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Sermon Series: Hope in uncertain times 
1st Letter to the Thessalonians 

#4 In light of eternity – 1 Thess. 4:13 – 5:11 

Intro: In a letter to Jean-Baptiste Le Roy in 1789 Benjamin Franklin famously 

wrote: “…in this world nothing can be said to be certain, except death and 

taxes.”  

There’s no doubt these two topics will dominate the rhetoric in the coming 

Federal election campaigns. 

But in First Thessalonians it’s a question of death, not taxes, that causes the 

Apostle Paul to write chapters 4 and 5. And it is un-certainties associated with 

death that became the occasion for him to offer wisdom and care. 

1. Pastoral care for those who grieve (4:13,14) 

Paul writes… 

“… we do not want you to be uninformed, brothers and sisters about 

those who have died [fallen asleep], so that you may not grieve as 

others do who have no hope. For… we believe that Jesus died and rose 

again...” (1 Thess. 4:13-14) 

Note that Paul’s response to Thessalonian grief and anxiety is pastoral – he 

cares for them.1 He writes in verse 13 of chapter 4, 

“…we do not want you to be uninformed brothers and sisters…”2  

Some members of this young Christian church had died. It was the first real 

test of their belief in Jesus’ resurrection and God’s promises for all who have 

faith. Perhaps they asked: “What happens when faithful ones die?” “Are they 

in God’s care as they ‘sleep’”?3 

 
1 We saw in chapter 2 how Paul and his team had lived among them and Paul had been like a mother and a 
father to their faith. 
2 Paul and his friends had taught them about matters of life, death and resurrection when they were living 
among the Thessalonians, but new questions needed assuring answers. 
3 Death as ‘sleep’ was a term in antiquity, not just in biblical writings 
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In verse 13 Paul responded firstly by urging them not to “grieve as others do 

who have no hope.”  

i. Paul cared too much to let them grieve as their contemporaries 

mostly did. Greeks and Romans of those days are famous for their 

stoic rationalism. For example, Theocritus, said, “Hopes are for the 

living, the dead are without hope.” Inscriptions often read, “I was 

not, I was, I am not, I care not.” Many either viewed death as a tragic 

end or held on to some vague philosophies of immortality or 

mystery.  

Note that Paul didn’t set out to write a doctrinal thesis4 about the 

intermediate state of the dead. Rather, it was his concern for grieving 

mourners, whose faith was wobbling and whose anxieties were high, 

that led to this encouragement and comfort. God cares for our grief. 

ii. Secondly, let’s be clear that Paul didn’t tell them not to grieve. Tears 

are not a sign of weakness of faith. It’s human and natural to respond 

with sadness and mourning when a loved one dies – even if they had 

faith in God. Jesus himself grieved the loss of his dear friend Lazarus 

with tears and groaning.5 But Paul wants the grieving of Christians to 

be shaped by and transformed by their hope in Christ like everything 

else. In verse 14 he points to the death and resurrection of Jesus as 

the game changer – “…we believe that Jesus died and rose again. 

Some historians marvelled at how Christian funerals differed so 

much from others in these ancient times. They observed, along with 

tears of grief, hymns of hope and signs of unusual joy and festivity.6  

 

A prayer we use in the Anglican funeral service petitions God: “…by your grace 

may our grief give way to joy”. In the light of eternity, because of the hope of 

the Gospel, grieving for Christians has a distinctive character. Paul cared 

enough to want his Thessalonian friends to be informed (not ignorant) and for 

their grief to be transformed by their hope in Christ.  
 

 
4 As he did, perhaps, in The Letter to the Romans 
5 See John chapter 11 
6 E.g. in a document known as “The Didache” 
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REFLECT: Typically, at funerals, those who have no connection to a church turn 

to the past for comfort (they become nostalgic and romanticize the one who 

has passed away). But mourners who are Christians typically turn to the 

future with hope, focussing on what is yet to come in life with God. The church 

must offer those who are left behind. Be sure to pray for hospital chaplains 

who often minister to mourners who have little or no hope in the face of 

death. Pray too for Christians who work in health and wellbeing sectors who 

can offer comfort and encouragement to those who grieve.  

I often receive letters and cards from those whose loved ones are farewelled at 

in our church building. I’m often amazed at the impact the pastoral care of a 

funeral service upon the hope of the mourners – many of whom don’t claim to 

be Christians. I wish we could have a whole team of carers when funerals are 

held in our church.7 Churches still make a huge difference today bringing 

comfort and hope to many who mourn. 

2. Assurance for those who worry (4:15 – 5:11) 

In verse 14 of chapter 4 and verse 1 of chapter 5 Paul responds to particular 

questions in the Thessalonian church… 

Will our deceased brothers and sisters receive the same benefits as we who are 

alive when Christ returns? Will they be with us? Will they miss out?8 

414 … since we believe that Jesus died and rose again, even so, through 

Jesus, God will bring with him those who have died. 

How long do we have to wait for our relief from persecution and see Christ’s 

return? What time and day will Jesus’ come back? 

51-2 …concerning the times and the seasons, brothers and sisters, you do 

not need to have anything written to you. For you yourselves know very 

well that the day of the Lord will come like a thief in the night. 

Paul wrote 1 Thessalonians while he still believed Christ might return during his 

own lifetime.9 The Thessalonians therefore hoped for this too - Jesus would 

 
7 Funeral Directors just don’t cut it. For example, one rang me last month and joked about the funeral for a 
dentist being held at “tooth-hurty” in the afternoon! 
8 These questions are my construction of what might have prompted Paul’s responses 
9 There’s a change in view when Paul is in prison when writing to the Philippians – “whether I live or die” 
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return to earth in glory to gather up all the faithful to live in eternity with 

God.10  

In chapters 4 and 5 Paul responds to their questions and worries with 

prophetic, apocalyptic imagery from sources such as the prophet Daniel, from 

Jesus11, and concepts found in the Book of Revelation. There’s a dramatic 

sequence of events Paul sketches about the ‘day of the Lord’. Perhaps Paul 

taught like this when with them in Thessalonica.12 Paul says, 

• An archangel will cry out,  

• A trumpet will sound,  

• The anointed one of God will appear for all to see, 

• Those who are dead in Christ will rise first to stand before Him,  

• All the faithful who are living will be gathered up with Jesus “in the 

clouds”.  

This imagery is clearly picture language. Many preachers and authors set out 

this future event in far too much detail (the name of the archangel, the 

location, the processes, the numbers, etc.) and miss the point. Apocalyptic 

language evokes a sense of the extraordinary, the unfathomable beyond our 

normal experience.13 We can affirm some general truths, such as Revelation 

1:7 concurs, saying: "Look! He is coming with the clouds; every eye will see 

him..." No-one will miss this ‘day of the Lord’. No-one will be able to hide. At 

the name of Jesus every knee shall bow.14 Its timing is beyond our predicting. 

Its true nature is beyond our full comprehension. 

Sometimes such imagery is employed to highlight urgency, other times to warn 

of coming judgment, but here in 1 Thessalonians 4 and 5, it’s all about 

encouragement to believers. It’s as if Paul says, “…don't be disheartened at the 

fact that some of our Christian brothers and sisters have died. Their future is as 

assured as ours, because of Jesus. Those who “sleep” in Christ’s care are 

waiting for the day of the Lord, just as we are. Paul tells the Thessalonians to 

encourage one another with these words.   

 
10 E.g. read Matthew chapter 24 
11 E.g. Matthew 24 
12 Acts 17:3 
13 Matt. 24:30, 26:64 
14 Philippians 2:11 
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Some so-called prophets today claim to know how to plot the time and date of 

Jesus’ promised return, despite the teaching otherwise by Paul and Jesus.15 We 

should not be concerned with dates and times. The timing of the ‘day of the 

Lord’ is in God’s knowledge and care. Instead, Christians should rest assured 

that any who believe in Jesus, including the faithful who have died in Christ, 

will receive all God promised them.  

The right response to the promise of Christ’s return is to be sure to live a life of 

faith, hope and love (5:8). This is the life of holiness Christ calls us to now16 

and best befits the life to come in eternity with God. 

I am saddened and angered when I see Christians use this passage of Scripture 

to instil fear or to damn to destruction those who are not Christians. For 

example, many American commentaries on this text refer to “The Rapture” (a 

term that doesn’t appear in the bible17 and is often entangled with dubious 

political motives). Along with the period of tribulation referred to in The Book 

of Revelation, and a short parable of Jesus,18 various versions of Rapture 

theology draw a hard line between those who are “right” and those who are 

“wrong”, the “good” and the “evil”.  

True, in 5:3 Paul does refer to some who blithely think of life only in the now 

(“There is peace and security,” they say). Such as these are in danger of 

surprise destruction as a result of the nature of God’s plans. But, even the 

references in chapter 5 to those who live in the “dark” read as motivation for 

Christians to keep the faith, not a call to damn “outsiders” to their fate. It’s to a 

minority, marginalized, persecuted community that Paul addresses these 

words. He is encouraging and assuring believers.  

REFLECT: How do you picture the hope of Christ’s return? After so many 

centuries past, does it have any part in your journey of faith? Is it a vision that 

motivates you to faith and holiness of life? Sadly, many have been taught 

about the end of days as that time when the wicked (by which they mean 

those not in church) will receive their due penalty. How disturbing this is, since 

as John 3:17 points out, “God did not send His Son into the world to condemn 
 

15 Matt. 24:24-27 
16 1 Thess. 1:3 
17 Mind you, neither does the word “Trinity”      , but is a later theological construct based on interpretation of 
Scripture. But it has far more evidence to support the term than “rapture” does. 
18 Matt. 24:40 
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the world, but to save” it. As Paul says in 4:18 and 5:11) we must “encourage” 

one another in faith. He does not send us out to instil fear and loathing among 

those who don’t believe!  

Encouragement and hope in us can make all the difference to others too. A 

family approached me recently and asked, “Can we hold a funeral for our loved 

one in your church building? t’s so special to us.” “But,” they said, “we don’t 

want to have any Christian content in the ceremony.” I suggested we sit down 

and look at the Anglican service together. After we did so, they were relieved, 

and agreed to every word I was planning to say! They thanked me for clarifying 

what Christians believe about our hope in life and in death! 

I suspect that many of your neighbours with no church affiliation may view 

Christianity as a judgmental religion, not the lifegiving walk of faith, hope and 

love that Jesus calls us to. Honest and gentle care given by Christians to those 

who are grieving can make a big impact. We can be just the right point of 

contact, with God’s help, for someone to comprehend God’s love afresh or 

anew.   

From that same funeral, we had return business! Many of the friends of that 

family approached our church when their loved ones passed away. The 

opportunities to share the Gospel with our neighbours increased as we showed 

care to those who grieve. 

Our hope in Christ’s resurrection, especially when we ourselves are the 

mourners, or when we are caring for those who grieve, will stand out as a 

point of difference in today’s world, just as it did in the 1st Century AD. The 

assurance that God cares for those who grieve, and cares for the ones who 

have died in faith, is a great encouragement to a life of faith, hope and love. 

 

 

 

 

Steve Webster St Michaels North Carlton Feb 2022 

 


