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TEXT (English translation: NRSV)

But we 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.  

For since we believe that Jesus died and rose again, even so, through
Jesus, God will bring with him those who have died.  For 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.  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, and the dead in Christ will rise first. 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; and so we will be with the Lord forever. Therefore
encourage one another with these words.

Now concerning the times and the seasons, brothers and sisters, you do
not need to have anything written to you.  For you yourselves know very well that
the day of the Lord will come like a thief in the night.  When they say, "There is
peace and security," then sudden destruction will come upon them, as labor
pains come upon a pregnant woman, and there will be no escape!  But you,
beloved, are not in darkness, for that day to surprise you like a thief;  for you are
all children of light and children of the day; we are not of the night or of darkness. 
So then let us not fall asleep as others do, but let us keep awake and be sober; 
for those who sleep sleep at night, and those who are drunk get drunk at night. 
But since we belong to the day, let us be sober, and put on the breastplate of
faith and love, and for a helmet the hope of salvation. 

For God has destined us not for wrath but for obtaining salvation through
our Lord Jesus Christ, who died for us, so that whether we are awake or asleep
we may live with him. Therefore encourage one another and build up each other,
as indeed you are doing.

(1)
The letter we call 1st Thessalonians probably is the earliest of all our New Testament writings. It
was sent by the apostle Paul, along with his companions Silvanus and Timothy, to the church in
Thessalonica roughly twenty years following the crucifixion and resurrection of Jesus. Let’s start
with the middle of this morning’s reading from that letter, and move from there to consider its
beginning and its end.

The middle of the passage is about what Israel’s ancient prophets had called the day of the
Lord. This is the event in which history as we know it shall be brought to an end and all the
kingdoms of the present world turned into the kingdom of God. It is the event in which the
tragedy, the unfairness, the arbitrariness, the madhouse, the battlefield, the slaughter bench
that human history has been, at last shall be transformed into life that perfectly accords with the
justice, peace, and love that God so benevolently created humanity to know, enjoy, and share.
It is a transformation that, following his resurrection, Christians had begun expecting would be
ushered in, established, and led by the crucified but resurrected Jesus Christ.

In the middle of this morning’s passage, two claims stand out regarding this event. One is that it
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will happen “like a thief in the night.” The other is that it will happen with Jesus descending to
earth from heaven and a number of human beings being lifted up to join him in the air. Let’s
consider first the unpredictability of the day of the Lord.

(2)
We humans cannot calculate, predict, or foretell the coming of the day of the Lord. This is not
simply because we don’t know God’s timetable. Rather, it is because God is not bound to a
timetable. God is sovereignly free to turn the kingdoms of this world into God’s own kingdom
without a timetable, without informing or consulting with us in any way, and without any warning.
God does invite us in Jesus Christ to cooperate in a number of ways in preparing ourselves and
our world for God’s coming kingdom. However, the timing of its coming will never be ours to
calculate or predict or foretell or have any advanced warning of. Any day, any hour, any
moment, could be the day, the hour, the moment, when history as we have known it comes to
an end. Like death, the day of the Lord can come our way, can take us into itself, at any
moment.

So that is one thing the middle of this passage emphasizes: like death itself, the day of the Lord
can happen at any moment without warning and beyond our control. The other emphasis is this:
The day of the Lord is the antithesis of death. On the day of the Lord, God shall take all that is
at odds with God’s creative aim and transform it into life that jubilantly sings God’s praise; and
God won’t leave out a single soul, not even the already dead. God has not given us earthly life
just to let our life be separated from God by death. In this respect, death is at odds with what
earthly life now is intended by God to be, namely, a prelude to life that purely, gladly, and
gratefully sings God’s praise because it purely, gladly, and gratefully accords with the justice,
peace, and love of God. 

Of course it is one thing to say that, on the day of the Lord, all that is at odds with God,
including death itself, shall be brought into accord with God’s good will and way. The passage
we’re reading seems to go further than that, however. For here we seem to be being told what
our eyes should expect to see on that day: we’ll see Jesus descending from the heavenly world
of God to our earthly, human world to declare God’s victory over all that is at odds with God;
and we’ll see, first, Christians who had died and, then, Christians still alive, rising up in the air to
join Jesus and become part of his victory procession, as it were – as he arrives to take up
residence in the world and lay rightful claim to all of life for God’s sake, and, so, to lay claim to
and bring into accord with God’s justice, peace, and love, every heart in every part of all
creation.

The thought of such a scene likely brings a slightly skeptical smile or an outright condescending
smirk to today’s more modern minds.  So let me emphasize the importance of keeping in mind
that this is not a factual description of precisely what folks shall see on the day of the Lord.
Rather, these are words of encouragement and admonition to a young Christian congregation
where some members are concerned for what the day of the Lord is going to mean for those
who already have died. The point is not that Paul, Silvanus, and Timothy can tell us how the
day of the Lord shall unfold factually. The point is to give the Thessalonian congregation – and,
so, to give also us – assurance that the living shall have no advantage over the dead on the day
of the Lord, for the day of the Lord shall mean the transformation of death itself and the reversal
of its grip over the world thus far. When the day of the Lord does come, those who already have
died already will have been taken under Christ’s wing and made part of that day’s very arrival,
made part of the great moment of world history’s divine transformation, and, so, made part of
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life ruled without remainder by the justice, peace, and love of God. What is given here is not
factual information but moral encouragement. The point is not to say how but to declare faith’s
confidence that death itself cannot cut us off from the moment of the great transformation of
human history called the day of the Lord. The day of the Lord shall come, and it shall come as
the fulfillment of God’s will for the world in Jesus Christ. We can’t imagine how, yet we can live
in the confidence that what Jesus called God’s coming kingdom, is coming.

(3)
That’s the middle of this morning’s reading. Consider now its beginning and its end: We are not
to grieve as others do who have no hope, for God has destined us not for wrath but for
obtaining salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ.

Not that Christians never grieve the death of a loved one! Of course we do. Death, after all, is
terribly incomprehensible to us mortals. It is incomprehensible that we ourselves or someone
we have loved and been loved dearly by, could disappear from the earth, as if utterly stolen
away. The thought of death’s approach is disconcerting, and a loved one’s actual death creates
an empty place in our lives that nothing and no one in this world can ever fill. Death fills us with
more needs than we ourselves have the power to meet. It presses upon our hearts – even upon
our Christian hearts – a grief that is beyond words.  

However, as the psalmist put it (Psalm 103), God knows how we are made.  God knows our
mortality. God knows why death seems so uncanny and unwanted and confusing to us. That is
why God expects and respects our grief in the face of death. Of course, there’s also another
thing God does:  God invites us always to let our grief in the face of death become transformed
through worship.  God invites us, through singing, and praying, and confessing, and listening,
and reverently being together in divine worship, to place our sorrow and grief into the greater
context of the faith and joy that are ours as God’s eternally beloved children. That is why, for
example, a Christian funeral can and should be more than just a celebration of the life of the
deceased; it can and should be, in thanksgiving for the life of the one we’ve lost, a celebration
of the justice, peace, and love that Jesus called God’s coming kingdom.

We also cannot say that all non-Christians grieve without hope. For starters, some might have a
way of not grieving, at least not through any ordinary expressions of grief. Maybe some people
really feel capable either of so much bravado or of so much stoic self-control, that they can deal
with death as if untouched by grief or sorrow. And, on the other hand, some non-Christians
might grieve actually filled with hope, in that they have their own reasons for believing that every
person has an eternal soul that, at death, somehow goes on to another life beyond this one. 

Of course, that is not what has been given to us Christians to claim. All that’s been given to us
to say is what God has revealed through the resurrection of Jesus. And it has not been
revealed that we have eternal souls! On the contrary, what’s been revealed is that we are
absolutely dependent on God for our being, for our existence, for our life. If we had an eternal
soul, we’d not be absolutely dependent on God for our being – rather, there would be
something about us that automatically exists forever!  What, however, Jesus reveals, is that,
though we die, we shall know resurrection life. You and I don’t have a soul that leaves the body
behind at death. Death takes away everything about us that was alive. What death can’t do,
however, is stop God from raising us into resurrection life. Death can’t prevent God from
reconstituting our life after we have died. The God who created the world out of nothing, is
ready, able, and free, after we have disappeared into death, to re-create us, to make us
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reappear as ourselves, in God’s presence. God is ready, able, and free to resurrect us for
ongoing life with God. And Christian faith, grounded in the resurrection of Jesus, includes faith
in God to do just that.

Of course, that isn’t necessarily grounds for hope. The God who, when we die, reconstitutes us
in God’s presence, could be doing that with wrathful intent. However, what is revealed through
the resurrection of Jesus is precisely that it is good to be absolutely dependent on God for our
existence. For, God has destined us not for wrath but for salvation, not for wrath but for life in
perfect sync with the justice, peace, and love that God so benevolently created us to know,
enjoy, and share. And the day is coming, when precisely that justice, peace, and love shall
reign in every heart in every part of all creation.

Again, you and I cannot imagine that day as something that’s really going to happen. We can,
however, as Paul, Silvanus, and Timothy, did, encourage one another with reminders that the
day of the Lord that is coming, is grounded in what God already has revealed in the world
through the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus – which surely is ground for great, even
infinite, hope.

The fact that we can’t picture the present world actually being turned into the kingdom of God –
the fact that we can’t really imagine the kingdoms of this world turned into God’s kingdom – the
fact that we cannot imagine how God shall transform every heart in every part of all creation
into life that perfectly reflects God’s justice, peace, and love – is a sign of how far from God we
live right now. The world is so much with us, this world is so much a part of how we live and
breathe and what we are, that it’s hard for us really and truly and genuinely to think in terms of
this world’s transformation into the kingdom of God. Faith, however, is the courage and
command we have from Jesus to do precisely that. Faith is the courage and command we have
from Jesus to let our time on earth become a true prelude to the time to come, when every
heart in every part of all creation, shall genuinely accord with and reflect the justice, peace, and
love that God so benevolently created us to know, enjoy, and share – forever.

May we learn and share such faith. Amen.


