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CORNERSTONE BIBLE CHURCH 
November 20, 2011 

 
AUTHENTIC MINISTRY 09 

AUTHENTIC COMFORT 
1 Thessalonians 4:13–18 

 
 1 Thessalonians 4:13–18 [open & read] 
 
Introduction: Funerals 
• One of the funny statements that is often used when someone becomes a 

pastor is that they are now licensed to marry and bury people. One of 
those is a time of joy and one of those is a time of mourning (just so you 
cranky people understand, marriage is the time of joy, not mourning).  

• I have had the privilege of performing several weddings and funerals in 
my life. I remember talking to my previous senior pastor back at my last 
church about how I enjoy the weddings more than the funerals. He was 
just the opposite, he enjoyed the funerals more than the weddings. There 
might be something to that. 

• Did you know that the wisest man to ever live, other than Jesus, King 
Solomon once said that it is “It is better to go to a house of mourning 
than to go to a house of feasting” (Ecclesiastes 7:2)? Think about that, he 
said it is better to go to a funeral than to a wedding.  

• There is something about the funeral that makes us all think about our 
own mortality. There is something that as we think about someone’s 
living here on this earth ending; we wonder what really happens after 
death. A funeral makes us think about eternity. It makes us think about 
life after this life. 

 
This is the place we find ourselves this morning in the book of 1 
Thessalonians. In vs. 13, Paul says that he does not want them to be 
uninformed about those who have fallen asleep. Paul is not talking about 
those who are taking a nap (as if they took too much Nyquil and they wonder 
when they will wake up). This is a phrase that is used as a euphemism for 
death. 
 
Because Paul does not want them to be uninformed about those who have 
died, specifically those who have died as Christians, he goes on for several 
verses and gives some instruction about the future of those who have died. 
Then in vs. 18, as he wraps up this section, he says that this instruction is 
meant to bring comfort to those who are hurting.  
 
This brings us to our main thought this morning: A PROPER 
UNDERSTANDING OF THE RETURN OF JESUS SHOULD BRING COMFORT TO 
CHRISTIANS. Next week in 1 Thessalonians 5:1–11, we will deal with being 
ready for Jesus to return, but this week, our primary concern is to bring 
comfort those who have lost loved ones in Christ by looking at the events that 
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Paul says will unfold for those who have died in Christ when Jesus returns. 
 
Before we jump into that, let me say a few preliminary words about this 
section of Scripture. This has been a very difficult week in study for me for 
many reasons. The hardest part about preaching on this portion of Scripture is 
that my experience is that most Christians come to this text with their minds 
already made up with what this is teaching. And be patient with me a minute, 
but I think most people have been wrongly taught on the PURPOSE of this 
section of Scripture. Here me out. 
 
Most Christians use this text as the proof text for a pre-tribulational rapture 
(for some of you, even those words might be confusing). That is, that Jesus 
will return for His people, which will usher in the 7 years of tribulation on this 
earth before Jesus returns to set up His final Kingdom. Before you tune me 
out, I am not necessarily arguing for something different than that. Trust me, I 
was praying for the rapture to happen all week before preaching this.  
 
But as I studied this text this week once again, the same problem kept coming 
up for me: While this passage refers to a rapture (caught up in vs. 16), there is 
no mention anywhere of when that happens in contrast to a 7-year tribulation. 
There is no mention of what happens after this. There is no mention of what 
happens before this. There is no mention of when this falls in relationship to 
other end time events. 
 
Further, and this is my main issue, Paul did not write this text to give a 
defense of a pre-tribulational rapture, or any view of the rapture! Here me out. 
He wrote this text to give comfort to a group of Christians who had friends 
that had died in Christ. And apparently these Christians were distraught 
because they thought their friends who had died were going to have a 
disadvantage or even completely miss the coming of Jesus. 
 
This is a portion of Scripture that should be used in the funeral home, not 
necessarily the classroom. It is a wonderful text that is to be used to comfort 
the mourning, not incite theological discussions. It has always interested me, 
and it has been reaffirmed this week, that while this passage was meant to 
bring comfort, for many people it has become a text of great anxiety and 
conflict.  
 
Many theological arguments have been made over these verses. In fact, many 
of the commentaries I read this week spend pages and pages arguing against 
views they oppose instead of showing how these blessed words can be a 
comfort to those hurting and morning. Why were these people so distraught? 
Let me see if I can bring some clarity to the story behind this instruction.  
 
 In the beginning, God creates everything that is. He creates Adam & Eve, 

perfect in every way. But then Adam & Eve choose to go against God’s 
creation narrative and eat of that fruit that they were told not to eat. They 
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sin. At that moment, they were cut off from God. They die spiritually. 
And every person who has ever been born is separated from God. Romans 
5 says that sin came into the world through Adam and because of Him, all 
men are born into sin. We have a major problem. 
 

 Enter God! He kills the first animals and fashions skins to cover the 
nakedness of Adam & Eve, a very special first act of love, but meant to 
show that sin will require death. Throughout the OT, what we see is that 
God continually pursues His people. He takes Abraham, and through Him 
a great nation is created. Over time, He gives the Jews the Law, 
specifically instructing them to offer sacrifices, to shed blood as a 
covering for their sins so that they may continue in relationship with Him. 

 

 As the Jews lived, they continually looked for their promised Messiah, the 
One God had promised He would send to rescue them. You see, all 
throughout the OT, God had promised that someday, His chosen Messiah 
would come and rule powerfully on this earth. And so the Jews looked 
forward to that with great expectation, like a child on Christmas morning. 

 

 Eventually, the Messiah does come. His name is Jesus. However, He did 
not come in the way that people wanted Him to come. He did not come to 
rule and overthrow Rome and set the Jewish people free, and set up His 
Kingdom. He came to die, to be that final sacrifice to cover all of sins 
once for all. He came to once for all, provide the payment necessary to 
have mankind reconciled back to God. 

 

 Jesus is killed, but is resurrected three days later. What a grand event to 
show that He had overcome death, that death holds no power over Him. 
After 40 days, he takes his closest followers with Him up on the mountain 
to say goodbye. They thought that it was at that time, that Jesus would set 
up His Kingdom (Acts 1), but they were mistaken. God has another plan. 

 

 He ascends to the right hand of the Father, but He promises to come back 
to them again. He promises that He will return for them soon. In fact, 
after He ascends into heaven, an angel appears to them and says, “This 
Jesus, who was taken up from you into heaven, will come in the same way 
as you saw him go into heaven” (Acts 1:11).  

 

 Before He ascends, Jesus communicates His plan for His people is to be 
witnesses for Him. It is God’s plan for the followers of Jesus to take His 
message throughout the world, calling sinners to trust in the finished work 
of Jesus Christ. Sharing about Jesus while continually looked forward to 
the day when He would return again for them. 

 

 Eventually, a man is saved by the name of Saul. He was the worst of 
worst. He hated Christians, killed them in fact. But God saved him. He 
begins to travel the world preaching the good news of Jesus Christ. And 
as we have talked about often during this series, he was the man who 
came into the city of Thessalonica and preached the gospel, saw people 
believe in Jesus, and changed forever. Listen, something happens to the 
person who comes to Jesus: When a person is saved by Jesus they long to 
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be with Him! Paul even acknowledges this desire in the hearts of the 
Christians there at Thessalonica at the beginning of the book: 

 
 1 Thessalonians 1:9–10  “For they themselves report concerning us the 

kind of reception we had among you, and how you turned to God from 
idols to serve the living and true God, and to wait for his Son from 
heaven, whom he raised from the dead, Jesus who delivers us from the 
wrath to come.” 

 
Are you tracking the flow? They longed for, they waited for Jesus to return 
from heaven. This concept of Jesus returning is not only everywhere in the 
NT, it is specifically everywhere in Paul’s letter to the Thessalonians. In fact, 
if you were to look down at vs. 15, Paul talks about those left until the coming 
of the Lord. In theology, this is often referred to as the Parousia of Jesus 
(coming of Jesus). He has already mentioned it several times in this letter 
besides chapter one that we just read: 
 
 1 Thessalonians 2:19–20  “For what is our hope or joy or crown of 

boasting before our Lord Jesus at his coming?” Is it not you? For you are 
our glory and joy.” 

 
 1 Thessalonians 3:13  “so that he may establish your hearts blameless 

in holiness before our God and Father at the coming of our Lord Jesus 
with all his saints.” 

 
There is a point to all of this in regards to our text, so hang on. This longing to 
be with Jesus, or at least to see Him return, is in fact what caused the great 
distress in their life. Listen, apparently, from the time that Paul left until the 
time that Paul writes this letter (which would have been just a few months), 
there were some Christians who had died at Thessalonica. And the church was 
devastated! This now sets up the context of our passage. 
 
Vs. 13  Paul did not want them to worry. He did not want them to be 
uninformed. Apparently, Paul had not fully informed them of these things. All 
throughout the book, Paul has said things like, “You know”; but now Paul 
says that he wants them to know. The way in which they live and act will be 
in accordance with what they know. 
 
Illustration: Charles Schultz, Peanuts Cartoon 
• Are you a Peanuts Cartoon fan? I’m not really, but this one I ran across 

makes a great illustration to what I’m trying to say. 
• Lucy is talking to Linus as they look out the window during a terrible 

rainstorm and says, “Boy, look at it rain…what if it floods the whole 
world?” Linus responds, “It will never do that...in the ninth chapter of 
Genesis, God promised Noah that would never happen again, and the 
sign of the promise is the rainbow. 

• Lucy responds, “You’ve taken a great load off my mind…” And then that 
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classic response by Linus, “Sound theology has a way of doing that!” 
 
Sound theology does do that. I have been talking to some people recently 
outside our church that are really struggling with some points of basic 
theology. Their lack of understanding and their lack of faith in the God of the 
Scriptures is causing extreme worry in their life.  
 
We always live what we believe. And Paul wants them to be instructed in 
sound theology so they can live properly in light of that. Specifically, Paul 
wants to teach them about what happens to Christians that die so that their 
minds can be put to ease. He says that he wants them to not grieve like others 
who have no hope. A few things here to make special note of: 
 
Paul never says that Christians should not grieve when someone dies. Some of 
you have lost loved ones and have been deeply grieved. Paul is not saying you 
should not mourn. The death of a loved one can be very difficult. When we 
lose a friend or family member to death, it can be extremely traumatic upon 
our life. Paul is not saying that we should not weep or mourn. All we have to 
do is to look at the example of Jesus, who wept when his dear friend Lazarus 
died.  
 
But what Paul is saying is that a Christian death should bring about a different 
type of mourning than a non-Christian death. We should not grieve like the 
pagans who have no hope. For the Christian, the death of another Christian 
should not bring about that great anthem that we read in 1 Corinthians 15:55: 
“O death, where is your victory? O death, where is your sting?” Death is not 
the end; it is just the beginning. 
 
Illustration: Neighbors death 
• When I was in late elementary, I remember our neighbor’s son died in a 

motorcycle accident. He was maybe 18 years old. I still have this vision 
etched in my mind of the mom as they were wheeling the casket out of 
the funeral home, just wailing and diving trying to stop it. Holding onto 
the casket. 

 
Paul is saying that he wants them to be informed so that while they grieve, 
they do not grieve like people with no hope grieve. Meaning, we should 
grieve like someone who has hope! What does that mean? Let me see if I can 
define “hope” for you through a silly illustration: 
 
Illustration: I “Hope” The Cubs Win WS 
• I love baseball and I love the Cubs. I have hope that someday they will 

win a world series. But what is my hope based on? My wishful desire is 
based on 103 years of losing. And your hope for a title in Cleveland is 
based upon what? Countless years of losing.  

• This is NOT the type of hope that Paul is talking about. It is not a wishful 
desire. 
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Vs. 14  Our hope that death is not the end of it all is rooted in the fact of the 
gospel. It is rooted in the fact that we believe that Jesus died and rose again. It 
is rooted in the reality of Jesus Christ! Our hope that death is not the end is 
rooted in the fact that we believe Jesus came to this earth, lived a perfect life, 
died the death we deserved to die, but rose again on the third day. 
 
I think we could even say it like this: His resurrection, the fact that He 
overcame death, gives us hope that our death is not the end of everything. 
Listen, I think that the resurrection of Jesus is something that we vastly 
underemphasize the importance of in our life.  
 
 1 Corinthians 15:17–18  “And if Christ has not been raised, your faith 

is futile and you are still in your sins. Then those also who have fallen 
asleep in Christ have perished.” 

 
Read that closely! If Jesus did not rise again, then those that have died are 
helpless. They have perished! And since we will die someday, that means we 
are hopeless. But Jesus did rise again, which means we can and should have 
confidence in the death of those we love in Christ as well as our coming 
death. 
 
Now, hold on a second, we have to go deep for a minute. Fasten your 
theological seatbelts. Everything we are going to talk about in the next 15 
minutes is going to build to a crescendo to that last phrase in vs. 17—“and so 
we will always be with the Lord.” Everything is building towards this concept 
of relationship with Jesus! Let me build towards it and then we will camp on 
that thought for a while. 
 
It starts at the end of vs. 14, which is really tricky. Every single Bible 
translation I looked at reads slightly different. But here is what Paul is saying. 
It is through Jesus, which means that if we are in Christ, if our life is wrapped 
up and connected with His—if we have given our lives to Him, then when we 
die, we should have confidence that God will make sure we come back with 
Jesus when He returns to this earth. 
 
Paul is saying that our hope is based in the fact that the same God that raised 
Jesus from the dead will ensure that those who have died in Christ will be 
raised to be with Him when He returns. 
 
We know from other Scriptures that when the Christian dies, they 
immediately go to be with Jesus. Paul says other places that to depart from 
this earth means to be in the presence of Jesus (Philippians 1). In fact, Paul 
says that it is much better to die than to continue to live, since dying means 
we get to be with Jesus. He says, that to live is to live Christ in everything we 
do, but to die is gain! Well, dying is only gain if we have immediate access to 
Jesus. Which we do. This is good news. 
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But when we die, while our souls go to be with Jesus, our bodies will be here. 
What was united at our conception (body and soul) will be separated when we 
die. Body here, soul with Jesus. But when Jesus comes back, those who have 
died will come back with Him, we assume that to mean their souls come back 
with Him. Later on, Paul is going to say that at the same time of Jesus’ return, 
there will be a resurrection of those who have died in Christ.  
 
Hold on, this is going to seem a bit science fiction like, but let me see if I can 
explain it. When Jesus returns, He will bring every soul of those who died “in 
Christ.” They will return with Him, at the same time, their bodies will be 
resurrected and reunited with their soul in the air at His coming. That is the 
best I can gather what Paul is saying. I know, it sounds like a Steven 
Spielberg movie. He continues the thought . . .  
 
Vs. 15  He knows this is going to sound somewhat strange and so Paul 
breaks out the trump card, saying that this message he received from the Lord 
Himself. 
 
He now emphasizes again that those who have fallen asleep, those who have 
died in Christ, are going to be present at the coming of the Lord. Those who 
are alive when Jesus comes back for His people are not going to have an 
advantage.  
 
Remember I said earlier that their main concern is that some of their friends 
had died in Christ. I want you to think about it in these terms: Remember it is 
only a few months after Paul planted the church that he is writing this letter. I 
guess it could be possible that someone died of some natural means, but I 
really believe the deaths of these believers were caused by the severe 
persecution these people were experiencing. The wording that Paul uses in vs. 
15 when he says those “who are left” is a word group that is often used of 
those who have survived some sort of tragedy. 
 
I really believe, piecing the story together, that the tragedy that some have 
escaped is the persecution unto death by the people in Thessalonica, 
specifically the Jews that Paul had already said had “killed both the Lord 
Jesus and the prophets and drove us out. They are not pleasing to God and 
are hostile to all men” (1 Thessalonians 2:15) 
 
Vs. 16  Paul even gets more specific. Jesus Himself will descend. This 
means that when He comes for His people, it will be a visual event. There is 
no reason to think this is not visible. There is no reason to think that it will 
only be visible to Christians. And how that happens with everyone on the 
earth at the same time on a round earth—I have NO IDEA! 
 
But the Lord will descend from heaven in a majestic way. There are three 
events describing what will happen as He comes back. There will be a cry of 
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command. Many say this is a declaration to the dead to rise, which we see at 
the end of the verse.  
 
His coming is accompanied with the voice of the Archangel, one of the rulers 
of the angels. We have no idea who this is, some say it is Michael, but that is 
unclear. His coming will also be accompanied with the sound of the trumpet 
of God. This is like the loudest vuvuzela you have ever heard. And if you do 
not know what a vuvuzela is, you should stop watching football and start 
watching futbol. 
 
I assume these are three different sounds, but it could also be a way to say the 
same thing. Either way, I don’t think the point is to dictate the type of sound 
that will accompany Jesus when He returns, but the point is to make that it 
will be a Grand Event! It will be loud. There will be noise. This is where we 
need to read our Bibles instead of just being persuaded by some really awful 
movies we watched when we were kids or books that sold millions of copies. 
 
Honestly, almost exclusively, I have heard it taught that the Rapture is a loud 
event for Christians, but it will be a silent event to the world. I honestly do not 
know where people get that thought. I suppose it could happen like that, but I 
think you have to do hermeneutical gymnastics to get to this conclusion that it 
will be silent to unbelievers in this passage. 
 
That grand event is only enhanced when Paul says at this point; the dead in 
Christ will rise first. Can you imagine that? What will that be like, all those 
who have died in Christ will rise at that point. Hundreds of thousands? 
Millions upon millions? If it is visible, can you imagine what that will be like? 
Crazy thought!  
 
Paul then moves from those who have died in Christ to those who are still 
alive in Christ . . . 
 
Vs. 17  Obviously Paul thought he might have still been alive at this point. 
He says that we who are alive, we who are left, will be caught up together 
with them. I think that’s a helpful point to ponder a second. Every generation 
of Christians has thought theirs was the generation in which Jesus would 
return. There has always been an expectation that it could happen at any 
moment (we will deal with this in detail next week). But have you ever 
stopped to ask yourself why? Why hasn’t it happened yet? 
 
 2 Peter 3:3–4  “Knowing this first of all, that scoffers will come in the 

last days with scoffing, following their own sinful desires. They will say, 
‘Where is the promise of his coming? For ever since the fathers fell 
asleep, all things are continuing as they were from the beginning of 
creation.’” 

 
Peter, writing about 30 years after the ascension of Jesus, says that there are 
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mockers who make fun of the Christians for looking forward to the return of 
Jesus. Peter continues . . . 
 
 2 Peter 3:8–9  “But do not overlook this one fact, beloved, that with the 

Lord one day is as a thousand years, and a thousand years as one day. 
The Lord is not slow to fulfill his promise as some count slowness, but is 
patient toward you, not wishing that nay should perish, but that all should 
reach repentance.” 

 
Jesus will return! Yes, Paul thought it would be in his lifetime. The reformers 
thought it would be in their lifetime. Your great-great-grandparents thought it 
would be in your lifetime. We think it could be in our lifetime. Maybe God is 
being patient in not sending Jesus back because He is giving you time to 
repent! Maybe today’s your day! 
 
Paul believes he could be there and says; we who are left will be caught up 
with them. The “them” are obviously those who have died in Christ and have 
been resurrected from vs. 16.  
 
Illustration: I wanted to be alive when Jesus comes back 
• Can I tell you a funny story about myself? When I was a kid, I always 

thought it would have been cooler to be alive when Jesus returns as 
opposed to being dead. Not because I was scared of what might happen to 
me, as the problem the Thessalonians had. But I thought it would have 
been cooler since those who are alive would probably go faster.  

• Here is what I mean. It says that the dead in Christ will rise first. Then 
those who are alive will meet them in the air. This meant to my simplistic 
mind back then, that if they leave first and we catch them, we must be 
going twice a fast. Right? 

 
On a more serious note, that word “caught up” means to seize or to carry off. 
It means to be snatched away. The Latin version of this word is “rapturo” 
from which we get “Rapture.” This word is also used in 2 Corinthians 12:2 
where Paul makes reference to a “man” (he is talking in the 3rd person here) 
that was “caught up” to the 3rd heaven. 
 
We will be caught up in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. Many people 
make a big deal about this word “meet.” It was a word that was customarily 
used of a custom of sending a delegation outside of the city to receive a 
dignitary who was on their way into the city. For instance, it was used of a 
group of people in Rome that heard Paul was finally coming to their city. 
They came out of Rome to “meet” Paul and then joined in with him back into 
the city. 
 
Many people on different views of the rapture use all these different words to 
make their point as to the timing of the rapture. Let me reiterate one last time, 
Paul’s point here was not timing, but it was about the pomp and 
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circumstances that would take place. This was a joyous event. It was a grand 
event. It was a time of celebration. It is about giving comfort to those who are 
hurting and thinking their loved ones are going to miss Jesus coming back. I 
think the more important words in vs. 17 are not “we will be caught up,” but 
“together with them.” Think about how those words are going to be a comfort 
to those who are hurting at the loss of their loved ones. 
 
There will be a great reunion with the loved ones. But there will be an even 
greater reunion than that. Are you ready for this? There will be a reunion with 
Jesus! Paul says that we will always be with the Lord. The real question 
should not be when or where, but it should be who! Who do you want to be 
with? This entire section is about restored relationships. Relationships with 
their friends. And Paul says, don’t forget about the relationship with Jesus! 
 
From that moment on, Christians will always be with the Lord! Ponder that 
for a second. What will life be like to always be with Jesus.  
 
We are not told about the events after this except that we are with Jesus. 
Paul’s purpose was not to detail for us the events of Christ’s rapture or 
coming, but to bring comfort to a group of hurting people. 
 
Vs. 18  Therefore, comfort one another with these words. Paul uses this 
term that means “to ease the pain.” I want you to put yourself in their 
situation. You are a new Christian. You & a group of your friends have come 
to Jesus, believed what He accomplished by His life and death upon that 
cross. You have come to Him, given up all that you are for the hope of life 
with Him.  
 
In the process, you were taught that He is going to return for you sometime 
soon. He is coming back. But while you are waiting, the persecution gets 
really tough. In fact, some of your friends have even been killed for their 
faith. And you start to grieve. You think, “what’s going to happen to them 
when Jesus returns. Are they going to miss it?” 
 
Paul then responds to you and says, “don’t worry about them missing it. The 
truth is that when Jesus comes back, He is going to resurrect their bodies and 
you are going to meet them in the air in one great reunion and you and your 
friends are going to forever be with your Lord.” Therefore, comfort one 
another with these words! Does that sound comforting? Do you think that 
would motivate them to keep living? 
 
What about for us? Yes, we should take great comfort in these words when 
we have loved ones in Christ that die. But I think it should do even more than 
that for us. I think it should challenge us to live risky lives for Jesus! Think 
about it:  
 
What is the worst thing that someone could do to you because of your faith? 
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Kill you? Take your life? Based on what we just learned this morning about 
what happens with those who die in Christ, shouldn’t we respond by saying, 
“so what if they do?” If we believe this to be true, then we should have no 
problems living radically authentic risky lives for Jesus. Because death is not 
your enemy and even if they kill you for your faith, you have hope in the 
resurrection. 
 
When was the last time you did something that can only be explained by the 
fact that Jesus rose from the dead? 
 
 
 
 
 
 


