful for Christians.  But our passage tonight on the return of Jesus is supposed to bring comfort and encouragement for those who are “in Christ.”

And this is exactly what we need: comfort. You need comfort regarding your past, present and future. You need it because you’ve sinned and been sinned against.  You need comfort because of friends, school, children, jobs, parents, siblings, roommates, and spouses. You need comfort emotional, spiritually, physically, and mentally.

By comfort, the bible means encouragement and grace. That’s what you truly seek…yet in most places throughout your life you encounter shame, the threat of punishment, and a sense of judgment.
The reason the message of Jesus’ return is comforting is found in Philippians: “he who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until the day of Jesus Christ.” The work of God in you is comprehensive and total.  He “began a good work” in you in the past. He “will carry it through” in your present. And he “will complete it” when Jesus returns. I want to look at three things that should be very comforting.

The first comforting thing is forgiveness of our sins. In addition to the craziness of 1988, something else happened. In a moment of candor soon before she died, Miss Laski (one of the best known secular humanists and novelists) looked at the camera during an interview and said, “What I envy most about you Christians is your forgiveness.  I have nobody to forgive me and welcome me home when I die.”  That’s the whole point of the cross: Jesus died for your sins. All of us of have done things that cause us to feel guilty or ashamed. Some of you are burdened by the memory of your past sexual sins. Perhaps it is your hatred of your parents, your lying, your sharp tongue and slander, your evil desires, your greed, your lack of concern for the poor and oppressed, your self-centeredness, your anger or malice, your self-righteous judgment. Because of your sins, you created hostility with God…but because of Jesus now have peace with God. You are reconciled with God….and that is encouraging. 

If you put your faith in Christ, God forgives your past sins. But you also need to know that he forgives your sins from last night and today…and he will always forgive your sins in the future.  There is not some limit where you exhaust God’s forgiveness.  I met with a guy a few weeks ago who said, “I feel so burdened and beaten down fro what I’d done.” When I encouraged him that THAT is exactly what the cross was for he said, “But I’m responsible for it and I need to redeem it. Plus, forgiveness makes me feel like a divine charity case.” Some of you are carrying around a huge weight of burden from guilt. It doesn’t need to be your burden because God forgave you your sins, he is forgiving your sins, and he will always forgive your sins.
The second comforting thing is the healing from sins done against us. Jesus is coming back to completely heal you from the pain of sins done to you. Many of you have had sins done to you that cause you to feel shame and filth and pain. Some of you have been abused or neglected. People have said things to you that hurt.  Your parent’s divorce. Your ex who cheated on you. People have done things to you that are horrible. Some of you have been hurt physically.  And so many of you have been violated sexually.  But not only does Jesus deal with the guilt of sin, he also heals the wound from sins.  We need healing from the sins done to us. We need the effects of sins removed from us and to be given a new identity. When you trusted in Christ, he started healing you. And through grace, the Holy Spirit, and loving community he is healing you now. And he will compete it in heaven. Rev 21:4-5: He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away." So, he comes back for you to complete this healing. That is comforting. And he will come back to finish healing your pain and bring you to a place with no more tears.
The third is that he is sanctifying us. In addition to God forgiven and healing us, God is also sovereign over our holiness. Listen to these verses.

Eph 2:10—For we are God's workmanship, created in Christ Jesus to do good works, which God prepared in advance for us to do. Philippians 2:13—God who works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose. Colossians 2:7—Continue to live in him, rooted and built up in him, strengthened in the faith as you were taught, and overflowing with thankfulness.
Our life in Christ is a life under his cross. Day by day our sinful nature goes on dying and we go on living with him. This is why the Christian life is not really the Christian in action. It is Christ in action! 
2 Cor 5:17 if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has come. The reason abounding grace does not lead to sin lies in the fact that in its radicality it puts and end to the old. Radical forgiveness puts the old to death and calls out the new. Jesus says in Rev 21:5 “Behold I am making all things new!”  He hasn’t left us alone to figure it out. God started changing us and he is changing us. But he will come back to get us to complete the transformation. That is comforting.
If you trust in Christ, when he comes back to judge, he will judge you as pure, righteous, saved, holy, blameless, without blemish, forgiven, his child, without condemnation, accepted, made new. Because of the cross, God allows you to be fully exposed, because God no longer identifies you by what you have done or what has been done to you.  Because of what Jesus has done, God sees you as Jesus was: pure and holy…he loved God wholeheartedly and loved his neighbors as himself! We are given the righteousness of Christ. We can’t add or subtract from it.  Nothing you do will make God love you more…and nothing you do can make God love you less. Because he is coming back, you can have hope that he will finish what he started in you.
So, wherever you are encountering shame, the threat of punishment, and a sense of judgment, you need the comforting work of forgiveness, healing, and sanctification. 
Let’s pray.
Jesus deal with our sin…wash us…heal us…renew our hearts…strengthen our wills…kindle a flame in our souls to love you and our neighbor…cleanse our thoughts, words, and deeds.
