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I’ve heard numerous sermons on this passage and I’ve heard many people try to explain what it means and I’ve never been satisfied with any of them.  Some people will use this as a justification for a doctrine called the Rapture, which proclaims that before a great and terrible time of war and pestilence on the earth that God will rescue all the Christians and leave everyone else behind.  I’ve never been happy with that idea because it seems to me that the God who created this world would not abandon his creation.  But I’m also not satisfied with the scholars who dismiss this as a misplaced apocalyptic hope in the return of Jesus that Paul expected to happen in his lifetime, and since it didn’t happen, we can safely ignore this passage.  Whatever Paul hoped for, this passage is at least an assurance that those who have died are not gone and that there is that glad hope for reunion in the life to come.

Then this last week a friend shared with me a meditation from Max Lucado, the writer of Christian devotionals who has a comment on this passage.  I’d never before considered this part of it, but the Scripture says that Christ will come “with a cry of command.”  What does that mean, a cry of command?  What will he say?  What is he commanding to happen?  Max Lucado says, “Have you ever wondered what that command will be? It will be the inaugural word of heaven. It will be the first audible message most have heard from God. It will be the word that closes one age and opens a new one.”  This will be the coming of the kingdom of heaven on earth.  What would you want that kingdom to look like?  What would you want him to say?  Not just at the end of the world, but today, if you could have Jesus command one thing, what would it be?  If you could have him say one word of power to change something, to fix something in this world, what would you want it to be?

During Matthew’s time there was a great conflict between the old and the new, and between those who thought the form of religion was as important as its content.  For the church of Matthew’s time, near the end of the first century, it was important to not just say the right words, but to actually live out one’s faith.  When I was 16, I was a very young Christian, and I went with some members of our church youth group to work for a couple of weeks in Mendenhall, Mississippi.  This was a small town in south central Mississippi, very poor, like most of that state was.  Divided by race as much of the south was back then.  One of the things we did was to put a coat of paint of the old church building of Voice of Calvary church.  It was there  had my first experience with the richness of African-American preaching.  I remember the old preacher talking about the voice of Jesus telling us what was important, calling us to faith but also calling us to deeds of love and gratitude.  As a person would leave the sanctuary, there was a sign placed right above the door, so you couldn’t miss it when you walked out into the world.  It said simply, “Walk Your Talk.”  I guess that’s a simple way of saying “practice what you preach,” but for some reason it was arresting and it stuck with me.  That’s what Matthew wants to happen, that’s what he would fix in the church, that people would walk their talk.  That’s probably always been a problem and a goal for Christians. Is that what you would fix?

In 1517, there was a priest in Germany who also believed that the church needed to be fixed and that a word needed to come from heaven to teach the church what to do.  This priest had become increasingly upset by the way some leaders in the church took advantage of the poor, that they kept the people ignorant and illiterate in order to keep themselves powerful.  He saw that when he read the scriptures he saw a God of grace who offers the new life of salvation as a free gift, unmerited by any works that we can do.  But he didn’t see that message getting out to the people.  So he wrote down what he believed needed to be changed, needed to be fixed, and on the eve of All Saints Day, October 31st, 1517, 494 years ago tomorrow, Martin Luther posted his complaints, called the 95 Theses on the door of the Castle Church in Wittenberg, German.  This was the beginning of the Protestant Reformation.

The Castle Church also held one of Europe's largest collections of holy relics. These had been piously collected by Frederick III of Saxony. At that time pious veneration of relics was purported to allow the viewer to receive relief from temporal punishment for sins in purgatory. By 1509 Frederick had over 5,000 relics, purportedly "including vials of the milk of the Virgin Mary, straw from the manger of Jesus, and the body of one of the innocents massacred by King Herod.”  Martin Luther not only thought that these were frauds but that to think that a person could get points with God for praying before a piece of hay from a manger was not what God intended for his church.  There was something that needed to be fixed.  

What would you want to fix?  What would you want Jesus to say? What would Jesus command?  Again Max Lucado says, “I think I know what the command will be. I could very well be wrong, but I think the command that puts an end to the pains of the earth and initiates the joys of heaven will be two words: “No more.”
The King of Kings will raise his pierced hand and proclaim, “No more.”
The angels will stand and the Father will speak, “No more.”
Every person who lives and ever lived will turn toward the sky and hear God announce, “No more.”
No more loneliness. 
No more tears. 
No more death. No more sadness. No more crying. No more pain.”
Is that what you want Jesus to say?  Is that what you hope for?  No more treating each other badly.  No more selfishness.  No more fear that makes us act like those with no hope.  Hope is Paul’s message here.  The church in Thessalonica expected Jesus to return soon, in their lifetimes.  But some of their members had fallen asleep.  Some people in the church had died before having the opportunity to enjoy what was going to happen when Jesus did return.  What happens to them?  Would they miss out?  Are we separated from them forever?  That’s the issue Paul is addressing in the Thessalonian church.  He wants them to live as people who have hope, hope that God is still coming and they and their loved ones are safe in the Lord whether they are alive now or have “fallen asleep.”  What Paul would fix in the church is for the people to have hope.
Before we dismiss this text as one that does not mean anything because it is written to people who were mistaken about the coming of Christ, let us remember where we are.  Actually let us remember when we are.  These are the weeks before Advent, the advent of advent if you will.  The Swiss theologian Jurgen Moltmann reminds of that when we speak of Advent we must remember that we celebrate a three-fold advent in Christ.  We not only celebrate the advent of Jesus as he was born in a stable in Bethlehem, and we look forward to his second advent when Christ comes again, but we also remember his advent as he comes to us each day in the Holy Spirit and Christ walks with us each day, and dwells with us and empowers our spirits.  Advent is each day we rise, and the call of the Lord Jesus comes not just at the end of time, but to each of us each day.  Maybe today is the day that we actually listen and we hear him say, No more.  Maybe today is the day we stand with the angels as we hear him say, No more.  Today we know that it is by the command of Christ that like Matthew and Martin we fix the church, but we also fix ourselves and say that there is no more room for hatred or division or intolerance, or holding grudges.  There is no more room for fear or egoism, no more room for sin or suffering or injustice.  Not here, not now, no more.  For that day we hope.  For that word we listen.  For that command we wait.
