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A few years ago I went on a field trip with one of my daughters’ fifth grade class to Washington D.C.  As a chaperone I was in charge of a group of kids.  We had a great time wandering the Mall and various museums.  One of the museums we visited was the American History Museum, and as we were walking through a section on the Vietnam War, we came across a large photograph that covered most of a wall.  It’s a famous photograph from the early 70’s of a returning American POW.  You can see the back of the soldier as he walks toward his family with his arms outstretched, and you can see his wife and four children (middle school/high school aged) running toward him, arms outstretched, laughing with joy.  It’s one of the most moving photos I’ve ever seen.  As I looked at it, I lost it and was unable to fight back the tears.  It’s an incredible picture of what hope fulfilled looks like.  This morning I’m preaching on the future historical event in which all our hopes will be fulfilled, the Second Coming of Jesus Christ.  
During his second missionary journey the Apostle Paul planted a church in the city of Thessalonica.  At the heart of his ministry in Thessalonica was Paul preaching the Gospel, as Luke wrote: “And Paul went in (to the Jewish synagogue), as was his custom, and on three Sabbaths argued with them from the scriptures, explaining and proving that it was necessary for the Messiah to suffer and to rise from the dead, and saying, ‘This is the Messiah, Jesus whom I am proclaiming to you’” (Acts 17:2-3).  Later Paul wrote a letter to encourage the Christians at Thessalonica in their faith in Jesus Christ.  Paul’s First Letter to the Thessalonians is considered by many scholars to be Paul’s earliest of his thirteen New Testament letters, and one of the major themes of this letter is the last days, or eschatology.  

This morning’s epistle lesson from Paul’s First Letter to the Thessalonians is one of the classic New Testament passages about the Second Coming, and in it Paul describes four aspects of Jesus’ Second Coming, all of which begin with the letter “R”: Return, Resurrection, Rapture, and Reunion.  All four of these aspects of Jesus’ Second Coming give us encouragement.
The first aspect of Jesus’ second coming is “Return.”  

We know Jesus will return because he said he would.  At the Last Supper, just hours before Jesus died on the cross for the sins of the world he encouraged his disciples about his Second Coming:

“Do not let your hearts be troubled. Trust in God; trust also in me.  In my Father's house are many rooms; if it were not so, I would have told you. I am going there to prepare a place for you.  And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come back and take you to be with me that you also may be where I am” (John 14:1-3).   

At times some of us may have a hard time believing Jesus will come back because many of us have had people in our lives—parents, spouses, children, friends—who have left, saying they’ll return, and they haven’t.  But we know that Jesus will return because he promised he would, and Jesus always keeps his promises.

In verse 14 of this morning’s reading we read, “For 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.”  
Jesus Christ was born on a specific date in history, he died on a specific date in history, and he will return on a specific date in history.  Our faith is not based on myths or fairy tales or wishful thinking, but on the reality of God’s acting in human history in Jesus Christ.  Paul emphasizes here that Jesus is not sending an emissary or ambassador, but that “the Lord himself… will descend from heaven.”  And although at his first coming Jesus was born in obscurity in a barn, there will be nothing obscure about his Second Coming, for as we state in the Nicene Creed, “He (Jesus Christ) will come again in glory” (BCP 359).  

Paul states here that Jesus’ coming in glory will be accompanied by “a cry of command,” “the archangel’s call,” and “the sound of God’s trumpet.”  The “cry of command” here denotes the authority of Jesus Christ, who through his death and resurrection triumphed over sin, death, and evil.  The “archangel’s call” may be sounded by Michael, the only archangel mentioned by name in the Bible (Jude 9).  In the Bible when a trumpet was sounded it often signaled a gathering together of God’s people, a proclamation of triumph, or a call to celebration.  When Jesus returns with the “sound of God’s trumpet,” it will signal a calling together of God’s people from all the ages, it will proclaim the completion of Jesus Christ’s triumph over sin, death, and evil, and it will call us to the never ending celebration of that triumph.  
We do not know when Jesus will return, as Jesus said, “about that day and hour no one knows, neither the angels of heaven nor the Son, but only the Father” (Matthew 24:36).  But we do know that Jesus will return, because he promised he would, and Jesus always keeps his promises.
The second aspect of Jesus’ second coming is “Resurrection.”  

When Jesus returns he will not return alone, but “will bring with him those who have died” (I Thessalonians 4:14) and “the dead in Christ will rise first” (4:16).  

Part of the good news of the Gospel is that death is not the end of the story.  Because of the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, the Son of God, we have the hope of the resurrection, as Paul wrote in his Letter to the Romans, “For if we have been united with him (Jesus) in a death like his, we will certainly be united with him in a resurrection like his… if we have died with Christ, we believe that we will also live with him” (Romans 6:5, 8). 

This hope in the resurrection also includes seeing again loved ones who have died in the Lord.  Listen to how Paul puts it in this morning’s reading: “For since we believe that Jesus died and rose again, even so, through Jesus, God will bring with him those who have died” (4:14).  Again, Paul emphasizes the heart of the Gospel here—the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, the Son of God—exactly the same Gospel he had preached at Thessalonica when he planted the church there.

Think of people you love who have died, people that you want to see again.  Last year in the Youth Confirmation Class as we were studying the resurrection of Jesus Christ and the hope we have of our own resurrection through him we went around and each student spoke of a loved one who had died who they want to see again.  Students shared things like, “I want to see my grandma again,” “I want to see my uncle again,” and “I want to see my friend again.”  One student said, “I really want to see my dad again.”  The good news is that each of those students will get to see again their loved ones who have died, and each of us will too.  
In fact, the “cry of command” and “sound of God’s trumpet” that will accompany Jesus’ Second Coming both signal the resurrection.  In John 5 Jesus states, “Very truly, I tell you, the hour is coming, and is now here, when the dead will hear the voice of the Son of God, and those who hear will live… the hour is coming when all who are in their graves will hear his voice and will come out” (5:25; 28-29a).  This happened with Lazarus, when he responded to Jesus’ voice and came out of his grave, and it will happen to all who have died.  In Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians he mentions the link between the sound of the trumpet and our resurrection: “Listen, I will tell you a mystery!  We will all be changed, in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet.  For the trumpet will sound and the dead will be raised imperishable, and we will be changed” (15:51-52).  
Because of Jesus Christ’s death and resurrection, we have the hope of our own resurrection, and the resurrection of those we love, at his second coming.

The third aspect of Jesus’ second coming is “Rapture.”  
In I Thessalonians 4:17 we read, “Then we who are alive, who are left, will be caught up in the clouds together with them to meet the Lord in the air.”  This aspect of Jesus’ Second Coming is often referred to as the rapture, because the Latin word used for “caught up” here, raptus, means “a carrying away.”  There has been much written and sensationalized about the rapture.  The Left Behind book series comes to mind, as does a tract that was out when I was in college entitled, “88 Reasons Why the Rapture Could be in 1988” (there was probably relief for some and confusion for others on New Year’s Day 1989 ().  Or perhaps you’ve seen the bumper sticker, “In case of rapture, this car will be unmanned.”  But none of these pop culture references to the rapture mentioned by Paul in this verse bring encouragement: instead, they bring fear or simply “weird” people out.  

The rapture simply gives hope to those who will be alive when Jesus returns, and none of us knows when that will be.  The rapture is also connected to a custom in biblical times of dignitaries going outside the city to meet a distinguished visitor, like an ambassador or a king, to escort them into the city.  At Jesus’ second coming, the rapture refers to Christians who are alive being “caught up in the clouds” to meet the Lord in the air.  In the Bible clouds often denote the immediate presence of God as was the case with Moses on Mt. Sinai, the pillar of cloud that accompanied Israel in the wilderness, the cloud that filled the tabernacle at its dedication, the cloud at the Mount of Transfiguration and the cloud at Jesus’ ascension.  Moreover, the writer of the Letter to the Hebrews refers to the believers who have gone before us as a great “cloud of witnesses” (12:2).  

So the rapture has nothing to do with instilling fear and paranoia in people, but rather has to do with encouraging us regarding those who will still be alive at Jesus’ Second Coming.  They will join the great “cloud of witnesses” and experience the immediate presence of Jesus Christ himself.  Perhaps that will include us or our children—only God the Father knows.    
The fourth aspect of Jesus’ second coming is “Reunion.”  
In I Thessalonians 4:17 we see the reunion aspect of Jesus’ Second Coming: “and so we will be with the Lord forever.”  At Jesus’ Second Coming we will be completely reunited with the Lord.  We will see him face to face.  He will wipe every tear from our eyes.  Like the moving photograph of the wife and children running into the arms of their returning loved one, we will be able to run into the arms of Jesus Christ.  
We can be encouraged by the hope of the second coming, because Jesus will return, just as he promised, and Jesus always keeps his promises.  We can be encouraged by the hope of the second coming because we will be resurrected from the dead and join loved ones who have died because they will be resurrected too.  We can be encouraged by the hope of the second coming because those who are alive will experience the rapture and “meet the Lord in the air.”  Finally we can be encouraged by the hope of the second coming because we will be completely reunited with our Creator and Redeemer, and experience eternal life forever.
That’s why, as the Apostle Paul concludes this morning’s epistle lesson, we can “encourage one another with these words” (4:18) (.  Let us pray.
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