The Need for Comfort
Psalm 150
1 Thessalonians 4:13-18


Last week we celebrated All Saints Day. We remember those who have gone on before us. We remember their service and the good deeds they had done. It is by no accident that this week’s lectionary lesson is on Paul’s letter to the small church of Thessalonica. Many call this “The Rapture of the Church.” It is also no accident that we are reminded of this during the last 3 weeks of the church’s year.  Now, there has been many books, movies, tv shows, and even cartoons about the Rapture. There have been many who have tried to predict the end times only to fail in their quest. The only thing they do is put fear in people. I want to tell you that there are many scriptures throughout the bible that deal with the rapture of the church. I urge you to dive into God’s word, and read for yourself these directives. Today we are going to look at Paul’s preaching to the Thessalonians and how he is telling us to take comfort in these very important events.  In the few weeks Paul was with the Thessalonians, he emphasized the soon return of Jesus, and the Thessalonians believed it earnestly. This was part of the reason that they were the kind of church Paul complimented so highly. Yet after Paul left, they wondered about those Christians who died before Jesus came back. They were troubled by the idea that these Christians might miss out on that great future event and that they might miss the victory and blessing of Jesus’ coming. Many preachers punt on this topic, and kick the can down the road because of the complexity of the topic. However, I think it is an important topic to address in the life of the church. 
[bookmark: _Hlk244665707]It is with some interest we note that four times in his letters, Paul asked Christians to not be ignorant about something: First, “Don’t be ignorant about God’s plan for Israel.” Second, ‘Don’t be ignorant about spiritual gifts.” Third, “Don’t be ignorant about suffering and trials in the Christian life.” Finally, “Don’t be ignorant about the rapture and the second coming of Jesus.” Now, these are areas where ignorance is still common today in the Christian World. 
It is important to understand that the early church, Christians called death sleep, but they emphasized the idea of rest. Early Christians began to call their burial places “cemeteries,” which means, “dormitories” or “sleeping places.” Yet the Bible never describes the death of the unbeliever as sleep, but what it does say is; “for there is no rest, peace, or comfort for them in death.”
Paul, uses idioms common in his day, referred to death as sleep, it does not prove the erroneous idea of soul sleep, that the present dead in Christ are in a state of suspended animation, waiting for a resurrection to consciousness. In Phillippians 1: 23 Paul say; “Since to depart from this world in death to ‘be with Christ’ is described by Paul as “very far better” than the present state of blessed communion with the Lord and blessed activity in His service. Paul Hiebet, a well know theologian who taught at Fuller Theological Seminary and Trinity Evangelical Divinity School, makes this correlation; Hiebert says; “It is evident that ‘sleep’ as applied to believers cannot be intended to teach that the soul is unconscious.”
So, let us take a look at the four points of ignorance that Paul addresses in his letters. In Paul’s letter to the Romans, in Romans 11:25 he says: “Don’t be ignorant about God’s plan for Israel.” It is important to understand that God has not rejected Israel completely; a faithful Jewish remnant exists in the present age by grace (Romans 11:5). There is a Partial and Temporary Hardening: A partial hardening has happened to Israel, which lasts only "until the fullness of the Gentiles has come in" (Romans 11:25). God is using Israel’s Fall to Reach Gentiles: Israel’s temporary stumble allowed the message of salvation to go out to the Gentile world (Romans 11:11–12). Provoking Israel to Jealousy: God is using the spiritual blessings received by Gentile believers to make Israel jealous, so that they will ultimately turn back to God (Romans 11:11). The Eventual Salvation of "All Israel": After the full inclusion of the Gentiles, "all Israel will be saved," as God's calling and covenants with the patriarchs are irrevocable (Romans 11:26–29).
Second, in Paul’s letter to the Corinthians in 1 Corinthians 12:1 he writes; “Don’t be ignorant about spiritual gifts.”  We must understand that Spiritual gifts are real and supernatural: The Greek word used is pneumatikos, meaning things pertaining to the Spirit. Paul wanted the church to know that God actively endows believers with supernatural abilities and insights rather than leaving them to figure out the Christian life on their own. Paul emphasizes the spiritual gifts are for everyone, not just a select few: Every Christian receives at least one spiritual gift distributed freely by the Holy Spirit (such as wisdom, knowledge, faith, healing, teaching, service, or leadership). Paul goes on to tell us that these gifts are given for a purpose: Spiritual gifts are not meant for personal status, showing off, or division. They are given for the common good—to build up, encourage, and serve the church body.
Third, in another letter to the Corinthians in 2 Corinthians 1:8, Paul writes; “Don’t be ignorant about suffering and trials in the Christian life.” Paul is explaining to us here that believers should expect, understand, and biblically prepare for hardship rather than being shocked or confused when it happens. In Christian teaching, this phrase points to several core truths that we must understand. Suffering is normal, not strange: The Bible teaches Christians not to be surprised by "fiery trials" as if something abnormal is happening to them (1 Peter 4:12 / 2 Corinthians 4). Hardship is a standard part of living in a broken, fallen world and following Christ. This allows reliance from ourselves to God. Trials strip away self-sufficiency. This is where many people today far short. They think they are in control, they think they can save the World. The fact is the God is in control, and only God can save the world. As the Apostle Paul wrote about his own severe afflictions, hard circumstances are designed to make believers rely not on their own strength, but on God. Rather than being random or meaninglessly cruel, trials are viewed as tools for spiritual growth—producing perseverance, proven character, mature faith, and deeper holiness (Romans 5:3–5). Being "not ignorant" means knowing the why and the hope behind the pain. 
Finally, in our scripture lesson today from 1 Thessalonians 4:13, Paul in his address to the Thessalonians, he says; “Don’t be ignorant about the rapture and the second coming of Jesus.” This means that Christians should not be uninformed, confused, or careless about biblical end-times prophecies. In Christian theology, this phrase emphasizes several key points. The Rapture and the Second Coming Are Distinct Events Many people mix up the Rapture and the Second Coming, viewing them as the exact same moment. However, in many evangelical traditions, they are understood as two separate events with different purposes. The Rapture: Jesus Christ returns in the air to "catch up" (or gather) all living and deceased believers to meet Him in the clouds, taking them to heaven before a time of tribulation. This event is described as sudden, secret/imminent, and occurring without warning signs. (1 Thessalonians 4:13–18) The Second Coming: Jesus Christ returns to the earth visibly with His believers after a period of tribulation to defeat the Antichrist, judge those who rejected Him, and establish His physical kingdom on earth. (Revelation 19:11–16).
The Methodist Bishop Will Willimon argues that popular culture, novels, and movies have caused people to get "a little too smug about knowing exactly what [apocalyptic passages] mean and exactly how they’re going to play out." He cautions that biblical passages regarding the end times are often deeply symbolic, not a literal blueprint for mass vanishings. Willimon goes on to point out that Christians should have “A "Great Shout of Joy," Not Fear: Rather than focusing on the trials, tribulations, and the Antichrist, Willimon highlights that the Book of Revelation actually begins with a "great shout of joy." For him, eschatology (the study of the end times) is not about escaping a doomed earth, but celebrating the ultimate triumph and reign of God.
I think Willimon says this exactly right. We all need to be in celebration in the triumph and the reign of God. In just a couple of weeks we will be reminded of those four famous advent words of Hope, Peace, Joy, and Love. In these four words we are reminded of the good news and not worrying about the things we can not control. I encourage you today to take comfort in knowing that the ultimate price has already been paid for you. The death and resurrection of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. As we approach the advent season, it is my hope that you will find comfort in that. A-men
