
Living in Light of the Lord’s Return #17

“What Now?”

1 & 2 Thessalonians

Tonight we conclude our study of Paul’s two letters to the Thessalonians under the title, “Living in Light of the Lord’s Return.” Rather than considering a specific text as we have been doing, I want to look back over both letters and draw some conclusions to the question, “What now?” We have spent roughly four months in these brief letters; what do we do now?

This is a question not asked enough when it comes to the return of Jesus Christ. We get caught up with theories and timelines, charts and maps, and twenty-first century meanings to first century symbolism. Yet, as Warren Wiersbe writes, “The purpose of true prophecy is not to satisfy our curiosity about the future but to stir up our hearts to do the will of God.”
 I personally believe that the most important Scripture on the end times is not found in Daniel or Revelation or Matthew 24. Rather, I find it in 2 Peter chapter three, specifically verses 11-12, 

Since everything will be destroyed in this way, what kind of people ought you to be? You ought to live holy and godly lives as you look forward to the day of God and speed its coming. 

After writing about the events surrounding Christ’s return, Peter asks the piercing question: “In light of all of this, what kind of people ought you to be?” As important as it is that we believe correctly about the Lord’s return, it is even more important that we behave correctly in light of His coming. Throughout the two letters to the Thessalonians I find three recurring themes on living in light of the Lord’s return. 

Be Realistic about Christ’s Coming

The first is to be realistic about Christ’s coming. Much of the letters’ content deals with the return of Jesus. Paul warns against going to extremes. 

First, he tells his readers then and now, don’t be ignorant, in 1 Thessalonians 4:13, “Brothers, we do not want you to be ignorant about those who fall asleep, or to grieve like the rest of men, who have no hope.” He went on in verses 14-17,

We believe that Jesus died and rose again and so we believe that God will bring with Jesus those who have fallen asleep in him. According to the Lord’s own word, we tell you that we who are still alive, who are left till the coming of the Lord, will certainly not precede those who have fallen asleep. For the Lord himself will come down from heaven, with a loud command, with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet call of God, and the dead in Christ will rise first. After that, we who are still alive and are left will be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. And so we will be with the Lord forever. 

There is no reason for Christians to be unaware of what God has revealed about the future. No, we are not given detailed plans or specific dates, and scholars and students alike disagree on how to interpret prophetic Scriptures. But this should not make us afraid or apathetic toward the subject. 

What all Christians can agree on is this: Jesus rose from the dead, and because He did, we have the confidence that we will rise from the dead as well. He will return to earth, though no one knows exactly when, to receive His own to Himself. Times will get worse before He returns, but in the end we know that the faithful will triumph over all evil forces. There is a real heaven and a real hell; both are eternal; and where we spend eternity depends solely on our accepting God’s grace through Jesus. We can’t lose!

Second, Paul warns his readers, don’t be insistent about our views. Immediately following his revelation about Christ’s return, Paul follows up in 1 Thessalonians 5:1-3,

Now, brothers, about times and dates we do not need to write to you, for you know very well that the day of the Lord will come like a thief in the night. While people are saying, “Peace and safety,” destruction will come on them suddenly, as labor pains on a pregnant woman, and they will not escape.
Notice the tone Paul takes here: “we do not need to write you” and “you know very well.” There’s almost a tone of “you ought to know better than this!” What should they have known better about? They should have known that the coming of Christ will happen at a time no one expects. Right about the time people think they have it all figured out, they will be in for a surprise! 

I have known some Christians who will not have anything to do with others who do not agree with their view on the end times and Christ’s coming. While I believe this is an important doctrine that can benefit us all, we need not be insistent that everybody agrees with every detail of our eschatology. 

Third, and I believe related to the second, don’t be influenced by others’ teaching on the Lord’s return that it throws you off. Paul addresses this in 2 Thessalonians 2:2-12,

Concerning the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ and our being gathered to him, we ask you, brothers, not to become easily unsettled or alarmed by some prophecy, report or letter supposed to have come from us, saying that the day of the Lord has already come. Don’t let anyone deceive you in any way, for that day will not come until the rebellion occurs and the man of lawlessness is revealed, the man doomed to destruction. He will oppose and will exalt himself over everything that is called God or is worshiped, so that he sets himself up in God’s temple, proclaiming himself to be God. 

Don’t you remember that when I was with you I used to tell you these things? And now you know what is holding him back, so that he may be revealed at the proper time. For the secret power of lawlessness is already at work; but the one who now holds it back will continue to do so till he is taken out of the way. And then the lawless one will be revealed, whom the Lord Jesus will overthrow with the breath of his mouth and destroy by the splendor of his coming. The coming of the lawless one will be in accordance with the work of Satan displayed in all kinds of counterfeit miracles, signs and wonders, and in every sort of evil that deceives those who are perishing. They perish because they refused to love the truth and so be saved. For this reason God sends them a powerful delusion so that they will believe the lie and so that all will be condemned who have not believed the truth but have delighted in wickedness.
Someone had come along in Thessalonica and taught that Christ had already come and that the Christians had been left behind. This really shook the young believers! Paul tried to calm them down by reminding them of what he had already taught them. 

I remember about thirty years ago a small book circulated entitled 88 Reasons Why Christ Will Return in 1988. The author even set a two-day time frame in September when the Rapture would occur. This, too, got a lot of people shook up—even some pastors whom I thought would have known better!

We need to be realistic about Christ’s coming. Don’t be ignorant about what the Bible says on the subject, don’t be insistent with our interpretations of things about which the Bible is not specific, and don’t be influenced by the teachings of others who drift away from the truth of God’s Word.

Be Responsible until Christ’s Coming

This teaching should not only affect our beliefs, though; it should also affect our behavior. The second major theme we find in these letters is to be responsible until Christ’s coming. Both letters are filled with these admonitions.

Paul praises the Thessalonians for their responsible behavior in 1 Thessalonians 1:3, “We continually remember before our God and Father your work produced by faith, your labor prompted by love, and your endurance inspired by hope in our Lord Jesus Christ.” Our eyes may be initially drawn to the familiar trio of “faith, hope, and love,” but consider the objects these three describe: “work, labor, and endurance.” These folks were not saved by works, but once they were saved by faith, they got to work! 

Paul repeats this in the opening of the second letter, 2 Thessalonians 1:3, “We ought always to thank God for you, brothers, and rightly so, because your faith is growing more and more, and the love every one of you has for each other is increasing.” Our faith and love should never become stagnant, but must continue to grow as time passes.

This theme is also reflected in 1 Thessalonians 2:13, “And we also thank God continually because, when you received the word of God, which you heard from us, you accepted it not as the word of men, but as it actually is, the word of God, which is at work in you who believe.” Receiving the Word of God is not an end in itself; once we receive the Word, it goes to work within our lives. It is our responsibility to allow the Spirit of God to work through the Word of God in our lives.

Paul gets very practical in 1 Thessalonians 4:1-12 about the way they should live,

Finally, brothers, we instructed you how to live in order to please God, as in fact you are living. Now we ask you and urge you in the Lord Jesus to do this more and more. For you know what instructions we gave you by the authority of the Lord Jesus. 

It is God’s will that you should be sanctified: that you should avoid sexual immorality; that each of you should learn to control his own body in a way that is holy and honorable, not in passionate lust like the heathen, who do not know God; and that in this matter no one should wrong his brother or take advantage of him. The Lord will punish men for all such sins, as we have already told you and warned you. For God did not call us to be impure, but to live a holy life. Therefore, he who rejects this instruction does not reject man but God, who gives you his Holy Spirit. 

Now about brotherly love we do not need to write to you, for you yourselves have been taught by God to love each other. And in fact, you do love all the brothers throughout Macedonia. Yet we urge you, brothers, to do so more and more. 

Make it your ambition to lead a quiet life, to mind your own business and to work with your hands, just as we told you, so that your daily life may win the respect of outsiders and so that you will not be dependent on anybody.
This is no “pie-in-the-sky” mentality when it comes to Christ’s coming. Purity, love, and responsible living should be the hallmarks of the Christian life. Note especially the emphasis on hard work in verses 11-12. As we saw in our last message, this was a real issue in the first century Roman Empire. Paul returned to this in 2 Thessalonians 3:11-13, “We hear that some among you are idle. They are not busy; they are busy-bodies. Such people we command and urge in the Lord Jesus Christ to settle down and earn the bread they eat. And as for you, brothers, never tire of doing what is right.” 

I don’t think we can move on from this point without mentioning what we called “A Handbook for Holy Living” in 1 Thessalonians 5:12-22,

Now we ask you, brothers, to respect those who work hard among you, who are over you in the Lord and who admonish you. Hold them in the highest regard in love because of their work. Live in peace with each other. And we urge you, brothers, warn those who are idle, encourage the timid, help the weak, be patient with everyone. Make sure that nobody pays back wrong for wrong, but always try to be kind to each other and to everyone else. Be joyful always; pray continually; give thanks in all circumstances, for this is God’s will for you in Christ Jesus. Do not put out the Spirit’s fire; do not treat prophecies with contempt. Test everything. Hold on to the good. Avoid every kind of evil.
If you are looking for a list of New Year’s resolutions, this would be a good one! This ought to be our resolve for every year, to live responsibly until our Lord returns.

Be Ready for Christ’s Coming

Finally, Paul challenges his readers to be ready for Christ’s coming. As we noted earlier in this series, there is a reference to the return of our Lord at the end of every chapter in 1 Thessalonians. Often these appear in the form of instructions to be ready:

· 1 Thess. 1:9-10: They tell how you turned to God from idols to serve the living and true God, and to wait for his Son from heaven, whom he raised from the dead—Jesus, who rescues us from the coming wrath.

· 1 Thess. 3:13 May he strengthen your hearts so that you will be blameless and holy in the presence of our God and Father when our Lord Jesus comes with all his holy ones.

· 1 Thess. 5:23 May God himself, the God of peace, sanctify you through and through. May your whole spirit, soul and body be kept blameless at the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ.

This emphasis of Paul merely echoes the teaching of Jesus on many occasions. In Matthew 24, after answering the disciples’ questions about the signs of the end times, Jesus concludes in Matthew 24:42-45, “Therefore keep watch, because you do not know on what day your Lord will come. But understand this: If the owner of the house had known at what time of night the thief was coming, he would have kept watch and would not have let his house be broken into. So you also must be ready, because the Son of Man will come at an hour when you do not expect him.”
Jesus then taught parables concerning readiness in chapter 25, with the parable of the ten virgins in verses 1-13 and the parable of the talents in verses 14-30. The bottom line of both parables is seen in verse 13, “Therefore keep watch, because you do not know the day or the hour.”
We read similar words in Luke 12:35-40,

Be dressed ready for service and keep your lamps burning, like men waiting for their master to return from a wedding banquet, so that when he comes and knocks they can immediately open the door for him. It will be good for those servants whose master finds them watching when he comes. I tell you the truth, he will dress himself to serve, will have them recline at the table and will come and wait on them. It will be good for those servants whose master finds them ready, even if he comes in the second or third watch of the night. But understand this: If the owner of the house had known at what hour the thief was coming, he would not have let his house be broken into. You also must be ready, because the Son of Man will come at an hour when you do not expect him.

On another occasion, Jesus asked in Luke 18:8, “However, when the Son of Man comes, will he find faith on the earth?” That is a question only we can answer. Will we be ready?

I grew up in the Christian & Missionary Alliance, which had a special emphasis on Jesus our Coming King. I remember many sermons preached on the Lord’s return, and I recall a number of hymns we sang on the subject, such as “What If It Were Today?”

Jesus is coming to earth again—what if it were today?
Coming in power and love to reign—what if it were today?
Coming to claim His chosen Bride, all the redeemed and purified,
Over this whole earth scattered wide—what if it were today?

Satan's dominion will then be o’er—O that it were today!
Sorrow and sighing shall be no more—O that it were today!
Then shall the dead in Christ arise, caught up to meet Him in the skies;
When shall these glories meet our eyes? What if it were today?

Faithful and true would He find us here if He should come today?
Watching in gladness and not in fear, if He should come today?
Signs of His coming multiply, morning light breaks in eastern sky;
Watch, for the time is drawing nigh—what if it were today?

Glory, glory! Joy to my heart 'twill bring;
Glory, glory! When we shall crown Him King.
Glory, glory! Haste to prepare the way;
Glory, glory! Jesus will come someday.

Jesus will come someday. It may be soon or it may be far away. Even if He does not come back for all of us soon, He may come for you. Not only do we not know the day or the hour of Christ’s coming; we do not know the day or the hour of the end of our life here on earth. Either way, we will be ushered from earthly life to eternal life. Will we be ready?

Living in light of the Lord’s return ought to be the tagline of every Christian. That means to be realistic about Christ’s coming, be responsible until Christ’s coming, and be ready for Christ’s coming. Live every day as if it were your last. Who knows? It might be. One day, it will be.

I’d like to conclude not only this message but this series of messages by praying Paul’s closing words found in 2 Thessalonians 3:16 and 18:

Now may the Lord of peace himself give you peace at all times and in every way. The Lord be with all of you… The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with you all. Amen.

�Warren W. Wiersbe, Be Dynamic (Wheaton, IL: Victor Books, ©1987).
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