Saints Triumphant Sunday                                November 19, 2006

  Faith Ev. Lutheran, Radcliff, KY

1Thessalonians 4:13-18







               Pastor Paul Horn 
Encourage Each Other With These Words

I.  Jesus died and rose again (vs14)

II.   We will be with the Lord forever (vs17)

13 Brothers, we do not want you to be ignorant about those who are falling asleep, or to grieve like the rest of men, who have no hope.  14 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.  15 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.  16 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.  17 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.  18 Therefore encourage each other with these words. 
Now I lay me down to sleep, I pray thee, Lord, my soul to keep.  If I should die before I wake, I pray thee, Lord, my soul to take.  And this I ask for Jesus’ sake. Amen.  For all you metal heads out there, Metallica did not teach me this prayer.  This is a prayer my parents taught me.  A cross stitch of these words hangs in my children’s bedroom, as it did in mine for 24 years.  It is the same prayer I have taught my children to speak before they lay their heads on their pillows at night.  These words are not just rote.  My boys know exactly why they say that prayer at night. If you would ask them they would say, “We’re asking Jesus to watch over us at night.  If we die during the night we’re going to heaven, because Jesus died on the cross for our sins.”  Do they fully comprehend death?  Death to them is the neighbor’s dog which was hit by a car and no longer chases them around the yard.  Death is the horde of ladybugs that have invaded our home and end up in the vacuum cleaner.  Death comes to the wasp that meets the end of daddy’s flyswatter.  They may not have a firm grasp on death, but they know that if and when they die, they’re going to heaven.  

That’s confidence…confidence we share with our children, with our family members and fellow Christians.  If you ask your fellow Christians about death, many will say that they are not scared of death, but what scares them is how they are going to die.  But death to us Christians is not scary, especially when we encourage each other with these words from Paul’s letter to the Christians in Thessalonica: Jesus died and rose again; therefore, we will be with the Lord forever.        

I. Jesus died and rose again.

The Christians living in Thessalonica had a problem.  People were dying.  Not just everyday people, their fellow brothers and sisters in Christ were dying.  They had the misconception that all believers would be alive until Christ returns.  They feared that the dead Christians would have no part in the Last Day.  Paul, in great pastoral care and love, acknowledges their concern and addresses the issue.   He says, “Brothers, we do not want you to be ignorant.”  So first of all I’m going to explain this to you using the Word God has spoken to me (vs15).  Secondly, “…we do not want you to grieve like the rest of men, who have no hope.” (vs13)   
Last week during my return flight from San Diego I struck up a conversation with the woman seated next to me.  She noticed that I was studying my “Ministry to Military” workbook, memorizing the order of rank and insignia of COs and NCOs.  Naturally she assumed I was military.  I told her that I was returning home from a civilian chaplain training seminar and was not military, but was proud to serve the military.  She asked about our church, how I ended up in Kentucky and so on.  During the conversation I asked her where she attended church.  She admitted that she did not, but told me she was a non-practicing Catholic.  But added that she felt she was a good person and tried to do good things.  Our flight had just landed and she quickly thanked me for our conversation and headed off the plane. I never got a chance to ask her, “At the end of your life how will you know if you were good enough?”  
This woman is not alone.  There are many folks in this world who feel that “if I’m a good person that’s good enough.  Perhaps I’ll end up in heaven or whatever is out there for me when I die.”  The sad reality: this is the way our naturally sinful hearts think.  It doesn’t make sense or it’s too easy that God would just give me heaven as a free gift.  I need to earn it. I need to do something to get into heaven.  It appeals to my selfish sinful nature that I have a part in my salvation, small though it be.  Sadly, for those who cling to their good works as their source of salvation, there is no confidence in death.  Just look at the way they grieve the dead.  At death they cling to the fond memories of their departed loved one.  Memories do not heal the pain of loss.  Memories do not calm the unknown of the afterlife.  They buy the fancy expensive casket or large flower arrangements to try and dress up death.  But they can’t cover up the stark reality that their loved one is dead.  They are not coming back.  They don’t know what’s happened to their loved one.  They don’t know what will happen to themselves.       
They know that they too will lie in that casket one day.  They fully understand that death comes to all people.  What they don’t know is that death is something we all deserve.  We are sinful from birth (Ps 51:5) and because we are sinners we will die (Ez 18:4).  For our sin we also deserve eternal death in hell (Rom 3:23), the lake of fire (Rev 20:14), the outer darkness (2Pet 2:17) where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth (Matt 25:30), the place reserved for the devil and his angels (Matt 25:41).  We deserve to die.
The apostle Paul says to you and me, “I don’t want you to be ignorant in these matters, or to grieve like those who have no hope.”  So he leads the conversation back to Jesus.  “We believe that Jesus died and rose again.” (vs14)  We have hope.  Jesus died.  His death was no ordinary death.  Paul in Romans 4:25 states, “[Jesus] was delivered over to death because of our sins.”  There was a reason he died.  He wasn’t a sinner.  He did not deserve to die. He was innocent, free from guilt and sin.  He died because of our sins, because not one human being could ever pay God back for their own sins, because he knew that “No one will be declared righteous in his sight by observing the law.” (Rom 3:20)  Jesus knew that you and I could not avoid the consequence of our sin – death forever in hell.  So he suffered hell in your place.  He died for you so that you will not have to die forever with Satan and his demons.  The blessings of Christ’s death become yours through baptism.  Paul in Romans 6:4 writes, “We were therefore buried with him through baptism into death in order that, just as Christ was raised from the dead through the glory of the Father, we too may live a new life.”  At your baptism your sinful nature was crucified on the cross and died there.  In its place was created a new life, a life of faith, a life that lives to thank God for his forgiveness.  At your baptism you also inherited a new life in eternity, which is why Christ’s resurrection is equally important.

Let’s say that your good friend’s grandmother died and left her a large estate.  Since you are her friend she says, “Here’s $10,000 to put down on that house you wanted to buy.  I’ll pay the full $180,000 when my grandmother’s estate becomes mine.”  So you put the $10,000 down on the house.  But what if there is no inheritance?  You’d be in big trouble with the banker and creditors.  What if Christ had remained in the grave?  What if there was no resurrection?  The apostle Paul says in 1Corinthians 15:14-20, “If Christ has not been raised, our preaching is useless, your faith is futile, you are still in your sins, those who have fallen asleep in Christ are lost. We are to be pitied more than all people.”  Then we have no hope. Then we will grieve like the rest of men.  Paul quickly adds, “But Christ has indeed been raised from the dead!”  You have received the down payment: Jesus died for you.  You have received the rest of the inheritance: Jesus rose from the dead.  Paul now says, “Therefore, encourage each other with these words.”  
II.   We will be with the Lord forever.
Here’s a tip for your daily personal Bible reading: every time you come across the word therefore, take special notice.  Therefore means: think about what you just read, and now pay attention, because what follows has practical application to your Christian living.  We believe that Jesus died and rose again…we will be with the Lord forever.  Therefore, encourage each other with these words.  Paul encourages the Thessalonians.  Do not fear for your fellow Christians who have preceded you in death.  “We believe that God will bring with Jesus those who have fallen asleep in him.” (vs14)  Those who had already died with faith in Christ as their Savior were already enjoying the glories of heaven.  They were members of the illustrious group known as the saints triumphant.  They have won the victory over death.  They have joined the ranks of Christ’s soldiers who have served. They are the veterans who have passed on into glory.  While we wait to join them, the Holy Spirit tells us, “Encourage each other with these words.”  
This morning you will encourage each other with these words from the Creed, “I believe in the resurrection of the dead.”  Too often I think those words remain echoing here in the chapel.  They never make it out the door with us.  And they need to.  In these End Times we live through hardships, distress, sickness, the death of loved ones, we get stressed out.  And Jesus is very blunt that the last days will be no picnic for Christians.  But in the end things will work out.  We’re going to heaven!  We will live each moment without fear.  We will live each sad and difficult moment knowing it is only temporary.  Live and die believing the truth that Jesus has credited your account with eternal life through his death and resurrection.  Fall asleep in Christ with confidence.  You know what’s going to happen on the last day.  You will be with the Lord forever!  When your loved ones die in the Lord, celebrate!  They have won the victory!  You have the assurance that that saint is with Jesus.  Encourage each other with the words of Jesus who referred to death as sleep.  At the death of his good friend Lazarus and with Jairus’ daughter he said, “They are just sleeping.”  How reassuring to hear those words from our Living God and Savior!   

There are also many who don’t know these encouraging words.  They may be the ones who lie down at night and wonder and who may be anxious or afraid of death.  There are those who have lost a loved one to death and do not have the hope and confidence we have in Christ.  Maybe this is the time to share these encouraging words with them.  Let us, therefore, encourage each other, both small and great, with these words: Jesus died and rose again. Therefore, we will live with the Lord forever.  Amen.    

