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This morning as we study the final verses of 1 Thessalonians 4, we are 

moving into the arena of eschatology, which is simply the doctrine of last 

things, including the events surrounding the 2nd coming of Christ.  

 

Before we launch into 1Thess 4, let me make some suggestions about how 

we should approach any study of the last days.  

 Eschatology requires study. It’s important that we draw our 

conclusions from a careful study of all the relevant passages of the 

Bible. Don’t base your beliefs on fictional books that are based on 

someone else’s theological perspective. And certainly, don’t base 

your convictions on what you hope will happen in the end, but 

rather on what specific passages seem to clearly teach. For example, 

it’s easy to be more sympathetic to a pre-tribulational view (the 

view that the church will be raptured or removed from earth before 

the great tribulation). Unless you have done a careful study of Scripture and 

the differing views, don’t be too quick to dismiss someone else’s view. The more 

you study, the more humble you should be about your particular view.  

 Eschatology requires humility and faith. For centuries, good Bible-

loving Christians who are committed to the inerrancy of Scripture 

and who want to believe and obey all that it teaches, have had 

differing perspectives on the details (particularly the timing) of end 

time events. Certainly, there are differing views in this very room 

this morning. It’s good for us to study passages about the end times 

and develop convictions based on that study, yet we must always 

leave lots of room for humility in our doctrinal beliefs about 

eschatology. God has not given us every detail of His plan but 

enough to inform our minds and strengthen our hearts to walk by 

faith. So, we must earnestly apply what we do know and live by 

faith regarding what we do not fully understand—with all humility.   

 Eschatology requires personal readiness. It’s easy for us to focus on 

timelines (the order of end time events). Yet the Bible’s emphasis is 

not so much on timing, but a personal response of eager 

expectation and readiness for Christ’s return. Living a holy life and 

pursuing spiritual maturity that will guard you against the deception 

of the later days is far more important than winning an argument 

about whether Christ will return before or after the tribulation. So, 

it’s important for us to keep each passage in context and ask what 

the purpose of each passage is. For example, the pastoral purpose 

of Matthew 24, which provides some of the greatest details of end 

time events, is a warning that clearly states: “see to it that no one 

misleads you…[and] see that you are not frightened” (Mt 24:4, 6). 

Whereas 1 Thessalonians 4 has a pastoral purpose of 

encouragement: “so that you will not grieve as the rest who have no 

hope…comfort one another with these words” (1Thess 4:13, 18).  

 Eschatology requires confidence in Christ. In the end final salvation, 

regardless of timing and means, is only guaranteed to those who 

have put their full trust in the death and resurrection of Jesus and as 

a result live lives of faith and obedience. As we prepare for the last 

days, our goal is not to put our confidence in a particular view, but 

to set our affections on the return of Jesus Himself as our Savior and 

Husband-King! 

 

Now, let’s turn our attention specifically to 1 Thess 4:13-18.  

 

Topic: The resurrection of deceased believers.  

 

Paul is addressing the Thessalonians concern about what would happen to 

their fellow believers who died before the 2nd coming. While we don’t know 

what their exact concerns were, we do know that what Paul teaches here is 

of tremendous encouragement for those grieving the death of a fellow 

believer.  

 

If you have a loved one who has died as a believer, this passage is meant for 

your encouragement—to make the sting of death only temporary. This is 

one of my favorite passages to read at the graveside of a believer. Often, I 

conclude a graveside service by saying, “We have come with sorrow; yet we 

depart with hope. We have come with tears; yet we depart in great 

expectation. We depart listening for the sound of the trumpet of God; until 

our faith becomes sight.” I Thess 4 is about hopeful expectation.  

 



Purpose: Pastoral - giving instruction for the purpose of comfort (13, 18) 

 

The purpose of this passage is pastoral. [vs. 13, 18] Paul, you may recall, had 

to leave Thessalonica suddenly because of persecution and apparently, he 

had not had the opportunity to complete his teaching regarding the second 

coming. So, he writes to inform them for the purpose of their 

encouragement and comfort. Knowing that their fellow believers who had 

died would not be excluded from the resurrection at the second coming, 

should infuse hope into their sorrow. Paul is not suggesting that believers 

should not grieve when a loved one dies. Grief is unavoidable. Jesus Himself 

wept by the grave of Lazarus. Yet our sorrow should be tempered by hope, 

knowing that we will one day we reunited to our loved ones for eternity. 

And so, Paul urges believers to comfort one another with these words. The 

point of vss. 13 and 18 is that believers can be comforted in the grief of 

death with the hope of their future resurrection (13, 18).  

 

Let me just point out that the question of “when” is not Paul’s primary 

concern here. Timing is secondary. His purpose is to comfort believers by 

teaching them to grieve with the hope of future resurrection.  

 

Underlying Doctrine: Resurrection of Christ (14) 

 

Verse 14 now gives us the underlying doctrine for our hope. [14] This 

sentence in Greek is what’s called a first-class conditional statement which 

simply means that because the first half of the sentence is true, the second 

half is also considered true. In other words, because Jesus died and rose 

again, we too will be raised after we die. Here’s the point: believers who 

have died believing in Christ (that is, died being one with Christ by faith) are 

with Him in “death” while they await their resurrection and will therefore 

be with Him when He returns. The term “fallen asleep” is simply a 

euphemism or synonym for physical death. The body dies but the soul goes 

to be with Christ, and those souls will come with Jesus to receive their 

resurrection bodies when He returns.  

 

Remember Jesus said in John 11, “I am the resurrection and the life; he who 

believes in Me shall live even if he dies, and everyone who lives and believes 

in Me shall never die.”  When a believer dies, only the body dies. His soul 

lives on and goes to be with the Lord so that when Jesus returns, He will 

bring with Him those souls to be reunited with their resurrected bodies. 

Here's the point of vs. 14: The resurrection of Christ undergirds believers’ 

confidence in their own future resurrection (14). Believers are one with 

Christ in life, in death, and in life eternal. Our union with Christ cannot be 

severed by physical death.  

 

The Order of Events: 1) Christ descends, 2) “dead” in Christ are raised, 3) 

all believers are caught up to meet the Lord in the air, 4) forever with the 

Lord (15-17). 

 

[15-17] I personally do not see I Thessalonians as a secret rapture of the 

church. It seems to me that this will be a very public display with the shout 

and the voice of arch angel along with the trumpet of God summoning the 

dead bodies of the saints to burst out of their graves! I take the trumpet in 

vs. 16 to be the same trumpet in Joel and Zephaniah (Joel 2:1; Zeph 1:15-16) 

that announce the day of the Lord as well as the trumpet 1Cor 15:52 that 

summons the resurrection of the dead. 

 

When we hear that trumpet sound, the dead will be raised imperishable and 

those who are living on earth will be changed in the twinkling of any eye 

(their bodies transformed), and all believers will be caught up to meet the 

Lord in the clouds (I Cor 15:52; I Thess 4:16-17).  

 

Why the clouds in vs. 17? Paul is not commenting on the weather. Clouds 

were often associated with theophanies (divine appearances) in both the 

Old and New Testaments. For example, Israel was led by a cloud by day and 

a pillar of fire by night which represented God’s presence going before 

them. At Jesus’ baptism, God spoke from the cloud and when Jesus 

ascended to the presence of His Father He ascended into the clouds (Mt 

17:5; Acts 1:9). So the clouds are representative of God’s presence. And 

there, in the presence of the Lord, we shall abide forever.  

 

The picture that Paul describes of Jesus descending from heaven and 

believers being caught up to meet him in the air resembles the way royal 

dignitaries were received into a first century city. In fact, when Paul says we 

will “meet” the Lord in the air, he’s using a technical term that represents 

this custom. As the dignitary approached the city, a delegation of people 

would be sent out of the city to meet him and usher him into the city (like a 

parade).  



 

Those who hold to the classic or historic premillennial view in which Christ 

returns to earth to physically reign for a thousand years before the final 

judgement, see this imagery in I Thessalonians 4. As Christ descends and 

approaches the earth, believers are caught up to meet him in the air and 

descend to earth with him where they reign with Him for a thousand years. 

If Paul has this imagery in mind, he’s implying that believers who died 

before the return of Christ will not miss out on any of the glory of the 2nd 

coming. In fact, they will participate in the honor of ushering Christ into His 

millennial (thousand year), earthly reign.  

 

Here’s what 1 Thess 4:13-18 is all about: We can be comforted with the 

hope that those who have died believing in Christ will be raised to fully 

participate in the 2nd coming and glorious reign of Christ. So, comfort one 

another with these truths. The death, resurrection, and glorious return of 

Christ ensures the resurrection of believers and takes the permanence out 

of death.  

 

What we struggle to know is where 1 Thess 4 and other end-time events fit 

in relationship to each other. Debates primarily revolve around the 

millennial kingdom (Rev 20:1-8), the great tribulation, and the sequence of 

end time events. Let me give you an over-simplified sampling and then turn 

our attention to what evangelicals do agree on.  

 

Let’s begin with the millennium (the thousand-year earthly reign of Christ). 

The primary text is Revelation 20 which tells us that Satan will be bound and 

sealed in an abyss for a thousand years so that he can no longer deceive the 

nations. The saints who were martyred (beheaded) for not taking the mark 

of the beast will be raised to reign with Christ for a thousand years. After 

the thousand years, Satan will be released for a final battle in which he will 

be defeated and thrown into the lake of fire forever. Rev 20 ends with the 

great white thrown judgment in which all whose names are not found in the 

book of life will also be thrown into the lake of fire. Seems pretty straight 

forward, right? Not so much. There are 3 major views on how to interpret 

Revelation 20 and other passages associated with the millennial kingdom.  

 

Some highly respected Bible scholars hold to an Amillennial view. This view 

sees Rev 20 as figurative and equates the millennium to the present church 

 
1 Wayne Grudem, Systematic Theology, pg. 1117.  

age (a very long period of time but not a literal 1000 years). I personally 

don’t hold this view because there are a number of passages about a future 

time that is “far greater than the present age but still falls short of the 

eternal state.”1 These passages seem to support a literal translation of a 

millennial kingdom in Rev 20.2  

 

Others hold to a Postmillennial view. Postmillennialists expect Christ to 

return after the millennium. According to this view, the gospel will progress 

and the church will grow to the point that most of the world’s population 

will be Christian. The problem with this view is that the Bible portrays the 

end of time not as a great revival, but as a time of great apostacy, 

deception, and tribulation.  

 

I personally hold to a premillennial position which believes the present 

church age will end abruptly by the 2nd coming of Christ and the 

resurrection of believers. The 2nd coming will then begin the physical 

millennial reign of Christ on earth for a literal 1000 years which will 

conclude with the resurrection of unbelievers to judgement and the 

beginning of the final, eternal state.   

 

In addition to the millennial question, Premillennialists have differing 

perspectives on the timing of the tribulation. Will the church go through the 

tribulation or will it be raptured out of the earth before the great 

tribulation? My earliest theological training was from a pre-tribulational 

view. Yet in more recent years I have found it very difficult to reconcile a 

pretrib view with Matthew 24 which states that “immediately after the 

tribulation of those days, the Sun will be darkened…and then the sign of the 

Son of man will appear in the sky…and they will see the Son of man coming 

on the clouds. So I’m not convinced that the church will be raptured before 

the tribulation, but for those of you who hold a pretrib position, I sure hope 

you are right and I’m wrong! What we do know is that in any age, we must 

be prepared to suffer for Christ, for “all who desire to live godly in Christ 

Jesus will be persecuted” (2Tim 3:12). And as the end draws near, the days 

will grow harder.  

 

My point is that there is legitimate room for discussion about the nature of 

the millennium, the timing of the tribulation, and how all of it fits together. 

So where can we stand unified in our eschatology? Wayne Grudem has 

2 See Ps 72:8-14; Isa 11:2-9; 65:20; Zech 14:6-21; 1Cor 15:24; Rev 2:27; 12:5; 19:15 



provided a helpful outline of points that evangelicals from a variety of 

positions strongly affirm.  

 

We agree: 

 

1. There will be a sudden, personal, visible, bodily return of Christ.3  

 

Jesus’ return will be sudden. He will come like a thief in the night (1Thess 

5:2; Pet 3:10). Jesus said, “You must be ready; for the Son of Man is coming 

at an hour you do not expect” (Mt 24:24). And 1Thess 4:16 affirms that “the 

Lord Himself will descend from heaven….” And according to Rev 1:7, every 

eye will see Him.4 

 

2. We should eagerly long for Christ’s return.5 

 

In Titus 2, the grace of God instructs us to “deny ungodliness and worldly 

desires and to live sensibly, righteously and godly in the present age, looking 

for the blessed hope and the appearing of the glory of our great God and 

Savior, Jesus Christ.” (Tit 2:12-13). Live in expectation of Christ’s return! 

 

3. We do not know when Christ will return.6 

 

Jesus said, “the Son of Man is coming at an hour you do not expect” (Mt 

24:44). “Of that day or that hour no one knows, not even the angels in 

heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father. Take heed, watch; for you do not 

know when the time will come” (Mark 13:32-33). Be ready! Walk by faith in 

obedience!  

 

4. All Evangelicals agree on the final results of Christ’s return.7 

 

As Grudem states, “No matter what their differences on the details, all 

Christians who take the Bible as their final authority agree that the final and 

ultimate result of Christ’s return will be the judgment of unbelievers and the 

final reward of believers, [who] will live with Christ in a new heaven and new 

earth for all eternity.”  

 
3 Wayne Grudem, Systematic Theology, pg. 1092.  
4 Evangelicals reject the view promoted by liberal protestants that Christ Himself 

will not return, but that spirit of Christ, meaning the acceptance of his teaching and 

his lifestyle of love, will increase on earth. [Grudem, 1092] 

 

Here's the reality: 

 You don’t know when you will die.  

 You don’t know when Christ will return.  

But you can know that you are ready to meet Jesus at any moment.  

 

As we enter into the Christmas season, we celebrate the amazing reality 

that Jesus, the Son of God, came into our world, faced our temptations, 

experienced our suffering, and then took upon Himself the ultimate 

suffering of divine judgment for our sin.  

 

We celebrate this because it was a mission of mercy. Those who receive 

Jesus, have the benefit of His payment for sin and the promise of 

resurrection life. We still face temptation, we still experience death, but we 

face it with hope knowing that Jesus will return to put an end to all 

suffering, death, and sin.  Are you ready? Are you walking with Jesus? 

Whatever you are pursuing in life is vain if you are if you are not ready for 

the end. But if you have Jesus, no loss in this life, even death, can bankrupt 

your hope.  

 

“And the testimony is this, that God has given us eternal life, and this life is 

in His Son. He who has the Son has [eternal] life; He who does not have the 

Son of God does not have [eternal] life” (1John 5:11-12).  

 

Taking the Word of God to the Throne of God 
A Prayer from 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18 

 

Father, we believe that Jesus died and rose again, and that one day He will 

bring with Him all who have fallen asleep in Jesus to raise to life and glory. 

We long for the day when we hear the trumpet of God and the dead in 

Christ rise first and we who are alive and remain will be caught up together 

with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. 

 

5 Ibid.  
6 Ibid., 1093.  
7 Ibid., 1094.  



In as much as this is our hope and joy to be with You forever, so we pray 

that it will be or comfort and joy today to walk with You in sweet fellowship 

until we see you face to face.  

 

Father, make our hope tangible so that others will be drawn to the Savior 

and find their ultimate comfort in the loving mercy of Christ. To Jesus, our 

only comfort in life and death, we cling! Amen.  

 


