
II. EXHORTATION REGARDING FUTURE REDEMPTION (4:13-5:11) 

 After exhorting the Thessalonians regarding holy living, Paul now exhorts the 
Thessalonians on matters related to the end times. As the previous paragraph had 
indicated (4:9-12) some were living disruptive, meddlesome, and lazy lifestyles. The 
following context strongly suggests that such a lifestyle was caused by an improper view 
of end times. Therefore, Paul now transitions to exhortations regarding what has 
happened to those who are dead in Christ and what will happen on the Day of the Lord. 

A. The Dead in Christ (4:13-18). Among the many events that will take place at the 
Lord’s physical return include the initial act of removing the church from the earth 
prior to the tribulation period. These events cap off the church age which began on 
the day of Pentecost when people were baptized into the body of Christ (1 Cor 
12:13) and ends with the rapture (1 Thess 4:13-18). This is an important passage 
that provides believers with the details of the rapture of the church. It has been 
considered the central passage on the rapture of the church.1 It also comes at a point 
in the epistle which is highly applicable to daily living. This indicates that the 
doctrine of the end cannot be ignored, but has implications for our everyday living. 

 The believer’s hope can be fixed upon the day when their dead bodies will be given 
new life at the second coming of Jesus Christ. Believers alive during the rapture 
will receive glorified bodies after the dead in Christ have first risen. 

 Clearly, the Thessalonians had some form of knowledge of the end times. Paul had 
stated that they were awaiting the second coming of the Lord Jesus Christ (1:10). 
They had also been told by Paul that they would be a part of his reward at the 
Lord’s second coming (2:19-20). They were also told that their behavior here on 
this earth, more specifically their expression of love toward one another, was part of 
God’s criterion for judgment of the believer at His second coming (3:13). The 
eschaton was something that the Thessalonians had some form of knowledge of and 
were highly anticipating.  

 “The Thessalonian Christians were not ignorant of the fact of resurrection. This was 
too well established to need presentation or defense. That which elicited this 
revelation from Paul to them was their misunderstanding of the relation between the 
resurrection and the saints who were asleep in Christ to the rapture. Paul writes then, 
not to teach the fact of resurrection, but rather the fact that at the rapture the living 
would not have an advantage over the dead in Christ. If the Thessalonians had 
believed that the church would be going through the seventieth week they would 
have rejoiced that some of their brethren had missed this period of suffering and 
were with the Lord without experiencing the outpouring of wrath. If the church 
were going through the tribulation it would be better to be with the Lord than to 
have to await the events of the seventieth week. They would be praising the Lord 
that their brethren were spared these events instead of feeling that those had missed 
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some of the Lord’s blessings. These Christians evidently believed that the church 
would not go through the seventieth week and in their anticipation of the return of 
Christ mourned for their brethren, whom they thought had missed the blessing of 
this event.”2 

1. The Confusion (v. 13). The confusion the Thessalonians had regarding the end 
times is described in 1 Thessalonians 4:13. Paul states, But we do not want 
you to be uniformed, brethren. Paul transitions to address a new topic with 
the conjunction but. There was some definite confusion among the 
Thessalonians regarding the doctrine of the resurrection. Paul stated that he 
didn’t wish for the Thessalonians to be uniformed or ignorant.3 This phrase 
was common for Paul (Rom 1:13; 1 Cor 10:1, 12:1; 2 Cor 1:8; Rom 11:25).  

 This indicates that there was a deficiency in their knowledge of the doctrine of 
the resurrection. While the phrase may suggest they knew nothing of the topic, 
the context indicates that they knew of the resurrection, but lacked a complete 
picture or knowledge of the Scripture’s teaching on the matter. This is a 
humble reminder that believers must careful watch their doctrine and 
continually strive to be theologically accurate. 

 The topic of the confusion revolved around those saints who had already 
passed away, about those who are asleep. The term asleep is a synonym for 
death or for those who have died. The term is a metaphor for the state of 
humanity, and more specifically believers, after their life on earth. The present 
state of these individuals indicates that they were dead during the time of 
Paul’s writing. It communicates the continual perpetual state of the believer’s 
physical body. “It indicates the restful effect of death for the child of God and 
points to its temporary nature. The risen Lord robbed death of its sting and 
horror for the believer and has transformed it into sleep for those in Christ.”4 
The term for asleep is koimētēria which is where we get the English word 
“cemetery” or “dormitory.” The term is used in the LXX of Daniel 12:2 to 
speak of the dead who will be resurrected.5 

 Theologically, the term does not communicate the entire state of the 
individual at the point of physical death. The Scriptures teach that the spiritual 
part, or the inner man, continues to live after physical death. Paul has stated 
elsewhere that the believer continues to exist in a conscience state after death 
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(Phil 1:21; 2 Cor 5:8). Therefore, it is only the physical body of the believer 
that ceases to have life and not the spiritual.  

 Just as the metaphor implies the physical body will one day awaken. Since 
those who are asleep eventual wake, so too will the body receive new life at 
the resurrection. It is at this future act that God would grant unto the believer 
an immortal body that is free from sin (1 Cor 15:50-57). 

 This confusion was causing heartache among the Thessalonians so that you 
will not grieve. The purpose for Paul addressing the issue was for the 
Thessalonians to stop their grieving. The death of certain loved ones was 
making the living saints sad or grieved. The term literally means to be sad, 
distressed, or grieve. The negative with the present tense indicates that Paul 
wanted them to stop their current state of grieving (µὴ λυπῆσθε). 

 We must be mindful that the passage is not teaching that grieving over the 
death of a loved one is an unbiblical act. Rather, the context implies that the 
Thessalonians had believed that the deceased saints would be at some sort of 
disadvantage regarding the second coming of the Lord Jesus Christ. Therefore, 
their grief was not caused by a natural loss of a loved one, but a misinformed 
doctrine. Jesus Himself wept over the death of Lazarus (Jn 11:35). 

 The believer must have a natural contrast with the type of grieving 
experienced from the unbelieving world as do the rest who have no hope. 
Here Paul introduces the contrast from the unbelieving world the rest. It is a 
term similar to that used in 4:12 “outsiders.” Paul is not stating that believers 
cannot grieve, but cannot grieve in the same way as unbelievers who have no 
assurance of life after death.  

 While no world view can provide adequate answers for life here on earth or 
after earth, the believer can have absolute confidence that there certainly 
awaits heaven or hell for the believer or unbeliever.  

 Here we find the great connection between doctrine and practice. The 
Thessalonians poor or misinformed doctrine led to improper living. The 
Scriptures are replete with passages that speak of the practicality of the 
Scriptures from both the Old and New Testament. Passages such as Psalm 
19:7-14, Psalm 119, 2 Timothy 3:16-17, etc. are all excellent examples. We 
know that Jesus used the Word in masterful perfection to fend off the attacks 
of Satan (Matt 4:1-10). Jesus taught about the nature of God (Jn 4:24), 
humanity (Matt 10:28), creation (10:6), sin (Jn 8:34), redemption (Jn 3), the 
church (Matt 16), and the end (Matt 24-25). He even taught about the 
practicality of the Old Testament and how it points toward Him (Lk 24).  

2. The Correction (vv. 14-17). Having stated the confusion and the grief caused 
by the confusion Paul now seeks to correct the the false belief. The correction 



begins with a logical reason for why the Thessalonians should be grieved over 
the death of the believing saints (use of the conjunction for).  

i. The Rationale (v. 14). The logic of the correction begins with the cold 
hard facts of the Gospel. The initial statement For if we believe that 
Jesus died and rose again. Herein lies the core belief behind the 
resurrection of the saints, the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. 
There can be no proper view of resurrection, unless it is understood 
through the lenses of the Gospel message. Paul asserts and believes that 
this indeed is a fact.6 Paul includes himself with the Thessalonian 
believers, “we believe.” This is the crux of the matter. Christianity is not 
a religion of works, but one of God’s gracious gift of belief.  

 The content of the belief is the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ. 
This is the Gospel message in a nutshell. It cements the belief of 
Christians in the historical person and work of Jesus Christ. Jesus 
historically died and historically rose again.7 

 The name “Jesus” draws attention to His earthly ministry. It indicates 
His mission as the One who saves (Jesus = Yahweh Saves). Therefore, 
the remainder of the content highlights His salvific work to die on behalf 
of sinners. It is also historical fact that Jesus rose again from the dead.  

 The logical conclusion is that if Jesus Christ rose from the dead even so 
God will bring with Him those who have fallen asleep in Jesus. If 
Jesus died and rose from the dead, so too will those who have fallen 
asleep in Christ. The phrase indicates that those who have fallen asleep 
will be with God. While it may be expected that Paul would state that 
the believers would be raised from the dead, Paul highlights the union of 
the believer with Christ. The term implies gathering which is a common 
idea with the second coming of Christ. 

 These individuals who will be gathered to God are those who have 
fallen asleep in Jesus.8 This indicates that only those who die believing 
in the Jesus Christ of the Bible who died and rose again will be gathered 
to Him.   
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ii. The Confidence & Content (v. 15a). Paul provides a measure of 
confidence and content to the Thessalonians regarding these matters.  

 First he highlights why he can make such confident assertions regarding 
the end times, For this we say to you by the word of the Lord. Paul is 
not referring to any specific Old Testament or New Testament text 
available to him at this point in time. Rather, Paul is speaking of divine 
revelation that he received from Jesus Himself. We know that Jesus did 
communicate to Paul (Gal 1:12). The details of the rapture are also 
described by Paul as a mystery (1 Cor 15:51). As a mystery, the contents 
of the rapture in these verses were given directly to Paul from the Lord 
Jesus which is why they can be confident regarding these details. 

iii. The Content (vv. 15b-17). The content of Jesus’ revelation to Paul is 
found in 1 Thessalonians 15b-17.9  

a. The Fate of the Living & Dead (v. 15b). Two classifications of 
believers are given in the latter half of 1 Thessalonians 4:15. The 
first class of individuals are we who are alive and remain until 
the coming of the Lord. Paul provides two descriptions for these 
individuals: (1) they are alive; and (2) they remain. These describe 
the ongoing state of the present believing community.10 Paul fully 
expected the coming of the Lord Jesus Christ to be immanent. An 
emphatic pronoun, we, is used to differentiate the living believing 
community from the saints who have passed away.  

 Not only are current believers alive, but they are also classified as 
those who remain until the coming of the Lord. The apostle 
fully believed that Christ’s return could have occurred during his 
generation. Even if Christ’s return occurs after Paul’s death he still 
knows that there will be believing Christians on the face of the 
earth. Ultimately, this passage argues for the immanency of 
Christ’s return. All living believers must have a sense of urgency 
for the return of the Lord.  

 The fate of the living and the dead is described at the end of the 
passage. Those who are alive will not precede those who have 
fallen asleep. A strong grammatical emphasis is used to 
communicate the impossibility that the believing dead will be left 
behind.11 Those who are alive during the second coming of the 
Lord Jesus Christ have no special advantage for those who have 
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passed away. As a matter of fact, those who have fallen asleep will 
be raised first. Paul’s use of those who have fallen asleep again 
implies that the believer’s death is a temporal state. Dead believers 
will be awakened at the second coming of the Lord. 

   

b. The Events of Christ’s Return (vv. 16-17). Now, having described 
that the dead in Christ will precede believers Paul focuses on the 
description of the actual rapture events. The reason why Paul can 
make such confident assertions regarding the end times is because 
of the details he was given by the Lord (use of the conjunction is 
causal).  

 The first event described is the descent of the Lord. The focus of 
the passage is clearly upon the Lord Himself.12 The focus should 
not be misplaced upon certain world events or situations, but on 
the actual person of Jesus Christ. We have already been reminded 
that it is the believer’s hope to be united with their Savior. Here, 
the focus is on the risen Lord. The Lord Himself will descend. 
This future tense verb points to the forthcoming and immanent 
return of Jesus. The term means “to move downward.” This 
describes the activity of the Lord Jesus to physical move 
downward from heaven for the saints.  

 The first phrase describes the location from which Jesus Christ will 
return is from heaven. Jesus Christ will physically descend from 
the sky to meet His people. 

 The second phrase used to describe the coming of the Lord is that 
He will come with a shout.13 The shout here will not come from 
man as if they were scared, but will come from the Lord Himself. 
The phrase is used to described a command from an authoritative 
figure. It is used to described military leaders shouting orders, 
captains calling out orders to rowers, and a driver shouting to 
encourage horses to increase in speed.  

 The third description given of the Lord’s coming is that He comes 
with the voice of the archangel. We are only told that the rapture 
will be accompanied with the voice of an archangel. Perhaps the 
angel will play a role in gathering the elect of God at this point in 

                                                
12 Emphatic pronoun αὐτὸς ὁ κύριος. 

13 Many have disputed whether or not these phrases refer to one, two, or three distinct sounds. For arguments see 
D. Edmond Hiebert, 1 & 2 Thessalonians, 212; Leon Morris, The First and Second Epistles to the Thessalonians, 
142-44. Hiebert does not provide any conclusive statements, but leaves the options open for the different interpretive 
options.  



time. The archangel may also be proclaiming a shout of victory 
over the angelic forces that wage war against the church (Eph 
6:11ff).  

 The fourth and final description is that the Lord will come with the 
trumpet of God. This particular trumpet is associated with the one 
mentioned in 1 Corinthians 15:52 and is used to notify the saints of 
the Lord’s rapture. See the following chart taken from John F. 
Walvoord and Mark Hitchcock14 

DISTINCTION BETWEEN THE TRUMPETS IN 1 
CORINTHIANS 15 AND REVELATION 11 

1 Corinthians 15:52 Revelation 11:15-19 
Subject: The Church Subject: The wicked world 
Nature: Grace Nature: Judgment 
Result: Catching up of the 
saints 

Result: further judgment on the 
world 

 

DISTINCTION BETWEEN THE TRUMPETS IN 1 
CORINTHIANS 15 AND MATTHEW 24 

1 Corinthians 15:52 Matthew 24:31 
Subject: The Church Subject: The Jews in the 

tribulation 
Circumstance: Raising the dead Circumstance: Regathering the 

elect 
Result: United with the Lord in 
the air 

Result: gathered on earth 

  
 The bottom line is that these series of events or noises are all signs 

of the Lord’s rapture of the church. These activities will indicate 
for the earth’s inhabitants that something unique has occurred.   

 These three noises all awaken the dead who are in Christ, and the 
dead in Christ will rise first. Priority of resurrection is given first 
to those who have died as believers. The adverb first reasserts the 
chronology of what Paul has already stated. Before believers are 
caught up in the heavens to meet the Lord, the dead will rise first. 

 The dead are here described as having union with Christ, they are 
in Christ. This helps add to Paul’s argument that the dead in 
Christ have missed out on a monumental event of God’s 
redemptive plan for the church. Rather, it reminds readers that 
even in their death they share a union with their Master.  
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 After the dead in Christ have risen from the grave then we who 
are alive and remain will be caught up together with them in 
the clouds. This great passage is a reference to the rapture of the 
church. Only after the dead in Christ have first risen from the 
grave then will those who are alive and remain will be caught up. 
The idea of being caught up refers to a quick seizure or swooping 
action of possession. The very idea of the rapture is taken from this 
word in the NT. The reference to the clouds is not metaphorical for 
the saints, but literally is a term used to describe clouds in the air. 

 The purpose for being caught up or raptured is the glorious act of 
union. The believer will meet the Lord in the air. The idea of 
being together in this context does not denote a random or 
happenstance union with a crowd of people like that which you 
will find at a shopping mall. While a shopping mall contains lots 
of individuals, many are there for different reasons. The idea of 
union in this passage communicates like-minded union like a 
crowd at a sporting event. 

 The results of the event are permanent, and so we shall always be 
with the Lord. After this particular event there will no longer be a 
separation of the believer from his Master. The rapture creates a 
permanent state of union that cannot be broken. Just like couples 
after the marriage day are expected to live together, so too will the 
believer and Christ be united. The only difference being is that 
saints will be given a glorified body to be eternally joined to the 
Lord. 

3. The Comfort (v. 18). The closing or inferential command given as a result of 
verses 14-17 is expressed in verse 18.15 This future event has present 
implications. The believer is expected to use the doctrine of the end for a 
specific purpose of comfort one another with these words. While there was 
confusion regarding the fate of the dead, this passage indicates that believer 
have a present and active responsibility to comfort one another with the 
coming of the Lord Jesus Christ.  

 The author stresses a communal act of comfort with the word one another. 
Although he may have been the direct recipient of divine revelation he 
expects all to join and participate in the encouragement of the Lord’s return. 
This speaks volumes regarding our responsibility toward one another with the 
doctrine that we learn. Doctrine is intended to be used as a reason and source 
for comfort.   
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