
Christ’s 
Return 
in the 

Air 

Because Christ can be trusted, we know that He will keep His 

promise to return for His own. He promised His disciples: “I 

go to prepare a place for you. And if I go and prepare a place 

for you, I will come again and receive you to Myself; that where I am, 

there you may be also” (John 14:2–3). 
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 What Will 
Happen?

Th is event is described in 1 Th essalonians 4: 

Th e Lord Himself will descend from heaven with a shout, 
with the voice of an archangel, and with the trumpet of God. 
And the dead in Christ will rise fi rst. Th en we who are alive and 
remain shall be caught up together with them in the clouds to 
meet the Lord in the air (vv. 16–17). 

 At a predetermined time, the Son of God will leave the Father’s side and 
descend toward earth. As He does, three mighty sounds will echo across the 
halls of heaven and sweep over the earth: a shout, the voice of an archangel, 
and a blast from the trumpet of God. When these sounds are heard, all believ-
ers since the time of Christ will be resurrected. Th e bodies of the Christians 
who have died will arise, be transformed, be reunited with their souls, and be 
taken to Christ’s side in the air. Th en every living Christian will be removed 
from the earth, “caught up” to join with the resurrected believers for a great 
and glorious meeting in the air. Christ will take them to be with himself, and 
they will “always be with the Lord” (v. 17). 

  Th is is also in view in 1 Corinthians 15:51–52, where Paul wrote: 

We shall not all sleep, but we shall all be changed—in a moment, in the 
twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will sound, and the 
dead will be raised incorruptible, and we shall be changed. 

 In a moment of time the earth will be emptied of Christians. 

 
When Will It  
Happen?

No one really knows when this event will occur. Th e time is not spelled out in 
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prophecy. We are told instead to maintain an attitude and condition of readi-
ness, for Christ said: 

Th erefore you also be ready, for the Son of Man is coming at an hour you 
do not expect (Matthew 24:44). 

 Christ taught this attitude of watchfulness in two similar parables record-
ed in Luke 12. In the fi rst parable (vv. 35–40), He likened His coming to the 
return of the master of the house from a wedding. In the second (vv. 42–48), a 
man has left his household aff airs in the hands of a servant. 

 Th e key element in both parables is that the day of the master’s return 
could not be known. Because of that, the servants were to maintain constant 
readiness. Th e same is true of us as we wait for Christ’s return. 

 Th is could occur at any moment. Th at’s what the word imminent 
means. But that does not necessarily mean His return will occur soon. Yes, 
it’s imminent—it could take place before you take your next breath, but it 
is not necessarily immediate. Th e Lord could delay His return another few 
hundred years. 

 We believe that this event will be the fi rst of the end-time events. It is re-
ferred to as “the rapture of the church.” Th e word rapture comes from the 
Latin word rapere, which literally means “to seize” or “to catch away.” For an 

 FOCAL POINT 

The promised second coming of our Lord will mean 
for us the beginning of the promised joys of heaven. 
It will mean being with Christ, which is better by far. 
But that will not be the whole story. It will precipitate 
the greatest series of judgmental events in the history 
of the world.

—J. Oswald Sanders
Heaven: Better By Far
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explanation of why we believe that the rapture is separate from the second 
coming of Christ to the earth, see pages 47–49. 

 
The Judgment Seat  
Of Christ

Th ose who are taken from the earth will meet Christ in the clouds and go to 
be with Him. Th en they will stand before the Lord in judgment. Th is event is 
called the judgment seat of Christ. Paul foresaw it when he wrote: 

We must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, that each one may 
receive the things done in the body, according to what he has done, whether 
good or bad (2 Corinthians 5:10). 

 Th e issue for those at the judgment seat of Christ will not be salvation. 
Th ey are all God’s children—forgiven and adopted on the basis of their 
acceptance of Christ. Th e purpose is to determine the degree of reward they 
receive. They will be called into account and receive what is due them 

(2 Corinthians 5:10). Th e primary issue will be faithfulness (1 Corinthians 

 FOCAL POINT 

“Moreover it is required in stewards that one be found 
faithful. But with me it is a very small thing that I should 
be judged by your or by a human court. In fact, I do not 
even judge myself. For I know of nothing against myself, 
yet I am not justifi ed by this; but He who judges me is 
the Lord. Therefore judge nothing before the time, until 
the Lord comes, who will both bring to light the hidden 
things of darkness and reveal the counsels of the hearts. 
Then each one’s praise will come from God.” 
 —1 Corinthians 4:2–5
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4:2, 4). Th is is emphasized in three 
of our Lord’s parables: the worker 
in the vineyard (Matthew 20:1–16), 
the talents (Matthew 25:14–30), 
and the ten minas (Luke 19:11–27). 

 Some will receive reward at 
the judgment seat of Christ; others 
will suff er loss (1 Corinthians 3:11–
15). We are not told just what this 
will involve. Th ere will be no pun-
ishment, for Jesus Christ bore all 
the penalty for our sin on the cross. We may be shown our shortcomings and 
failures. We may be reminded of our selfi shness and of the sins we did not 
confess. Th e “loss” we suff er will be in the receiving of less reward than we 
could have received.

 FOCAL POINT 

“The greatest thought 
that has ever entered my 
mind is that one day I will 
have to stand before a 
holy God and give an 
account of my life.”
  — Daniel Webster
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MEMORY VERSE

Thinking Through
1. On page 14, we are told of three mighty sounds that will sweep the earth at Christ’s 
return for His children. What are they, and what do you think is their signifi cance?

2. What is the key element of the two parables of watchfulness discussed on page 15? 
How can that key element aff ect the way we live for Christ each day?

3. How does the judgment seat of Christ fi t into the prophetic scheme? (pp. 16–17). 
What will the primary issue of that judgment be? What is meant by “rewards” and “loss” 
at this judgment? (See also 1 Corinthians 3:11–15; 9:24–27.)

S T UDY  GU IDE2
read pages 13–17

Christ’s Return in the Air
To understand the Bible’s teachings about 
the rapture and the judgment seat of Christ.

Warming Up
What would you do if you awoke one morning to fi nd 
that a loved one in your family had disappeared—
suddenly and unexpectedly—without a trace?

1 Corinthians 15:51–52— 
“Behold, I tell you a 
mystery: We shall not all 
sleep, but we shall all be 
changed—in a moment, 
in the twinkling of an eye, 
at the last trumpet.”

Going Further

Refer
Using a concordance, study Bible, Bible dictionary, or reputable website, fi nd Bible 
passages that speak about the diff erent kinds of rewards that a Christian can expect to 
receive at the judgment seat of Christ. (Hint: Look for keywords like crown or reward.) 
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1. Th e context of the passage is that Paul is answering 
a question posed by believers who had seen loved 
ones taken in death. How did these words of Christ’s 
return help them to fulfi ll the challenge of verse 18?

2. Th e phrase “we who are alive” reveals Paul’s 
conviction about the imminence of Christ’s return. 
What was that conviction, and why should we 
share it today?

3. Paul said to “comfort one another with these 
words” (v. 18). How does the promise of the rapture 
comfort you? What hope does the rapture hold for 
those whose Christian loved ones have already died? 

16 Th e Lord Himself will descend 
from heaven with a shout, with the 
voice of an archangel, and with the 
trumpet of God. And the dead in 
Christ will rise fi rst. 17 Th en we who 
are alive and remain shall be caught 
up together with them in the clouds 
to meet the Lord in the air. And thus 
we shall always be with the Lord. 
18 Th erefore comfort one another 
with these words.

Digging In Read 1 Thessalonians 4:16–18

Prayer Time  >
Use the Our Daily Bread 

article on the next page 
as a guide for a devotional 

and meditation time 
relating to the end times.

Reflect 
Are you ready at this moment to appear before Christ’s judgment seat? What do you 
think the Lord would say to you? (See Matthew 25:21, 26.) What rewards do you think 
you would receive from Him?

What changes in your life are needed so that you will not be ashamed to stand before 
Christ at His judgment seat? (See Matthew 24:36-46.)
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 Read today’s
Our Daily Bread at 
www.rbc.org/odb

Working Is Waiting

In 1975, forty people, all members of the same clan, began 
a vigil in Grannis, Arkansas. Th ey were looking for the 
second coming of Jesus. Family members quit their jobs 

and stopped paying their bills. Six of the children dropped 
out of school. Th e long wait ended, however, when a judge 
ordered the youngsters back to classes, and the group was 
evicted from the house in which they were all staying. When 
interviewed, one of them said, “We’d do it all over again if 
that’s what we thought we should do. We still think we’re 
right. We know the end is near.”   
 Th is incident raises two vital questions. Does Christ’s 
return make a signifi cant diff erence in our lives? While 
those people were wrong in abdicating their duty, they did 
take seriously Jesus’ words to watch. Th e other question is 
this: How are we to wait for that great event? By shelving 
our responsibilities and doing nothing? No indeed! Paul 
admonished the believers at Th essalonica to work with 
their hands and live honestly before the world. 
 Th e truth of Jesus’ second coming is a life-changing re-
ality. If we are unaff ected by it, we’re being untrue to Christ’s 
command. However, it should never cause us to become un-
involved in life. To avoid this, let’s remind ourselves each 
morning that this could be the day when the trumpet will 
sound while giving ourselves completely to our tasks. Th e 
best way to be found waiting is to be found working.                                                    

—Dennis De Haan

1 THESSALONIANS 
4:11— 

Mind your own 
business, . . . 
work with your 
own hands.

 

Our Daily Bread: For reflection & meditation about the end times
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