What happens to Christians who die? - Part 2

Communion Service

1 Thessalonians 4:13-18

Please open your Bible to 1 Thessalonians chapter 4. And I want to draw your attention again to verses 13 through 18. We've titled this message "What happens to Christians who die?" 

1 Thessalonians 4:13-18
13But I do not want you to be ignorant, brethren, concerning those who have fallen asleep, lest you sorrow as others who have no hope. 14For if we believe that Jesus died and rose again, even so God will bring with Him those who sleep in Jesus. 15For this we say to you by the word of the Lord, that we who are alive and remain until the coming of the Lord will by no means precede those who are asleep. 16For the Lord Himself will descend from heaven with a shout, with the voice of an archangel, and with the trumpet of God. And the dead in Christ will rise first. 17Then we who are alive and remain shall be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. And thus we shall always be with the Lord. 18Therefore comfort one another with these words.
By the way, the details of where Christians go after they die and what happens to their spirits and what happens to their bodies is often a troubling issue to people who don't understand and it certainly troubled the young Christians in the church at Thessalonica.

And I said several weeks ago and I say it again, this section is more pastoral than it is theological. The intent of the Apostle Paul is not to give a front to back, top to bottom reasoned doctrinally detailed explanation of the Rapture, but to comfort troubled grieving sorrowing hearts. It is not a hair-splitting question on the part of the Thessalonians as to what happens to Christians who die before the Lord returns, it's a painful question on their hearts because they're suffering grief for fear that their loved ones who have died are going to miss that great event. Was their death, perhaps they wondered, a kind of judgment where the Lord chastened them, took their life and they therefore forfeited experiencing the Rapture? Was there some secret sin in their life and that's why they died? Would they somehow not participate at all in the gathering together and the wonderful trip to heaven? Would they remain bodyless spirits, never knowing the transformation of body into the likeness of Christ? Would they somehow be considered lesser saints? Are they not as loved as the rest who would live to the Rapture?

We're 2,000 years later and a whole lot of Christians today have fallen into this same category and wonder. 

As I pointed out several weeks ago, those who are asleep means Christians who have died. And Christians who die do not experience death in its fearful reality because of their life in Christ death has been transformed into sleep. The difference between sleep and death is that sleep is a temporary repose and that is a fitting term for Christians. When they die their spirit goes to be with the Lord immediately. 

2 Corinthians 5:8
8We are confident, yes, well pleased rather to be absent from the body and to be present with the Lord.

Philippians 1:23
23For I am hard-pressed between the two, having a desire to depart and be with Christ, which is far better.

Their body goes into the grave not permanently but only to sleep until it is awakened some day. But they didn't know how or when or where or what. And so were grieving for their loved ones.

Paul then explains to them some of the features of the Rapture. The term in verse 17 "shall be caught up together" is the term from which we get the concept of Rapture. It is caught up, snatched up, raptured. And it has to do with the catching away of the church, the taking up of the church. It's by the way a violent word. It comes out of a Latin derivative where we get the word rape, a violent act in which the church is snatched away. It's a rescue of the first order, sudden, instantaneous. Paul says in 1 Corinthians 15, "In the twinkling of an eye," that's not how fast it is to blink, that's how fast it is to see light flash on the pupil. That’s fast.

Now as Paul then unfolds to them the Rapture, remember his purpose is not to cover everything that could be said about this event, his purpose is to cover a specific issue to bring comfort to their troubled hearts. Four features sum up his teaching in this text on the Rapture...the pillars of the Rapture, the participants of the Rapture, the plan of the Rapture and the profit < benefit > of the Rapture.

Now last time we began to look at the pillars of the Rapture. And we noted for you in verse 14, the first pillar upon which Rapture truth is built is the death of Christ, the same truth as we celebrate in this communion service.

1 Thessalonians 4:14
14For if we believe that Jesus died and rose again, even so God will bring with Him those who sleep in Jesus.

1 Corinthians 11:26
26For as often as you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death till He comes.

First of all, the reason that we can even leave this world and be gathered to Jesus Christ and taken to heaven is because Jesus died for our sins. And having been forgiven of our sins and covered by the blood of Christ and clothed in the righteousness of Christ, we are made acceptable to God, we are made joint heirs with Christ. He will gather us to Himself and take us to heaven where God awaits us because our sins have been dealt with. So the Rapture is built, just like this communion service, on the death of Jesus Christ that was a perfect satisfaction to God for sin.

1 Corinthians 15:55

55“O Death, where is your sting? O Hades, where is your victory?”
To borrow the words of Paul, He took the sting out of death.

The second pillar on which the Rapture is built is the resurrection of Christ.
1 Thessalonians 4:14
14For if we believe that Jesus died and rose again, even so God will bring with Him those who sleep in Jesus.
1 Corinthians 11:26
26For as often as you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death till He comes.

Not only did He die, but the satisfaction of His work was indicated by the fact that God raised Him from the dead. And He conquered death. He conquered sin, as it were, in His dying, He conquered, as it were, in His rising.

Sin was dealt with, death was dealt with, not only for Himself, but for us as well. As our Father raised Jesus, He'll raise the rest who are in Jesus Christ.

1 Corinthians 15:23

23But each one in his own order: Christ the firstfruits, afterward those who are Christ’s at His coming.
John 14:19b

19…Because I live, you will live also.
And I said previously, and I repeat this statement again, God will treat dead believers the same way He treated Jesus by raising them from the dead. That's His promise, bodily resurrection. And when God comes, when God comes in the great glorious return of Christ, God will bring with Him those who have died in Christ, just as He brought back Jesus from the dead.

The picture is a marvelous one. It's first painted for us in:

John 14:1-3

1“Let not your heart be troubled <again it's a comforting passage>; you believe in God, believe also in Me. 2In My Father’s house are many mansions; if it were not so, I would have told you. I go to prepare a place for you. 3And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and receive you to Myself; that where I am, there you may be also.
Jesus there promised not only that He is going, but He is going to get a place ready. He is coming again and He is coming to take us where He is in that place. It says exactly the same thing in:

1 Corinthians 11:26
26For as often as you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death till He comes.
That takes us to his third point, the plan of the Rapture. 

1 Thessalonians 4:16
16For the Lord Himself will descend from heaven with a shout, with the voice of an archangel, and with the trumpet of God. And the dead in Christ will rise first.
Verse 16, here he goes through the details, follow them quickly. First thing that happens detail by detail, "For the Lord Himself," now I want to stop at that point. Not an angel, not a lot of angels, not a substitute, the Lord emphatically in the Greek Himself. He is coming for His bride. He is the bridegroom coming to take His bride. This is Christ Himself coming for His bride, the church. And it's Himself emphatically.

1 Corinthians 11:23-26

23For I received from the Lord that which I also delivered to you: that the Lord Jesus on the same night in which He was betrayed took bread; 24and when He had given thanks, He broke it and said, “Take, eat; this is My body which is broken for you; do this in remembrance of Me.” 25In the same manner He also took the cup after supper, saying, “This cup is the new covenant in My blood. This do, as often as you drink it, in remembrance of Me.” 26For as often as you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord’s death till He comes.
This communion service is a memorial to Christ. It is not just a memorial to His death, as a martyr, but as a living person. Jesus is to be commemorated to be the one who ever lives and is ever present with His own.

1 Thessalonians 4:17-18
17Then we who are alive and remain shall be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. And thus we shall always be with the Lord. 18Therefore comfort one another with these words.
Once we reach heaven, verse 17 says, thus we shall always be with the Lord. We are the participants in the rapture and the Scripture says that we are the participants in the communion service. We will always, always, always, never again to be separated from Him, always in His presence. With the pillars, the participants and the plan of the Rapture, finally the profit. What's the benefit of this?

1 Thessalonians 4:18
18Therefore comfort one another with these words.
He doesn't say, “Therefore would you please write out a large doctrinal chart. No. He just says comfort each other. This is a comfort passage, friend, exactly like John 14 was. The Rapture always appears shrouded in mystery because it is seen always from the pastoral viewpoint as the great comfort of the believer that Jesus is coming for His own. Don't worry about the ones that die, don't worry about the ones that are alive, we'll all be there when He comes. The God of all comfort will send Christ and we are thus comforted. No need to grieve. No need to sorrow.

And what is the parallel passage for the communion service for our comfort?

1 Corinthians 11:31
31For if we would judge ourselves, we would not be judged.
It is far better not to suffer the consequences of sin if we judge ourselves and act upon our own judgment.

So what is going to happen to those of us at this communion service should we die before Jesus gets here? We will rise first and they'll be there at the gathering together when He snatches us out of this hostile world to take us to the place He spent 2,000 years already preparing for us. That's our great hope. We as Christians will never say a final goodbye. 

Pray
Death is such a fearful thing, when it is shrouded in ignorance. It is such a frightening thing when there is no faith. And we ache for those in our world who have no hope and who live with the frightening despair of final partings and hopelessness. And yet on the contrary, here we are as Christians filled with hope for a glorious reunion in that day when Jesus comes and all who make up His bride are gathered together to Him to meet Him in the air and be taken to the Father's house. Father, thank You for that great hope. May it burn in the hearts of everyone here. Father, we would cry with all our hearts as John did, "Even so, come Lord Jesus." As Paul did, "Maranatha, O Lord come." And may this be a day when our hearts are comforted who have lost those we love temporarily as they sleep and may we hope for that glorious day and live in the light of such hope, with joy and thanksgiving when we join each other on the other side of glory. And all this we ask in Jesus' name. Amen.

