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 I would ask you to open the Scriptures  at 1 Thessalonians 1

4:15-17, ‘For this we say unto you by the word of the Lord, that 

we which are alive and remain unto the coming of the Lord shall 

not prevent them that are asleep.  For the Lord Himself shall 

descend from heaven with a shout, with the voice of the 

archangel, and with the trump of God: and the dead in Christ 

shall rise: then we which are alive and remain shall be caught up 

together with them in the clouds, to meet the Lord in the air: and 

so shall we ever be with the Lord.’ 

Two Major Problems 

 There are two major problems today that are connected 

with Bible prophecy and I would like at the commencement to 

emphasise these. 

 The first has to do with the consideration of Bible 

prophecy.  It is a sad thing to have to say but there are very few 

people today who have any interest in the study of Bible 

prophecy.  You only have to see this meeting that is held 

regularly, well advertised, and think of how few are interested in 

considering the study of the prophetic Scriptures.  And sadly, just 
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to take that a step further, very few people feel the need to study 

the prophetic Scriptures.  They have the idea that that is a part of 

the Truth of God about which they do not need to concern 

themselves.  Peter said, 'We have also a more sure word of 

prophecy' and then he added the words, 'whereunto ye do well 

that ye take heed.'  I would like to emphasise that.  The prophetic 

part of the Word of God is an aspect to which we are exhorted to 

take heed.  We ought to consider and study these things. 

 The other problem with regard to Bible prophecy has to do 

with the interpretation; that is to say, the meaning of the 

prophetical passages in the Scriptures.  That is the question that 

concerns us especially in this meeting.  Think of the words to 

Timothy that we are to study to show ourselves approved to God.  

That is an interesting statement.   

 We should give ourselves to study.  People do not like to 

study.  Life is made too easy for us today; we like the easy way 

out.  But we are to study, and that involves time and labour.  We 

are to do that, not to show off before men but so that we can 

shew ourselves approved unto God.  If you have any doubts that 

labour is involved, he says, we need to be ‘a workman.’  There is 

to be work; you are to be a workman that needeth not to be 

ashamed; and sadly, many will be ashamed when they stand 



before the Lord to answer to Him for the things that they have 

taught.  Then he said, ‘rightly dividing the word of truth.’  And 

this concerns us, the interpretation or meaning of the prophetical 

passages in the Scriptures.  The sad thing is that much 

preaching on the second coming is not rightly dividing the Word 

of Truth.  It has to be said that it is wrongly dividing the words of 

Scripture. 

Importance of Prophecy 

 Let me stress to you that this question of interpretation of 

prophecy is something which is vital, crucial.  Do not be mistaken 

into thinking that this is just a small issue, something to be 

thought about on the side.  That is far from being the case.  We 

come to the very heart of the subject as far as the study of the 

prophetic Scriptures is concerned.   

 Remember, not all believers have the same views with 

regard to the second coming of the Lord Jesus Christ.  There are 

various opinions, but there are three main views.  The post-

millennial and a-millennial have great similarities.  In many 

respects one is the development of the other.  Those who were 

once the proponents of the post-millennial view felt that things 

were not unfolding as they anticipated, so they changed and that 



is how a-millennialism was born. 

The Pre-Millennial Position 

 Then there is the pre-millennial position to which we hold, 

and that we love so much.  We need to ask why there are 

differences of opinion among those who are Fundamentalists.  

We are not talking here about people who do not believe the 

Bible.  There are differences even among evangelical believers.  

Why is that?  The simple answer is because of principles of 

interpretation of the Bible.   

 Not all Christians interpret the Scriptures in the same way.  

That is the reality.  It is very strange, but it is a reality that not all 

believers interpret the Bible similarly.  So let me make it clear that 

we hold to a literal interpretation of the Bible where that is 

possible.  We believe that the plain sense of a passage of 

Scripture is the best sense.  God does not talk in riddles and 

leave us wondering what He has actually said.  God means what 

He says and He says what He means.  It is as simple and as 

plain as that. 

 Now, we do not deny that there are passages in the Bible 

that use figurative and symbolic language.  In the opening 

chapters of the Book of Revelation, there is mention of the 

churches of Asia.  Those seven churches are represented by 



candlesticks and there are great lessons about the witness of the 

church that can be drawn from that. There is a spiritual 

representation of the church in the prophetical Scriptures.  In 

Daniel 2. Nebuchadnezzar saw a great image in his dream, and 

that image represented four kingdoms.   

 So there is figurative language in the Bible.  We do not 

deny that fact.  We accept that there is a case, but let me stress 

that the figurative passages speak about literal events, and they 

speak about literal places, and literal people.  We do well to 

remember that.  Even though the truth is set forth in figurative 

language it is talking about something that is literal.  They were 

literal churches in the Book of Revelation although they were set 

forth figuratively under the image of a candlestick.  The kingdoms 

set forth in Daniel 2 under the representation of an image were 

none-the-less still real and actual kingdoms. 

 I know some people that would ask why we hold to a 

literal interpretation of the Scriptures.  They will ask what grounds 

or warrant do we have for interpreting the Scriptures that way.  

Well, we need to remember that Scripture interprets Scripture.  

The Bible gives us more than information about God and about 

salvation.  The Bible will teach us how to understand its meaning 

if we study it carefully.  The Bible itself gives us examples if how 



to interpret what is found within it and that is something we need 

to think about very carefully indeed.  There is a principle in the 

Bible that by the mouth of two or three witnesses every word 

shall be established, and there are two main witnesses in the 

Scriptures.  If we listen to those two witnesses, they will teach us 

how to interpret the Bible, and they will teach us that we should 

understand it literally. 

The Historical Witness 

 Let me tell you who those two witnesses are.  There is the 

historical witness.  Think of the story of Adam and Eve in the 

Garden of Eden.  Think of the tree in the Garden of Eden.  Think 

of the tree in the garden and of Adam and Eve stepping forth to 

eat the fruit of the tree.   

 Think of the story of Noah’s ark.  Noah built that great 

vessel far from the seashore way back in the days when there 

was no rain, and he built it over a long period of time; no doubt 

he was ridiculed, scorned, and laughed at.  All kinds of animals 

went into that vessel, and one day the clouds came, and the 

heavens opened and the rain fell.   

 Think of the story of Balaam’s ass  Balak called Balaam to 

pronounce a curse upon the people of God, and because God 



did not want him to do that, He set obstacles in the way; and the 

animal was wiser than Balaam.   

 You think of the story of Jonah running away from God 

and His will, running away from preaching the gospel.  He went 

on to a ship and sailed into the Mediterranean; the storm arose 

and the only way to escape that storm was for the sailors to 

throw him overboard into the sea, where a special fish prepared 

by God swallowed him.   

 Think of Daniel, the man of prayer, who prayed three 

times every day.  Others hated him and the position that he had 

and they produced a law which they anticipated would get Daniel 

into trouble, and as a result of it, Daniel was cast among the 

lions. 

 Those are some of the best known stories in the Bible, 

and I ask you, do we not view them all literally?  Is that not the 

case with all evangelical Christians?  They say that those stories 

are true.  They tell us that they actually took place just as they 

were recorded in the Scriptures.  Persons would be viewed as 

liberals or heretics if they wanted to 'spiritualise' any of those 

passages, or seek to explain them away in any shape or fashion.  

 And the reality is this, if the historical passages are literal, 

then so too are prophecies relating to the future. Our position is 



consistent.  We interpret the whole Bible in exactly the same way.  

We interpret the whole Bible following the same principles right 

through.  We do not apply one principle of interpretation to history 

and then a different principle to prophecy.  So that is the first 

witness that we have to teach us that we should explain this 

Bible literally, the historical witness. 

The Prophetical Witness 

 But there is also a prophetical witness.  Remember that 

many prophecies in the Bible have already been fulfilled, and that 

should be of interest to us.  That will be a clear guide to us as to 

how the prophesies of the second coming of Christ will be 

fulfilled. 

 There is what is known as ‘the law of first mention.’  You 

should always look for the first mention of any subject in the 

Scriptures, and study that very closely, because that is the key 

that will open that subject for you and give you great light as you 

study throughout the Scriptures. 

 The first prophecy in the Bible is found in the words, ‘In 

that day that thou eatest thereof thou shalt surely die’ (Genesis 

2:17).  And the simple question is, how was that fulfilled?  It was 

fulfilled literally.  It was fulfilled actually.  Adam really died.  He 



died spiritually the moment that he ate the fruit, and he died 

physically.  Although he lived to the ripe old age of 930, he died 

none-the-less.  And what was true of Adam is true of all his 

posterity.  Whenever a person dies, we are continually reminded 

that God literally and actually fulfils the prophecies of the 

Scriptures.  We have the witness of prophecy.  The first prophecy 

gives us the key, the answer as to how God deals with all the 

prophecies of His Word. 

 Think of the prophecies about the first coming of the Lord 

Jesus, for although we are thinking especially of His second 

coming, you cannot divorce the two.  Were the prophecies of the 

first coming of Christ literal in their fulfilment?  The answer is, of 

course, they were.  Micah said, ‘And thou, Bethlehem Ephratah, 

though thou be a little among the thousands of Judah, yet out of 

thee shall He come forth unto Me that is to be Ruler in Israel.’  

We have Micah’s prophecy, but where was Jesus Christ born?  

He was born in literal Bethlehem. 

 Think of the words of Zechariah.  He said, ‘Behold thy 

King cometh unto thee: He is just, and having salvation: lowly, 

and riding upon an ass, and upon a colt the foal of an ass.’  I ask, 

did Jesus Christ ride upon an ass?  The answer is, yes, He did.  

Everybody knows that is true.  It was actually fulfilled. 



 So I stress that if anybody asks why we interpret the Bible 

literally, what warrant have we, we reply that Scripture interprets 

Scripture, history and prophecy are witnesses to the fact that the 

Bible is to be understood plainly and literally, just as it is found 

upon the pages of God’s Word. 

A Major Obstacle 

 There is one major obstacle to a literal interpretation of the 

Bible, and sadly, it is found throughout evangelicalism.  That is 

unbelief.  That is the major sin among Christians today especially 

in the study of the second coming of Christ.  People do not 

believe God’s promise.  They do not believe what God has said 

in His Word.  

 It is said of Abraham that he believed what God ‘had 

promised, He was able also to perform’ (Romans 4:21).  

Incidentally, that was literal as well, both the promise that he was 

given and the fulfilment of it.  He believed what God had said, 

and that God could actually do it. 

 The sad thing is that when Christians look at some of the 

prophecies in the Scriptures today they respond that that could 

never happen, that could never be true in a literal sense.  Why?  

It is because they do not believe it.  They do not believe the 

promises or the power of God.  Not only did Abraham believe the 



promise, he believed that God had the power to fulfil His Word. 

 The question is, if, in the past God caused all the animals 

to sit down quietly and peacefully in the Garden of Eden, why 

can He not repeat that in a future day? 

 What the church of Christ needs to pray is that the Lord 

will increase our faith (Luke 17:5). We need to pray that 

Christians will have a greater faith in the words of the Book that 

they hold in their hands, and that they will have a greater faith in 

the power of God.  Be in no doubt, Bible prophecy is to be 

interpreted literally, and that is so of what the Bible says about 

the kingdom.  There is going to be an actual kingdom.  It is going 

to be a literal kingdom upon this earth that will be the longest 

kingdom this world has ever known, that will run for a thousand 

years.  The kingdom is literal.  The period is literal.  There will be 

an actual King. 

 Did you ever notice those words that Paul wrote to 

Timothy?  He said the Lord Jesus Christ ‘shall judge the quick 

and the dead at His appearing and kingdom’ (2 Timothy 4:1).  It is 

interesting that the kingdom follows the appearing.  I think that is 

very interesting indeed; first His appearing, and then His 

kingdom.  And the Bible says, ‘the LORD shall be King over all 

the earth’ (Zechariah 14:9).  That has never been so.  It is still to 



take place.  The prophecies of the Bible are true and literal with 

regard to the kingdom. 

 And I want to emphasise that not only is the Bible literal in 

what it says about the kingdom, but it is also literal in what it says 

about Christians.  We use the term ‘eschatology’ to apply to the 

second coming of the Lord Jesus Christ, but, strictly speaking, 

eschatology is the study of last things and it is a much broader 

study.  There are many things in eschatology that apply to the 

Christian and to the unbeliever as well, and I want to emphasise 

some things that will literally be fulfilled as far as the Christian is 

concerned, and we have them in 1 Thessalonians 4:15-17. 

A Literal Resurrection 

 One is that we are going to be raised. The passage 

speaks of believers who will die before the coming of the Lord 

Jesus.  The Scriptures tell us we will not all die, but those who 

do, will be raised again from the dead.  The Bible teaches the 

resurrection of Christ and also the resurrection of the believer.  

The Lord Jesus is the firstfruits and then those who are Christ’s 

at His coming.  You know, the New Testament speaks about the 

Sadducees, and they do not believe in the resurrection.  There 

are many ‘Sadducees’ in professing Christendom today, people 



who do not believe in resurrection.  But this is taught in the 

Scriptures.  At the end of verse 16, it says, ‘the dead in Christ 

shall rise first,’ and that will be the first resurrection. 

 Job said, ‘I know that my Redeemer liveth, and that He 

shall stand at the latter day upon the earth: and though after my 

skin worms destroy this body, yet in my flesh shall I see God.’  

Job was thinking far beyond his own day, on to the second 

coming of Christ.  He was a fundamentalist. He believed in the 

return of the Lord Jesus.   

 Before the first advent, Job was thinking of the second.  

‘He shall stand in the latter day upon the earth: and though after 

my skin worms destroy this body, yet in my flesh shall I see God.’  

He was thinking of the resurrection.  He knew that he was going 

to be raised even though he would die and even though worms 

should destroy his body.  (There is a hint as to how your body 

should be dealt with after you die.  It should not be destroyed by 

fire.  It should be destroyed by worms, placed in the ground and 

buried).  He said, ‘yet in my flesh, I shall see God.’ How could 

that take place? Well, there is going to be a resurrection.  It is a 

glorious truth. 

 Think of Lazarus.  The Lord Jesus stood at his tomb (John 

11), and the Bible tells us He called him forth.  Did it actually 



happen?  Is it true?  Do we believe it to be literal?  It actually took 

place.  It was a literal event.  The Lord Jesus called him forth, and 

one day it is going to happen to us, if we die before His return.  He 

will call us forth from the grave and from the tomb.  Death will not 

have the victory.  That is the great difference in what we call a 

‘Christian’ burial.  At the graveside of one who has died in Christ, 

we have the hope of the resurrection unto eternal life. 

 Death, in the Bible, is likened to a sleep.  In verse 13, it 

says, ‘I would not have you to be ignorant, brethren, concerning 

them which are asleep.’  Let me emphasise that it is only for the 

Christian, that death is described as a sleep.  He says, 

‘Concerning them which are asleep.’  Do you think of the grave 

as being like a bed where you lie down to rest?  Death is like a 

sleep, and what happens after you have slept?  You arise.  You 

awake, and that is what is going to happen to the body of the 

believer. We are going to awake from that sleep of death.   

 That is one reason why atheists favour cremation, 

because they think if their body is given over to the flames and 

consumed to ashes they will never be able to have it raised again 

from that condition.  But the God Who first formed man from the 

dust is able to rise him from dust or ashes. 

 The resurrection is literal and actual, and will take place in 



the bodies of those believers who have died, when the Lord 

Jesus comes again. The Bible teaches us there are two 

resurrections.  In Revelation 20 it talks about the first resurrection.  

There is a resurrection of the just, that is, those who are in Christ; 

and the resurrection of the unjust, those who die out of Christ.  

And I take the opportunity to say, a person needs to be saved if 

he is to experience the resurrection of the just. 

 I remember being in a coach with Dr. Paisley and a party 

that were travelling to the World Congress in the USA in 1986.  

We passed by a massive cemetery in New Your City, probably 

the biggest cemetery that I have seen.  And the comment Mr. 

Paisley made in his booming voice so that everybody on the bus 

could hear was, ‘I wonder how many people will rise to eternal 

life from that graveyard.’  The resurrection, for the believer will be 

the first resurrection, the resurrection to eternal life, a literal event 

at the coming of Christ. 

A Literal Change 

 Something else that will take place when the Lord Jesus 

comes, something that is literal, we are going to be changed.  I 

Corinthians 15:51 says, ‘We shall not all sleep, but we shall all be 

changed.’  What type of change will this be?  It is going to be 



bodily.  Paul said, ‘this corruptible must put on incorruption, and 

this mortal must put on immortality’ (verse 53).  We are to be 

given a new body, one that is glorified, a body that is sinless, just 

like the body that Adam had when he was created, a body that is 

free from the corruption of sin.  Paul could say that He will change 

‘this vile body’ (Philippians 3:21). That is a glorious thought. 

 Think of the illnesses that afflict us, so many people sick, 

afflicted with infirmity, hindered by the limitations of this mortal 

frame.  Think of the sinfulness of our flesh, and the glorious truth 

is that it is not always to be like that because the Bible says we 

are going to be changed.   

 You know, there is a sense in which redemption is not yet 

complete.  We rightly talk about the finished work of Christ, and 

our souls have been redeemed, but our bodies are still to be 

redeemed.  Paul refers to Romans 8:23 to ‘the redemption of our 

body’ which will take place at the coming again of our Lord Jesus 

Christ.  When He comes we are to be changed into His likeness.  

This vile body is to be made into His glorious body.  That is a 

tremendous prospect. 

 We were thinking earlier of death being like a sleep.  The 

Psalmist said ‘I shall be satisfied, when I awake, with thy 

likeness’ (Psalm 17:15).  That is the way we are to be raised from 



the dead.  We are going to be raised so that we are like Christ.  

‘When He shall appear, we shall be like Him; for we shall see 

Him as He is’ (1 John 3:2).  What a change that will be! 

 The story is told of C. H. Spurgeon and Andrew Bonar 

who were in correspondence about the book that Mr. Bonar had 

written on Leviticus; and Mr. Spurgeon had enjoyed that volume 

very much indeed.  (And if you would like help with the Book of 

Leviticus, Mr. Bonar’s commentary is one which you should 

secure and study very carefully).  Stories are told in various 

ways, but I understand it was Mr. Bonar who asked for a signed 

copy photograph of Mr. Spurgeon.  This was sent with a little note 

attached, which had words to the effect that if he had waited a 

little longer he would have had a better likeness, and then there 

were these words, ‘when He shall appear, we shall be like Him; 

for we shall see Him as He is.’  That fact should encourage you 

to look and pray for the return of the Lord Jesus Christ. 

A Literal Judgment 

 So we are to be literally raised and literally changed; and 

there is going to be a literal judgment.  It is a sobering thought 

that there will be a day of reckoning.  It will be a day of actual 

accounting, of actual answering to God. Paul said in 2 



Corinthians 5:10, ‘we must all (that includes every believer) 

appear before the Judgment Seat of Christ.’  He said when 

writing to the Romans that ‘every one of us shall give an account 

of himself to God’ (14:12).  We are going to be judged.  When will 

that event occur?  It will occur at the Second Coming. 

 But remember that for the unsaved it will be different.  

When we stand before the Judgment Seat of Christ, there will be 

no unconverted people present. They will be judged one 

thousand years later at the Great White Throne spoken of in 

Revelation 20. 

 Paul says, ‘I charge thee … before God, and the Lord 

Jesus Christ, Who shall Judge the quick and the dead and at His 

appearing and His kingdom’ (2 Timothy 4:1).  The Saviour is 

coming to Judge.  We speak of two advents of Christ and there is 

a different purpose for these advents.  At His first advent He 

came as a Saviour but at the Second Advent He is coming as a 

Judge.  He will not judge our state or standing before God.  He is 

coming to judge our service.  He will judge how we have used 

our lives and talents, as Paul said in 2 Corinthians 5:10, it is the 

deeds that are done in the body for which we will have to answer 

as believers. 

 God will not be interested in that day in how much money 



you have made.  He will not be interested in how far up the 

corporate ladder you were able to climb. He will not be 

concerned with how popular you were, or how famous. The 

question in that day will be, what did you do for Me?  How did 

you use the wealth, the gifts, the money with which I blessed 

you?  How have you used all the things that I have afforded to 

you in this life?  Think of it; you are going to have to answer for 

all that you have done; and I urge you, do not waste your life.  Do 

not throw away the opportunities of service that God gives you.  

Seek to redeem the time with which you are blessed here upon 

this earth.  We are going to be judged. 

A Literal Reward 

 One more thing to be mentioned is that we are going to be 

rewarded.  This is closely related to the previous thought.  In 

Revelation 22:12 we are told, ‘Behold, I come quickly; and My 

reward is with Me.’  Not only is He coming to judge but the 

Saviour is coming to reward.  If you think of it, He is a good 

master.  He wants to reward His people.  In this life, we are 

ridiculed, persecuted, abused, and mocked but we are going to 

be rewarded when He comes again.  The reality is, as we read in 

Hebrews 11:35, we are going to have ‘a better resurrection,’ one 



of those things that will make that resurrection better is that He is 

coming to reward us for all that we have done for Him in this life. 

 A soldier does not get his medal for his bravery in the 

middle of the battle.  Nobody steps out into the battlefield to call 

the battle to a halt and say, here is a soldier that has fought 

valiantly, we will just give him a medal here in the middle of the 

battle.  The soldier waits till the battle is over, until the war has 

come to a conclusion and then there is the medal ceremony.  

That is how it is with the Christian.  When the struggles of this life 

are over, when this age has come to a close, it is then that we 

shall be rewarded for all that we have sought to do in the name 

of Christ. 

 The Saviour said that a cup of cold water given in the 

name of a disciple will not go without its reward (Matthew 10:42).  

The least act of hospitality will be rewarded.  What is less than 

giving somebody a cup of cold water?  That should encourage 

you to do the least task in the Name of the Saviour in the cause 

of the gospel. 

 Remember, you may lose your reward, but you cannot 

lose your salvation.  That is secure.  The Book of the Revelation 

says, ‘Hold that fast which thou hast, that no man take thy crown’ 

(3:11).  I want to encourage you not to be careless.  The Bible 



encourages us to take heed to ourselves.  Sometimes we can be 

so busy we forget about our own life and conduct.  Take heed to 

thyself.  Walk circumspectly.  Be careful about the way you live, 

so that carelessness does not cost you a crown on that day. 

 Think of those people in the Bible, and someone else had 

the same name.  There were two Sauls in the Bible.  The Old 

Testament Saul lost his kingdom, but the Lord raised up another 

Saul in the New Testament, who was a mighty man of God.  

There are two with the name Ananias.  In the early church, 

Ananias and Sapphira lost their lives because of their conduct, 

but the Lord raised up another Ananias, a man in Damascus, 

used of God.  It was that Ananias that came to the young Saul of 

Tarsus and put his hands on him.  There are at least two called 

Judas in the New Testament. 

 Brethren and sisters, be careful how you live lest someone 

else takes your reward.  There is encouragement here for us to 

serve the Lord, to work for the Master.  It is an encouragement to 

carry on in your labours if you understand the fact that He is 

coming with the reward for your service.  What will that reward 

be?  Well, one of the rewards is we are going to reign over cities.  

The Book of Revelation says specifically, ‘we shall reign on the 

earth’ (5:10.)  He will reign but we are to reign with Him.  We are 



to share in His kingdom.  That is part of the reward of the 

believer, and that is literal; it is actual. 

 Some will reign over ten cities, some will reign over five, 

and Mr. Paisley says that he would be happy to reign over Dublin 

and Rome; that he would be satisfied with just those two!  The 

Saviour said, ‘Thou hast been faithful in a very little, have thou 

authority over ten cities,’ to another, ‘five’ (Luke 19:17-19).  That 

is part of the reward.  But the great truth is, we are going to be 

rewarded for our service.  It is a literal reward.* It is something 

we will actually have. 

Conclusion 

So this is something of the way in which the prophetical 

Scriptures will be literally fulfilled for the Christian.  As we said a 

little earlier, they will be literally fulfilled as far as the kingdom and 

as far as Christ is concerned.  But they will also be literally 

fulfilled for us as believers.  These things are actual, and if we 

are consistent in our interpretation of the Bible, then what follows 

on from these things is actual as well.  These things will lead us 

into the millennium, the reign of Christ. 
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