The Secret Rapture

Introduction
The extraordinarily popular “Left Behind” series written by Tim LaHaye and Jerry Jenkins is captivating literature with a redemptive message.  The books by these Christian brothers has done much good in regard to introducing Jesus to thousands of people who might not otherwise have been exposed to the gospel.  The story of the original novel, however, is based on a premise that I believe needs to be challenged: A secret rapture.  

There will be a “rapture” of the saints at the return of the Lord.  This can only be denied by those who don’t believe that Jesus is, in fact, coming again.  The Spirit and the Bride say, “Come Lord Jesus,” and when (not if) he comes, I expect to rise to meet him and the great company of the saints in the air.  But to accept the idea that those who are “left behind” will not be aware of the Lord’s coming and will have sufficient time to repent and be saved is, unfortunately, fictitious.
“Rapture,” which means “to be carried away, especially in joy,”1 is not a biblical term but it has come to denote what happens to the Christians on the earth at the return of Christ.  When Jesus comes, we who are still alive…will be caught up…to meet the Lord in the air (1 Thessalonians 4:17).  This is no figurative portrayal of the Lord’s coming as we have in Revelation 19.  This is a literal description of what will take place when Jesus returns.  I am not at all challenging the premise of a rapture—just a secret one.

The Return of Christ

The most important principle of eschatological hermeneutics (interpreting what the Bible has to say about the end times) is this: Base your theology first and foremost on the passages of Scripture which deal directly and literally with the question of the return of the Lord and then interpret the more figurative and apocalyptic passages in light of those first findings.  What this means is that those passages of Scripture that we know for sure are addressing the events surrounding the second coming of Jesus (mainly, Matthew 24; Mark 13; Luke 21; Acts 1; 1 Corinthians 15; 1 Thessalonians 4; 2 Thessalonians 1 & 2; 2 Peter 3 and Revelation 1) are the ones on which we should build the foundation of our understanding of end times.  What happens so often, however, is that complicated and sometimes wild end-time scenarios are based first and foremost on passages that are less definite and/or much more figurative (mainly, Daniel, Ezekiel and Revelation 4-22).  It is not that these apocalyptic passages are unimportant.  The impact of their messages should be no less, and are sometimes greater, than the more direct New Testament teachings on the subject.  But in terms of understanding end times events, we need to start with the concrete and move to the abstract, not vice, versa.

The following is a brief summary of those more concrete passages of the New Testament which will show why, among other things, the idea of a secret rapture doesn’t fit the context of New Testament eschatology:
Jesus Comes
A. No one knows the day or the hour 

· Matthew 24:36: No one knows about that day or the hour, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son.    

· Matthew 24:42: Therefore keep watch, because you do not know on what day your Lord will come.
· Acts 1:7: It is not for you to know the times and dates the Father has set by his own authority.
B. We must be ready for his return because it comes unexpectedly, like a thief in the night
· Luke 12:40: Be ready, because the Son of Man will come at an hour when you do not expect him.
· Matthew 24:37ff: As it was in the days of Noah, so it will be at the coming of the Son of Man….
· 1 Thessalonians 5:2-3: The day of the Lord will come like a thief in the night. While people are saying, "Peace and safety," destruction will come on them suddenly…and they will not escape.
· Parables about being ready: The Ten Virgins (Matthew 25); The Faithful Stewards (Luke 12).
C. Jesus comes with the angels and the saints in the clouds
· Acts 1:11: Jesus…will come back in the same way you have seen him go into heaven.
· Matthew 25:31: When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him….
· 1 Thessalonians 3:13: …when our Lord Jesus comes with all his holy ones.
· 1 Thessalonians 4:16:  We who are alive and left will be caught up together with them in the clouds.
· Jude 1:14: See, the Lord is coming with thousands upon thousands of his holy ones.
D. All will see and hear
· Matthew 24:27, 30: …as lightning that comes from the east is visible even in the west, so will be the coming of the Son of Man…They will see the Son of Man coming on the clouds of the sky, with power and great glory.

· Revelation 1:7: Look, he is coming with the clouds, and every eye will see him….

· Matthew 24:31: And he will send his angels with a loud trumpet call, and they will gather his elect.
· 1 Thessalonians 4:16: For the Lord himself will come down from heaven, with a loud command, with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet call of God….
The Resurrection

A. The resurrection of the dead
· John 5:28-29: A time is coming when all who are in their graves will hear his voice and come out—those who have done good will rise to live, and those who have done evil will rise to be condemned.

· Acts 24: 15: There will be a resurrection of both the righteous and the wicked.

· 1 Corinthians 15:52: For the trumpet will sound, the dead will be raised imperishable….
· 1 Thessalonians 4:16: …the dead in Christ will be resurrected first.
B. We are changed
· 1 Corinthians 15:51-52: …we will all be changed—in a flash, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will sound, the dead will be raised imperishable, and we will be changed.
· 1 John 3:2: What we will be has not yet been made known. But we know that when he appears, we shall be like him.
C. The elect are gathered
· Matthew 24:31: And he will send his angels…and they will gather his elect from the four winds.
· Matthew 13:30: Collect the weeds to be burned; then gather the wheat and bring it into my barn.
· 1 Thessalonians 4:17: …we will be caught up…And so we will be with the Lord forever.
The Great Cataclysm
A. The cataclysm
· Matthew 24:29, 30: …the stars will fall from the sky, and the heavenly bodies will be shaken….all the nations of the earth will mourn. They will see the Son of Man coming….

· Luke 21:25, 26: Nations will be in anguish and perplexity at the roaring and tossing of the sea. Men will faint from terror, apprehensive of what is coming…for the heavenly bodies will be shaken.
· 2 Peter 3:10: But the day of the Lord will come like a thief. The heavens will disappear with a roar; the elements will be destroyed by fire, and the earth and everything in it will be laid bare.
B. The “Day of the Lord” (Question: Is the coming of Jesus and the Day of the Lord the same?  Darby, Ryrie, Lindsay, LaHaye, Hagee and others say no, but if you compare Matthew 24:43 and Luke 12:39-40 with 1 Thessalonians 5:2, 2 Thessalonians 1:7-10 and 2 Peter 3:10, the more plausible answer is, “Yes.”)

· Zephaniah 1:14, 18: The great day of the Lord is near…In the fire of his jealousy the whole world 

will be consumed, for he will make a sudden end of all who live in the earth.
· Amos 5:18: Woe to you who long for the day of the Lord…Will not the day of the Lord be darkness?
· 2 Thessalonians 1:7: …when the Lord Jesus is revealed from heaven in blazing fire with his powerful angels.
· Matthew 24:43:  If the owner of the house had known at what time the night the thief was coming he 

would have kept watch.
· 1 Thessalonians 5:2: You know very well that the day of the Lord will come like a thief in the night.
· 2 Peter 3:10: But the day of the Lord will come like a thief.
Immediate Judgment

· Matthew 16:27: For the Son of Man is going to come in his Father's glory with his angels, and then he will reward each person according to what he has done.
· Matthew 25: 31-32: “When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, he will sit on his throne in heavenly glory. All the nations will be gathered before him, and he will separate the people one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats…”
· 2 Thessalonians 1: 7-10: …This will happen when the Lord Jesus is revealed from heaven in blazing fire with his powerful angels. He will punish those who do not know God and do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus. They will be punished with everlasting destruction and shut out from the presence of the Lord and from the majesty of his power on the day he comes….
A New Heaven and Earth

· Isaiah 65:17, 19: Behold, I will create new heavens and a new earth…the sound of weeping and of crying will be heard in it no more.
· Revelation 21:1, 4: Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away…He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away.
· 2 Peter 3:12-13: That day will bring about the destruction of the heavens by fire, and the elements will melt in the heat. But in keeping with his promise we are looking forward to a new heaven and a new earth, the home of righteousness.
Breaking Popular Paradigms

The temptation will always be go back to certain familiar theological paradigms and look at theses scriptures through those lenses.  Let me advise against that.  I really do believe that if you take a fresh look at these more concrete and literal passages you will find that understanding the end-times is not really that difficult.  The reason that we get confused on the issues is because most of us have become indoctrinated in a particular viewpoint before we are able to get an unprejudiced look at what the basic New Testament scriptures are saying regarding the second coming of Jesus (this was true for me—I cut my teeth on “The Late Great Planet Earth,” by Hal Lindsay). If we were able to take a look at the basic New Testament witness with no preconceived notions, I believe that many of the popular end-times doctrines would be necessarily precluded. A pre- or mid-tribulation secret rapture would certainly be one.  In addition, I think that we would find more figurative than literal meanings for such famous apocalyptic concepts as the mark of the beast, Gog and Magog, the battle of Armageddon and the Millennium.  

Let me give you a simple example of how a figurative interpretation would be better than a literal one when dealing with certain apocalyptic passages.  In Revelation 19:11-16 John has an awesome vision of the returning and conquering Lord.  Jesus is riding a white horse, he has many crowns on his head, he is dressed in a robe dipped in blood and he is riding with a sharp sword coming out of his mouth.  Is it best to interpret this symbolically or literally?  Some would think that to interpret this figuratively would somehow take away from the authority of Scripture.  Not at all.  John’s vision paints a clear and compelling picture of the Lord at his coming.  Because of this depiction, there is no mistaking Jesus’ role as the triumphant arbiter of God’s wrath and justice when he comes again.  To interpret Revelation 19:11-16 literally does not do justice to the message of the vision and leads to confusion when compared with the more literal passages of Scripture that deal with the return of the Lord.  This doesn’t mean that there is nothing literal in Revelation, Daniel and Ezekiel and nothing figurative in the Gospels and Epistles.  We must be able to discern what is literal and what is figurative if we want to understand what really happens at the return of Christ.

There is another key that I have found to be very helpful in understanding the events surrounding the return of Jesus.  Matthew 24 is the most pervasive, extensive and probably the most important passage of Scripture on the subject.  Jesus’ discourse in Matthew 24 is actually a response to two questions the disciples asked when they heard Jesus speaking about the destruction of the temple in Jerusalem.  “Tell us, they said, when will this happen, and what will be the sign of your coming and of the end of the age?” (v3).  Notice that the disciples asked two separate questions. The first question was in response to Jesus statement regarding the destruction of the temple, "I tell you the truth, not one stone here will be left on another; every one will be thrown down."  The natural tendency when reading Matthew 24 is to assume that Jesus’ discourse is only about the sign of his coming and of the end of the age.  Some of it is about this, of course, but some of it is also about the events surrounding the destruction of the Jerusalem temple—an event which came to pass a generation later in the year 70 AD.  The key to interpreting this important passage of Scripture is to ascertain when Jesus is speaking of the destruction of the temple and when he is speaking of the sign of his coming and the end of the age.  This distinction will help immensely when attempting to interpret the events of Matthew 24.
The Secret Rapture

Eschatology can affect discipleship.  To allow room for believing that one might not necessarily have to be ready for the return of Jesus at any time because of some interpretation that says Jesus can't come back until the temple is rebuilt or that salvation will still be possible for those “left behind” flies in the face of the call throughout the New Testament that we be ready for return of the Lord.  One of the reasons that Jesus has not yet returned is because God is not willing that any perish and he continues to give opportunity for repentance to all before the coming of the Lord (see 2 Peter 3:9).  

I believe the premise of a secret rapture is false for three primary reasons:

· We rise, not vanish at the coming of the Lord.  If you saw the movie “Left Behind,” the believers who were raptured did not rise, they disappeared.  The Heavenly Groom is coming with great fanfare to receive his Bride, not to secretly steal her away to elope.  Jesus said, “They will see the Son of Man coming on the clouds of the sky, with power and great glory” (Matthew 24:30).
· Jesus’ return will be visible to all. When Jesus returns, you won’t miss it any more than you could miss a bolt of lightning over your head (Matthew 24:27).  Every eye will see him Revelation 1:7 declares.  

· Jesus’ return will be loud.  For the Lord himself will come down from heaven, with a loud command, with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet call of God… (1 Thessalonians 4:16).  This does not sound like a covert operation to me.
We tend to get the idea of the secret rapture from two passages of Scripture: Two men will be in the field; one will be taken and the other left. Two women will be grinding with a hand mill; one will be taken and the other left (Matthew 24:40-41); and, for you know very well that the day of the Lord will come like a thief in the night (1 Thessalonians 5:2; see also Matthew 24:43; Luke 12:39; 2 Peter 3:10; Revelation 3:3 and 16:15).  In each of the two passages, a natural but incorrect assumption is made about the meaning.  The assumption in the first case is that those who are left behind are left to continue living their lives.  Yes, the believers will be taken but why do we assume that judgment is reserved for another day?  The strong scriptural testimony is that the coming Jesus ushers in the Great Day of the Lord (see above sections on the Cataclysm and Immediate Judgment).  

The assumption in the second case is that Jesus’ coming will be in secret because when a thief comes, he comes covertly.  But the point of every one of the six New Testament scriptures that likens Jesus’ coming to a thief is not that he comes secretly but that he comes unexpectedly.  Jesus said, “But understand this: If the owner of the house had known at what time of night the thief was coming, he would have kept watch and would not have let his house be broken into. So you also must be ready, because the Son of Man will come at an hour when you do not expect him” (Matthew 24:43-44).  The eminent lesson concerning the thief in the night is being ready when he comes.

Those who propose a stealing away of the saints at the coming of the Lord also propose a second return of the Lord at the end of a tribulation period to set up an earthly kingdom.  In essence, we are talking about a “second, second coming.”   According to this interpretation, Jesus returns a first time to steal away his church and then returns another time to set up his kingdom. This scenario which, comes mainly out of a particular interpretation of Daniel, can only be made at the expense of the more clear-cut teaching of the Gospels and Epistles regarding the purpose and pattern of the Lord’s return.

Conclusion

There are many more issues surrounding the events leading up to the coming of the Lord which have not been covered or mentioned here (i.e. “The Man of Lawlessness;” the “birth pangs” of his coming and others).  I have wanted to deal with the subject of the secret rapture in the context of the general New Testament teaching concerning the return of the Lord.  This is not a new perspective on the Parousia (the coming of the Lord).  It has been the orthodox view of the church for most of its history (see the Apostles Creed and the Nicene Creed as well as most of the early church Fathers).  Only in the last 150 years has the idea of a secret rapture gained popularity—and that mostly in the western church.  Any doctrinal subject has to be evaluated not only by an objective as possible look at Scripture but also by how that doctrine hinders or enhances our daily walk with the Lord.  My hope is that your view of the end times makes you a better disciple of the Lord, living holy and godly lives as you look forward to the day of God and speed its coming.
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