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2 Thessalonians 2:1-14
“Faith is the victory”  (song we just sang). It’s a great song, isn’t it? We have everything to hope for.  It is a discussion we started last week as we studied 2 Thessalonians.  Turn there with me if you will, 2 Thessalonians. Last week we talked about the book being written for two purposes:
One, was to give people encouragement.  It’s funny how, even in our day, Jesus seems to be this line of spiritual demarcation. Jesus causes a lot of consternation in people.  You see that every Christmas, it seems, with the controversy over public displays of “Jesus in the manger,” or any religious symbol that accurately reflects the true meaning of the holiday. Why all the fuss?  If there is nothing really to him, why is there so much fuss about him?  
The second purpose of the book is to correct a misunderstandings about the Second Coming. Things that Paul wrote about in the first letter were misunderstood so he had to write a second letter to clarify himself.  
Last week we talked about two things the Thessalonians got right.  They were “growing in their faith” and they were “increasing in their love.”  That’s a great challenge for us all. If there is any focus we should have in our lives, if we could reduce the Christian faith to two things, those two would be it: growing in faith (growing in our relationship with God) and increasing our love (growing in our relationship with others).  

Last week we talked about the hope we have and the benefits of that hope. Today we are going to look at the heart of the letter - the Second Coming.  I am not sure if you have had many messages on the Second Coming, but it is an important topic.  It is in the Bible, a lot, and is the passage recommended by the lectionary for today. (I never preach from the lectionary but in this series, for the sake of our older members, we preached the lectionary, which commended to us 2 Thessalonians) Look at Chapter 2:1-14.    
It won’t be a comprehensive look.  We only have 20-25 minutes so we can’t deal with the “man of lawlessness” and who he is, 666 and how you interpret this code, etc. What I want to do is focus on just three phrases in the passages:  the word clarity, the word shaken, and how it is that God defeats this man of lawlessness; this epitome, or incarnation, of evil.  
 Two mistakes I find Christians make when it comes to the topic of the Second Coming.  
1.  To overemphasize it to the point that you leave out a lot of other passages of scripture. It’s not good to be consumed by this topic and read books solely on the Second Coming and try to “break the code” of when Christ will return. Some people have even mapped out the end – Have you ever seen a “tribulation map?”
2.  To underemphasize it. You neglect it and act as though it’s not really there and will never really happen. You avoid it by refusing to really think about it.  
I think both are mistakes.  I find there are denominational differences when it comes to the Second Coming.  I find there are some churches-usually the more conservative churches-who are really into the Second Coming.  I find often the main line or the denominational churches don’t talk about the subject. Have you ever studied the topic? How many of you have read or heard of the Left Behind series? 
 It’s interesting the differences. Let me give you an interesting statistic.  Do you know how many people (when they polled the average American)…what percentage of the populace believe in, not just the end of the world, but that Jesus Christ himself will return?  Guess the percentage.  What percentage of the U.S. population?  61%.    What percentage of the U.S. population actually attended church?  (Let people respond).  25%. So there seems to be a real disconnect between what we believe and how we live.  61% believe Jesus himself is actually going to return but only 25% are preparing themselves for it.  That’s interesting.  
If you look at the number of movies that have been made about the Second Coming, or about the “end of the world;” it’s amazing.  Name some movies you have seen recently that are about the end of the world.   No matter how it ends whether by asteroid -  Deep Impact, and Armageddon; or by environmental forces: The Day After ,The Day After Tomorrow;” or Martians: The Day the Earth Stood Still, Independence Day.  Do you remember The War of the Worlds?  There are two versions of it.  How about the The Planet of the Apes.  They hit the button, nuclear war, the earth blows up.  There’s been a lot of movies depicting the end of the world: Terminator, The Rise of the Machines, I Robot, The Matrix, even Star Wars in part.  
There are just oodles and oodles and oodles of films that deal with a sense that the world is going to come to an end.  It is not only part of mainstream Christianity, but mainstream America! (which is an interesting thing).  In fact, Charles Strasser, a professor of history at the University of New York says this, “With the possibility of nuclear or environmental destruction, it now takes an active imagination not to think that the world is coming to an end.”  That is interesting. 
Well, what about it?  When is it going to happen?  How is it going to happen?  Who is going to end it?  What is going to end it?   How can we be prepared for it?  

We need clarity on this issue because there is so much confusion. To help bring clarify to this topic we are going to walk through 2 Thessalonians verse by verse.  I will go as long as I can until we run out of time.  There’s a lot of interesting stuff in this passage.  Let’s start at 2 Thessalonians 2:1.  
“And now, brothers and sisters, let us tell you about the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ and how we will gather together to meet him.  Another version says, “Let me bring “clarity” about the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ. 
Let’s pray…
Again the version I am following is the New Living Translation. It says “Let us bring clarity about the Second Coming of our Lord Jesus Christ and how we will be together with him.” That’s what we need, clarity.  There is confusion about date.  All the time you are seeing people who want to try to date it. Think of the number of times people have falsely predicted the end. After a while you become jaded and wonder if He will ever return! There’s confusion over how will it occur. Will it happen as the result of global warming or war, or nuclear holocaust? Will an asteroid hit us?  I do believe we can rule out “Martians.” Agreed? Unless God is the “Martian” from outer space. Will God use one of these things to end the world, will we do it or will God do it personally?  
There are some movies like The Jesus of Montreal  that try and make the point, “maybe He’s already returned but in a form we can’t recognize or maybe he will return, like He did the first time, in a way that is unexpected and unrecognized.” Maybe Jesus will come secretly.  I am surprised how many people believe Jesus came already, that He came secretly and people didn’t know it.  This guy right now says he is Jesus and he has returned and some people believe him.  
(More areas of confusion) Does Jesus come in one stage or two stages?  Is it “pre-mil”, “post-mil”, or is there no “millennium”(known as A-millennialism). Is it “pre-trib,” “post-trib,” “mid-trib,” or “pan-trib,” that is, “in the end it’ll all pan out.” Do you even know what these terms mean, let alone knowing which one is right? If you’ve never heard these terms, I’m sure that, if you weren’t confused before, you are now! Am I right?
How do we recognize Jesus?  How do we prepare?  Do we shave our heads and go to the top of a mountain and wait?   Do we work as hard as we can to prepare. Or are you  a little bit cynical because people have been predicting the end for the past 2000 years and it hasn’t happened and you’ve decided, that it’s probably highly unlikely to occur in your life time so you are rolling the dice and betting that it probably isn’t going to happen in your life. “I’m not going to worry about it too much,” you say. 

What are we to believe?  It’s  important to have clarity on this issue because there have been a lot of people who have gotten caught up in apoplectic cults and have lost their lives over it. Or they have done some really dumb things due to a misreading of what the Bible has to say on this issue.  You say how could they think of these things?  I know there was someone who came up to me upset over 1 Thessalonians 4. They weren’t sure when their loved one, who passed on, will be resurrected.  The passage seems to indicate that it happens at the end of time, when Jesus comes again to receive his people. No one  pops out of their grave until then. That would mean their loved one is asleep and does not know it and could be there a very long time. They themselves were up there in years and the thought of “soul sleep” was abhorrent to them.  The person had hoped to meet her husband when she died. She wondered if she would or would she, according to this passage, be asleep in the grave for hundred years, a thousand years, who knows? 
So which is it?  Do we go immediately, like Jesus said to the thief on the cross, die and wake up in Paradise or are we in the grave until the end of the world? These are important issues.  We need clarity on them. 

Why is there confusion?  There’s confusion for at least three reasons:  1. Many people have not read the Bible.  The information is there, but we just haven’t spent enough time to read it. 2. A lot of people have very poor Bible study skills.  Most of the confusion comes from the fact that people do not let the Bible speak for itself.  Instead we take literal passages and make them symbolic and take symbolic passages and making them literal.  We are not recognizing the fact that Jesus entered into a culture and a day where people use language in a variety of ways and Jesus took those forms of expression and used them to communicate to people. He spoke the language of the people. At that time people, like today, used figures of speech.  In fact his disciples themselves said “at last you’re speaking plainly not figuratively.”  (John 16:29)  They themselves recognized that Jesus used figurative and symbolic language.  Some say, “All you are trying to do is explain the Bible away.”  No, I’m not.  I’m simply doing what Jesus did. Sometimes he used symbols, and figurative language and sometimes he spoke plainly to them.  
Let me give you an example.  There’s a passage that says:  “If your eye causes you to lust”...what do you do?....gouge it out!”  Is the passage literal or symbolic/figurative?  If it’s literal there should be a lot of blind guys this morning, am I right?  How many guys have looked at a woman and have had inappropriate thoughts?  You have got to gouge your eyes out then! Why don’t we? We recognize that Jesus was using a popular form of speech in his day, hyperbole. What is hyperbole? It is an intentional exaggeration in order to make a the point. The point being here: We need to take sin seriously. Lust has the power to take us straight to hell, whether it is our final destination or the state of our existence on earth. Lust can do serious harm to us so we need to deal with it seriously and not allow it to remain in our lives.  
It is important to learn to discern what God meant when he had His Word written down for us. We also need to develop good Bible study skills.  The biggest mistake I find in people’s Bible study skills is how they approach the book of Revelation.  They approach it as though it is a literal book, written in prose and it is NOT!  It is a very symbolic book.  It is clear by the use of bizarre figures and strange numbers that is was written in a highly symbolic language. The style of writing was very popular then It’s called apocalyptic parallelism.  It was common in Jesus’ day.  It is even common today. (The Hobbit, Lord of the Rings, The Chronicles of Narnia are all written using this style of writing). It is just a very different writing style.  If you don’t recognize it and you read it as though it is literal and chronological, you will come up with some very bizarre conclusions.  Have you seen “tribulation maps?” That’s not the right way to read the book of Revelation.

It’s poor Bible study skills as well. Let’s move on to the passage for today…
“Dear brothers and sisters let us clarify some things about the Second Coming.”. Well, the first thing Paul clarifies in this passage is the timing of the Second Coming.  Again, just like today, they had a problem with “When?” Here is what verse 2 says, “Don’t be so easily shaken or alarmed by those who say that the day of the Lord has already begun.”  It’s begun? That is kind of a strange thing.  What do they mean by the “Day of the Lord?”  The day of the Lord refers to two things. 1) It can refer to the absolute last day of the world’s existence: judgment day, the end of the world; or 2) It can refer to the sequence of events that leads up to the Second Coming.  There are a lot of events or sign leading up to the end. Jesus lists them in Matthew 24 and refer to them as “labor pains.”  As in birth, there are mild labor pains, medium labor pains, and intense pain just before delivery.  
The rumor that was spread in the church (it was perhaps from a sermon, a letter, or someone had prophesied) that Jesus had returned and that the clock had already started ticking. Judgment Day was just around the bend!  They heard this message and in anticipation of it some folks quit their job. Some sold their property. Some of them went to the mountain top.  There they waited and waited and waited and nothing happens.  They expect their enemies to be conquered, themselves to be vindicated, and nothing happens and people thought: “He’s not going to return.  This whole thing is just bunk. It’s a farce!”
They started to lose hope.  Paul says… “who told you he’s already returned?” or the sequence of events leading up to his return has already occurred?  Where did you get that stuff?  He continues by saying, in effect:  I can tell you right now he hasn’t returned and isn’t going to return and here’s why.  Note the clarity. 

We are going to go over how Paul knew the end was not yet but first we need to hear the first message -   We too need to be clear about the time of Jesus’ return.  
I can’t tell you how many times in my lifetime, and, if you read church history (I know they are reading church history in Jeff Jordan’s class right now), how many times people have predicted the end of the world or Jesus’ return: hundreds of times! Christians throughout the centuries predicted the Second Coming and it hasn’t occurred. Why? Because they did not have clarity on the issue of time.
There is a passage I want you to take literally.  Listen to this passage, write it down, memorize it, underline it!  Here is something you should take literally about the time.  Matthew 24:36 says “However no one knows the day or the hour.”   Now, don’t say day or hour  Ok, I can know the month or I can guess the year.   No, it means no one knows the time...the day, year, month, or whatever.  You might guess it...accidentally.  If a billion people guess a different year you know that someone’s going to be right but it’s a guess. Somebody is going to win the lottery.  But no one knows the day or the hour when these things will happen, not even the angels in heaven, not even the Son himself.  He says “I don’t know.”  If he doesn’t know are you going to know?  Am I going to know?  Only the Father knows.   
Historically some of the biggest offenders have been: 1) The Shakers-  They believed in Jesus return and told people not to marry or have children. They didn’t; He didn’t and the movement died out. 2) This is what causes the Jehovah’s Witnesses church to grow.  It is all based on fear. They are told: “These are the last days. Armageddon is around the bend.” And people, fearful about the end and wanting to be safe, join their church. All because they do not know what the Bible says about the timing of Jesus’ return.  3) Do you remember this headline, “Doomsday Now Only Five Years Away.”  When was this written?  1995.  What was in five years?  The second millennium! The very same thing happened at the turn of the first millennium.  All of this frenzy over the turning of the calendar over to the next millennium.  The year 2000, Y2K bug, all this panic… and we are still here.  We need some humility over the issue of time.  
What do I know for certain about time?  I know for certain that Jesus is going to come back. I do know that. That is clear in the scripture. It is imminent. “When everything is ready I will come back and get you so you will always be with me where I am. John 14:3.    
Why hasn’t Jesus come back yet?  It has been 2000 years.  Well, Peter addresses that. 
 2 Peter 3:8-10 says “But do not forget this one thing, dear friends: With the Lord a day is like a thousand years, and a thousand years are like a day. The Lord is not slow in keeping his promise, as some understand slowness. He is patient with you, not wanting anyone to perish, but everyone to come to repentance. But the day of the Lord will come like a thief.” 

How will it occur? I do not believe it is going to happen by nuclear war, environmental causes, or asteroids, or Martians coming from the sky.  Scripture seems to indicate that Jesus is going to end the world himself…personally.   God began it.  It seems proper and  logical that he is going to end it.   Also it is clear from the passages we’ve read that Jesus will return personally and return obviously.  
Matthew 24:24 is an important passage. It describes Jesus’ return as “lightening flashes from the east and shines all the way into the west, so it will be when the Son of Man comes”.  This is important because I keep seeing movies and hear people say, “Who says Jesus can’t return secretly or as come as a bum or this person that nobody really identifies?”  There’s a guy right now who says that he is Jesus. He has come secretly. There are a lot of people who say they are the Messiah; for example, Sung Yung Moon and Mother Lee.  There are a lot of people who have made this claim.  How do you know they are not right?  Because, Jesus says it is going to be obvious.  
Have you ever been in an electrical storm when it hits and lights up the entire sky?   Is there any missing it?  No!  It is obvious!  Everyone sees it!  It fills the entire sky!  The same thing is true when Jesus returns.  It’s going to be obvious.  Everyone is going to know it.  You don’t have to guess. You won’t have to wonder, “Is it this person or this person or this person.” Everyone will see it. He is going to come back and tear back the veneer of the sky.  He’s going to do a little peek-a-boo. “Hi guys!”  “It’s me!”  He is coming down and time ends.   

This brings up another issue about the timing of Jesus’ coming and it’s in reference to the “Rapture.”   Now if you are new to the subject “Rapture” means the evacuation of Christians from the earth before the Great Tribulation.  What it indicates or teaches is that:  there are passages of scripture which describe Jesus’ coming in the air for the Church and there are passages about Jesus’ return that refer to his coming with the Church. Well, is there a two-stage return?  You have seen the bumper stickers haven’t you, “In case of Rapture this car will be unmanned”?   Have you seen the response bumper sticker now?  Everyone has a response bumper sticker now. The response bumper sticker is, “When Rapture comes can I have your car?”  
Thessalonians helps us by addressing this issue. Let me read verses 3-7.  “Don’t be fooled by what they say.  For that day will not come until there is a great rebellion against God and the man of lawlessness is revealed-the one who brings destruction.  He will exalt himself and defy every god there is and tear down every object of adoration and worship.  He will position himself in the temple of God, claiming that he himself is God.  Don’t you remember that I told you this when I was with you?  And you know what is holding him back, for he can be revealed only when his time comes.”  
Here’s the problem with the pop-teaching on the Rapture. Paul gives us the reason he knows Christ hasn’t returned yet. He says in effect, “You know the reason Christ hasn’t returned, yet? Here’s why…  Now if the teaching on the Rapture is correct, Paul’s answer should have been “the reason you know Christ hasn’t returned is ‘You are still here!’”  But, that’s not his response.  He says, “You know he has not returned because you haven’t seen the anti-Christ.  You haven’t seen the man of lawlessness. We haven’t experienced the final incarnation of evil- that person who has attacked and come against the Church - whom God is going to overcome.”  If the Rapture is real then that should have been Paul’s answer.  But he doesn’t answer it that way. You get the same picture of the end from Jesus as recorded in the Gospels. There’s no indication or sense of a two-stage coming.  What he says is “as in the days of Noah” and then boom!  The other phrase is “as a thief in the night”.   He tells the Parable of the Ten Virgins and in the parable there’s no second chance (if you miss the Rapture you get a second chance).  No, if the King comes and you don’t have oil in your lamp, it’s over. You don’t get a second chance.  That is the clear Gospel picture of the end.  
Why is this a big deal?  Why do I mention it?  It’s not a big deal if there is a Rapture.  We are out of here anyway.  We don’t have to deal with all of the stuff that will occur.  It is a big deal if we truly are (as most Americans believe) in the last days and it is going to happen in our lifetimes.   There are a lot of people who will be unprepared because they are expecting to escape it all.  If there is any message about the end that is in every picture or teaching on the return of Christ it’s this:  Preparedness. After every passage on this topic you are encouraged to be ready!
One example is “For you too must keep watch for you do not know what day your Lord is coming.  Understand this:  If a homeowner knew exactly when a burglar was coming, he would keep watch and not permit his house to be broken into.  You also must be ready at all times for the Son of Man will come when least expected.”(Matthew 24: 42-44)   Our passage in Thessalonians it ends with, “With all these things in mind, dear brothers and sisters, stand firm and keep a strong grip on the teachings we passed on to you both in person and by letter.”

The question for us all is: Are we prepared?  I have run out of time and I still have two more points!  This is an important subject. It is important to deal with it. How do we get prepared?  What gets us ready? We’ll pick up again on this next week. Right now the  young people are coming sing to us a message on being prepared and how to do so… (Kid’s choir sings)
Prayer
