Liturgy:

Reading : 1 Cor. 15, 12 – 25, 50 – 58 

Text       : 1 Thess. 4, 13 – 18

Ps.  108 : 1,2

Ps.  119 : 1

Hy.   53 : 1,2

Ps.    16 : 3,4,5

Hy.   50 :  1,2,5,6
Beloved congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ,
With LD 1 HC, we confess that with body and soul both in life and in death, we belong to our faithful Saviour Jesus Christ, indeed both in life and in death! It is because of this wonderful confession, which is so deeply rooted in Scripture, that we as God’s children have comfort always, even in the face of death, since even death cannot undo this unique bond, we have with Christ. 

True, as long as we live on this earth we still have to dig graves, in which we bury the bodies of our loved ones. Returning home after a funeral, we are confronted with an empty place in the house. Because of it we grieve and mourn, As such there is nothing wrong with this. Who would not cry in circumstances like these? Even the Lord Jesus did at Lazarus tomb. It confronts us with the brokenness of this life as a consequence of sin. Yet since our Saviour paid for sin and conquered death, we do not grieve and mourn as people without hope, since in faith we have the assurance that one day we will be together again. At the deathbed of a loved one, we have to let go and say farewell. Yet, beloved, this farewell is only temporarily.
The apostle Paul also emphasizes this in the verses chosen as text for this morning’s sermon. Speaking about what will happen when Christ returns on the cloud of heaven, Paul says this will be the day of the great reunion. On that day, as God’s children we will be all together again, together also with our loved ones, and this forever, eternally. Beloved, what great comfort this gives also for today, comfort in time of mourning, when loved ones die. We will see each other back on the great day of our Lord and Saviour, when He triumphantly will return to this earth, where we will live together with Him, forever. This is the comfort, on which we will focus this morning, when listening to
THE GOSPEL OF CHRIST’S TRIUMPANT RETURN

We will look at

1) the sign of His return

2) the glory of His return

3) the feast of His return

I
In both of his two letters to the Thessalonians, the apostle Paul speaks quite often about the return of Christ. From this we may conclude, that this return was an essential part of the apostolic teaching. No doubt, Paul had spoken about this return also when he preached the gospel in Thessalonica. From the two letters Paul wrote to this congregation we get the impression that the members of the congregation of Thessalonica were joyfully looking forward to the return of Christ. Yet after the first members of this young congregation had died, this joy got overshadowed somewhat. There was grief. Brothers and sisters whom they had known so very well had passed away. There were empty places in the church.

Well, whilst writing his first letter to this congregation, the apostle Paul wants to comfort them. Paul does so not by speaking about the resurrection of the dead, in which without doubt the members did find comfort in the face of death. At the graveside of their loved ones, they too confessed their faith in the resurrection of the body. They surely did not grieve without hope. 
Yet what then was the point they were worried about. From our text, we receive the impression that they had questions how all this would go when Christ returned. Christ will come to raise the believers from the grave, yet the point of concern was when? Would those who had passed away beforehand somehow not miss out on this glorious event, at least not be part of it in a similar way as those still alive at that time? It is this particular issue, which the apostle Paul addresses in the verses chosen as text for this morning’s sermon.
Paul starts this section as follows, vs. 13, “…” With these words, the apostle does not condemn the grief there is, when loved ones pass away. Mourning is natural, even necessary to give air to our emotions and feelings. It would be very unnatural not to mourn, when loosing someone near and dear to us. There is an empty place in the church, and empty chair at the table at home. When mourning, we do not doubt Christ’s decisive victory over death, yet we hold on to this glorious truth through tears of personal sorrow. We grieve, but not without hope. It’s that hope, which gives strength to cope and to carry on, no matter how difficult the road ahead at times might be. In faith, we hold on to the truth mentioned by the apostle Paul in vs. 14, “…” Thus as children of God we have hope always, even at the graveside of our loved ones. Hope always, since the Christian hope has a firm foundation. It’s anchored in this truth that Christ Jesus died, but also rose from the dead, and in doing so He broke the shackles of death not only for Himself, but also for all who believe in Him. Therefore, as sure as Christ rose from the dead, so surely shall also be raised those who died in Him. In the verses 14 – 17 Paul emphasizes in particular this communion with Christ.
· vs. 14, “God will bring with Him those who sleep in Jesus.”

· Vs. 16 speaks about the dead in Christ.
· Vs. 17 says we will meet the Lord in the air and then be with Him forever.
Through faith, the believers have communion with Christ, and this communion can never be broken, not even by death. That’s also the reason why the apostle speaks about the dead as people who sleep. This no euphemism used to cover up for the hard reality of death. Instead, Scripture speaks about the sleep of death, since in faith we have the assurance that one day those who die in the Lord will awake again.

Some – and I have met them even within the Free Reformed Churches – some have concluded from the word ‘sleep’ that the dead are unconscious, that the soul is at rest as well as the body and will remain so until Christ’s return. This teaching was very current in our sister churches in The Netherlands in the sixties of the previous century, I think of the teachings of Rev. Telder and Vonk. Over against this teaching, Scripture affirms in more than one place that while the body sleeps, the soul goes immediately to heaven to be with Christ and will be reunited with a glorified body, when the believing dead are raised to life. As He suffered on the cross, the Lord Jesus promised the repentant criminal crucified next to Him that he would be with Christ in paradise that very day.
 In his letter to the Philippians Paul writes, “For me, to live is Christ, and to die is gain.”
 Death indeed is gain, yet this would not be the case if also the soul would sleep until Christ’s return. Thus, regarding our loved ones who died in the Lord, we have the assurance that today they live in the presence of the Lord without pain and sorrow. Christ has conquered death and makes those who die in Him share in this victory from the very moment that they breathe their last breath on earth. In that hour, our soul is immediately taken up to Christ our Head.
  The Book of Revelation calls this the first resurrection. In our text, however, the apostle Paul focuses more specifically on the second resurrection, when upon Christ’s return also our dead bodies will be raised in glory.

As I mentioned it before, the concern that lived among the members of the congregation of Thessalonica was how all this would go when Christ returns. Those who had died, and whose soul now is with the Lord, would they still not somehow miss out on this event, or at least not be part of it in a similar way as those still alive at that time, namely to see Christ coming on the clouds of heaven. It is this specific concern, which the apostle Paul addresses in vs. 15, where he writes, “…”
“This we say to you by the word of the Lord …” We don’t know when the Lord Jesus spoke this word quoted by the apostle Paul. It is not recorded in one of the gospels. Perhaps it was one of Jesus’ unwritten sayings, as they are quoted more by the apostle Paul. Anyway, with apostolic authority based on Jesus own teaching  the apostle is reaffirming the Thessalonians that upon Christ’s return neither the Christian dead nor the Christian living would be left behind, excluded, or be disadvantaged. On the contrary, God will observe the most absolute impartiality between them. Neither group will take precedence, nor have advantage over the other.
Paul also emphasizes that in that hour the Christian dead (about whom the Thessalonians were anxious what would happen to them on that day) would not be separated from Christ, nor from the Christian living. On that glorious day Christ’s victory over death will be complete, hence every footmark, every trail of death will be wiped out. The Christian dead and the Christian living will be together again. It will be the day of the great reunion. In the verses 16 and 17, Paul elaborates on how all this will be, using the image of a triumphal royal procession. 
When in the Ancient world a king gained victory, upon his return he would receive a triumphal entry in the capital city of his country. Heralds and trumpeters would announce his arrival. On the sounds of those trumpets, people would leave the city to meet the king with his victorious army outside the city to give him indeed a glorious entry. After this entry, they would feast upon the victory that had been gained. A victorious army would never silently enter the city. This is what the people of Judah blamed David for after the victory gained on Absalom. There should indeed be a glorious entry, whenever the king with his army gained victory.

Well, beloved, this is exactly the way in which Christ will come back to this world, not via a backdoor but publicly as the One who gained victory. He will not come as He once did in Bethlehem, secretly. After all, this had been in the days of His humiliation, when the battle still had to be fought. However, at Calvary Christ obtained the victory. Therefore, when returning to this earth the second time Christ will come with full divine majesty. 
In this respect, His return will also differ from the return of an earthly king having gained victory. True, what Paul says in the verses 16 and 17 reminds us in some way of those triumphal processions in the Ancient world. Yet it reminds us even more of the time when the LORD revealed Himself to His people in the OT, when they were gathered around Mount Sinai.
There is indeed, beloved, a great similarity between on the one hand what we read in our text and on the other hand what is recorded in Ex. 19, 10 – 20. There too we read about the people of Israel going out of the camp to meet with God.
 We also read that when the LORD descended, there was a thick cloud upon the mountain and a very loud trumpet blast.
 Well, beloved, likewise Christ will return as Conqueror from heaven with the sound of the trumpet of God. According to vs. 16, in that hour the air will be full of heavenly signals to announce the coming of Christ. Upon the sounds of these signals, more precisely upon the command of Christy Himself, everyone will be shaken awake, even the Christian dead.
Paul says in vs. 16, they will rise first. This means when Christ returns, the first thing He will do, even before He has set foot on this earth – the first thing He will do is raise the Christian dead. Over the whole earth, the dead will hear His voice, His command. When the Lord Jesus was still with His disciples on earth, He had already spoken about this. I may refer here to what it reads in John 5, 24 + 25, “…” Well, when Christ returns the dead will come, rise from the dust of the earth, all God’s children, none will be missing.

Therefore – so the apostle Paul wants to say – don’t worry because some have already died. In that hour, they will not miss out on anything, but they will all be present. You will be reunited and together rejoice in Christ’s triumph. Indeed, beloved, when Christ returns, all God’s children will be there: your husband or your wife, whom at present you miss so much, your child that died so young, that stillborn baby. They will all rise and be present. Beloved, what a feast this will be. It will be the day of the great reunion, we will be together again with all our loved ones, together we will rejoice in Christ’s return. Thus, indeed every trail of death will be wiped out. This is the first thing Christ will do, when He returns on the clouds of heaven.

II
Next, we read in vs. 17a, “…” Let me refer once more to that image of a king returning home after having gained victory in battle. When this king with his victorious army had come close to the city, the trumpet was blown, a joyful and mighty signal throwing the city into commotion. People would leave their daily business to meet the king outside the city to give him and his army a warm welcome. No one would stay behind, every wanted to be present at this triumphal entry. That’s how it happened in the Ancient world.
Well, beloved, in our text we read when Christ returns on the clouds of heaven, in a similar way the saints will go out to meet the Lord in the air.  The saints – i.e., those who have died in the Lord but in that hour are raised by Christ, together with all God’s children who at that time of history will still be alive. In 1 Cor. 15, 51 + 52 we read, those who in that hour have not yet fallen asleep also will be changed in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye at the last trumpet in order to meet the Lord without spot or wrinkle. Of course, how all this exactly will be, we don’t know. Yet one thing is sure, dead will be raised and people still alive at that time will be changed in the twinkling of an eye. Together with our loved ones, whom we buried here on earth, we will go out to meet the Lord, to greet Him in the air, and this with the aim to join Christ in His triumphant return to this earth. As once, Peter could walk on the water to meet the Lord and afterwards returned with Him to the ship, likewise we will be lifted up into the air to meet our Saviour, after which we together with Him will return to this earth triumphantly. After all, Christ will to return to this earth.

Christians who believe in a thousand year reign of Christ together with these saints say the direction is heaven. Hence, they believe there will be a third and final coming of Christ. Yet this is not what Scripture teaches. This earth, purified from sin – which will happen when we are still mid-air with Christ – this earth, but then purified, is the final destination of this triumphal procession. The reason that we go out to meet the Lord in the air is that we may join Him on the last stretch of His triumphant return to this earth. In a similar way as in the Ancient world the festive crowd joined the king on the last stretch of his triumphant return to the city, so we having met Christ mid-air, so to speak, will return with Him triumphantly to a renewed earth. We – that is those who are still alive at that time together with those who in that hour are raised by Christ. What a great reunion this will be, beloved.
To know all this gives comfort also in our present situation. Today we still live in a world, which on all sides is beset with death, which does bypass God’s children either. Though Christ conquered death, we still have to bury loved ones with all the grief involved. There is that empty place, which here on earth will never be filled again. Death means parting. Yet for those who die in the Lord it is not a parting forever. One day we will be together again. When Christ comes back on the clouds of heaven, the Christian dead and the Christian living will go out together to meet the Lord mid-air. On that day, we will see each other back again, all our loved ones who died in the Lord. What a great and wonderful reunion this will be! 
However, beloved, we should also consider that on that very day our greatest joy will not be that we are together again with those whom we have buried, as if nothing has changed. Instead, on that day our greatest joy will be that we may meet the Lord and from now on will be with Him forever. Vs. 17b points to this, when it says, “…” This brings us to the final point of this morning’s sermon, the feast of Christ’s triumphant return.
III
 Let us go back once more to that image of a returning king with his victorious army. When the triumphal procession has entered the city, the victory is celebrated with a feast, in which everyone is included. Every citizen, of course, wanted to catch a glimpse of those heroes who survived the battle. Next, if it was all possible they also wanted to get near to the king himself. Finally, in view of the victory obtained, the festivities so to speak could not last long enough. Celebrations continued for a long time.
Well, beloved, when Christ has returned the feast of His victory will last forever, and all God’s children, the living and those raised by Christ, will participate in this feast to its fullest extent. All will also be able to come to the Lord as closely as possible. That’s what vs. 17b is referring to when it says, “…” We will be with the Lord to reign with Him forever over a renewed earth, i.e. an earth where there will no longer be any battle, but perfect peace instead, and this forever. No one will ever be able to ruin this peace. 
How great a time this will be, beloved. After so many ages of tyranny, injustice, crime, and you name it, finally there will be peace, perfect peace. Yet the greatest highlight will be that we are with the Lord. This will be a matter of even greater joy than being together again with our loved ones. That’s why on the new earth relationships like we have them now (husband/wife, parents/children) – those relationship of flesh and blood will have gone, will no longer exist. After all, flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God. On the new earth, we will live by the Spirit, who will direct our lives completely to Christ. Therefore, although in that hour we surely will rejoice in being together again with our loved ones, rejoice in the fact that no trace of death is left, nevertheless our greatest joy will be to be with the Lord, and this forever, to be where He is, always! At present, all this surpasses our human understanding, to be there with all God’s people, with Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, all together in God’s kingdom, and then also no more mourning, crying, no pain anymore, every tear wiped away from our eyes. Indeed, how glorious all this will be!
No wonder, therefore that the apostle Paul concludes this particular passage of his letter to Thessalonians as follows, vs. 18, “…” Indeed, we may comfort each other with this wonderful gospel, e.g. when standing at the graveside of our loved ones. Then we grieve, but not as others who have no hope. For, those dead bodies will be raised. Together with our loved ones we will meet the Lord on the day of His return, which will be the day of the great reunion. We will be with the Lord, as the disciples were with the Lord after His resurrection. We will be there together, even though former relationships have changed. How great a comfort this is!
At times, we may find it difficult to visit someone, whose child or wife has died. We find it difficult, since we don’t know what to say. At times, when visiting we may just offer some sympathy. This in itself can already be of great help. Yet we have to offer more, not just that we feel for the other, expressing sympathy – of course, this as well – yet more, we may point each other to God’s wonderful promises, which is a task not only for the minister or for the elder. Crying together, not knowing what to say, we may reach for the Bible and say, “Shall we together read a passage of God’s Word?” It is this word and the God of this word, which carries us. When opening God’s Word we are reassured death has not the last say. It is for this reason that the apostle Paul says,  “Comfort one another with these words;” not just the minister or the elder, but one another!
This morning we could listen to the gospel, to the good news that we are on our way to a glorious future, we, who are still alive together with those whom we buried in hope and who, today in heaven, enjoy already perfect glory. One day we will be reunited. As Gods’ children, we may live by this sure hope, which is anchored in Christ’s triumph over death. This hope indeed softens all our sorrows. Therefore,

“Come, fellow-pilgrims, heads on high;

For those who bide salvation’s morrow

The hills are level, seas are dry.

O blessedness above all measure,

O joy when once all grief is banned.

There is our heart, there is our treasure,

When we are in the Promised Land.

Amen.
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