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AN EXPECTANT OUTLOOK

SERIES: SEVEN CHARACTERISTICS OF A HEALTHY, GROWING CHURCH

Danny Hall

| gravitate toward weird news, and several weeks ago | found an article in the Saturday “Religion and
Family” section of The Mercury News entitled “Many Baby Boomers Are Dying to Find Creative
Alternatives to Typical Funerals.” Hereis an excerpt:

“Jeweler David D’ Aquin knows that he will be stone dead some day. The ideatickles
him. At least the “stone” part. That’s because D’ Aquin will become a brilliant half-carat
diamond that will dangle from the neck of the woman he loves. Similar diamonds will
become rings for each of histhree sons. D’ Aquin is 49 and in fine health. But when he
dies, he plans for his cremated ashes to be made into four royal blue gems. One will go to
Rebecca Green, who is now his fiancée. He will also design the signet rings bearing the
diamonds that go to his sons. D’ Aquin, whose nickname is Diamond Dave, had this
thought when he heard about his post-cremation option: “1 can be Diamond Dave
forever!”

D’Aquin’s choice reflects a growing movement toward non-traditional funeral
alternatives. The funeral industry sources say people are choosing more personal and
unusual ways of making their final farewell. Six feet under? How about 24,000 miles
overhead? Y our ashes can be loaded into arocket and fired into earth orbit. Or, if you
like, your remains can go to the moon or into deep space. Prefer to explore new depths
instead? Then sleep with the fishes. Have your ashes mixed with concrete, cast into a
replicaof coral reef and sunk at a spot of your choosing. A California company packs
ashes into fireworks and puts on a show. A Mississippi firm blends ashes into paintings.
And an lowa oultfit stuffs ashes into duck decoys, basketballs or shotgun shells.” (1)

The specter of death has aweird effect on us. We do all kinds of things to deny that it’s going to happen.
Sometimes we live in mortal fear of it. Sometimes we are driven to conjure up abizarre or creative
legacy or funeral. But death is one of those sure thingsin life, and it poses great spiritual and emotional
challengesfor us.

In our study of the book of 1 Thessal onians we have come to a passage where the Thessalonians were
dealing with some issues about death. They had fully believed that Christ would return in their lifetime,
but then some of those in the believing family began to pass away. Further, the normal fear of death had
become entangled in their misunderstanding about the second coming of Christ. So they were really
perplexed and disturbed. In 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18 the apostle Paul beginsto answer some questions
related to this and directs their attention toward God’ s sovereignty in history and his plan for Christ’s
second coming. Paul’ s complete answer will span the texts for both this message and the next one. In
this passage he focuses on the subject of death and their troubled state.

We are in aseries of messages | have called Seven Characteristics of a Healthy, Growing Church, and
we have come to the fifth characteristic. In Paul’ s interaction with the Thessalonian church, he gives
them a sense of the things they have accomplished in Christ that he isreally proud of, and he encourages
them to grow in some areas. Using that, we have been laying out these principles of a healthy, growing
church. We'll review them abit later in the message.
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This passage and the following one (5:1-11) have similar patterns. They each begin with a statement of
the issues involved. In 4:13 Paul says, “We do not want you to be uninformed.” In 5:1 he says, “Asto
the times and epochs...you have no need of anything to be written to you.” In each he acknowledges
what they already know or don’t know. Then he explains the issue, brings home one summary truth that
he wants them to hang on to, and gives them an exhortation to apply this truth.

Paul says that the Thessal onians are uninformed about some things. He draws their attention to two
mistakes in their thinking about death, the second coming, and so on. One was that in anticipation of the
second coming, some of the people had disengaged from normal life. We saw areference to that earlier
in chapter 4, and in 2 Thessalonians 3 there is a more direct reference to that problem. These people
were the prototype, so to speak, of all those who have gone off to a hilltop to wait for Jesus to return.
They had |eft the normal flow of life, abandoned their jobs in some cases. They certainly had lost their
sense of calling as the people of God in their immediate context, and some problems had arisen from
that. In the next message we will deal with the outcome of that and Paul’s admonition.

The other mistake in their thinking was this fear and confusion they had about death. Fear of desth has
crippled all of us at one time or another. People either don’t want to think about it, or they try to find
some way to cope with it, perhaps some spiritual system that will give them some sense of hope.
Hebrews 2:14-15 says, “ Therefore, since the children share in flesh and blood, He Himself likewise also
partook of the same, so that through death He might render powerless him who had the power of death,
that is, the devil, and might free those who through fear of death were subject to slavery all their lives”
That’ s a profound description of how the reality of our mortality can cause us to be gripped by fear and
davery to that fear.

So in response to the confusion about all this, Paul writes these words in 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18:

But we do not want you to be uninformed, brethren, about those who are asleep, so
that you will not grieve asdo the rest who have no hope. For if we believe that Jesus
died and rose again, even so God will bring with Him those who have fallen asleep in
Jesus. For thiswe say to you by theword of the Lord, that we who are alive and
remain until the coming of the Lord, will not precede those who have fallen asleep.
For theLord Himself will descend from heaven with a shout, with the voice of the
archangel and with the trumpet of God, and the dead in Christ will risefirst. Then
wewho are alive and remain will be caught up together with them in the cloudsto
meet the Lord in theair, and so we shall always bewith the Lord. Therefore
comfort one another with these words.

In this passage Paul gives them the foundation for their hope, an explanation of their hope, and finaly
an admonition to apply the impact of this hope to their daily lives.

Thedeath and resurrection of Jesus

First, in talking about the foundation of their hope, three times in this passage Paul refers to those
believers who had died as being asleep (koimao). Throughout the New Testament whenever that word is
used, it refersto believers who have died. Death for believersis merely atransition into the next day, the
dawning of eternal life in the presence of Christ. So describing believers as being asleep when they die
IS very appropriate.

Paul roots the foundation of their hope in something very important in verse 14: “For if [literally

“since”’] we believe that Jesus died and rose again....” All that they looked forward to with great
anticipation was rooted in the historical reality of what Christ had accomplished in his death and
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resurrection. In 1 Corinthians 15:12-20 Paul writes these words:

Now if Christ is preached, that He has been raised from the dead, how do some among
you say that there is no resurrection of the dead? But if there is no resurrection of the
dead, not even Christ has been raised; and if Christ has not been raised, then our
preaching isvain, your faith also is vain. Moreover we are even found to be false
witnesses of God, because we testified against God that He raised Christ, whom He did
not raise, if in fact the dead are not raised. For if the dead are not raised, not even Christ
has been raised; and if Christ has not been raised, your faith isworthless; you are till in
your sins. Then those also who have fallen asleep in Christ have perished. If we have
hoped in Christ in thislife only, we are of all men most to be pitied.

But now Christ has been raised from the dead, the first fruits of those who are asleep.

If we are ever going to be liberated from the things that bring us to the point of despair and
discouragement and fear, it will be because we fully grasp all that Christ has done for usin his death and
resurrection.

| remember a holy moment afew years ago. | was with a discipleship group of Stanford students. We
were meeting in alittle study room in one of the dorms. We had been studying the book of Romans
together, and we had come to 3:21ff, that wonderful, rich passage describing what Christ has done for us
in his death. One week we were doing some word studies of the words “justification,” “redemption,”
and “propitiation.” These words are rich with imagery and power and meaning. We started out with all
the technical issues like how to use the tools to look up backgrounds and etymol ogies. Then we started
sharing what we were finding out, and as we did so this picture was being built of what these wonderful
words were teaching. All of asudden it seemed asif the Holy Spirit brought every person in that room a
moment of clarity when it all clicked, and everything got very quiet. No one could say aword. It was
one of those holy moments when the Spirit of God opened up the word and we really understood just a
measure of the richness and wonder of Christ’ s sacrifice for us.

Thereturn of Christ

Now Paul goes on to explain this hope that is rooted in the foundation of Christ’s death and resurrection.
First, notice Paul’ s attitude of expectancy. | love this. He istalking about how God will bring with him
those who have fallen asleep in Jesus, and then in verse 15 he says, “We who are alive and remain until
the coming of the Lord.” He uses the phrase “we who are alive and remain” again in verse 17. He fully
believed that he could very well live right up to the day that Jesus came back! He woke up every day
believing that that could be the day that Christ came again! This was his blessed hope.

But Paul lived amost two thousand years ago. Y ou may be saying, “My goodness, it’s been an awfully
long time, hasn’t it?’ If you are skeptical, the Bible speaks to that. Look at 2 Peter 3:3-4, 8-9:

Know thisfirst of al, that in the last days mockers will come with their mocking,
following after their own lusts, and saying, “Where is the promise of His coming?’

But do not let this one fact escape your notice, beloved, that with the Lord one day islike
athousand years, and athousand years like one day. The Lord is not slow about His
promise, as some count slowness, but is patient toward you, not wishing for any to perish
but for all to come to repentance.

Y ou see, we get caught up in reckoning time from our human perspective. Two minutesis along timeto
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wait for anything in our world, to say nothing of athousand years. But God, the sovereign Lord of
history, has determined that moment when Christ will come again, and heis patiently waiting for his
work to be completed. We live every day with the possibility and the hope that this could be the day.
But each day that it isdelayed, it is because God is allowing more and more people to hear the
wonderful news of his grace and love. You and | get to be part of that as we continue to share God' s
grace and love with people who need him. So rather than being impatient, we should be thankful that in
God’ s sovereignty and love he has delayed his coming for the sake of these people. That’ swhy it' s so
important to not get caught in the error of disengaging from the world and from our calling.

Paul was full of anticipation and longing for Christ to come again. | get up every morning anticipating
other things--dealing with problems of various sorts. | wonder how many of us wake up every morning
saying, “This could be the day that | see my Lord face to face!”

Paul then goes on to describe the drama of Christ’s return. What a picture! This language is difficult for
us to get our minds around. Verse 16: “For the Lord Himself will descend from heaven with a shout,
with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet of God....” Thereiswonderful imagery of several
things here. First there is majesty. This incredible shout, the voice of the archangel, and the trumpet of
God are heard throughout the earth. They are announcing the arrival of the King. They signal the
majesty and glory and wonder of God himself.

The phrase trandlated “the coming of the Lord” in verse 15 has been understood in various ways. The
word translated “coming,” parousia, literally meansto be alongside or present. It came to be used
technically to indicate the arrival of adignitary or king. | believe thisis the sense in which Paul usesit.
It is significant that this word was used when a conquering king was returning. The people would rush
out to meet the king as he came in and escort him back to be enthroned in his kingdom. The imagery
here is of victory. Jesus has conquered death and sin, and he is about to establish his kingdom over all.
He isthe victorious King who is returning, and his people have gone out to meet him.

Finally, this event is described as a reunion of saints. When the king returned he would bring all those
who had been out in battle with him, and those who were still in the town would rush out to meet them
in aglorious, grand reunion, a celebration around the victorious, returning king. Thisis a picture of how
Christ with all those who are asleep in him will return, resurrected, and we will join them, and all of us
will celebrate our coming King together.

Now, | may disappoint you, but I’ m not going to go into the chronology of these events, becauseit’s
beyond the scope of what we can do here. Bible-believing, Christ-loving saints of God have disagreed
over thisfor many years and will go on doing so. | don’t want us to miss the point of what Paul is
teaching us here. Thisisthe dramatic coronation of Jesus Christ, the celebration of hislordship, and the
reunion of his saints around his glorious appearing. It is filled with hope for the time when we will see
our King faceto face.

The final outcomeisin verse 17: “We shall always be with the Lord.” The day is coming when the
physical separation of the Lord from his people will be over. Christ is surely present with us, but his
bodily return will be the culmination of this long period of waiting to see him face to face. Then we will
be with him forever, never again to be separated from the wonder and glory of his presence in any way,
shape, or form. Paul says, “Thisisasurething. Thisisyour hope.” In Titus 2:13 he calls this “the
blessed hope and the appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior, Christ Jesus.”

Comfort one another

Now Paul givesthe Thessalonians an exhortation concerning the impact of their hope. Verse 18:
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“Therefore comfort one another with these words.” Y ou know, lifeis messy. | wish it weren’t. But
somewhere along the way we will face the gamut of human experience. We will face tragedy and
discouragement. We will be overwhelmed and will want to give up. Instead of waking up in the morning
saying, “This could be the day when Christ will come,” we will wake up and say, “I can’t believe | have
to face another day.” We' Il want to somehow cocoon ourselves away from all the pain. What then?

Well, we will still be part of the company of faith. We will still have the same sure hope. We can walk
alongside one another and remind one another constantly that the pain of thislife hasan end. Thereisa
day coming when Christ will come again to be crowned the King of kings and Lord of lords, when he
will wipe away every tear, when justice will be meted out fairly and everything will be set right, when
God’s new heaven and earth will come and this place will become what God always intended it to be. In
the midst of tragedy and struggle we can stand with each other and say, “Jesus, the one who died and
rose again, the one who is coming again, is our hope. Thisis where we place our faith.”

When we fully understand the glorious hope that is out there for us, when by faith and the testimony of
God’sword and the redlity of what he has already done for us, we look down the road and anticipate that
day when he will come again, then we will be liberated from the slavery of ourselves and the slavery of
the drudgery of life, because we are living in the stream of history that points toward that great event of
Chrigt’s return. People who are living in hope are liberated people. People who have no hope are
enslaved. People who question their hope are certainly burdened down. But God calls usto livein the
hope of Christ’s return and encourage each other until then.

Let’ sreview for amoment. We have discovered that a healthy, growing church:

1. Hasavital connection to the living God.

2. Has adeep reliance on the word of God.

3. Perseveresin the face of all obstacles as God grows it up to maturity.

4. Has an ever-deepening obedience to the Lord Jesus Christ asit follows him fully and allows him
to change it into his own image.

And now we can see that a healthy, growing church:
5. Livesin the liberating hope of the Lord sreturn.

Because this could be the day, we will liveit to the fullest for his glory. Thereis more Scripture that
talks about the second coming of Christ than about the first coming of Christ. It’s God’s end game. We
are anticipating that, and we live in the freedom of that. God isin control of history, and his purposes
will be worked out. We can live knowing that one day we will be seeing him face to face.

Several years ago | wastraveling alot for my ministry. Sometimes | would go by plane, and when | flew
home Ginger would usually pick me up at the airport with Christopher. He was just a preschooler then.
When you come out of customs into the main terminal at the airport, sliding doors suddenly open up and
there isthis crowd standing right there waiting to meet arriving passengers. And as soon as those doors
were open, |’ d see Christopher’slittle face just light up. His daddy was home! That’ s kind of the way it
will be when our Lord and Savior comes back, when the velil islifted and he is there! How many of us
can’'t wait for our Savior to come back? One day that joy is going to be ours. Today we can live in that
blessed hope, freeto follow Christ day by day.
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NOTES:

(1) Steve Steinberg, Dallas Morning News: “Many baby boomers are dying to find creative alternatives
to typical funerals.” Published in the Mercury News, summer 2003.

Scripture quotations are taken from the NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE (*NASB”). © 1960,
1962, 1963, 1968, 1971, 1972, 1973, 1975, 1977, 1995 by The Lockman Foundation. Used by
permission.
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