Week 6: 1 Thessalonians 4:13–18
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Main Point: The hope Christians have in eternal life changes the way we live today.

Group Activity: Divide your LifeGroup into groups of three or four. Ask each group to imagine they are hosting a dinner party and could invite anyone famous from the past or present. Whom would they invite and why? Give each group a few minutes to deliberate and share their responses, then ask the following:

Q: If Jesus attended your dinner party, what would you say to Him or ask Him?

Q: Would expecting Jesus at your dinner party affect your preparations? Why or why not?
Transition: Today we will discuss the hope Christians have in eternal life. At some point soon, Jesus will return, and both Christians who have passed away as well as those still living will meet Jesus in the air to spend eternity with Him.
Week 6: 1 Thessalonians 4:13–18
Book
Main Point: The hope Christians have in eternal life changes the way we live today.
1 Thessalonians 4:13–14 [Read]

Talking Point 1: Believers do not grieve as unbelievers who don’t have hope in eternal life.
Q: Why do believers experience the death of a loved one differently?

Q: How does our hope in eternal life change the way we live today?

Though this section does not begin with a “now concerning ...” like many of the other sections of this second half of the letter, because of its place and the nature of what it says, scholars believe this was also a response to a question the Thessalonians had asked. This whole last section (chapters 4–6) seems to be a series of Paul’s answers to questions the Thessalonians had asked.
 

The Thessalonians had been taught about Jesus’ Second Coming (5:2), but they had expected it to come much sooner. They hadn’t expected people in their congregation to die before Jesus came back, and they were asking for more detail about what would happen to them – how they fit into the timeline of Jesus’ return. In His Olivet Discourse (Matthew 24–25; Mark 13; Luke 21), Jesus taught the disciples about the signs of His coming and the end of the age. He described coming on the clouds of heaven with power and glory (Matthew 24:30), just as Daniel had seen in his vision hundreds of years before. And He used the term “son of man,” referring to Himself, to remind them of Daniel’s vision (Daniel 7:13). He said the angels would come also, with a loud trumpet call, and gather his elect from the four winds (Matthew 24:31).
 

The Thessalonians had heard these teachings, but they were unsure about how their friends who had already died would fit into this process. If the elect were “gathered,” would this include those who had already died or only those alive at the time? Would those who had already died rise later? Would that in any way affect their hope in eternal life in heaven? Paul answered their questions about the timing of it all in the next talking point, but first, he simply wanted to encourage them that Christians do not need to grieve over death in the same way unbelievers do. 

In the ancient world, among people of all different religions, “fall asleep” was a common euphemism for death. But Christians adopted the terminology, with a deeper theological meaning, because they saw death as a “sleep” from which one would “awake” to resurrection life. In ancient paganism, death was an eternal sleep from which one never awoke, “one unending night to be slept through,” as the Roman poet Catullus wrote (Catullus Redivivus 5.4–6).
 For much of the pagan world, this life was all there was, and death was just the end. According to Greek poet Theocritus, “Hopes are for the living; the dead are without hope” (Idyllus 4.42).
 In a second-century letter of condolence to a couple who had lost their son, the writer, who had also lost her son, wrote, “I sorrowed and wept over your dear departed one as I wept over Didymas [her son] … but really, there is nothing one can do in the face of such things. So, please comfort each other.”

How sad to feel that death is simply the end, that there is nothing else. Many people in our culture today feel the same way. The most recent Gallup polls tell us that 25 percent of U.S. adults are part of the religious “nones,” those with no religious affiliation at all. And that percentage is higher among younger adults – 38 percent for those in their early 20s.
 Those who believe nothing have this same attitude toward death, that there is nothing we can do but grieve and weep. 

Not that Christians don’t weep about their loved ones’ deaths. Death is not part of God’s original good design. It came into the world as the “wages of sin” (Romans 6:23). Paul doesn’t say we don’t grieve at all, but that we do not grieve as those who have no hope. We grieve the loss, but we have hope that our loved ones will be with Christ and that we will see them again in the age to come. As Paul wrote elsewhere (1 Corinthians 15:18), because Jesus said it Himself (John 6:40), we know that those who die in Christ will rise again in the last day (John 11:24). So, while unbelievers have nothing but grief and mourning in death, we can encourage each other with this hope (4:13; 18). 
Q: How does it make you feel to know that your Christian friends and family will rise again?

Q: How does it make you feel when a friend or family member dies apart from Christ?

Q: How does this make the funeral of a believer different?

Q: In what ways does this encourage you to live differently?

1 Thessalonians 4:15–17 [Read]

Talking Point 2: When Christ returns, we will rise to meet Jesus in the air.
Q: Why does it matter if those who have died in Christ rise before or after His return?

Q: What do you think it would be like to be caught up to meet Jesus in the air?

The Thessalonians were not necessarily worried about the long-term fate of their friends who had already died. They knew they would rise again in the last days. They were asking questions about how it would all play out in the timeline of the Second Coming and the consummation of the final, completed kingdom of God.
 This isn’t an unusual thing to have questions about. Theologians and denominations disagree about how this will all play out even today. 

We discussed the order of these things a bit in our Matthew series, with the Olivet Discourse in Matthew 24, when Jesus taught His disciples the signs of His coming and the end of the age. We learn about these things in the Gospels, both letters to the Thessalonians, 1 Corinthians, and Revelation. A basic timeline of the end times is:
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This passage in 1 Thessalonians 4 describes the Rapture, when Christ’s people will be called up to meet Him in the sky before the Tribulation. As Jesus described it, two women will be in the field or grinding at the mill and one will be taken and the other left (Matthew 24:39–41).
 

Paul goes into more detail to answer the Thessalonians’ question about those who have already died in Christ. Jesus said they would rise again “in the last days” (John 6:40; 11:24), but did He mean at the Rapture, at the Second Coming, or at the final battle? Paul and his coworkers reassured them that those who have already died in Christ will not be left out of the Rapture. Those who are dead in Christ will rise first; those who are still alive will not go before them (4:15–16). Then all of those who are still alive in Christ will be caught up into the clouds together with them to meet the Lord in air – the dead first, but immediately after that, the living. All those in Christ will be caught up into the sky together to meet Christ in the air (4:17). 

Paul and his coworkers could declare this with confidence because of “a word from the Lord” (4:15). This could refer either to Christ’s words in Matthew 24 (and parallel passages in Mark and Luke) or a revelation given directly to Paul from Christ.
 Either way, this is not something Paul was guessing about; he knew it to be true as a word from Christ Himself. 

Whether you are alive at the time of the Rapture or die in Christ and will be among the first raised, being “in Christ” means belonging to Him and being hopeful for His return. It may feel hard in the here and now to continue to choose God when the spiritual battle is raging around us, but in that day, when we are called up to join Him in the sky, it will be worth every struggle and every hard choice. Though we may struggle in our spiritual battles every day here on earth, one day we will be on the winning side, as Christ’s army when He comes in power and glory. 

Q: How does it give you hope to think about meeting Christ in the air? 

Q: Do you find it difficult waiting for the Rapture? Why or why not?


1 Thessalonians 4:18 [Read]
Talking Point 3: We can encourage each other with hope of our eternal life with Jesus.
Q: How were the Thessalonians struggling? Why did they need encouragement? 

Q: Why would these words encourage them in their daily lives? 

Paul wrote these words to be an encouragement to the Thessalonian believers. The Thessalonians were being persecuted for their faith, and even though they were staying strong in faith, hope, and love, they needed encouragement. They also had questions and concerns and needed a word from the apostle to ease their hearts and minds. Paul assured them that they needn’t worry about those who had died in Christ. They needn’t grieve the way unbelievers grieved the deaths of family and friends because they had a unique hope in the promise of their future resurrection. As Peter wrote, we have a living hope in an imperishable inheritance that is waiting in heaven for us (1 Peter 1:3–4).

There is no need to fear death in Christ. Those who die before Christ returns have the exact same hope as those who are still alive when He comes again. And from that point on, all believers – both those who have died in Christ and those who are still alive at the Rapture – will always be with Christ (4:17). In Scripture, this is the phrase of ultimate blessedness—being with God, and in the New Testament, with Christ, because Christ is God.
 From the beginning of the nation of Israel, the daily blessing the priests said over the people was, “The Lord bless you and keep you; the Lord make His face to shine upon you and be gracious to you; the Lord lift up His countenance upon you and give you peace” (Numbers 6:24–26). Blessing, grace, and peace come from being in God’s presence – His face shining upon you. Revelation describes the new heaven and new earth as being with God, in His presence, with no barriers at all (Revelation 21:1–4). Only then will there be no more death, mourning, sorrow or pain. Because we are with God. That is what makes our future so wonderful. This is the source of all hope in times of suffering – that God is with us now in this world through Christ, bringing us peace during the storm and that one day we will be completely with God, where there will be no more storms. We can encourage each other with this hope.

Q: Why is it important for us to encourage one another in times of suffering, struggle and death?

Q: How can we keep an eternal perspective when we are struggling in this life?

Q: Why do we fear death? How can this passage comfort us?

Week 6: 1 Thessalonians 4:13–18
Took
Main Point: The hope Christians have in eternal life changes the way we live today.
Scripture gives us many promises to hold on to that will sustain us as we consider the reality of death and the hope of eternity. Ask your LifeGroup to list some of those promises and write them on the whiteboard in your classroom (two examples are listed below). Pray that God will store these verses in the heart of each person in the room.

· “Let not your hearts be troubled. Believe in God believe also in me. In my Father’s house are many rooms. If it were not so, would I have told you that I go to prepare a place for you? And if I go and prepare a place for you, I will come again and will take you to myself, that where I am you may be also” (John 14:1–3).
· “Beloved, we are God's children now, and what we will be has not yet appeared; but we know that when he appears we shall be like him, because we shall see him as he is” (1 John 3:2).
CHALLENGES

THINK: In what ways do you personally struggle with a fear of death? How can you encourage yourself when you have these fears? How do you need to rely on the Spirit to comfort you? How can you comfort others who struggle with a fear of death? Contemplate Paul’s words: “For to me to live is Christ, and to die is gain” (Philippians 1:21). How can putting your hope in Christ and trusting completely in the Resurrection after death change the way you live?
PRAY for those believers who are grieving the loss of any family and friends right now, including yourself, if applicable. Pray for their hearts to be comforted by the Spirit, that they would allow themselves to be sad but also to find hope in the promise of the Resurrection, knowing they will see each other again and will be with God in heaven forever. Pray for unbelievers who are grieving without hope, that the Spirit may use their time of grief and contemplating death to lead them to put their hope in Him and be saved.
ACT: Write an encouraging note to someone who is grieving today. Don’t minimize their pain or use empty platitudes or trite clichés; rather, using some of the words from this passage, authentically encourage them with the hope of the promise of Resurrection.
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