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INTRODUCTION 

Last week, in the first of two sermons from 1 Thessalonians, we discussed:  

 

“The Work of the Word of God” 
 

The main point last week was to see the Bible, the Word of God, as the authority in our lives.   

 

For whatever it is a person may say they believe, it is critical to know their source of authority.  Their 

source of authority for their beliefs may not be the Bible; in fact, often it is not.  A person may say, “I 

believe that the universe and everything in it came into existence through a series of chance, random 

events acting upon matter and energy of vast amounts of time.”  All well and good; a person certainly 

has the freedom of thought and conscience to believe that if they choose to believe it.   

 

It is also true that others have the same freedom of thought and conscience to wonder what their 

source of authority is for believing in a chance, random cause for the universe.  It is okay to question 

that line of thinking.  You may choose to not question that individual directly for fear of starting a 

prolonged and unresolvable argument!  But it is certainly a fine practice to question within your own 

thoughts their belief system and to wonder what their source is. 

 

As a disciple of Jesus Christ, I believe it is imperative to establish within my own mind that the Bible is 

the source of authority for my faith and for the practice of my faith.  And so that’s what we set out to 

talk about last week as we looked at “The Work of the Word of God”.  It certainly provides the 

groundwork for what we’ll discuss this week:  

 

The Encouragement of the Truth of God 
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Last week’s sermon title came from 1 Thessalonians 2:13; today’s sermon title comes from 1 

Thessalonians 4:18…. 

 

1 Thessalonians 4:18 – Therefore encourage one another with these words. 

 

Last week, I told you that the three most important principles of Bible study were…. 

 

Context 
Context 
Context 

 

Always interpret a verse in its grammatical, historical, and literary context.  This keeps you from 

misapplying God’s truth.  In the case of 1 Thessalonians 4:18, we get some clear markers which tell 

us that we need to know the context in order to figure out what is so encouraging.   

 

Whenever you read the word “therefore” in the Bible, always ask yourself, “What is ‘therefore’ there 

for?”  “Therefore” is a conjunction, which means it links up to the sentence or sentences that came 

just before it.  The word “therefore” makes the sentence sound like a conclusion has been reached: 

“Therefore – in conclusion, in summary – encourage each other with these words!” The Apostle Paul 

is saying, “Because of everything I just said, you should repeat these words amongst yourselves 

regularly so you can encourage each other!” 

 

Well, I want to be encouraged!  Life is tough!  There were some tough and tense moments in the 

context of the recent birth of our grandsons.  We weren’t sure how little Finn’s surgery was going to 

go.  The words from his surgeon after the operation was so successful were a great encouragement 

to his parents after a few hours where courage and faith were being tested.  Who doesn’t like words 

that are truly encouraging when you need them! 

 

So I want to know what Paul just said.  If I know what he just said, and I believe that his words are 

God’s truth and God’s Word of power and authority, then I can be encouraged.  And I can also 

encourage other believers with the same words.  Looking at those words will be a worthwhile time 

investment! 
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I. HOPE BUILT ON TRUTH 

The passage which is concluded in verse 18 begins in verse 13… 

 

1 Thessalonians 4:13 – Brothers and sisters, we do not want you to be uninformed about those who 

sleep in death, so that you do not grieve like the rest of mankind, who have no hope. 

 

At the Ronald McDonald House this past week, Debbie and I spoke with a couple whose 16-year-old 

grandson was having his entire colon removed in a surgery the same day as our grandson’s surgery.  

If you think about him later, say a prayer for Chase.  As we had our conversation, we all agreed how 

good it is to have faith in Christ for times such as this.  And we wondered: What do people do who do 

not have that hope of Jesus? 

 

Paul is talking to some Christians in this church in Thessalonica who are grieving the loss of other 

believers who have died.  They are “asleep in death”, meaning Christ will one day wake them up!  So 

the dead ones were believers in Jesus.  I like Paul’s compassionate language – “brothers and 

sisters.”  We are family when we are in Christ together!  Debbie and I felt the kinship we had in Christ 

with Chase’s grandparents whom we’d never met.   

 

And notice what Paul is going to use to bring hope to these grieving believers, his brothers and 

sisters in Christ: Information.  He says he doesn’t want them to be uninformed.  So he’s going to tell 

them – the truth!  Jesus had said, “You shall know the truth, and the truth shall set you free.”  Paul is 

saying, “I’m going to tell you the truth that comes from God.  And it’s gonna give you hope!!”   

 

Man, I love that kind truth!  That’s why I wanted to talk to you today about the encouragement we can 

experience in knowing the truth of the Word of God!  Information!  This is not some mindless hope, 

some empty-headed faith, some kind of wishful thinking!  Not at all!  This is hope and faith and 

thought that is grounded in reality.  It’s founded on truth! 

 

What truth?  What reality?  The truth and the reality of the bodily resurrection of Jesus Christ from the 

dead! 
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1 Thessalonians 4:14 – For we believe that Jesus died and rose again, and so we believe that God 

will bring with Jesus those who have fallen asleep in Him.  

 

Last week, we talked about the apostles bearing witness to the fact that Jesus Christ rose bodily from 

the grave!  Apostles were ones who had witnessed the resurrected body of Jesus; that’s the definition 

of an apostle that we saw from Acts 1.  The eleven saw the resurrected Jesus in the upper room, and 

Paul had seen Him on the road to Damascus.   

 

Listen!  The bodily resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead is a fact of history.  It happened in real 

time in a real place with real people as eyewitnesses.  It was not some quasi-spiritual resurrection of 

the idea of Jesus and His life principles in the hearts of humanity or some such unfounded notion.  

No, the Man Jesus Christ rose from the dead!  That tomb which had His dead body in it on the 

evening of the day of His death did not have His body on the first day of the next week!  He arose and 

left the tomb.  The huge stone blocking that tomb was not rolled back to let Him out, but was removed 

to let the eyewitnesses in!  And those eyewitnesses then stayed in that same city of Jerusalem and 

told the same people who had put Jesus to death, “You killed Him!  But He didn’t stay dead!”  And if 

they chose, they could walk out and see that empty tomb for themselves! 

 

Our hope and our faith is based squarely in the reality of verifiable and factual truth!  No other belief 

system in the world can make that claim!  By the way, no one has ever witnessed lifeless rocks turn 

into living tissue as a result of chance random processes over time.  But there have been men and 

women in history who have witnessed the resurrected body of Jesus Christ back from the rocky tomb!  

And they risked their very lives to tell others what they had seen!  And Jesus said that if His followers 

remained silent about Him, the very stones would cry out!  That is the kind of rock-solid truth on which 

our faith and our hope is built! 

 

Information!  Don’t be uniformed!  Every chance I get, I’m gonna tell people!  Christ is the only hope 

they have!  Christ is the only hope you have! 

 

Paul uses the hope of the truth of the resurrection of Jesus Christ to encourage these brothers and 

sisters in Christ because they can know for a fact that God will bring with Jesus those believers who 

have died.  That’s good information you can count on!  What’s this going to look like? 
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II. CHRIST COMES FOR HIS CHURCH 

1 Thessalonians 4:15 – According to the Lord’s word, we tell you that we who are still alive, who are 

left until the coming of the Lord, will certainly not precede those who have fallen asleep. 

 

Remember, these words were written for our encouragement.  Look at how Paul cites his 

authoritative source for this information he’s sharing.  “According to the Lord’s word.”  Paul got this 

as a direct revelation from the Lord Himself.  Remember, we said last week that an apostle got 

revelation given directly to him from the Spirit of the Lord which then became written down as the 

New Testament.  That was an apostle’s job description and we see Paul doing the work of an apostle 

right here.  The Lord’s revealed word to him is his authority.   

 

And the Lord told Paul that there would be believers who would still be left on earth when Jesus 

returns.  Those loved ones in Christ whom we have lost will not be left behind.  And those believers 

who are still alive when Jesus comes will not precede, will not go before, those who have died in 

Christ.  How will this play out…? 

 

1 Thessalonians 4:16 – For the Lord Himself will come down from heaven, with a loud command, with 

the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet call of God, and the dead in Christ will rise first. 

 

Our resurrected Lord will personally come for His Church!  He does not send any angels for this task; 

He comes Himself.  When Jesus returns all the way to the earth to reign, He does send angels, and 

angels do gather the elect from the four corners of the earth, as Jesus Himself said in Mark 13…   

 

Mark 13:26, 27 – At that time people will see the Son of Man coming in clouds with great power and 

glory. 27 And He will send his angels and gather his elect from the four winds, from the ends of the 

earth to the ends of the heavens. 

 

But angels will not come for the saints in the event being described here in 1 Thessalonians 4.  This 

is because His return to reign and His return for His Church are two separate events.  In this 1 

Thessalonians event, He personally will come for His Church just as a Bridegroom comes for His 

Bride.   
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We read in 1 Thessalonians 4:16 that the Lord Himself comes down from Heaven.  Presently, Christ 

is seated at the right hand of the Father.  But the right time, Christ will come for us in orderly fashion.  

He will give command.  The archangel will pick up the cry, and the trumpet call to assembly will 

sound. 

 

And, at the sound of His command, those who have died in Christ will rise first!  A bodily resurrection, 

as described in 1 Corinthians 15…. 

 

1 Corinthians 15:51, 52 – Listen, I tell you a mystery: We will not all sleep, but we will all be 

changed— 52 in a flash, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will sound, the 

dead will be raised imperishable, and we will be changed. 

 

This 1 Corinthians 15 passage is a companion passage to the one we’re considering in 1 

Thessalonians 4.  Not everyone will be asleep in Christ, but everyone will be changed into their 

eternal and imperishable bodies.  The souls of those who have died in Christ will receive new bodies 

comparable to the resurrected body of our Lord.  And we all will be changed.  That this will happen is 

as certain as the historical fact of the bodily resurrection of Christ! 

 

These are words of great hope!  They are words of encouragement!  And this is because they are 

words of truth!  Paul says we ought not to be uninformed about such matters.  Because this 1 

Thessalonians 4 passage is sometimes seen as a controversial passage, it is often ignored in 

churches and preaching today.  When we do that we do the body of Christ a great disservice.  If Paul 

had concluded this passage with, “Therefore, don’t ever talk about this because people will get 

upset”, that would be one thing.  But he tells us to encourage one another with these words!  We 

ought to talk about the truth that is here! 

 

Because what he’s saying is that, for believers, the grave is not the end!  We will see our loved ones 

in Christ again!  He is going to come for us all, dead and living, and we will be changed!     
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III. CAUGHT UP TOGETHER 

Remember, Paul received all this teaching from the Lord Himself.  This is Christ’s word on the subject 

of how He will return for His Church.  This instruction is for our information, for us to know, so that we 

will not be ignorant.  Because when we know the truth, we are free from despair!  We have hope! 

 

So, Christ Himself returns for His Church.  He will give the command, the voice of the archangel will 

be heard, and the trumpet of God will sound.  And the dead in Christ will rise first.  Then… 

	

1 Thessalonians 4:17 – After that, we who are still alive and are left will be caught up together with 

them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. And so we will be with the Lord forever.  

 

Paul has spoken what the Lord had told him concerning those who are asleep in Jesus and what will 

happen when He comes for them.  Now, in verse 17, he teaches us what will happen to those who 

are still alive at the time. 

 

Now, folks, you and I, we might not be living on earth at the time when Christ does return for His 

Church.  And that’s okay, because that’s the beauty of this teaching.  It won’t make any difference 

whether or not we’re alive or dead!  The end result is the same.  That’s what Paul is saying! 

 

But I notice here that Paul is maybe hoping that he would be around at the time!  Because he says 

‘we who are alive and are left’!  So I’m taking my cue from him and I’m going to say “we”, meaning 

you and me, simply for the sake of convenience.   

 

We are taught here that we who are alive at the time will be “caught up together” with those of the 

faith who have died.  This is the same moment that we will be changed – in a flash, in the twinkling of 

an eye – as talked about in 1 Corinthians 15.  That’s fast.  In fact, everything about this event in 

history will be fast.  The bodily change will be fast, and the catching up will be fast, too.  The Greek 

word translated “caught up” is harpazo.  John MacArthur comments…. 

 

Harpazo refers to a strong, irresistible, even violent act.  In Matthew 11:12 it describes the taking of 

the kingdom of heaven by force.  In John 10:12 it describes a wolf snatching sheep; in John 10:28-29 

it speaks of the impossibility of anyone’s snatching believers out of the hands of Jesus Christ and 

God the Father; in Acts 8:39 it speaks of Philip’s being snatched away from the Ethiopian eunuch; 
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and in 2 Corinthians 12:2,4 it describes Paul’s being caught up into the third heaven.  It is when living 

believers are caught up that they are transformed and receive their glorified bodies (Phil. 3:21).  “In a 

moment, in the twinkling of an eye” believers “will be changed” (1 Cor. 15:52), rescued from the grasp 

of Satan, the fallen flesh, the evil world system, and coming wrath of God. 

 

Being rescued from Satan’s grasp and from the coming wrath of God are very real aspects of the 

deliverance that will happen in this very quick transformation.  But because we do not directly observe 

these two aspects – for one is in the spiritual realm and the other will be in a future time – Satan’s 

grasp and God’s judgment may not seem as tangible and are therefore more abstract. 

 

But we all get it when MacArthur talks here about being delivered from our fallen sin nature and from 

the evil world system around us.  That we know all too well!  This fallen world and the curse of sin 

upon it is what is responsible for little baby Finn’s aorta to not properly develop.  It’s what causes the 

colon of a boy named Chase to be so badly ulcerated that his only hope is to have it removed.  The 

old sin nature and the fallen world together combine to create the horrors of disease and death, 

destruction, violence, and disorder, in our lives.   

 

To answer this horror, we have these words also from 1 Corinthians 15…. 

 

1 Corinthians 15:54-57 – When the perishable has been clothed with the imperishable, and the mortal 

with immortality, then the saying that is written will come true: “Death has been swallowed up in 

victory.” 
55 “Where, O death, is your victory? 

    Where, O death, is your sting?” 
56 The sting of death is sin, and the power of sin is the law. 57 But thanks be to God! He gives us the 

victory through our Lord Jesus Christ. 

 

CONCLUSION 

“Therefore…” 

 

Now remember – what do you do when you read, or hear in this case, the word “therefore”?  You ask, 

“What is the word ‘therefore’ there for?” 
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Therefore, having heard all of this teaching this morning, having been informed on, and reminded of, 

the truth of God’s word, I long for all of us here to be encouraged! 

 

Because of the absolute certainty of the bodily resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ from the grave, 

we too have this hope of one day being caught up together, the living and the dead in Christ, to meet 

our Lord in the air.  Not a single one who is the household of faith in Christ will be left behind.  What a 

tremendous and all-encompassing hope it is, too! 

 

When you stand beside the graveside of a dear one in Christ… 

 

When you are at the bedside of a loved one who knows the Lord… 

 

When you are on the receiving end of bad news from a doctor…. 

 

Even if the trials are of the comparatively more mundane variety – such as difficult relationship issues 

or wrongful accusations against you or others’ mischaracterizations of you or financial struggles…. 

 

Yes, you may suffer hurt and pain.  You may be angry and upset.  You may be anxious in the 

moment.  If the circumstance warrants, you may even grieve deeply.   

 

But be encouraged!  You need not despair!  No matter what, the situation for the believer is never 

desperate!  For at the core of your faith is reality and truth.  You have a real and present hope in the 

resurrected Christ!  And always look upward – for He is coming in the clouds for you!   

	


