
Living in Light of the Lord’s Return #8

“Comfort in Christ’s Coming”

1 Thessalonians 4:13-18

Nothing distinguishes the Christian from the unbeliever more than how we deal with death. There are many things we go through in life and, to our shame, there are times when we do not seem much different from unbelievers. But when it comes to death, that is when the light of our faith should shine the brightest—in the darkest of nights. Our world doesn’t hold much hope, but as Christians we have every reason to hope.

The inspired writers regarded the second coming of Christ as an important truth. It is mentioned some 318 times in the 260 chapters of the New Testament, an average of one reference in every twenty-five verses. In the Old Testament, the majority of prophecies relating to the Messiah have to do with His second coming.
 Chuck Swindoll notes that “the ABC’s of the Christian hope—the basics of our end-times expectations—are discussed in 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18.”

These verses at the end of the fourth chapter are probably the best known of the book. They are read at countless funerals, and appear in many theology books regarding the end times. But in our passage tonight from 1 Thessalonians 4, Paul is dealing with a specific subject that these Christians were struggling with. I want to focus on the context in which this passage appears.

The Concern about Christ’s Coming

Verse thirteen states the concern: “Brothers, we do not want you to be ignorant about those who fall asleep, or to grieve like the rest of men, who have no hope.” The words, “we do not want you to be ignorant” is a frequent one of the apostle’s, always with the affectionate address “brothers.”
 When he wanted to introduce a new and important topic, Paul would use this phrase (see Romans 1, 11; 1 Corinthians 12; and 2 Corinthians 1).

It wasn’t that the Thessalonians were negligent, rebellious, or stupid. They simply didn’t know. They hadn’t been given all the pieces to put the puzzle of the end times together in a complete manner. So speculation or imbalance had resulted.

Though the Thessalonian Christians understood that Jesus Christ was going to return to take them to heaven, they did not really know what would happen to Christians who died before Christ’s return. Evidently some of their Christian friends and loved ones had already passed away since Paul’s initial ministry in Thessalonica.

Paul uses the euphemism, “fallen asleep,” which is a nice way of saying, “died.” (We use the phrase, “passed away” in the same manner.) This was a common phrase used in the ancient world. Jesus used the phrase regarding Lazarus in John 11. His disciples did not understand—they thought if he was sleeping, it was a sign of recovery. Jesus had to tell them plainly, “Lazarus is dead.” 

Some have taken this phrase literally, teaching that when a person dies, not only does the body appear to be asleep or at rest, but the soul remains unconscious or asleep until the resurrection. This does not square with what the rest of Scripture teaches. Paul would write in 2 Corinthians 5:10, “To be absent from the body is to be present with the Lord.” More than once in Revelation, John records the “souls under the altar” asking God how much longer it would be before their deaths were avenged. Jesus’ teaching of the rich man and Lazarus in Luke 16 makes it clear that the souls of both believers and unbelievers are very much alive and aware of their surroundings after physical death. You and I who have loved ones who are dead in Christ need to recognize that in reality they are asleep through Christ; for through the power of Christ their bodies are at rest, but they themselves are with the Lord.

Now, Paul gives them this instruction about the resurrection of those believers who are asleep not so that the Thessalonians can put the details in the proper order in their end-times charts. It’s not simply information Paul’s concerned about. Rather, Paul has a genuine pastoral concern for the believers who are grieving over the loss of their loved ones as if they had no hope.

Paul does not forbid us to grieve altogether. Mourning is natural, even for a while emotionally necessary. However firm our Christian faith may be, the loss of a close relative or friend causes a profound emotional shock. To lose a loved one is to lose a part of oneself. It would be very unnatural, indeed inhuman, not to mourn when we lose somebody near and dear to us. To be sure, it is appropriate at Christian funerals joyfully to celebrate Christ’s decisive victory over death, but we do so only through tears of personal sorrow. If Jesus wept at the graveside of his beloved friend Lazarus, his disciples are surely at liberty to do the same.
 In fact, when Jesus wept at Lazarus’ tomb, He authorized and sanctified sorrow.

When you and I are knowledgeable about what happens when a person dies, it’s going to reduce the intensity of our sorrow when a loved one departs this life. This does not mean that sorrow is prohibited; the sorrow prohibited is a depressing, unbelieving sorrow. Our sorrow is not as those who have no hope.

For those who are outside of Christ, death is final, cold, cruel, callous, and utterly uncaring. It is ugly, menacing, and inescapable. Paul calls it “the last enemy.” When he arrives, it’s all over.
 How tragic is a hopeless grief! How desperate the sobs of those who kneel before the grave with no prospects of ever seeing their loved one again! Without a God-given revelation, humans are left with only unanswered questions: Where are they now? Is there life after death? Is my father in torment? Will I ever see my mother again? Paul says believers in Christ don’t have to grieve like that. Yes, they grieve at the loss of a loved one. Paul doesn’t condemn appropriate mourning. There’s nothing Christian about an emotionless vacuum. The death of a fellow believer is indeed a sad occasion. Believers aren’t called to a chiseled stoicism. We’re called to “walk through the valley of the shadow of death” (Psa. 23:4, emphasis added). But in that walk we can have the God of hope at our side, reminding us that death is not the end, but that an eternal dawn will come after the darkness of night.

The Certainty of Christ’s Coming

Paul moves on to the certainty of Christ’s coming in verses 14-17,

We believe that Jesus died and rose again and so we believe that God will bring with Jesus those who have fallen asleep in him. According to the Lord’s own word, we tell you that we who are still alive, who are left till the coming of the Lord, will certainly not precede those who have fallen asleep. 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, and the dead in Christ will rise first. After that, we who are still alive and are left will be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. And so we will be with the Lord forever.

The reason for our hope rests on three facts: God’s atonement (Christ’s death), God’s approval (Christ’s resurrection), and God’s achievement (our resurrection).
 Two of these facts are past—Christ’s death and resurrection—while one is future—our own resurrection. This is how we can be so certain about Christ’s return. I like to call hope “future faith,” the confidence we have that God will fulfill His promises. We look back in faith at what He has done; we look forward in hope of what He will do. 
Paul then mentions, “According to the Lord’s own word” in verse fifteen. What does he mean? Is he quoting the teaching of Jesus in the gospels? Or some Old Testament prophecy? It does not appear to be the case. Rather, God gave Paul a special revelation concerning the resurrection and the return of Christ. What Paul taught agreed with what Jesus taught. And God’s revelation is based on the historic fact of Christ’s resurrection.

This text in 1 Thessalonians 4 fits in with other passages regarding Christ’s return. I don’t want to delve into them tonight—we have done so in other occasions—but if you would like to look them up on your own, read Matthew 24, 1 Corinthians 15, and (in my view) Revelation 14, as I believe all these fit in with the seventh trumpet of Revelation. You see several common features—Jesus coming in the clouds, with the shout of the archangel, and the sound of the trumpet. Taken together, these four passages give a more complete picture of Christ’s coming.

The Christian hope, however, is more than the expectation that the King is coming; it is also the belief that when he comes, the Christian dead will come with him and the Christian living will join them.
 Notice in this passage that there will be a remnant involved—those who are alive and remain—and they will not miss out on the return of the Lord, either. God has not forgotten those alive. There will be a reunion involved—with those who have died before. And there will be a restoration involved—we will forever be with the Lord, as it was in Genesis 3.

The Comfort of Christ’s Coming

Paul concludes in verse 18 with the comfort of Christ’s coming: “Therefore encourage each other with these words.” Paul’s concern is pastoral. His teaching is not given to tickle the brain, or to be consigned to a filing cabinet. It is given to meet needs, to assure his readers that Christ’s care embraces all their lives: it goes with them through death, it controls the unknown future right through to its finale. For that reason, it gives encouragement and comfort.

What a glorious family reunion that will be! Husbands and wives, parents and children, friends and relatives, even ancient heroes of the faith and their living heirs of the gospel will be called up yonder at the return of Christ for His church. Such detailed end-times events must have come as awe-inspiring news to the Thessalonians who were confused about how to fit the pieces together.
 Whether we have loved ones who have died, whether we die before the Lord returns, or whether we are alive when He comes, we can’t lose!

Even when we pass through the darkness of death—our own or those closest to us—we will certainly grieve and mourn, but the light of hope should shine brightly as we look forward to the coming of Christ and the reunion with our brothers and sisters in the family of God!
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