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        18 November 2007
The day is coming:  a day for celebration
[1 Thessalonians 4:13-18; Revelation 21:1-3; Luke 21:25-28 NLT]
In the beginning…
There it is, folks –


the genuine article…a real “fire-and-brimstone” preacher.

When this picture was taken,


the guy may have been speaking of the return of Jesus.

Many “fire-and-brimstone” preachers do.

They emphasize that Jesus is coming back –


coming back to judge…coming back to punish.

They seem to use the return of Jesus 

to “scare the hell” out of people.

Jonathan Edwards did that.
In 1741 – at Enfield, Connecticut –


Edwards preached his now classic sermon:



“Sinners in the hands of an angry God”.

When he finished, reports reveal that 

the frightened members of his church were terrified –

“weeping, swooning…even convulsing”
The return of Jesus not only raises questions;

it also raises fears…even today.

Several recent books…a subsequent movie


-- the popular “Left behind” series --



leaves you wondering…worrying:




when Jesus returns, will I too be “left behind”?

We need to speak of his coming.
Jesus himself did it…often;
but never as a tactic that terrorized his followers.
You heard what Jesus said only moments ago.

He was dead serious when he spoke of his return.

He pictured it as a dreadful day.

He mentioned strange events in the skies…the earth in turmoil  [Luke 21:25 NLT]
People will be so afraid they will faint. [Luke 21:26 NCV]
Then Jesus turned to those who followed him.
For those few men – and for all who trust in him as their Savior –


Jesus had these words:



When these things begin to happen, look up and hold your heads high,




because the time when God will free you is near! [Luke 21:27 NCV]
Did you hear that?
Jesus is coming back.

And when he does, look up.

It’s party time!

It’s a day for celebration for his followers.

A day for celebration
I’m not sensing a lot of excitement here.
Some of us may be thinking: 

Jesus is coming back –

what’s the big deal?...why the big party?
Think again, my friend.

What makes a party a party?

It’s people, right?

You can’t really party by yourself.

This poor guy is trying,


but doesn’t seem to be having all that much fun.

When Jesus returns,


we can party because of the people –


the people whom we will meet on that day.

Just who’s going to be at that party?

Good question.

Let’s sneak a peek at the list…

1) We will see our loved ones again
Before we do that, though,


come with me to a place where the knees of grown men knock


and the tears of strong women flow.

Come with me to a schoolyard…


and let’s watch as parents take their children to school for the first time.

Talk about trauma –

not for the kids, but for the adults!

Long after the class has begun,


the parents linger;



they start to form support groups in the parking lot.

Even though they know the school is good and their child is in good hands,


the parents just don’t want to say good-bye.

We don’t like to say good-bye to those we love.

What we experience at a school in September, though, 

is a picnic compared to what we experience in a cemetery at death.

It’s one thing to leave loved ones at a grade school.
It’s an entirely different thing to leave them in a grave-yard.

We don’t like to say good-bye to those we love.

But we have to, don’t we?

Sooner or later, we all have to release the hand of one we love


into the hand One we have not seen.

Can you remember the first time death forced you to say good-bye?

I can.

I had just started school when the life of my uncle ended.

My father met me after school and said, “Your uncle is dead.”

I didn’t know my uncle all that well,


but I liked him…and my father’s announcement made me feel sad.

That feeling was shared by an entire church –

a church in ancient Greece…



a church that was grieving 

because they had said good-bye to many loved ones.

To that church, a kind and caring pastor wrote these words:
Now, brothers and sisters, I want you to know what will happen to the Christians who have died so that you will not be full of sorrow like people who have no hope.  For since we believe that Jesus died and was raised to life again, we also believe that when Jesus comes, God will bring back with Jesus all the Christians who have died.   [1 Thessalonians 4:13-14 NLT]
Through those words, written by a pastor named Paul, 

God spoke to an ancient church.
And through those words, God still speaks to his church today.
If you celebrated a wedding anniversary alone this year,


God is speaking to you.

If there will be an empty chair at your Thanksgiving dinner this week,

God is speaking to you.

If your child made it to heaven before making it to kindergarten,


God is speaking to you.

If you learned more than you want to know about any disease…


if you lost your dreams as they lowered the casket –




God is speaking to you.

This is what he once said…and this is what he still says:

When Jesus comes, God will bring back with Jesus all the Christians who have died.   [1 Thessalonians 4:13-14 NLT]
When you stand on the soft dirt near an open grave…

when you say good-bye to your loved one…


when cold shivers run through your body,




you need to remember what God as told you.
If your loved one’s heart was warmed by Jesus…

if your loved one’s heart was warmed by the good news 

of what Jesus did on a cross and in a crypt,

then know this: 

your loved one is not cold now –






they are resting in the warm arms of God.

And when God’s son comes back,


you will hold them too.

The day is coming, my friend --

the day is coming when Jesus will return 

with all the Christians who have died   [1 Thessalonians 4:14 NLT]
Sounds like the making of a big family reunion to me...

so let’s party!

2) We will see our lover for the first time

When Jesus returns,

we can see our loved ones again.

That’s what a pastor named Paul says –

that’s what he told a church in a letter he wrote long ago.

In a second letter to that church,


the good pastor told them



that when Jesus returns,




they – like we -- will be amazed.

Amazed at the new bodies we have?

Amazed at the loved ones we see?

You would think so,

but the pastor says “No!  We will be amazed instead at Jesus!”
Listen to this:

On the day when the Lord Jesus comes…all the people who have believed in him will be amazed at Jesus.  You will be in that group, because you believed. [2 Thessalonians 1:10 NCV]
What we have tried to imagine in our minds,

we finally will see with our eyes.

And, says that pastor named Paul, you and I will be amazed.

We well may wonder why.

We’re not being disrespectful…

just being honest.

It, of course, will be good to see Jesus at last;

but what’s the big deal?

what will be so amazing?

Let me answer that question with a story –

what seems to be the fairy tale romance 
of a prince and his peasant bride.

 It’s a baffling relationship;


no one sees what he sees in her.

He’s a peerless prince;


she’s a plain peasant –



not ugly…but she can be.
She has her moods…and they’re often bad.
She also has her manners…and they’re not all that good either.

But – according to the prince – he can’t live without her.
So one day, on the dirty floor of her dark cottage,

the prince knelt and asked for her hand in marriage.

When he stood up, he promised,


“I’ll come back for you soon.”

“I’ll be waiting,” she pledged.

We can understand why the prince had to leave;

he is the son of a king…with kingdom work to do.

What is hard to understand, though,


is the bride-to-be’s behavior while her prince is away.

She seems to forget that she’s engaged.

Days pass…and she doesn’t even mention the wedding.

Nights come…and she goes to flirt with other men in the village.

Why would she do that?

How on earth could a peasant girl forget her handsome prince?

How could a bride forget her groom?

Good question.

How could she?

How could we?

You see, this is not an ancient fable.
This is your story – and mine – today.

You and I – we are the peasant bride…

the one who forgets and flirts.

The prince?  That’s Jesus…

the one who has promised – no matter what – to come back for us.

You say that you’ve never imagined yourself as the bride of Jesus?

The mere thought makes you blush…
blush with shame perhaps?

No, you probably haven’t seen yourself as the bride of Jesus,

but God has!

 Do you remember the picture 
that John painted for us in a book called Revelation…


the picture of God’s people 

as a beautiful bride prepared for her husband?  [Revelation 21:3 NLT]
Can you recall how that pastor named Paul saw people like you and me?
In a letter to God’s people, Paul wrote:

I promised you as a pure bride to one husband, Christ.  [2 Corinthians 11:2 NLT]
You are a bride-to-be…

and Jesus is your lover.

I suspect that this too may strike you as strange.

After all, doesn’t it seem a bit odd 

to think of Jesus as a prince charming, madly in love with you?

But how else can you explain his actions?

Common sense didn’t put Jesus in a manger.

Logic didn’t nail him to cross.

He came to your village,


he slayed the old dragon that was tormenting you –



because he loved you.

And now, while he’s away, 
Jesus still treats you like his bride-to-be.
Doesn’t he shower you with his gifts?

Doesn’t he give his Spirit to guide you…his angels to care for you?
Why! you have privileges that only a fiancée could have.
Anytime you speak, he listens.

Let a tear appear on your cheek,


and he is there to wipe it.

Don’t forget this, either:


he’s building a house for you…



and dreaming of the day he will carry you over the threshold.

In my Father’s house, he whispers in your ear…

In my Father’s house there are many rooms, 


I am going there to prepare a place for you. [John 14:2-3 NIV]
As I was preparing this message, I read a story by Max Lucado.
He told of a man who called for advice –


a man whose girlfriend had taken a job in a distant city.

The man was ready for marriage;


his girlfriend was still thinking it over.

Before the man asked Max what he should do,


he told Max: “I guess I can live without her…but I don’t want to.”

There is no doubt that Jesus can live without you and me;


but he doesn’t want to –



he longs for each of us to be his bride.

He is longing for that day

when – as the prophet Isaiah has written –



he will rejoice over you as a bridegroom rejoices over his bride.  [Isaiah 62:5 NLT]
Have you ever noticed how a groom looks at his bride during the processional?
Most people miss it;


they turn to look at the bride entering the chapel.
But, as the person conducting the ceremony, I have a unique vantage point;


I can see the bride and groom at the same time.

When all eyes are on the bride,


I like to sneak a peek at the groom.

I have seen the poor guy sweating as we wait outside the church.

I often sense that he follows me to the front,

like a criminal walking to the gallows.

I notice how he wrings his hands 


as we stand in front,

waiting an eternity for the service to start.

But all that changes when she appears.

Almost instantly, he relaxes.
He forgets the tight tux.

He forgets the sweat-soaked shirt.

He even forgets the bet that he wouldn’t puke.

As soon as the groom sees his bride,


I can see how we feels –



it’s written all over his face:




“I just can’t live without her.”
Such, my friend, is the feeling that Jesus has for you.

As I said, he could live without you…


but he doesn’t want to.

And that’s why he’s coming back –


for you!

By the way, from my vantage point during a wedding,


I can also see what the bride does



when her eyes meet his…




when she sees that look on the groom’s face.

She, too, forgets all the other eyes


and focuses only on her lover.

The day is coming, my friend,

when you will see the face of Jesus…



when you will look into the eyes of your lover.

What you see will tell you…


will tell you how much he loves you…

how much he longs to live with you forever.

And you?

You, I suspect, will be – just as the pastor said –

you will be amazed…amazed at Jesus!
The day is coming when Jesus will return .

The day is coming when the prince will come for his bride…for you.
Sounds like the making of a big wedding to me...


so, again, let’s party!

At the end…

I wanna be in that number.

Do you?

Do you wanna be in that number of saints 

who go marchin’ in when Jesus returns?

Here’s a tip…

Live with both eyes…both ears wide open.
With one eye, 

look to the cross where your prince pledged his life to you. 


With the other eye, search the clouds and watch for his return.

With one ear,


listen to the sound from the cross –

the words that tell you: “It is finished”.

With the other ear,


listen for the sound of the trumpet –



the signal that the party is just beginning.

“Oh, when the saints (clap, clap)


oh, when the saints (clap, clap)



oh, when the saints go marchin’ in (clap, clap) --




I wanna be in that number…”

[The ideas in this sermon series have been prompted by Max Lucado in his book, When Christ comes.]
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