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Who here remembers Larry Norman? | know there are many Larry Normans in this world, but I'm
thinking of Larry Norman the Christian Rock artist. Remember him? Before the early 70’s Christian music was
hymns and maybe some gospel music. But in the late 60’s and early 70’s groovy long-haired boys and groovy
sandal-wearing girls strapped on guitars and started praising Jesus. Larry Norman led the pack. He released
the album “Upon This Rock” in 1969. And it made its way into the homes of all kinds of Christian people
including the home of my parents. The biggest song on that album was a song called “I Wish We’d All Been
Ready.” It was a catchy little ballad based on our Bible text this evening, and it was so popular that we used to
sing it with Miss Laansma in our 4t grade class at Kingston Christian School. Here’s how it went. “Two men
walking up a hill, one disappears and one’s left standing still. | wish we’d all been ready. There’s no time to
change your mind, how could you have been so blind, the Father spoke, the demons dined, the Son has come
and you’ve been left behind.” We sang the song with gusto, feeling like rock stars while Miss Laansma plunked
away on the piano.

Of course it wasn’t just a cool song we were singing; it was theology. We were singing a certain view of
how the world will end. We were singing about what has come to be referred to in theology as the rapture.
What is the rapture? The rapture is a belief that at the end of time, Jesus will suddenly remove those who
belong to him from the earth. We will be going about our day, eating and drinking and worshiping and
suddenly, wham! God’s children will disappear. They will be lifted up to heaven to meet Jesus. And all of the
people who do not know Jesus will be left behind. Left behind to face the chaos of the tribulation.

In this view of the end times, the rapture is not the end of the story. It will begin a long series of events
that will lead to the last judgment. These events include things like: Seven years of tribulation on earth. The
rise of the Antichrist. The Millennium where Jesus will reign in Jerusalem for a thousand years. And finally the
great battle of Armageddon where the evil one will be defeated. It’s an elaborate scheme and it was
popularized 15 years ago in the Left Behind novels which sold 34 million copies worldwide. That series opened
up on a plane where people were flying along and suddenly a number of the passengers and the pilot
suddenly disappeared. The rest of the series talks about the conflict and the struggle remaining for all those
who are left behind.

And the whole gist of Larry Norman’s song and the whole gist of the Left Behind series is: Don’t be left
behind! When the rapture comes, you want to be one of the ones whooshed away from earth. You want to be
taken away. You want to escape this earth and the carnage of the tribulation. All over the world there are
Millions of Christians who hold to the rapture as part of their end-time beliefs.

Here’s a question: are we among those millions? Do we believe in the rapture? Is that part of the way
we see God’s end-time plans? No. It isn’t. | may have sung ‘l Wish We’d All Been Ready’ in my Christian school
with all my Christian Reformed friends, but it’s not what we believe about how the world will end.

Why not? We just read Matthew 24, and 1 Thessalonians 4 and aren’t they as plain as day? Jesus will
come again and we will meet Him in the clouds. Two men will be standing in a field and one will disappear.
Isn’t that the rapture?

Well, | can understand why someone would read these texts this way, | want to suggest to you that
there is a different, a better way to read them. And | don’t do this because | want to put down all our brothers
and sisters who believe differently than we do. | don’t. They are earnest, intelligent people and these
disagreements are family disagreements. And they must be humble disagreements. These Revelation and end-
time texts are very hard to understand. So, while | like our understanding and sincerely believe that our
interpretation is correct, | respect the beliefs of my rapture-believing brothers and sisters. To paraphrase Andy



Bandstra, my Greek professor at seminary, if Jesus should return later this afternoon and you find yourself
whooshing up toward him to meet him in the air, don’t say, “Jesus put me down!” If Jesus raptures you, just
go with it and admit you were wrong. But we do disagree with these brothers and sisters, these differences
matter, and | want you all to understand why.

Let’s look at these passages one at a time. Let’s start with 1 Thessalonians. According to verses 16 and
17 this is how the end will go: “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.” According to rapture believers, the process described here is perfectly clear: The trumpet sounds,
Jesus comes down, we are lifted up to meet him in the air and then we continue going up all the way to
heaven to be with him forever.

But does the text really say all of that? In fact, the text does not say we go up to heaven to be with
Jesus forever, the text just says we will be with Jesus forever, it doesn’t say where. The text does say we go up
to meet him in the air, but it doesn’t say that we keep going up. It could just as easily be that after meeting
Jesus in the air we come back down again, and that the place where we live eternally with Jesus is right here in
a recreated new earth.

Not only is this is a possible interpretation of these words, it’s the better interpretation. And here’s
why: In 1 Thessalonians 4 Paul is making a parallel between the way Christ will return as king to earth and the
way human kings and dignitaries were welcomed when they came to visit a city. When a respected guest was
coming to visit a community on an arranged visit, it was common to go out of the city gates to meet him and
welcome him. Say a city was expecting a visit from the governor of a neighboring state. A welcome party
would be made ready and when the watchmen saw the governor approaching, the trumpet would sound, and
the welcoming party would go out to meet him, and after some hearty handshaking and a lot of how-do-you
dos, they would all go together to the city - back into the city. The movement was out and then back. It’s not
unlike the way an important foreign visitor is welcomed to the White House. If an important world leader
comes to visit Washington, the White House doesn’t expect him to land at Reagan national, find a taxi, and
then walk up to the President’s front door and ring the doorbell. They send out a welcoming party. That’s the
out and back movement.

This way of welcoming important visitors is actually in the Bible. Acts 28:15 describes Paul’s arrival in
Rome. Listen to how he’s greeted: “The brothers there had heard that we were coming, and they traveled as
far as the forum of Appius and the Three Taverns to meet us.” And then they go back to Rome. And then there
is Matthew 25 and the parable of the Ten Maidens waiting for the arrival of the bridegroom. They’re waiting
at the wedding hall and then, “At midnight the cry rang out, ‘Here’s the bridegroom! Come out to meet him!"”
Again: the people go out to meet a distinguished visitor and then they go back to the hall.

So, what does 1 Thessalonians describe? Jesus returns with a loud trumpet shout and we with
excitement, with rapture, are caught up in mind to meet him in the air and then in the glory of his company,
we return, back to our troubled earth where he makes all things new and where we live together with him
forever.

‘OK,” you might be saying, ‘that sounds great Peter. You might convince me if 1 Thessalonians 4 were
the only rapture passage. But what about Matthew 24. Doesn’t this image of two men in a field and one being
suddenly taken away and the other being left behind strongly suggest that God is going to take the true
believers out of this world. Don’t Jesus’ words describe believers being raptured from the earth in the
twinkling of an eye, just like in Left Behind?!”’

But read again and | think you will agree; there’s another way to read this passage too. Under the
influence of Larry Norman and Left Behind, we have always assumed that the people who vanish are the
faithful ones, and the people left behind are the unfaithful. But is this what the passage says? No. Why do we
assume that it is the faithful who vanish? Why couldn’t it be the unfaithful who are taken away? Why couldn’t
their removal from earth be a kind of judgment?



Not only is this interpretation possible, in the context of Matthew 24, | would argue that it is likely!
Look at the biblical analogy used by Jesus in verse 37 through 39. ‘My return is going to be like it was at the
time of the flood. At the time of the flood, people were eating and drinking, marrying and giving in marriage,
up to the day Noah entered the ark.” They were just going about their business living normal lives. But then
what happened to the unfaithful people? “The flood came and took them all away.” In the flood it was the
faithless people who were taken away. The faithful people, Noah and his family, got to stay on earth. The
faithful people were left behind! Given this context, isn’t it reasonable to assume that in Jesus’ story of the
two men in the field, it’s also the faithful man who is left behind?

In the end, our tradition looks closely at these texts, and says that when Jesus returns, he will come to
this world. The King will reclaim this world. He will renew this world. And because he’s coming here, we want
to be left behind.

Finally, and briefly, it’s worth noting that our interpretation has been the dominant interpretation in
the church for a huge part of church history. The doctrine of the rapture as we hear it proclaimed by someone
like David Jeremiah or John Hagee was virtually unheard of before the theologian John Darby came up with his
end time scheme. That didn’t happen till 1830. Before 1830, the rapture as we hear it described today in Larry
Norman songs or in commercials that play on news channels is a recent formulation. For 1800 years all the
main arms of the church — Catholic, Eastern Orthodox and protestant alike — believed some version of what |
just taught in this sermon.

“So what” you may say. The end will happen, one way or another. Does it really matter whether we
think we’ll be sucked up to heaven or stay here on earth? There’s some force to this point. | have a friend who,
if you ask him what kind of millennialist he is; if you ask him, “Are you a pre-millennial or post-millennial or an
a-millennial?” he will say: “I’'m a pan-millennial! | believe it will all pan out in the end.” There’s something big-
hearted and nice about that.

Nevertheless, without making it into a knock-down, drag-out fight, what we believe about the end
times does matter. The little nuance of beliefs shapes how we live in this world. For example: If you believe
that you will be whooshed out of a world that will be left to tribulation, if you believe that you will be taken
away from the mess, if you believe salvation is an escape from a troubled world, what sort of attitude will you
have toward the maintenance of this creation? Think of it this way: If a person knows they’re going to be
evicted from their home, do they bother to repaint the kitchen when it’s looking a little dingy? Do they take
the time to fix the dripping faucet in the basement? Probably not.

Because we believe Jesus will come back to this earth, to this city, as far as it is in our power, we want
to make things right for him when he comes. Our king is coming, and we want to do everything we can to
make the house ready for him. We think that it’s this earth where we will live forever, this earth restored by
the Lord, and so we want to fix everything. We want to fix our hearts and our souls. But we want to fix
everything else too. So, we work on racial reconciliation, ending poverty, fighting diseases, the protecting of
the weak, and ending government fraud.

Just to underline that point about engaging this world, look at the Matthew passage one more time.
Whatever your eschatology, the one thing that we all agree on is that Jesus is calling us to be ready for his
return. But now, what does readiness look like? In Matthew 25 Jesus tells us three parables that each give us
pictures of end-time readiness. The first is the parable of the wise and foolish maidens. The ready maidens are
the ones who keep their lamps trimmed and burning because they are waiting for the bridegroom. | take that
to be a quality of their attention and their soul. Their hearts are turned every day toward the bridegroom,
toward Christ. So devotional attention — prayer and worship is part of being ready.

The next parable is the parable of the talents. Three servants are ready for the master’s return, one is
not. Who are the ready servants? They are the ones who take their talents and go out into the world and
invest them, use them, engage them, grow them. In this parable, readiness is engagement with God’s world.
Readiness is using gifts to bless and grow this creation.



And then there’s the final parable. The parable of the sheep and the goats. The sheep are the faithful
ones who are ready at the master’s coming. What makes them ready? They’ve been working for the weakest
members of society: clothing the naked, feeding the hungry, visiting those in prison. Here readiness looks like
serving the people at the margins. Restoring them physically as well as spiritually. What kind of readiness is
this? This is not the readiness of people expecting an escape, this is the readiness of people expecting their
king to return and make this world new.

And so what does our readiness look like? How do we prepare for the coming of our king? Like the
faithful servants in the parable of the talents, we take kingdom risks. We start businesses and non-profits that
bring shalom and flourishing. Like the sheep in the parable of the sheep and the goats, we clothe the naked
and feed the hungry in our neighborhood. And we tutor the students at Congress School, and we welcome the
lonely. And like the wise virgins in the parable, we keep our eyes on the bridegroom, through prayer and
worship and Bible study and community, we root ourselves more deeply in him. We seek first his Kingdom. It’s
a beautiful vision, so be ready. And encourage each other with these words. ©ORev. Peter Jonker



