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Christ is coming soon
1 Thessalonians 4:13-18
Temple Baptist Church
December 10, 2017
Reading: 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18 (ESV)
Introduction: Grief is an emotion that we all experience at various times in our lives. It’s that
feeling of deep sorrow that is often brought on by the death of a loved one. C.S. Lewis was a
man that was well acquainted with the agonizing reality of grief. As a child, Lewis lost his
mother when he was nine years old. He had grieved the loss of friends over the years, some of
which had been killed in battle during the First World War, and others to sickness. Two years
before his untimely death, C.S. Lewis’ wrote, A Grief Observed. The book explores the processes
which the human brain and mind undergo over the course of grieving. In the text, Lewis
questions the nature of grief, and whether returning to a state of normalcy following a tragedy
is even possible within the realm of human existence on earth.
The book, which is based on a personal journal Lewis kept, emphasizes the grief journey the
famous 20th century author experienced following the death of his wife Joy to cancer after only
three years of marriage. A Grief Observed provides a very candid and in-depth view of the anger
and bewilderment Lewis felt towards God following his wife’s death, as well as speaks to what
his life looked like without her.
For some of us, in two weeks’ time, we’ll be celebrating our first Christmas without a beloved
family member. One less spot at the dinner table; one less hug to give and receive. The
atmosphere will seem cold and desolate, much like our broken hearts. The ridiculous jokes that
used to drive us crazy, but secretly loved will be heard no more. At least not in the same way.
Traditions will be broken. I think C.S. Lewis sums it up perfectly in A Grief Observed when he
writes, “The death of a beloved is an amputation.” We’re no longer whole. We’re no longer
who we once were.
Our first century Christian counterparts in Thessalonica, would have felt similarly empty after
the death of a loved one. What was once always there had been snatched away. Grief for the
Thessalonians wouldn’t have only existed over the physical death of their loved ones, but
perhaps even more poignantly over what would become of their brothers and sisters in Christ
who died prior to Jesus’ return.
I think it’s safe to say that for those of us who have lost loved ones in Christ, we have asked the
question, I wonder what they’re up to right now? Answers to this question range anywhere
from, lounging on a cloud next to the one Jesus is sitting on to giving grandma a hug. For others
of us, it’s envisioning our loved one doing things in heaven that they enjoyed on earth such as
laying on the beach or hunting. While I believe there is mystery surrounding this question,
Scripture is in no way silent on the topic. The point of the message this morning is not to
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answer the question of what happens to believers when they die (although that would be a
great topic to address!), but rather why we can cling firmly to the hope we have in knowing that
our beloved brothers and sisters in Christ are safe and secure in our Father’s presence.
Our loved ones are in the best hands
Pastor and author Warren Wiersbe writes, “From Old Testament days till the present, mankind
has tried to solve the riddle of death and the afterlife. Philosophers have wrestled with the
question of immortality. Spiritists have tried to communicate with those who have gone
beyond. In our modern world, scientists have investigated the experiences of people who
claimed to have died and returned to life again. They have also studied occult phenomena,
hoping to find a clue to the mystery of life after death.”
In my opinion, while some of their studies may be interesting and engaging, they are wasting
their time if they are looking for answers to this question outside of Scripture. Paul solves the
problem for us in v. 15 when he writes, “For this we declare to you by a word from the Lord”.
As Wiersbe says, “Why substitute human speculation for divine revelation?”
In v. 13 the Apostle Paul instructs Thessalonian believers that he does not want them to be
“uninformed…. about those who are asleep, [so] that [they] may not grieve as others do who
have no hope.”
In his commentary on 1 Thessalonians, Wiersbe writes that, “The pagan world in Paul’s day had
no hope or life after death. A typical inscription on a grave [would have read]: ‘I was not; I
became; I am not; I care not.’”
The hopelessness experienced by Thessalonian believers would have been greatly fueled by
their belief that the second coming of Christ would take place during their lifetimes. They
feared that those who had already died would not share in the glory that will accompany the
return of Jesus.
Paul addresses this concern for deceased loved ones in v. 14 by stating, “For since we believe
that Jesus died and rose again, even so, through Jesus, God will bring with him those who have
fallen asleep.”
Friends, I believe that our loved ones who accepted Jesus as their personal Lord and Savior
while they were here on earth and are now absent from the body, but present with the Lord
will literally descend with Jesus Christ at His second coming. In v. 14, Paul says that those who
have died a physical death have fallen asleep.
The Apostle Paul via the Holy Spirit is not making the claim that the soul of a person goes to
sleep upon their physical death, but rather it is the body of the individual that sleeps. In James
2:26 we read, “For…. the body apart from the spirit is dead.” It is the soul of the person that
goes to be with the Lord and that will return with Christ at the second coming. A.L. Moore
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writes, “Paul here must mean that believers will experience the intermediate state between
death and resurrection in disembodied, conscious existence with Christ.”
In February 2016, former NBA player and current Oklahoma City Thunder assistant coach
Monty Williams’ wife Ingrid was suddenly killed in a car crash at the age of 44. In his eulogy at
his wife’s funeral, Monty said that he didn’t lose his wife, because when you lose something
you can’t find it and he knew exactly where his wife was – in heaven, with her Savior. “Absent
from the body, and…. present with the Lord.” (2 Cor. 5:8).
In v. 15, Paul comforts the Thessalonian Christians by telling them that they (like us) have no
advantage over believers that have already died, therefore it’s pointless for them to worry
about not living until Christ’s return. Many commentators have argued that the Apostle Paul
believed he would live until Jesus returned. Craig Blomberg writes that if this is indeed the case
then it “would necessitate that he later changed his mind as he aged and became uncertain if
he would live that long.”
The return of the King
During this season of Advent, we look longingly for the return of King Jesus to earth. As
believers, we wait with great anticipation for the arrival of the Son of God who will put an end
to all that is contrary to the Father’s will – to He who will set all things right for all of eternity.
Starting in v. 16, Paul unveils the extraordinary events that will take place at the return of the
King. First off, he writes, “For the Lord himself will descend from heaven…” Now, I don’t know if
I’ll live to see the day King Jesus returns to set all things right by putting an end to evil once and
for all, but if you’re like me, then you may struggle to conceptualize what Jesus’ return may
look like.
Even though I’ve been a believer since the age of twelve, I’m aware that many times I still have
blinders on when it comes to seeing the glory of God. If you’re like me, then your average day
of conceptualizing revolves around questions such as, Should I grocery shop at Hugo’s or
Cashwise? or Why is my hair disappearing? The question of what’s it going to look like to see
King Jesus descend to earth isn’t usually on my radar. In order to help my simple brain begin to
grasp the grandiosity of this all-encompassing event I need to look to Acts 1 where we read of
Jesus’ ascension.
In Acts 1:7-11 Jesus tells His followers, “’It is not for you to know times or seasons that the
Father has fixed by his own authority. But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come
upon you, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the
end of the earth.’ And when he had said these things, as they were looking on, he was lifted up,
and a cloud took him out of their sight. And while they were gazing into heaven as he went,
behold, two men stood by them in white robes, and said, ‘Men of Galilee, why do you stand
looking into heaven? This Jesus, who was taken up from you into heaven, will come in the same
way as you saw him go into heaven.’”
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Jesus will return in the same way as His followers saw him go into heaven two thousand years
ago. In a sense, if we would have been there to witness Jesus’ ascension all we would have to
do is push the rewind button and we could experience what His second coming will look like.
The only thing is that we don’t have the remote; we must wait on the King to push the rewind
button. What an unbelievable display that will be for those who get to see with their own eyes
the second coming of the Christ!
Paul says, “For the Lord himself will descend from heaven with a cry of command, with the
voice of an archangel, and with the sound of the trumpet of God. In this verse alone we see
three unique sounds taking place at the return of the King. The first of which is a cry or shout of
command by Jesus Himself. I don’t know about you, but envisioning the Son of God descending
from the sky on a cloud with a shout of command booming from His voice is enough to leave
me awestruck at the magnitude of our God as well as to make me fall at my knees in utter
terror. John 5:28 tells us that upon Christ’s return that even those who are in the tombs will
hear His voice.
The second sound is that of the voice of an archangel. Why the voice of an archangel? Wiersbe
writes, “The only archangel who is named in the Bible is Michael (Jud 9), who apparently has a
special ministry to Israel (Dan. 10:21; Rev. 12:7). According to Daniel 10:13, there is more than
one archangel; so we cannot be sure that it will be Michael’s voice.” Although we do not know
what sound this voice will make, we can be sure that heaven’s angels will “share in the victory
shout when Jesus Christ comes.”
The third and final sound will be that of the trumpet of God. In first century Rome, trumpets
were often used to announce the arrival of a king or other person of great influence so it would
make cultural sense for the first century Thessalonian Christians to resonate with the meaning.
Also, if we look back to Exodus 19 we find God issuing the law to Israel, which was preceded by
a trumpet blast.
The latter part of v. 16 and v. 17 reads, “And the dead in Christ will rise first. Then we who are
alive, who are left, will be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the
air, and so we will always be with the Lord.”
The Latin word for the Greek phrase caught up is raptus, which is where we get the English
word rapture. Theologians have debated the intricacies of the rapture for centuries and have
often found themselves in differing camps. Personally, I hold to a pre-millennial view, which
says that Jesus will physically return to the earth at the second coming before ushering in the
millennium – a literal thousand years of peace. Likewise, I identify with the post-tribulational
view, which says Christians will remain on earth throughout the seven years of tribulation and
then will be caught up into the air with Jesus upon His earthly return. It’s okay if some of you
hold to a differing view on the end times. Perhaps several of us are pantheists, that is, we
believe it will all pan out in the end ☺
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Even if we do disagree on the details of the rapture, it’s important that we do not let it divide us
or prevent us from fellowshipping with other believers. Unfortunately, this topic has brought on
heartache and ruin for many churches and believers. Friends, the reality is that it makes no
difference whether we or others die before Christ comes back. What matters, is that we know
Jesus and seek to glorify Him with the lives He’s given us. The Apostle Paul says if we fit that bill,
then when the King returns we will be caught up into the air with Him and will always be with
the Lord.
Encourage one another with these words
C.S. Lewis’ period of bereavement following the untimely death of his beloved wife Joy was
marked by a process of moving in and out of various stages of grief and remembrance.
Throughout this process of grieving Lewis came to redefine the way in which he understood the
character of God. C.S. Lewis, at the conclusion of his A Grief Observed, no longer experienced
the anger and bewilderment towards God as he did when his young bride was taken from him.
Rather, that bitterness and resentment was exchanged for a heart of gratitude for having
received and experienced the gift of a loving wife, even if for only a brief time.
Friends, I want you to hear me clearly this morning. I’m not saying that it isn’t okay to grieve
over the death of a loved one. We need to grieve and often times part of that process means
being confused and angry with God. Be real with Him; He can handle it. Allow His Spirit to
comfort you in your affliction.
Finally, if you’re experiencing anguish over the death of a loved one, it is good to grieve. But,
remember that this is in no way the end. They are not lost. If you trust Jesus as your Lord,
Savior, and King, then one way or another you will be with the Lord at His second coming.
Listen to these words from Romans 8:18-19 and allow them to strengthen you and remind you
of the fact that Christ is coming soon. “For I consider that the sufferings of this present time are
not worth comparing with the glory that is to be revealed to us. For the creation waits with
eager longing for the revealing of the sons of God.”
Friends, as we eagerly await the return of King Jesus may we do as the Apostle Paul instructs us
to do – encourage one another that Jesus is coming with a cry of command, the voice of an
archangel, and the sound of the trumpet of God to set all things right and to take His church to
be with Him always.
Amen.

