RAPTUROUSLIVING WITHOUT THE RAPTURE
Scriptures: Luke 17:20-37; Revelation 7:9-17

One of the best selling novels of 1995 was a kadmut the Rapture. Tim LaHaye’s and
Jerry Jenkins’ bookeft Behind began a series of 12 novels that sold over 6Gamibooks. It
starts on an airplane where the pilot Rayford 8teediven startling news by Hattie Durham,
one of the flight attendants.

“People are missing,” she managed in a whispesjigither head in his chest. ... She
was sobbing now, her body out of control. “A whblench of people, just gone!”

“Hattie, this is a big plane. They've wanderedtte lavs or ...”

She pulled his head down so she could speak dinettl his ear. Despite her weeping,
she was plainly fighting to make herself understotitve been everywhere. I'm telling
you, dozens of people are missing.”

“Hattie, it’s still dark. We'll find ....”
“I'm not crazy! See for yourself! All over theaie, people have disappeared.”
“It's a joke. They're hiding, trying to ...”

“Ray! Their shoes, their socks, their clothes, regtheng was left behind. These people
are gone!” (p. 16)

That is a description of what many Christian grocgiéthe “Rapture.” The Rapture is
where all the Christians in the world are sudddx@sgimed up, so to speak, to be with Jesus in
heaven, while everyone else is left behind. Asyaght guess, this creates a fair amount of
chaos. As Rayford Steele guides his plane intoa@eHhirport he sees a pall of smoke over the
city. Cars are off the road and smashed into edodr. Planes are in pieces on the ground.
Emergency vehicles are picking their way throughdibris.

The idea of the Rapture comes from combining séddfarent scripture passages and
giving each of them a particular spin. The mogtontant is from | Thessalonians 4:16-17:

For the Lord himself, with a cry of command, wittetarchangel’s call and with the
sound of God’s trumpet, will descend from heave, e dead in Christ will rise first.
Then we who are alive, who are left, will be caugtn the clouds together with them to
meet the Lord in the air; and so we will be witlk ttord forever.

To come up with the Rapture, this scripture is coradh with the one | just read from
Luke 17. In verses 34-35 Jesus says, “I tell youthat night there will be two in one bed; one
will be taken and the other left. There will beotwomen grinding meal together; one will be



taken and the other left.” The idea is that thie fiollowers of Jesus are the ones suddenly
beamed up to heaven while the rest are left betoifieind for themselves.

Sometimes people combine these two scripture rgadiith Revelation 7. Revelation 7
pictures a multitude of people singing praises t@the throne of God. These, it is argued, are
the people who were caught up in the Rapture. Engyy peace with God in heaven, while
everyone else suffers the tribulation that afflitts people left in the world over the next 14
chapters of Revelation. That is called the “Piedtation Rapture.” Christians are scooped up
to heaven and don’t have to suffer all the badghitiat happen to everyone else.

Our Question of Faith for this week asks, “Whethes Rapture?” To answer that
guestion | need to revisit the whole idea of thetdee. For in my humble opinion the Rapture
as described in the bodleft Behind is a serious misreading of the Bible.

There are three big mistakes with the Rapture caadthing it gets right. That is the
outline for the rest of this sermon about the Ragtlihree mistakes and one thing right.

Mistake #1: When people focus on the Rapture, they forget that Jesus has already
come, and that in one sense the kingdom of God has already dawned.

Jesus makes this point at the beginning of ourrsksoripture lesson. He is asked by the
Pharisees when the kingdom of God is coming. Wisdike asking, “When is the Rapture?”
But Jesus says, “The kingdom of God is not comirtg things that can be observed; nor will
they say, ‘Look, here it is!” or ‘There it is!" Fpin fact, the kingdom of God is among you.”

In Jesus the kingdom of God is here now. Grargedresent it is hidden kingdom. 1t is
not something you can observe through unmistakagtes. As Jesus says elsewhere, it is like
yeast in bread dough. You can't tell it is thdret it is, and it is already fermenting and
bubbling and will one day transform the whole luaflough. So if you ask, “When is the
Rapture?” in one sense it has already started.kifigelom of God has already begun in Jesus,
and even now it is fermenting in us.

Mistake #2: When people focus on the Rapture, they forget that Jesus came to
redeem the world not to abandon it.

In Luke 17:24 Jesus says, “For as the lightninghiés and lights up the sky from one
side to the other, so will the Son of Man be inday.” In thelLeft Behind series many people
don’t realize that the Rapture has happened. dbeit realize that Jesus has come and taken
people to be with him. Initially there is a famaunt of chaos from all the driverless cars and
planes, but the Rapture happens and the worldgoéke it always does.

That is NOT how the Bible pictures it. Accordirglioth | Thessalonians 4 and Luke 17,
when Jesus comes again and we are caught up tarbkim, the whole world is transformed.
The world is not left behind, it is changed. Thsreo more ordinary eating and drinking,
buying and selling, planting and building. Itilsd the flood in the time of Noah. When Jesus
comes again and takes us to be with him, no ongadrack to business as usual.



For a moment turn back to our first scripture lesBom Revelation 7. Revelation 7
pictures a multitude of people from every natiamgsgig praises to God. In verse 13 one of the
elders asks, “Who are these, robed in white, anerevhave they come from?” Then in verse 14
he answers his own question: “These are they wkie bame out of the great ordeal; they have
washed their robes and made them white in the bdddloe Lamb.” (The Lamb is Revelation’s
picture for Jesus.) It does not say they avoitiedyreat ordeal. It does not say that they got to
lounge with Jesus sipping lattes while the reshefworld was engulfed in conflict. It says that
God brought them through these ordeals and gave thigiveness and new life through Jesus’
death on the cross.

Ultimately God wants to do that for the whole creat At the end of Revelation in
chapters 21 and 22, John describes a new heavemraawl earth. It says that the springs of the
waters of life flow through the new Jerusalem bingghealing to the nations. It says that death
and suffering will be no more, and God will wipesey tear from their eyes. Now look at
Revelation 7. After describing the white robed ttwdle who have been brought through the
ordeals of the world, verse 17 says, “For the Latihe center of the throne will be their
shepherd, and he will guide them to springs ofwheer of life, and God will wipe every tear
from their eyes.” Revelation 7 is a sneak previdwwow the whole story will end in Revelation
22. The blessings that God gives to the sainRewelation 7 are the blessings that God wants
for the whole world.

Mistake #3: When people focus on the Rapture, they forget that our job isnot to
escapethetribulations of the world but to serve Jesusin the midst of them, living as
signs of the new world Jesus cameto bring.

In Acts 1 after Jesus’ resurrection, the discilgls him, “Lord, is this the time when you
will restore the kingdom to Israel?” You might ghgy are asking, “When is the Rapture?” But
Jesus replies, “It is not for you to know the tinoegperiods that the Father has set by his own
authority. But you will receive power when the K @&8pirit has come upon you; and you will be
my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Sanaawibto the ends of the earth.”

One of the ironies of the bodleft Behind is that the most interesting and appealing
characters in the book are the ones who got Iéifinble It is not the people who got sucked up
out of the airplane that we come to care abouis Rayford Steele, the pilot, and Hattie
Durham, the flight attendant, and other people adrae to believe in Jesus and who struggle to
share Jesus’ love with people as the world spinddschaos. That is what we are all called to
do: not to escape the struggles of the world bghiere Jesus’ love and call people to follow him
in the midst of the struggles of this world.

Onething the Rapture got right: Jesus coming bringsa division into theworld, both
at hisfirst coming and at his second coming.

Near the end of Luke 17 Jesus says, “I tell youtha night there will be two in one bed;
one will be taken and the other left. There wdltivo women grinding meal together; one will
be taken and the other left.” This is not a pietof the Rapture, where some of the passengers
on the plane are beamed up while the rest arbégiind. This is a picture of the judgment



God’s kingdom will bring. When Jesus came the firme, some followed him and some didn't.
When Jesus comes again, some will be glad to joi) énd some won’t. Those glad to join him
will be received by Jesus. That is one of the nmgmnof the Greek word translated “taken” in
this verse. Some will be received by Jesus bedhesewill be glad for the kingdom he came to
bring. But others will want nothing to do with &nd they will be left out.

The question is which are you. If all that mattergou is what you can eat and drink,
what you can buy and sell, what you can plant anldi bthen you will not be eager for the
kingdom Jesus brings, where all these things ataicsomething greater. That is what
happened in the time of Noah when people did radizethat all the things they acquired for
themselves and built for themselves will one dayhshed away. If all you care about is what
you can get for yourself, what you can build fousgelf, the possessions or reputation you can
acquire for yourself, you are not going to like #iegdom of heaven where all these things are
lost in something greater.

But if in your heart you know there is more to lifen eating and drinking or buying and
selling, if in your heart you mourn because theeesdill people in this world who have nothing
to eat and drink, buy and sell, or build and lingif you sense that this world is not the place
God wants it to be and you yearn for the world wehdgath and suffering will be no more and
God will wipe every tear from our eyes, then yoll & eager to join the new world that Jesus
comes to bring and to show people glimpses ofri¢ h@d now even while we wait for it.

- Ken Onstot
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