
So, another… ‘interesting’ reading today. That passage from Saint 

Paul’s first letter to the church in Thessalonica is probably the key 

text on which the fundamentalist doctrine of the Rapture is based. So 

this is the idea that, at some point in the future, all True Christians 

will suddenly and supernaturally be removed from the earth, thereby 

missing the ‘Great Tribulation’ during which the Antichrist – a 

political figure who had appeared to be the modern-day savior of 

humanity until that point – reveals his true (Satanic) colours and 

unleashes a reign of terror on the earth which will make Nazi 

Germany or Stalin’s purges look like a golden age by comparison. 

Obviously many of those True Believers will be driving cars – or 

worse, aeroplanes – when God ‘beams them up’ to Heaven, meaning 

that thousands of people will die in hideous crashes as a result; but 

then those will be people who rejected God’s offer of salvation so 

really they’ve only got themselves to blame… 

Now the fact that that makes God out to be a monster who looks after 

his friends but doesn’t care about anyone else aside, this whole 

scenario probably sounds like a bad science fiction movie to most of 

you. And the fact is, it is. Or rather, several, terrible films have been 

made about the Rapture; most notably ‘Left Behind’ starring Nicolas 

Cage which got a catastrophic 1% on Rotten Tomatoes.com which 

collates all known reviews and tells you how many were overall 

positive. And by way of comparison the recent adaptation of Andrew 

Lloyd Webber’s Cats which was also universally panned managed 

21%... 



And it wasn’t just secular critics that hated Left Behind. Christianity 

Today’s reviewer gave it half a star out of 5 and said ‘I tried to give 

[it] zero stars, but our computer wouldn’t allow that…’ 

Now in fact Left Behind was originally a series of best-selling books 

written by Tim La Haye and Jerry Jenkins and when I say best-

selling, I’m talking in the region of 80 million copies! So, not quite as 

many as Dan Brown or JK Rowling but not far off and my point is 

that millions of people believe this stuff.  

Writing in 1998, Professor Paul Boyer of the University of 

Wisconsin-Madison suggested that 30-40% of the American public 

believe in the rapture and I wonder what he’d make of the fact that, 20 

years later, these views are openly espoused by senior politicians such 

as US Secretary of State, Mike Pompeo, who said, in a 2015 address 

to a church in Kansas that [quote] ‘Politics is a never-ending struggle 

... until the Rapture’.  

Now I’d love to believe that that was just a figure of speech, the 

American equivalent of ‘Til Kingdom come’ but Pompeo is very open 

about his apocalyptic beliefs – which is alarming to say the least. I’m 

not sure that Donald Trump shares those beliefs. Yes, he courts the 

evangelical vote but have you ever seen that classic footage in which, 

after he’s piously cited the Bible as his favourite book of all time 

(with his second favourite being his own The Art of the Deal!) the 

interviewer says ‘So, what’s your favourite verse or passage in the 

Bible?’ At which point Trump blusters ‘Well, there’s just so many….’ 



‘OK. Well, just pick one of them…’ ‘Well, that stuff’s personal’ Cos 

of course this is a man who never likes to talk about himself… And if 

it is so personal, why did you bring it up in the first place?! 

Meanwhile, as an aside, there are people, as I’ve mentioned before, 

who believe that this passage from first Thessalonians is actually 

about Trump himself! That his election was foreseen in this prophecy 

and thus ordained by God. And to be fair, the King James Version 

does render verse 16 as ‘For the Lord himself shall descend from 

heaven with a shout, with the voice of the archangel and with the 

trump of God’!  

But clearly that’s on the same level as saying that tennis is mentioned 

in the Bible… because Joseph served in Pharoah’s court! Or that 

motorbikes are… because the sound of Moses’s Triumph was heard 

all over Egypt… 

Those aren’t my jokes, you understand. They’re groaners that I first 

heard from my grandad but the people who think that Trump is some 

kind of Messiah aren’t joking. They’re deadly serious. They don’t 

think he’s Jesus. That position’s taken but they do think that God has 

raised him up for such a time as this. But then doesn’t their own 

theology say that the charismatic political leader who appears on the 

world stage just before the apocalypse claiming to have all the 

answers to the problems of humanity is actually… the antichrist?! 

Now don’t get me wrong. I don’t believe in an Antichrist any more 

than I do a rapture and I think that both of those things – and the 



whole theological framework of which they’re a part – represent a 

naïve biblical literalism that ignores context, history, science and most 

significantly what the Bible as a whole reveals about the nature of 

God. But then they are in the Bible – in our reading this morning – so 

what are we to make of them? 

Well, I’ll leave the Antichrist aside for a moment – not a sentence I 

say very often these days – but let’s look at what Paul said about 

being ‘caught up in the clouds… to meet the Lord in the air’. If it’s 

not the spontaneous disappearance of millions of True Believers, what 

is it? And when is it supposed to happen? 

Well, I think the first thing to say is that Paul clearly thought it was 

going to happen in his lifetime or at least in the lifetime of his first 

hearers. Hence his repeated use of the first person plural: ‘Then we 

who are alive, who are left until the coming of the Lord… we will be 

caught up in the clouds’. Well, that clearly didn’t happen in the first 

century and equally clearly still hasn’t happened now – unless you 

want to go down the Harold Camping route, Harold Camping being, if 

you remember, the man who unsuccessfully predicted the date of the 

rapture three times.  

So originally he’d said it was going to be the 21st May1988, then the 

7th September 1994 and by the time he realized that it was actually the 

21st May 2014, the internet existed so the whole world got to watch as 

the apocalypse failed to happen leading one gleeful atheist to tweet on 

May 22nd ‘Cheer up, Harold, it’s not the end of the world!’  



But, undeterred, he came up with the literally-fantastic excuse that a 

spiritual judgement had occurred on that date and that the actual 

rapture was still going to happen on the 21st October.  

Obviously it didn’t cos we’re all still here. And St Paul was, 

mercifully, humbler than Harold and more able to revise his faith in 

the face of the facts – which of course he’d already had to do even 

more spectacularly by coming to believe in Jesus in the first place – 

but some scholars suggest that you can actually see his position on 

this issue changing throughout his writings… 

So, 1 Thessalonians is universally accepted as being the first of Paul’s 

surviving letters and therefore the oldest book in the New Testament. 

The earliest Gospel, Mark’s, is dated at between 65 and 73 BCE and 

Thessalonians is believed to have been written around the year 51. So, 

at that point, Paul and everybody else confidently expected Christ to 

return and the world to end imminently but even by the time he wrote 

Philippians and 1 and 2 Corinthians just a few years later, he’s started 

to come to terms with the fact that he might die before any of that 

happens and when we get to his last and longest letter, to the Romans, 

he’s saying that the end can’t happen ‘until the full number of the 

Gentiles has come in’. So when you put that together with Saint 

Mathew talking about the Gospel being preached to the whole world 

before the end can come, you see a gradual realization in the early 

church that maybe this is all gonna take a bit longer than they’d 

originally thought and of course here we are 2000 years later. 



Now the fact that the second coming hasn’t happened yet doesn’t 

mean that it couldn’t happen right now, I guess. But the fact is, 

everyone who’s ever predicted the return of Christ – and there’ve 

been lots of them – has been wrong and given that Jesus Himself said 

that he didn’t know when it was gonna happen and that we shouldn’t 

try and work it out, it does seem a bit of a waste of time!  

Plus, I tend to agree with Keith Ward, the former Regius Professor of 

Divinity at Oxford, who argues that if it’s legitimate to say that while 

the second coming didn’t happen when the earliest Christians thought 

it would (i.e. in their lifetime) it’s equally legitimate to say it won’t 

happen in the way they said it would either. So we don’t need to 

believe in bodies being literally caught up into the air or angelic 

trumpets – not that I’ve got anything against trumpets – and I’m 

happy to read all this as a poetic way of saying ‘Don’t worry, we’re 

all going to be with God in the end’. And even in this early text, Paul 

clearly states that his purpose here is to encourage people: ‘We do 

not want you to be uninformed, brothers and sisters… so that you may 

not grieve as others do who have no hope’.  

Now something I often point out at funerals is that even if you know 

you’re going to see your loved one again, it still hurts that you’re 

separated from them now. Faith isn’t an antidote to grief – but it does 

offer hope. And while I don’t believe in the apocalypse as imagined 

by the Left Behind books or Mike Pompeo, we are living through 

apocalyptic times: over 300,000 deaths from Covid worldwide; 



35,000 in the UK. And before all that started, some of us were rather 

worried about climate change, which really could mean the end of the 

world. So a bit of hope is welcome, needed, and the message that 

there is a life beyond this one – provided it’s not just for the chosen 

few – certainly offers that.  

But one of the other problems with Rapture theology is that it makes 

this world irrelevant, disposable. Why bother saving the planet when 

God’s going to remove us from it?  

Well, I don’t know about you but I’d rather respond to all those 

passages that ask ‘What will the master of the house say when he 

returns?’ by imagining that the ‘house’ in question is this planet and 

as things stand, I’m not sure how impressed the Master would be. So 

once this current crisis is over perhaps we need to start taking the 

ecological crisis much more seriously…?  

 

 


