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Have you read the government report yet? It’s only 10 pages long and was released on June 25th. What report am I 

talking about? It’s called the  “Preliminary Assessment: Unidentified Aerial Phenomena.” That’s gov-speak for UFOs, 

extraterrestrials or even some kind of alien invasion.  

  In response to the report’s release, The New York Times ran an opinion piece by Chris Carter (picture). Carter isn’t a 

scientist. He’s a screenwriter and director, the creator of the TV series, The X-Files (picture). Among the most 

interesting observations made by him is that among many people, there’s a great desire to believe these reports must be 

true, that there must be some kind of alien life, some type of extraterrestrials out there. NASA Administrator, Bill Nelson 

(picture) said that when he served in the Senate, he’d seen the classified report and “The hair stood up on the back of my 

neck” yet he never explained why the hair stood up on the back of his neck. 

  This all points to the intense curiosity that we human beings have. We’re looking for a story bigger than ourselves, 

bigger than humanity, bigger even than planet earth. Though our world doesn’t know it, they’re looking for The Real 

E.T. As Christians, we know that story begins in the book of Genesis and that we’re not alone in the cosmos and the 

cosmos is not meaningless. E.T. has already been here and He’s coming back. His name is Jesus.  

  As we continue our series in 1 Thessalonians, this morning we’re working our way through one of the outstanding 

prophetic passages in the New Testament. Turn to 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18 (p. 987).  

  When these remarkable events take place it won’t be aliens, but part of God’s glorious plan in redeeming all creation. 

Though it will be terrifying for the world, Christians should be ready and comforted by God’s coming plans.  

  God didn’t give us this passage so we could draw elaborate prophecy charts or to satisfy our curiosity about future 

events. The Lord gives us this so that we’d have hope and comfort when we lose believing loved ones based upon the 

certain promise of His return. If you’re taking notes… 

 

1. Eschatology is rooted in the Gospel. The term “eschatology” comes from two Greek terms meaning “last or final” 

and “study of.” Theologically speaking, the term refers to “the study of final things” in the Bible.  

  Eschatology is a major part of the Bible’s story. By “story,” I’m not talking about fiction. I’m talking about the 

narrative of God’s Word. Christianity is rooted in history. God’s story includes past, present, and future events. The 

Christian’s future is rooted in the cross of Christ and His resurrection.  

  What did Jesus say in John 14:3? “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.” After Jesus’ ascension back into heaven we find this in Acts 1:10-11: “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’.” 

  Eschatology is the final chapter in the Gospel Story. It’s why Bible writers regarded the second coming of Christ as a 

vital truth. It’s mentioned 318 times in the 260 chapters of the New Testament, an average of one reference for every 25 

verses. In the Old Testament, the majority of prophecies relating to Jesus the Messiah are connected to His second 

coming, not His first.  

  God didn’t give us prophecy so Christians would waste a lot of time and be distracted with date setting or debating 

about who the Antichrist is. By speculating on what God has not told us, Christians look foolish before a lost world. For 

example, there’s been a lot of speculation about who the Antichrist is? Bible teachers have been wrong again and again. 

It wasn’t Nero or Napoleon or Hitler or Mussolini or Henry Kissinger (pictures). It’s not Mikhail Gorbachev or 

President Obama (pictures). It’s not even Nicolae Jetty Carpathia (picture), the fictional antagonist in the Left 

Behind series.  

  Satan cackles with delight when Christians are distracted or divide over eschatology. Our church and I hold to a pre-

millenial, pre-tribulation view of the rapture, but being straight on the Gospel must be our priority. There are godly 

believers who hold different positions on eschatology.  

  The Gospel is synonymous with humility. You can’t be arrogant and come to Christ. Yet, those who believe they’re 

“experts” on end times frequently succumb to eschatological snobbery.  

  When it comes to Bible prophecy, we must guard against two extremes: fanaticism and ignorance. We must be cautious 

about going off the deep end concerning prophecy. The other extreme is to be completely disinterested in our Savior’s 

imminent return. Looking for Christ’s return changes our Christian walk. We must see and live out the Gospel and our 

Christian life in light of His second coming. As Geerhardus Vos (picture) asserted: “Ours is a religion whose centre of 

gravity lies beyond the grave in the world to come.” The point is that  Jesus not only saved us from something, He saved 



us for something. Your Gospel story only begins when you commit your life to Christ but it’s culminated when we are 

Home with Him for all eternity.  

 

2. Believers grieve with hope. “But we do not want you to be uninformed, brothers, about those who are asleep, that 

you may not grieve as others do who have no hope.” When Dr. Leighton Ford (picture), the Canadian evangelist, lost 

his son Sandy in 1982 at the age of 21, he insightfully said, “The struggle is to bring our faith and our emotions 

together.”  

  However firm our Christian faith, the loss of a loved one or close friend causes an emotional shock. Many of you sitting 

here have buried a spouse or parent or child.  

  The world of Paul’s day had little hope when facing death. Greek poet, Theocritus (picture) echoed their view of death, 

“There is hope for those who are alive, but those who have died are without hope.” For pagans in the face of death, there 

was no hope. For those outside of Christ, death is final, cold, cruel, callous and utterly uncaring. It’s ugly, menacing and 

inescapable. It’s why the Bible calls it “the last enemy” (1 Corinthians 15:26).   

  Our world doesn’t like to talk about death. Our culture separates us from the ugly realities death brings. We hire 

professionals who handle the body and bury it. Think of the words used to refer to death. Rarely, do we use the word 

death or died. We avoid the reality of death, but death is real.  

  These Thessalonian believers had embraced the teaching that the Lord Jesus would return for them. They thought it’d 

be soon. But since Paul had left, some in their fellowship had died and they were shocked. Such a loss left unanswered 

questions: Does a Christian who dies miss out on Christ’s return? What happens to believers when they die? Will I ever 

see my loved one again? We have these same questions.  

  Is it wrong to grieve? Grief is a valid emotion. Mourning isn’t unbiblical. Paul doesn’t say that we shouldn’t grieve, but 

only that we must not grieve as pagans do. Christians grieve differently.  

  The Lord Jesus demonstrated this godly grief. In John 11, His friend Lazarus had died. Jesus wept with Lazarus’s 

sisters, Mary and Martha and was deeply moved in His spirit (John 11:33), even though He knows death isn’t the end. 

Jesus is going to raise Lazarus from the dead, but the Greek indicates that Jesus is furious over the misery and heartache 

death brings.  

  Death is an intrusion into our universe. It’s an evil to be opposed. Every observance of death, whether a dead animal on 

the side of the road or a loved one in a casket reminds us of the terrible price of sin, for the wages of sin is death. But 

biblical grief and hope are not opposites. Christianity reinterprets death. For the Christian death is called “sleep.” Our 

spirit is conscious. We’re united with Christ immediately at death. It’s our body that’s asleep.  

  Three times in this passage, Paul refers to the death of a believer as “sleep.” The Romans and the Greeks thought of the 

place of burial as a scary place full of departed spirits. Christians are the ones who changed the whole idea of the grave 

being a scary place. They started calling the name of a graveyard a koimeterion, from which we get our word 

“cemetery.” It’s the same word used for army barracks. The only thing soldiers do in the barracks is sleep. They go to 

sleep to the sound of taps and wake up to reveille. Even so, the body of a believer goes to sleep at death, when taps is 

played. But you can be certain when the angel blows his trumpet they’ll come out of the grave. It’s why the second 

coming has been called, “That great gettin’-up morning.”  

  Sleep as a metaphor for death implies that death is only temporary. You wake up from sleep. Death is only temporary 

for our bodies, which will be raised. But our souls go to be with the Lord the instant we die. 

  Sleep implies relief from our bodily aches and pains, and rest from our earthly labors. Heaven is the “Sabbath rest for 

the people of God” (Heb. 4:9). Sleep isn’t harsh or fearful for believers. Paul longed to depart and be with Christ, which 

was much better than this world of suffering (Phil. 1:23).  

  I’ve lost track of how many funerals that I’ve officiated over the years. There’s a big gap between the funeral of a 

believer and that of someone who doesn’t know Jesus. For the lost there’s a hardness, a harshness, a hopelessness. 

Without a future to look to, grief easily succumbs to anger and frustration. Grief without hope is ugly. But I’ve stood at 

other gravesides where tears were tinted with hope. Family and friends wept, but a light shined in the darkness. They 

confidently talked of a future reunion. 

  Eric Barker was a missionary from Great Britain who’d spent over fifty years in Portugal preaching the gospel, often 

under adverse conditions. During World War II, the situation became so critical that he took the advice to send his wife 

and eight children to England for safety. His sister and her three children were also evacuated on the same ship. Barker 

remained behind to conclude some mission matters. The Sunday after Barker’s loved ones had left, he stood before the 

congregation and said, “I’ve just received word that all my family have arrived safely home.” He then proceeded with 

the service as usual. Later, the full meaning of his words became known to his church. Just before the service he’d been 

handed a wire, informing him that a submarine had torpedoed the ship, and everyone on board had drowned. Barker 



knew that all on board were believers, and the knowledge that his family was enjoying the bliss of being with the Savior 

enabled him to live above his circumstances in spite of his overwhelming grief.    

 

3. The basis of the believer’s hope is the Word of God. Radio evangelist, Charles E. Fuller (picture) used to say that 

this passage is the Apostle Paul’s exposition of John 14:1-3. Jesus’ words “I will come again” are matched by Paul’s 

explanation “the Lord Himself shall descend from heaven.” Jesus’ promise “I will receive you unto Myself” is matched 

by Paul’s explanation “Then we…shall be caught up together…to meet the Lord in the air.” Jesus’ statement, “That 

where I am, there you may be also” is matched by Paul’s statement “so shall we ever be with the Lord.” And the Lord’s 

announcement “Let not your heart be troubled” is matched by Paul’s statement “Therefore encourage one another with 

these words.”  

  Philosophers have long wrestled with the question of immortality. Spiritists have tried to communicate with those who 

have gone beyond. Scientists have investigated the experiences of people who’ve claimed to have died and returned to 

life. But the Apostle Paul solved the problem when he wrote, “For this we declare to you by a word from the Lord” (1 

Thes. 4:15).   

  Christians need not wonder about death or life after death. We have a revelation from God in His Word. Why substitute 

human speculation for divine revelation? Paul outlines this with Jesus’ resurrection, Jesus’ return and the Church’s 

reuniting.  

  Jesus’ Resurrection. While believers are said to have fallen “asleep,” it never says that Jesus fell “asleep. “For since 

we believe that Jesus died and rose again, even so, through Jesus, God will bring with Him those who have fallen 

asleep.” The fact that Jesus died and rose again is the basis of our hope that death is not final for us because the Lord 

Jesus conquered death. Unless we are absolutely certain about the death and resurrection of Christ, we are uncertain in 

our Christian hope. The place to begin is always at the cross of Christ, that He was the sufficient sacrifice for our sin. 

The place of our birth into new life is at the cross. Linked with the cross is Christ’s resurrection, which is God’s seal that 

our redemption is paid for and complete. Apart from Christ’s resurrection we have no basis for hope, but since Jesus has 

conquered death we need not fear death or the future. What has happened to Jesus will happen to every believer who has 

died.  

  Jesus’ Return. The Christian hope focuses on the coming of the Lord, referred to here as “the Parousia.” The term was 

used for the official visit of a person of high rank, especially of kings and emperors visiting a province. Paul had been 

accused by his critics of defying Caesar. It wasn’t that he was defying Caesar, he was pointing out that another King is 

coming.  

  Paul did not say that the soul went to sleep at death but that the soul of the believer went to be with the Lord. Jesus 

can’t bring them with Him when He returns unless they are with Him. It’s not the soul that sleeps, it’s the body. “For as 

the body apart from the spirit is dead” (James 1:26). At death, the spirit leaves the body, and the body goes to sleep and 

no longer functions. The soul-spirit goes to be with the Lord if the individual has trusted Christ. “Absent from the 

body…present with the Lord” (2 Cor. 5:8).  

  Jesus Himself will return. He won’t send an angel or a representative but He Himself will come. This isn’t some sort of 

mystical spiritual appearance but a physical, bodily return.  Presently Jesus is seated at God the Father’s right hand, but 

at the appointed time, He will leave heaven and return for us.    

  Did you know newspapers have a certain size font they use only for mega-events? It’s called 2nd Coming type. It was 

used to announce the bombing of Pearl Harbor. 2nd Coming type was used to announce the assassination of JFK and used 

on September 12, 2001, after the terrorist attacks. This font is so large the words jump off the page and say, “Read me!” 

It’s interesting they don’t call it “Major events type,” or “Breaking News Type.” They call it 2nd Coming. Why? Because 

there is no larger event that will ever occur than the return of Christ. While some think we’re crazy to believe in the 

Second Coming, I love what Adrian Rogers (picture) used to say: “I may be a nut, but I’m fastened to a good bolt—the 

Lord Jesus Christ.” 

  The Church’s Reuniting. Warren Wiersbe (picture) shared that he was talking to a friend and said, “I hear you lost 

your wife. I’m very sorry.” His friend replied, “No, I didn’t lose her. You can’t lose something when you know where it 

is—and I know where she is!” On the authority of the Word of God, we know where our born-again loved ones are. We 

also know what will happen: Jesus Christ will one day return and bring His people with Him.  

  When will this event occur? No one knows and it’s foolish to set dates. The fact Paul used the pronoun we in verses 15 

and 17 suggests that he expected to be alive when the Lord returned. Theologians call this the doctrine of the imminent 

return of Christ. Imminent means it can happen at any moment.  

  Bible-believers don’t look for any signs, nor must any special events transpire before Jesus can return. These great 

events will take place “in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye” (1 Cor. 15:52). We don’t know when. We just know that 

it’s 2000 years closer and we must be ready! Paul goes on to give four successive events. 



  Event #1: The Lord descending from heaven. “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.” Just as the voice came from heaven at Jesus’ 

baptism, “You are my beloved Son; with You I am well pleased” (Luke 3:22), so this voice will thunder forth for all to 

hear. Perhaps the non-believing world will think that it thundered. 

  There will be the voice of the archangel. The only other place the word archangel is used is in Jude 9, where it 

identifies Michael as the archangel. We don’t know for sure and we don’t know what this voice will sound like, but it 

must be a loud and mighty sound, like the other two descriptions. 

  Finally, there is the trumpet of God. This again, is most certainly, a loud blast from heaven announcing the coming of 

the Lord. This imagery of a trumpet blast is used often in Scripture. Before God came down upon Mount Sinai, “there 

were thunders and lightnings and a thick cloud on the mountain and a very loud trumpet blast, so that all the people in 

the camp trembled” (Exodus 19:16). In Revelation 8, trumpet blasts announce judgment upon the earth. These are 

probably not three events which happen one after the other as much as it signals one great call of God before His return 

upon the earth. 

  Event #2: The dead in Christ shall rise first. The “dead in Christ” are those referenced earlier (vs. 13) as “those who 

have fallen asleep.” The spirits of departed saints are with the Lord now. He will bring them with Him when He returns 

and reunites their spirits to their resurrected bodies.  

  How is it that the dead in Christ are rising at the return of Christ, yet, in verse 14, those who have fallen asleep in Jesus 

will be brought with the Lord? When we are with Christ, it’s our spirits or souls, the immaterial part of us, that are with 

Him. Our bodies are dead and decaying. When Christ returns, we’ll receive our imperishable bodies, all of us, those 

living as well as those who have died. 1 Corinthians 15:51-53:  “Behold! I tell you a mystery. We shall not all sleep, but 

we shall all be changed, in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will sound, and the 

dead will be raised imperishable, and we shall be changed. For this perishable body must put on the imperishable, 

and this mortal body must put on immortality.” 

  Event #3: Living believers will be snatched away. “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.” This describes what happens to living believers when the Lord 

returns. They aren’t dead, so they don't need to be resurrected. They have bodies and need to be translated to heaven, so 

they must be changed somehow.  

  Some argue that the English word “rapture” doesn’t appear in the Bible, and they’re correct. But the English words 

“trinity” or “missions” don’t appear in the Bible either, but we believe in the trinity and missions. Paul wrote that 

believers who are alive at the coming of the Lord will be “snatched away.” It’s the Greek word harpazo. For many 

centuries, the only Bible translation used was the Latin Vulgate and the Latin word is raptio. That’s where we get the 

word “rapture.” 

  Christians who are alive will be Christians “snatched away” in the air because Satan, the prince of the power of the air, 

doesn’t want to let us go and escape His domain. The clouds are a familiar, recognized symbol of the presence of God. 

John Stott (picture) suggests that “the Lord chooses to meet His saints there, on the demons home ground so to speak, 

shows His complete mastery of them.” You can picture this word like this. Suppose a little child sees a ball and begins to 

go after it. But when she toddles over to it and stoops down to get it, her big brother snatches it from the ground before 

she can get it. That’s what this word pictures. 

  Somehow, Christians who are alive will be removed from the earth to join those believers who have already died. Paul 

doesn't mention exactly what this will look like or even when it will occur.  

  Event #4: We will always be with the Lord! What an encouragement! Both to the Thessalonians and to us. Death is the 

great separator, Jesus Christ is the great reconciler. There they are: men and women, boys and girls – all washed in the 

blood of the Lamb. For the first time in history, the whole Church will be present and will be seen. We’ll all be together. 

It’s the raptured Church, with no one left behind. It’s not a ruptured Church with some left behind to face the horrors of 

the Great Tribulation.  

  The rapture of the church will be considered the most historic event in human history. Let me describe how this could 

happen.  

  Imagine for a moment you aren’t a believer. You’re at Miller Park watching the Brewers. There’s a long fly ball to left 

field and in that instant, Jesus returns. Several players disappear. Suddenly a large percentage of the stadium is empty. 

You begin to hear sirens as emergency vehicles respond to traffic accidents that happened when cars and trucks no 

longer had drivers. Several jets on approach to Mitchell Field crash because both the captain and the first officer were 

believers, and are gone, along with several passengers. 

  Can you imagine the level of global disaster that the rapture will be? You leave the stadium and get in your car and are 

amazed at the number of car wrecks. People are in the street screaming that their family members disappeared. You turn 

on the radio and hear the news that there are reports from around the world of global disaster. There are nations with no 



leaders. The crisis will be the perfect time for a popular world leader to convince the nations of the advantage of a one-

world government and global economy.  

  You finally make it home and turn on the news and begin to fully see the impact of this event. I’m sure they’ll try to 

find a scientific explanation. Some talking head introduces an expert from M.I.T. who comes on the air and says, 

“Apparently our planet passed through a cosmic field in space, and everyone with a certain metabolism was mysteriously 

absorbed into this cosmic field.” Or they’ll blame it on some alien invasion. Some will say, “Oh, that explains it.” But 

you know better. You’d heard sermons on the Second Coming and even though you never gave your life to Christ, you 

recognize what really happened.  

  I’m convinced on the day after the rapture, whether it’s a Sunday or a Tuesday, every church in America will be packed 

with people who suspect what happened. They realize they were left behind. There will be deacons there to deac; they 

talked the talk, but didn’t walk the walk. There will be worship leaders and pastors who realize they knew about Jesus, 

but they really never knew Jesus. This is why we must live every day in such a way that if it’s our last day on earth, 

we’re ready…because it might be today. 

 

4. Because believers have hope they’re encouraged and encouragers. “Therefore encourage one another with these 

words.” In one of Gulliver’s Travels (picture), he met a man who’d invented a device for extracting sunshine from 

cucumbers. The inventor could store it away in bottles for brightening the house on dark days. Dark days come to us all. 

Discouragement is an ever-present danger. Sorrow is the stalker of us all. Like the believers at Thessalonica, sometimes 

hope fades and doubts rise.  

  We need to take Paul’s prescription for those dark days. Paul’s purpose isn’t just theological. It’s pastoral. His teaching 

is to dismiss hopelessness and restore hope. You and I will see our Christian loved ones again. 

  Personally, I can’t wait. Jesus promised that He would return for us. No wonder Paul gives this event the name the 

Blessed Hope. Titus 2:13, “Waiting for our blessed hope, the appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior Jesus 

Christ.” Once again, God’s Word, sound theology brings comfort to our troubled hearts.    

 

Conclusion: When Christ returns all believers will be resurrected. No one is left behind. No one is at a disadvantage. 

Death is not the end for the Christian. It’s only the beginning. Christ is coming back for us whether we’re dead or alive. 

Are you ready?  

  What applications can we make? What are the Take Home Truths?  

  Grieve in hope. It’s not wrong to miss our loved ones. It’s not a sin to grieve, just grieve biblically. Jesus provides 

hope.  

  Avoid speculation. Let’s not build our theology on end-time movies or popular books. Many details are unknown and 

not clearly stated in God’s Word. Godly believers disagree about the timing of these events. The timing is not Paul’s 

emphasis. Prophecy is not an event, it’s a person, Jesus.  We all agree on this: the coming of Jesus will be personal, 

powerful and glorious.   

  Be ready. The Apostle Paul anticipated Christ’s return in his own life time.  Notice that he repeats, we who are alive at 

the coming of the Lord…we who are alive who are left. Jesus could return at any moment as described here. “The Lord is 

near,” Phil 4:5.   

  My friend, are you ready? Do you know Jesus Christ as your personal Lord and Savior? More importantly, does He 

know you? The emphasis of God’s Word is not us knowing Jesus but of Him knowing us. That’s salvation.  

  James Black was a Sunday School teacher in the late 1800s in Williamsport, PA. He invited a poor little girl named 

Bessie to his class at church. Mr. and Mrs. Black provided clothing and assistance to Bessie and she became faithful in 

attending and wonderfully accepted Christ as her personal Savior.    

  Every Sunday James would call the roll. But one day Bessie didn’t answer.  After church he discovered that Bessie was 

seriously sick. He had his own doctor care for the child but a few days later, Bessie died of pneumonia.   

  Days passed and the experience of calling out her name and hearing only silence spurred the idea of a song. James 

Black was an exceptional musician.  Sitting at the piano with tear-filled eyes, he wrote the lines to an old gospel song 

many of you know by heart.   

When the trumpet of the Lord shall sound and time shall be no more 

And the morning breaks eternal bright and fair 

When the saved on earth shall gather over on the other shore 

And the roll is called up yonder, I'll be there. 

 

On that bright and cloudless morning when the dead in Christ shall rise 

And the glory of His resurrection share 



When His chosen ones are gathered to their home beyond the skies 

And the roll is called up yonder, I'll be there. 

 

When the roll is called up yonder 

When the roll is called up yonder 

When the roll is called up yonder 

When the roll is called up yonder, I'll be there. 

 

My friend, will you be there?  

 

 

 

 

   

 

 

  


