
“Ignorance is NOT Bliss” (1 Thessalonians 4:13-18) 
  

Early Edition was a popular television program in the 1990s that featured a young man who received the 
next day’s newspaper a day ahead of time. Because he always knew the future, this man’s task in each 
episode was to save people from a tragedy or problem he had read about in tomorrow’s paper. So if he 
knew a building was going to burn, he tried to keep people from entering it. Or if someone was going to 
be hurt by an act of violence or an accident he tried to prevent the encounter from taking place.1 
 
If you own a Bible, you have an “early edition” of future events. By reading God’s prophetic Word, you 
can know God’s plan for all eternity. Perhaps you’re thinking, “I’m not interested in prophecy and all that 
end times gobblygook.”2 To which I would reply, “Do you long to have hope?” By hope I mean absolute 
confidence and peace in your present and future circumstances. Hope is one of the great characteristics of 
Christian reality. At the start of the letter (1:3), Paul tells us that hope produces perseverance. If there is 
no hope in the church, there will be no perseverance, and no perseverance will mean the demise of local 
churches.3 Fortunately, there is good news: God provides hope in a hopeless world. In 1 Thess 4:13-18, 
Paul shares two convictions that we can count on.  
 
1. Hope in your resurrection (4:13-16). In this first section, Paul promises us that if we have placed our 
faith in Christ, we will one day be resurrected. In 4:13 Paul reveals a problem: “But we do not want you 
to be uninformed,4 brethren, about those who are asleep, so that you will not grieve as do the rest 
who have no hope.” The word “but” introduces a new subject but also connects to the previous 
paragraph. The restlessness of disorderly believers (4:11-12) was, in part, caused by an incomplete 
understanding of the resurrection of the body.5 The Thessalonians rightly understood that Christ was 
going to return; however, they had not considered the possibility that some of their loved ones and friends 
would die before it occurred.6 They, therefore, plunged into deep grief. Doubts filled their minds as to the 
status of these prematurely deceased believers. All sorts of questions were going through their minds: 
“What will happen to our loved ones who die before Christ returns? Will they miss out on the 
resurrection? What about those of us who are alive when Christ returns? Will we receive our resurrection 
bodies then or later?”  
 
In light of these questions, Paul educates these believers about the status of their brothers and sisters who 
have passed away. In 4:13, he states the purpose of this entire passage with the phrase “so that7 you will 
not grieve as do the rest who have no hope.” Is Paul being cruel and heartless here? No! It is not wrong to 
grieve over the death of a loved one. Jesus Himself grieved over the death of Lazarus (John 11:35) and He 
knew full well He was going to bring him back to life. Paul merely says that when death comes we should 
not grieve hopelessly but mourn with hope. Our attitude toward death is a distinguishing feature that 
witnesses to the reality of the gospel. This is yet another example of leading a “quiet life” (cf. 4:11).8 
 
One day when I was ten years old, I walked into my parents’ bedroom, pushed open the pocket door to 
the bathroom, and saw my mom sobbing with unspeakable grief. She told me that her dad had died 
without believing in Christ. The horror of that moment marked my young life. I will go to my own grave 
with this memory. It devastated me! Now fast forward with me 23 years to a hospital room in San Jose, 
CA where my mom watched her mother pass away. While my mom cried, this time there was also hope 
and gratitude in her tears. You see, my mom had the privilege of leading my grandma to faith in Christ 
when she was 62 years old. In these two deaths, I saw in stark contrast the difference between the way the 
world grieves and the way followers of Jesus grieve. As far as my family knows, my grandpa is in hell 
because he rejected Christ. On the other hand, I am confident that my grandma is at home in heaven and 
will come back with Jesus someday. For you see, when believers die it is not “goodbye,” but only “good 
night.” We will see them again when Jesus returns. God provides hope in a hopeless world.  



Now I recognize that you may not want to think about death today. One of the things that Christians and 
non-Christians have in common is that we don’t like to think about death. 52% of unchurched adults say 
they never wonder if they will go to heaven after they die.9 Death is usually the last thing we want to talk 
about; it makes us squirm and feel uncomfortable. And yet, life being what it is, we cannot walk away 
from it.10 Where is your hope found? If it’s not found in Jesus Christ, you are without hope. You may 
have happiness, but you do not have hope. There is no hope apart from Christ. If you put your hope in 
your church, you will be disappointed. If you put your hope in your friends and family, they will fail you. 
If you place your hope in your job or your money, you will be disillusioned. Only Christ offers 
permanent, eternal hope. Today, at this very moment, will you believe in Jesus Christ as your Savior from 
sin? Will you stop trying to be “good enough” to please God? Instead, will you trust in the only One who 
can meet God’s expectations? The Lord Jesus Christ offers you eternal life as a free gift if you will simply 
ask Him for it. God provides hope in a hopeless world.  
 
In 4:14, Paul gives his first reason why we can have hope. He writes, “For if [since] we believe that 
Jesus died and rose again,11 even so God12 will bring with Him those who have fallen asleep in 
Jesus.” The inevitable result of believing that Jesus died and rose is the hope that He will return. In other 
words, the return of Christ is as certain as His death and resurrection.13 Our hope for the future is 
grounded in the certainty of the past.14 This verse is also clear that those who have “fallen asleep in Jesus” 
will return with Him.15 The term “asleep” is a euphemism for death (4:13, 14, and 15).16 The Bible never 
uses the term “asleep” or “sleep” when referring to unbelievers—only the passing of believers. “Sleep” 
explains what happens to a Christian’s body at death, NOT his spirit or soul. The Bible never teaches that 
a Christian’s soul goes to sleep upon death. Soul-sleep is a false doctrine that is taught by Jehovah 
Witnesses or Seventh-day Adventists. The soul of the dead is unconscious in reference to this world17 but 
wide awake and fully conscious of the world to come.18 Stephen’s spirit went to be with the Lord, but his 
body fell asleep (Acts 7:60). After death, the thief on the cross was with Jesus in Paradise (Luke 23:43). 
When a believer dies, his or her spirit goes immediately into the presence of Christ. Paul wrote in 2 Cor 
5:8 that “to be absent from the body is to be present with the Lord.” The moment a Christian dies, that 
person’s spirit leaves the body and is immediately with the Lord. The body, not the soul, sleeps in death. 
This is why the New Testament writers use the term “sleep” or “asleep” for believers. If you are a 
Christian, you will not taste death for even a nanosecond. Before the doctor has a chance to pronounce 
you dead, you will be in the Lord’s presence. God provides hope in a hopeless world. 
 
In 4:15-16, Paul shares the second reason why we can have hope. In 4:15 he writes, “For this we say to 
you by the word of the Lord, that we who are alive and remain until the coming of the Lord, will 
not19 precede those who have fallen asleep.” Most likely this “word of the Lord”20 was given in one of 
Christ’s appearances to Paul (cf. Acts 18:9-10).21 Paul states that those believers who make up the church 
of Jesus Christ will rise together when Jesus returns. Those who are asleep will meet up with their spirits, 
while those who are alive will rise and be given a new glorified body. The bottom line is this: We all are 
simultaneously given new bodies. I like to think of it like this: Those who are asleep in Jesus have caught 
an earlier train to their final destination of glory. Today we are standing on the station platform, and who 
knows, we may be on the next one!22 
 
Paul explains himself further in 4:16 where he discloses the details of Christ’s return: “For the Lord 
Himself will descend from heaven with a shout, with the voice of the archangel and with the 
trumpet of God, and the dead in Christ will rise first.” The return of Jesus will occur with three 
sounds: Christ’s shout, the archangel’s voice, and the trumpet of God. The word “shout” is a military 
expression and it indicates a command or an order that is given.23 It is as if the troops are standing at ease 
and the command issued is, “Come to attention!” This voice will wake the dead.24 We don’t know the 
specific content of the command; however, in biblical times whenever the king was coming to a village, 
the town crier ran ahead and shouted, “The king is coming! The king is coming!” In the same way, the 
King of Kings will make His entrance known to the entire world.25  



The second sound is the archangel’s voice. Daniel 10:13 implies several archangels, but the Bible only 
mentions one, Michael (Jude 9). Michael is most likely the leader of the holy angels. Since he and the 
other angels have been commissioned to protect God’s people (Dan 12:1; Heb 1:14), it may be that he is 
present to protect God’s people from Satan and his forces as they pass through his domain.26  
 
The final sound is the trumpet of God. The archangel and trumpet of God are united by the conjunction 
“and” so that the archangel is represented as sounding God’s trumpet.27 Since the days when Israel was 
camped down at Mount Sinai, trumpets were used to call God’s people together for assembly (Num 10:2). 
This trumpet blast summons the church to gather in heaven (cf. 1 Cor 15:52).  
 
There are two different views regarding these sounds: One is that these sounds are only heard by 
believers; another view suggests that these sounds are heard by everyone. I prefer the latter view because 
I think this makes it more difficult for Oprah and others to explain away the rapture. Seriously, these three 
descriptions sound rather public, don’t they? It is likely that unbelievers will be aware that something 
unique, supernatural, and amazing is taking place; however, they will not understand its meaning and 
significance.28 
 
Paul is clear that dead believers will rise before living believers (cf. 1 Cor 15:52). Yet, not just any person 
will rise from the dead but only those who are “in Christ.” The Bible never claims that Old Testament 
saints are “in Christ.” The “dead in Christ” refers only to those believers who have died since the 
ascension of Christ. Paul is addressing Christians who have died in the church age.29 He was comforting 
those Thessalonians who had lost loved ones by saying, “Death is not as final as it seems. Your loved 
ones have not missed out on the coming of the Lord. In fact, they will be the first ones to receive their 
brand-new bodies.”30 This answers the Thessalonians’ concerns. No one who has placed his or her faith in 
Jesus Christ will in any way miss out on His return. God provides hope in a hopeless world. 
 
[Why should you hope in your resurrection? Why should you have confidence that God will raise your 
loved ones who have believed in Christ? God’s Word authoritatively says so!] 
 
2. Hope in your reunion (4:17-18). In this second section, Paul says we can be certain that Christ will 
come for us and we will be reunited with Him and our fellow believers. In 4:17 he writes, “Then we31 
who are alive and remain will be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the 
air, and so we shall always be with the Lord.” This verse teaches there is a Christian generation that 
will not experience death. Like Enoch and Elijah in the Old Testament,32 some believers will bypass death 
and be taken directly to heaven. The phrase “caught up” comes from the Greek verb harpazo, which 
means “to grab or seize suddenly.”33 This word is used of Paul being taken into heaven (2 Cor 12:2, 4). It 
is also used of Phillip being snatched after baptizing the Ethiopian eunuch (Acts 8:39). This word is also 
where we get the term “rapture.” When the New Testament was translated into Latin (i.e., the Vulgate), 
the scholars rendered harpazo as the Latin verb rapturo. It is just a short step then from the noun form 
raptura to the English word “rapture.”34  
 
Paul writes that we will be raptured or “caught up” with the Lord and His people in the clouds.35 When 
you look up into the sky and see the clouds, what do you think of? If you’re like me, you instantaneously 
think of the fact that Jesus could crack the sky and return at any moment. Last night, I was sitting on my 
porch swing with my nine-year-old son, Justin. We were going through a discipleship workbook. He was 
reading aloud and I was gazing at the clouds above and I couldn’t shake the thought that Jesus could 
return at that very moment. Whenever we look up into the sky and see clouds, we should be reminded of 
the reality of Christ’s return. Interestingly, “clouds” are often used figuratively in the Bible to refer to the 
presence and glory of God.36 It is best in this passage to understand the clouds as referring to the visible 
presence and glory of the Lord.37 Thus, at the rapture, it is the glorious Lord Jesus who appears and brings 
the saints38 into the presence of His glory.39 God provides hope in a hopeless world. 



How will the rapture happen? 1 Cor 15:52 teaches that the rapture will take place “in a moment, in the 
twinkling of an eye.” The Greek word for moment is the word from which we get the English word 
“atom.” For years, the atom was thought to be the smallest, most irreducible part of matter. They’ve now 
split the atom, but the point is still made that the time it will take for Christ to rapture His church is 
infinitesimally small. The twinkling of an eye is the time it takes for your eye to catch light, which is a lot 
faster than a blink. We will be changed and given our new bodies instantly.40 Stop for just a moment and 
blink your eyelid. The return of Christ will be quicker than that! One moment you’re baking cookies, the 
next moment you’re flying like Superman. One second you’re eating pizza, the next you’re in the air. One 
minute you’re in the shower, the next you’re being blown dry at 30,000 feet. Just like that. We will be 
here one moment and gone the next. Paul then says we shall be with the Lord forever…and ever…and 
ever. God provides hope in a hopeless world. 
 
As I have implied, this passage suggests that Paul believes Christ could return at any moment.41 In other 
words, there are no other signs that need to be fulfilled before Christ returns. This view is often called the 
pre-tribulation rapture (i.e., before the tribulation). In brief summary, the pre-tribulation position believes 
that Jesus Christ could rapture His church into heaven at any time. Immediately following this event, the 
judgment seat of Christ will take place.42 While this is going on in heaven, the tribulation will begin on 
earth. This will last for a period of seven years. At the conclusion of the seven years, Christ will return in 
power and glory and set up His kingdom in Jerusalem for a thousand years (i.e., the millennium). During 
this time He will fulfill the Old Testament promises He made to Israel. Once this is complete, the eternal 
state will be ushered in. This view is certainly not held by all Christians,43 yet at this time in my study, I 
believe this view is the best position. Although there are problems with the pre-trib position and every 
other position, I believe the pre-trib position has the least amount of problems. Practically speaking, the 
pre-trib position allows me to expect Jesus Christ to return at any moment. This motivates me to be holy 
because I never know when my Master will return. However, I am also humble enough to recognize that I 
could easily be wrong in my interpretation of Scripture. Every year, I teach eschatology to college 
students at Ecola Bible School. The longer I teach this subject, the more I realize how little I know. The 
danger with the end times is many people know just enough to be dangerous. Thus, we must all be careful 
not to become proud and divisive in our understanding of the end times. We must hold our eschatological 
views loosely. As Yogi Berra once said, “Predictions are tricky—especially when they involve the 
future.”44 Even though I am pre-trib, I am preparing to endure tribulation. You could say that this is 
playing the end against the middle, but I see it as the wisest way to live the Christian life. Expect Jesus 
Christ to return at any moment, but be prepared to suffer greatly before He comes.  
 
Verse 18 is the main point of this passage. Paul concludes this passage with this command: “Therefore 
comfort one another with these words.”45 Notice what Paul doesn’t say: He doesn’t say, “Therefore, 
make charts based on these words,” or “Write theology books based on these words.” He doesn’t say, 
“Set dates, sell your possessions, run to the hills, and form a Christian militia.” Nor does he suggest that 
we should go our merry way without paying any further regard to these future events.46 Rather, Paul 
commands us to “comfort one another.” Most English versions prefer the translation “encourage” (NET, 
ESV, HSB, NIV) over “comfort” (NASB, NKJV). I opt for this rendering as well. “Comfort” is an aspect 
of the overarching word “encourage.”47 We are to encourage one another with the reality of our future 
resurrection and reunion.  
 
Last night, my children did an outstanding job cleaning up after dinner. When they finished, I encouraged 
them. Instantaneously, I was reminded of a chant I have taught my children, “Encourage one another… 
encourage one another… encourage one another.” I told them that I am going to use this chant in my 
sermon tomorrow. My oldest child, Joshua, said, “Dad, you’ve already used that one or two times.” I said, 
“That’s the point, Joshua. I have to continually remind our church to encourage one another.” So will you 
heed the words that I continually repeat to my children? Repeat after me: “Encourage one another… 
encourage one another… encourage one another.” This is a biblical command from the Lord Himself!  



So how can we encourage one another today? 
 

• Encourage believers in the face of death. When you interact with believers who are fearful of 
death, reassure them that the moment their heart stops beating they will be in the presence of 
Jesus. In the midst of sin, suffering and grief, encourage one another. Don’t give pat theological 
answers. Feel the other person’s pain. Wrestle with their questions and doubt. But in the end, 
encourage them with the return of Christ.  

 
• Encourage biblical stewardship. When a fellow believer makes sacrifices for the kingdom, seek 

to affirm this brother or sister. Let this person know how much you respect his or her decisions. 
Affirm their sacrificial use of time, talents, and treasure. When a believer gives of his or her 
finances, encourage that person that they are laying up treasure in heaven (Matt 6:19-21). If a 
believer prioritizes serving in the local church, remind that person that their labor in the Lord is 
not in vain (1 Cor 15:58).  

 
• Encourage reaching out to the lost. If time is short and hell is hot, we have a responsibility to 

share Jesus Christ with those who need Him. When you see or hear about a brother or sister 
sharing Christ, build up that believer. Remind that person that there are only two things that are 
eternal: God’s Word and people’s souls. Let them know that they may be used by God to bring an 
eternal soul to glory.  

 
• Encourage worship. Many Christians assume that a lifestyle of worship is only for those who are 

the sensitive, sappy types. Yet, the truth is believers will be worshiping Christ for all eternity. 
Therefore, it is wise for us to start practicing now. Those that worship God NOW will be more at 
home in eternity. And those who worship God now will find that all of these other activities 
naturally take care of themselves.  

 
The return of Jesus Christ is sure, it’s wonderful, and it could happen anytime. It’s like a telephone 
answering machine that tells you, “I’m not home now, but when I return I will call you.” If the person we 
have called is reliable, we can expect a return call even though we don’t know whether it will be five 
minutes or five hours before it comes.48 Jesus is coming back! It could happen at any moment. Whatever 
you are going through right now, as painful as it may be, it is only temporary. In a very short while, you 
and I will be resurrected and reunited with Christ and our loved ones. In the midst of battles with sin, 
suffering, and Satan, God provides hope in a hopeless world. May we hope in this promise because it is 
our only hope. 
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1 Thessalonians 4:13-18 
1 Corinthians 15:47-58 
2 Corinthians 4:16-5:10 
Philippians 3:20-21 
John 5:24-29; 11:21-27 
John 14:1-3 
1 John 2:28-3:3 
 
Study Questions 
1. What was the general attitude about death in my family growing up? Who was the first person I was close to 

who died? How did this person’s death affect me? What else has shaped my view of death and dying? How 
have I responded when I have lost a non-Christian loved one in death? What was the difference when losing a 
Christian loved one?  

 
2. The Bible teaches that the moment a believer dies he or she goes immediately and directly into the presence of 

Christ. Read 2 Corinthians 5:6-8 and Philippians 1:21-23. How does this comfort my fears and uncertainties? 
Paul anchors the Christian’s hope in the death and resurrection of Jesus. According to 1 Corinthians 15:14-19, 
what are some of the consequences if Jesus did not truly rise from the dead?  
 

3. Could Jesus return today? Why or why not? How is this reality affecting my life today? What one area of my 
life do I need to relinquish control of? Who will I share this with? Is there a relationship I need to make right 
before Christ’s return? What will I do today to make contact with is individual?  

 
4. Is there someone in my life who is currently going through grief? How can I offer comfort to this person? What, 

if anything, should I say? What can I do to show the love of Christ? Read 2 Corinthians 1:3-4. Who has recently 
comforted or encouraged me with God’s truth? Did I express my gratitude to this brother or sister? Read 
Hebrews 10:23-25.  

 
5. Do I have a balanced understanding of the end times? Am I prone to dogmatism, pessimism, escapism, or 

sensationalism? If so, how can I return to a biblical balance? Are my views based upon Scripture, the opinions 
of others, experience, or personal preference? How can I ensure that I do my best to seek the Scriptures when 
deriving my theological convictions on the end times?  
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