
First ThessaloniansPRIVATE 


Chapter 4:13-18
Morris notes, “The Thessalonians had welcomed the teaching they had received (concerning the Second Coming).  But with the passage of time and the march of events questions arose in their minds.  The one which occupies our attention at this point is, ‘What becomes of believers who die before the Second Coming?’ This question must have arisen quite early in the history of the church. We get the impression that the Thessalonians had understood Paul to mean that the Parousia (Second Coming) would take place within their lifetime.  They had become perplexed when some of their number died.  Did this mean that they had lost their share in the events associated with that great day?” (p. 136). Now Paul did not teach that the Second Coming would definitely happen in their lifetime (2 Thessalonians 2:2-3; 1 Thessalonians 5:1). Yet it is reasonable that certain individuals had misunderstood him, for he was misunderstood on other topics (1 Corinthians 5:9-10; Romans 3:8; 6:1), and is still misunderstood by many people in the denominational world to this day.  

1 Thessalonians 4:13 “But we would not have you ignorant, brethren, concerning them that fall asleep; that ye sorrow not, even as the rest, who have no hope” 

“We would not have you ignorant”: A common expression that Paul uses (Romans 1:13; 11:25; 1 Corinthians 10:1; 12:1; 2 Corinthians 1:8).  Paul wrote so Christians would not remain in ignorance, therefore the letters that compose the Bible must be understandable and within the comprehension of the average person.  In addition, God never fears the possibility that His word might fall into too many hands.  God wants Christians and all people to have access to His revelation (1 Timothy 4:13; Colossians 4:16; 1 Timothy 2:4).  “Concerning them that fall asleep”:  That is, Christians who have died. Death is spoken as a "sleep".   Unfortunately some have taken this is mean that the dead are unconscious, yet such is not the case (Luke 16:19ff; 23:43).  Stott notes concerning Paul's statement in Philippians 1:21-23, “And Paul, in contrasting this world and the next, wrote that for him life meant ‘Christ’ and death meant ‘gain’.  He could hardly regard death as ‘gain’, however, still less as ‘better by far’, unless he believed that it would bring him a closer, richer, fuller experience of Christ than he was already enjoying on earth” (p. 96).  Death is spoken as a sleep because the stillness of the body resembles sleep, death is a rest from frustrating labor (Revelation 14:13), and death like sleep is only temporary, both are followed by an awakening.
I have always been somewhat intrigued by the various groups who believe that death means a cessation of existence.  In fact the same groups believe that hell is the same thing, only an eternal cessation.  Yet this is the same theology that is basically held by atheists and humanists, they also believe that one ceases to exist at death.  Something has to be wrong, when a professed "believers" hell is equivalent to the atheists "heaven"!
“That ye sorrow not”:  Paul is not forbidding sorrow rather he is teaching that a certain kind of sorrow is not appropriate in reference to the death of a Christian. “Even as the rest, who have no hope”:  “That you may not grieve as others do who have no hope” (RSV). Death is the point of no return.  At death ones fate is sealed (Luke 16:19ff).  People who die outside of Jesus Christ have no hope.  This definitely drives a stake through the heart of the Mormon teaching that one can be baptized for dead relatives (yours or otherwise), and the Jehovah Witness teaching that all unbelievers will get a second chance to obey the gospel at the Judgment.  Or, the doctrine that God will just end up saving everybody, and the teaching that God is so loving that He will not allow any to end up lost. Stott notes, “Mourning is natural, even for a while emotionally necessary. If Jesus wept at the graveside of his beloved friend Lazarus, His disciples are surely at liberty to do the same.  What Paul prohibits is not grief but hopeless grief” (p. 94). This should inform us that even in our sorrow, we can cross the line.  Our sorrow should not lead us to despair or a state of feeling hopeless, and especially in our sorrow we are never allowed to question or criticize God.
Various writers point out that the tombs from the time tell us the hopelessness that the ancient world felt in face of death:  “Some of the pagan epitaphs say things like these:  ‘Live for the present hour, since we are sure of nothing else’. ‘I lift my hands against the gods who took me away at the age of twenty though I had done no harm’. ‘Traveler, curse me not as you pass, for I am in darkness and cannot answer’” (Fields p. 112). Years ago I encountered an article which listed the various dying words of renown atheists:  Hobbs: "I say again, if I had the whole world at my disposal, I would give it to live one day.  I am about to take a leap into the dark".  Ingersoll:  "O God, if there be a God, save my soul, if I have a soul, from hell, if there be a hell."  Caesar Borgia:  "While I lived, I provided for everything but death; now I must die and am unprovided to die”. Fields notes, “It has been well suggested that Christians should mourn for those who are living in sin, and not for the dead who are in the Lord” (p. 113). Carefully note that true hopes and false hopes exist.  Various people in the ancient world, believed in an afterlife, but "hope" is not merely a desire, hope is a confident and expectant desire.  Unbelievers may have "wished" for a better life but God said, they died in a hopeless condition.  Vincent noted, “The speculations and surmisings of pagan philosophy do not amount to a hope” (p. 40).
Morris notes, “When Paul counsels the Thessalonians not to sorrow as the pagans do he is not urging them to endure with a deep Stoic calm the buffetings of fortune which they cannot avoid.  Nor is he counseling a callous indifference.  Rather, he is rejoicing in the complete victory which Christ has won.  Those who have died have simply fallen asleep in Christ. Clearly in the face of this prospect there is no reason for despair” (p. 138).
1 Thessalonians 4:14 “For if we believe that Jesus died and rose again, even so them also that are fallen asleep in Jesus will God bring with Him” 

“For”:  Such ignorance and hopeless is inexcusable, for” (Hendriksen p. 111). “If we believe that Jesus died and arose again”: This is the fundamental and foundational stone of Christianity (1 Corinthians 15:1-3; 17-19).  The "if" in the sentence does not express any doubt, rather Paul is saying that such hopeless despair is completely incompatible with the person who believes in the death and resurrection of Jesus.  Stott notes, “If God did not abandon Jesus to death, He will not abandon the Christian dead either” (p. 98).  Because His resurrection is the proof and promise of our and the resurrection of every believer (1 Corinthians 15:23).
The resurrection of Jesus is not that hard to prove and neither is it difficult to believe in:  The witnesses were credible men, who gained very little materially from preaching such a message (2 Corinthians 6:4ff).  Jesus definitely did die on the cross.  Hence there is no room for any kind of "swoon theory" (Mark 15:44-45).   The disciples did not see a vision or convince themselves that He had been raised, because hallucinations do not move bodies (Luke 24:36-39). The Jewish and Roman authorities had every incentive to keep the body in the tomb (Matthew 27:62-66).  Nobody could have stolen the body, for the tomb was securely guarded.  Where is the great and wise Jewish objection or argument against the resurrection?  All we find is a poor excuse that would not even hold up in small claims court (Matthew 28:11-15).  The very fact that people today try to explain away "what happened to the body" is proof that everyone, believer or unbeliever, Christian or skeptic, disciple and atheist all believe that on the third day the tomb that Jesus was placed in, was empty!
“Even so”: The Christian dead will be raised just as Jesus was raised.  “If this is what we believe about Jesus, this is what follows from it” (Marshall p. 123). “Them also that are fallen asleep”:  Deceased Christians. “In Jesus”: Lit., through or by means of Jesus.  It is "in" or "through" Jesus that one is delivered from the terror of death (Hebrews 2:14-16; Revelation 1:17-18).  To fall asleep in Jesus is to die "in the Lord" (Revelation 14:13).  It is also through or by means of Jesus, that our souls will be reunited with our glorified bodies (John 5:28-29; 6:44 “and I will raise him up on the last day”).

Morris observes, “In this context we are reminded of the historical facts of the death and resurrection.  These things really happened. The Christian confidence is not the result of some philosophical speculation, nor the elaboration of a religious myth.  Rather, it rests on a sure historical foundation” (pp. 140,138).
“Will God bring with Him”: The same God who raised Jesus (Romans 4:24; 8:11; 10:9; 1 Thessalonians 1:10), will also raise all the Christian dead. I think some writers might be on the right track when they point out that Paul is saying something more here, than just the fact that deceased Christians will be raised.  The phrase "bring with Him", may mean nothing more than the fact that the bodies of deceased Christians will not be left behind, but it may mean more.  The real concern of the Thessalonians may have been, no so much the resurrection of their deceased friends, but whether or not deceased Christians would "miss out" on the glorious events at the Second Coming.  Paul may be saying, that all the deceased faithful, will be present when Jesus comes, that is Hades will be immediately emptied out, and the deceased will be reunited with their resurrected and glorified bodies in the same realm and time that the living are changed and everyone, living or deceased will share in this great day. This would mean that when Jesus comes, we often forget that all the departed faithful will be coming with Him, to be reunited with their resurrected bodies (4:17).  This section of Scripture offers absolutely no support for the modern Premillennial idea of a rapture, that is, a silent and secret coming of Christ for Christians only, because the “coming” mentioned in this chapter is loud (4:16); final (4:17); is at the exact same time that Jesus comes to punish the wicked (5:1-3); thus it is not merely for the living Christians (4:14).
1 Thessalonians 4:15 “For this we say unto you by the word of the Lord, that we that are alive, that are left unto the coming of the Lord, shall in no wise precede them that are fallen asleep” 

“By the word of the Lord”: “We do not say this on our own authority” (Vincent p. 40).  Paul is claiming direct revelation (Galatians 1:12; 2:2; Ephesians 3:3).  This same expression is often used to describe God's messages to His prophets (Micah 1:1; Hosea 1:1; Jeremiah 1:2; Luke 3:2). “If we had only Paul's hopes or opinions as support for our hope it would not be very solid assurance. Since the Lord Himself informed Paul about this matter, we place our total reliance upon it” (Fields p. 115). Sometimes people ridicule Christians for placing their complete trust in the Scriptures, as if Christians are the only ones who place their confidence in something.  The bottom line is that Christians place their trust in the word of God, everyone else places their trust ultimately in the words of men, either their own and the words of others.  Now, who looks foolish?
“That we that are alive”: Christians will be alive on the face of the earth when Jesus does come.  Evil will never be able to destroy the church (Matthew 13:36-43).
Unfortunately, even some Christians have taught that Paul believed that Jesus was going to come within his own lifetime, because he says, "we" that are alive.  How quickly people forget that in this very same context Paul says he does not know when Jesus will come (5:1-3).  In other passages he places himself among those that will be raised (1 Corinthians 6:14; 2 Corinthians 4:14).  Actually Paul is simply using the same type of language we would use today.  "We" may be among those alive when Jesus comes or "we" may be dead.  Stott notes, “Now the call for watchfulness does not necessarily mean that the Parousia will come in our life-time, but only that it may” (p. 101).
“Unto the coming of the Lord”:  The word “coming” “became the official term for a visit of a person of high rank, especially of kings and emperors visiting a province. Thus the coming of Jesus will be a revelation of God and a personal, powerful visitation by Jesus, the King” (Stott p. 97). Some religious groups have tried to make the second coming into something impersonal, that is, like a coming of a better world.  Yet Jesus is personally coming back! (Acts 1:11) “Shall in no wise precede them that are fallen asleep”:  The word “precede” means to “prevent in the older sense of anticipate, be beforehand. The living shall not share the blessings of the advent sooner than the dead in Christ” (Vincent p. 41). “The word ‘prevent’ now means to hinder or restrain.  But in 1611 when the King James version was translated, it meant to ‘go before’ or ‘come before’.  It is from the Latin word praevenio, meaning ‘to come before, to get the start of’” (Fields p. 116). Thus Paul is saying, that those who have fallen asleep will not in any sense miss out on the events of the last day.  They will not even be a second or two late in arriving.  The living will not get a head start on them.

As we move into the next verse, Morris makes a very good observation: “This verse (4:16) makes us reflect on the very little that the New Testament has to say about the manner of the Parousia.  Nowhere else have we as full a description of what is to happen as here. The point of it all is that the Scriptures are intensely practical in this matter. There are things that our curiosity would like to know, but the Bible is not there to gratify our curiosity.  Rather, it is to help our Christian lives, and for that the important thing is that we should be ready whenever the Lord comes” (p. 142).
1 Thessalonians 4:16 “For the Lord Himself shall descend from heaven, with a shout, with the voice of the archangel, and with the trump of God: and the dead in Christ shall rise first” 

“For the Lord Himself”:  “The One who will come at the end of this age is no less than ‘the Lord Himself’.  It will be no angel or other created being to whom will be committed the task of bringing this age to an end.  The Thessalonians are assured that they look forward to nothing less than a Divine intervention” (Morris p. 143).
'”Descend from heaven”: As predicted in Acts 1:11.  From heaven where He presently resides at the right hand of the Father (Ephesians 1:20-23). “With a shout”:  A cry of incitement, a shout.  “Originally the order which an officer shouts to his troops, a hunter to his dogs, a charioteer to his horses, or a ship-master to his rowers” (Hendriksen p. 116). “Old word to order, command (military command).  Christ will come as Conqueror” (Robertson p. 32).  “When used to military and naval personnel it was a battle cry.  In most places, then, it denotes a loud authoritative cry, often one uttered in the thick of a great excitement. John 5:28 “shall hear his voice” (Morris p. 143). We cannot say that this is a shout that only believers will hear, because John 5:28 makes it plain that "all who are in the tombs shall hear His voice", and this includes the wicked as well as the righteous (5:29).
“With the voice of the archangel”: The term “archangel” means “chief angel”. In Jude 9, Michael is called an archangel.  Gabriel is another angel mentioned in Scripture, but is never called an archangel (Luke 1:19,26).  Michael is viewed as a commander over the other angels, who leads them into battle (Daniel 10:13, 21; Revelation 12:7). Notice how Jesus is distinguished from the angels in the Bible (Hebrews 1:4-5, 6-7).  Contrary to the teaching of the Jehovah Witnesses, Jesus is not an archangel. Angels are often associated with the Second Coming (Matthew 13:41; 25:31; Mark 8:38; 2 Thessalonians 1:7; Jude 14). We often forget that not only is Jesus coming, “many thousands” of angels are coming with Him (Jude 14). Fields notes, “Where did people ever get the idea that Gabriel will blow the trumpet?” (p. 117).  “And with the trump of God”: See Exodus 19:13,16; 1 Corinthians 15:52; Hebrews 12:19. Hendriksen notes that is the sound of deliverance, “For believers this sound will be full of cheer.  This is God's trumpet!  It is His signal. It is sounded to proclaim His deliverance for His people” (p. 117). Stott notes, “The variety and repetition as indicating the overwhelming, irresistible nature of the summons” (p. 102). “And the dead in Christ shall rise first”: They will not be left behind, and neither will they be left out.  They will have a front-row seat!  They will be part of the Second Coming from the very beginning.

Carefully consider that nothing is said in this context about "where" on earth this is taking place.   Jews in Palestine are buried facing the Golden Gate (one entrance to the old city of Jerusalem), because they believe the Messiah will appear there first.  Yet this passage has all the dead in Christ, buried all over the entire planet rising first.  Jesus will not appear anywhere "first".  Also note that nothing in this section states that Jesus will actually set foot on the earth again (4:17). When Jesus comes the whole earth will know it simultaneously!  All the Christian dead—from the Eastern Hemisphere to the Western will rise at the same time.

1 Thessalonians 4:16 and Revelation 20:5

Premillennialists try to connect these two sections of Scripture, especially keying in on the word "first" in 1 Thessalonians 4:16 and linking that with the "first resurrection" in Revelation 20:5:

· Revelation 20 is obviously figurative, because when has anyone on earth visibly seen the events described in 20:1-3?  See also 1:1.

· Those resurrected in Revelation 20:5, are specifically singled out as those who had been beheaded (20:4).  This is not a resurrection of all Christians, and neither is it a coming for Christians only.

· In Revelation 20, there is a 1000-year separation between resurrections, yet nobody that I know of teaches that "first" all the Christian martyrs will be raised and then 1000 years later, the other Christians.  

· The word "first" in 1 Thessalonians 4:16 does not mean the "first resurrection", because the Bible only views one resurrection (John 5:28-29); happening at the “last day”, not almost the last day, and not 1000 years from the last day (John 6:44).  Instead the Christian dead are the first group raised in a grand event in which all the dead will be raised and all the living changed (4:17; 5:1-3).

· Consider the parable of the Tares (Matthew 13:40-42).  The tares and the wheat are separated at the same time.

1 Thessalonians 4:17 “then we that are alive, that are left, shall together with them be caught up in the clouds, to meet the Lord in the air: and so shall we ever be with the Lord”

“Then we that are alive”: The devil will not be able to destroy the church, there will be faithful Christians on the earth when Jesus returns. “Shall together with them”:  With the righteous dead. “Be caught up”:  To seize, catch up or away.  “Caught up means to ‘to seize, carry off, snatch out or away’.  It is the same word used in Acts 8:39 to describe how the Spirit of the Lord caught away Philip after he baptized the Ethiopian” (Fields p. 119). “The suddenness, the swiftness, and the divine character of the power which is operative (1 Corinthians 15:52)” (Hendriksen pp. 118-119).  “There is often the notion of a sudden swoop, and usually that of a force which cannot be resisted” (Morris p. 145). The expression "caught up" is where people get the idea of a "rapture".  Yet according to these verses this event is not secret nor is it silent (4:16). It does not happen seven, one thousand or 1007 years before punishment comes upon the wicked (5:1-3).  
“In the clouds”: Notice that this reunion takes place in the clouds, and not upon the earth.  Jesus is not coming back to set up an earthly kingdom, rather He is coming to deliver up the kingdom of God (1 Corinthians 15:24).

Also note that nothing in this section, dealing with the Second Coming mentions those things which Premillennialists are always taking about, such as the great tribulation, nuclear war, Russia, Israel, "signs", and so on.  If popular Premillennial writers are right, then it sure appears like they have a better "inside" line to the secrets of God, than the Apostle Paul did. Because compared to what such men write (if they are right), Paul had a very poor and weak line of communication with God, and a very limited imagination.

“To meet the Lord”: The word "meet" is used of commonplace meetings, but it also can refer to "the formal reception of a newly arriving magistrate.  It implies welcome of a great person on his arrival. It may well be that there is a touch of the formal here, with the thought of a royal reception.  They were being presented to the King” (Morris p. 146). “And so shall we ever be with the Lord”:  “This means that between Jesus Christ and the man who loves Him there is a relationship which nothing can break.  It is a relationship independent of time” (Barclay p. 236).   See John 17:24; Revelation 21:3; 22:3.

1 Thessalonians 4:18 “Wherefore comfort one another with these words” 

“Comfort”: To call near, invite, invoke (by imploration, exhortation or consolation).   “One another”: The responsibility is mutual. “With these words”: Hence something is wrong when people say, “I read the Bible, but I could not find any help or encouragement in what it says”, or “I did read the Bible but it did not do anything for me”.  Let's resist the temptation to alter the message, just because something is wrong with the hearer! The person who views what Paul wrote as the word of God, will find encouragement and comfort, because "these words" settle the matter for that person. “It is interesting that he does not urge them simply to faint not.  These tidings, he thinks, should impel them to be active in seeking one another out and strengthening one another.  And well they might, for it is an inspiring thought that death makes no difference to our relationship to the Lord. The thought gives meaning to existence, and suggests the certainty of ultimate triumph. He (Paul) is not suggesting that he has made a guess, which he believes to be a good one, and of which they may care to make good use.  He speaks ‘by the word of the Lord’.  It is not one Paul's guesses or our own that our strength rests.  It is on what God has revealed” (Morris pp. 147-148).
One more time as we close this section, be impressed with the restraint with which Paul writes about the greatest event yet to come in human history.  Contrast his words with the multitude of theories that exist concerning the "last day".  I think I will accept Paul's view, because he spoke God's word!
