
 PROMISED 

 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18 

 

 When times are difficult and we’re undergoing oppression and harsh treatment, then we 

tend to look for fulfillment of any hope and any promised relief.  We may find ourselves grieving 

because of loss of what we had or thought we had.  Grief could also be associated with rejection 

or failure.  If we are anticipating something good to happen and it is delayed, then we can 

become disappointed which can add to our distress.  Distress can lead to depression and when 

our hopes are dashed, that can end in despair.  

 The Christians in Thessalonica had experienced oppression and rejection as many 

Christians had during that time.  In addition to external pressures, they also had concerns or grief 

related to fellow believers who had died.  The key to keeping natural, healthy grief from turning 

into destructive grief is “hope” which is distinguished from wishful thinking.  Hope has basis, 

while wishful thinking is based on nothing.  All Christian hopes are based on the promises of 

God.  

 

Hope – 4:13-14 
13 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. 14 For since we believe that Jesus died and rose again, even so, through Jesus, God will bring 

with him those who have fallen asleep.  1 Thessalonians 4:13–14 (ESV) 

 A primary benefit of Paul’s letters to the various churches (and to all who read his letters) 

is that the truth would be known to avoid problems that develop from being uninformed.  If we 

are uninformed, then we will imagine or make up something to explain what might be happening 

and the reasons for why things happen.  Those who are ignorant of God’s righteousness will 

attempt to establish their own righteousness (Rom 10:3) which will result in failure.  Some 

become wise in their own conceits (Rom 11:25) and that can result in deliberate decisions to 

remain ignorant of the truth.  Paul’s advice for that situation was to just let them be ignorant (1 

Cor 14:38).  Those who are proud of their ignorance are not likely to hear (heed) anything that 

would cause them to abandon their illusions.  

 All of us have question regarding the logical sequence of events associated with the end 

times.   However, we can start with the things of which we do have full confidence.  The first is 

that Jesus, the Christ, died and rose from death.  The second thing we can confidently believe is 

that this resurrection was a precursor or prototype to what those who belong to Him will 

experience.  

 Apparently, Paul had taught the believers in Thessalonica (during his brief time there) 

that Christ would appear and that believers would be transformed and join Him “in the air” and 

be united with Him eternally (mentioned in verses 17 and 18).  However, they had questions 

about those believers who might die before Christ returned.  It seems that the concern was these 

believers would miss out on this particular transformation or resurrection event and the blessings 

of the age to come.  This lack of knowledge and resulting uncertainty was a source of grief to 

some of these Christians.  

 Let’s look at the difference in the words Paul chose regarding to what happened to Jesus 

compared to what happens to Christians prior to the return of Christ.  Specifically, Jesus died, 

but the believers will sleep.  Most of us have probably thought that this difference was that 

“sleep” was simply a polite (less harsh) euphemism for death.  This idea of sleep representing 

death is found even in pagan religious thoughts and writings; however, there the idea is of an 

“eternal sleep” which is simply euphemistic for death.  In Christian thought the idea is that 

“sleep” implies a continuing existence, consciousness, and eventual awakening.  MacLaren 

points out that in contrast to this idea, we see in verse 14 that Jesus “died” (not slept) because  
“He suffered all the bitterness of death, not only in physical torments, but in that awful sense of separation 



from God which is the true death in death, and that, because He did, the ugly thing wears a softened aspect 

to believers, and is but sleep. He died that we might never know what the worst sting of death is.” 
 Paul’s answer to their question was not intended to be a thorough discourse or general 

revelation on the entire sequence of events of the appearance of Christ.  It was simply directed at 

the specific question regarding the relationship of those Christians who have died and those who 

are still alive in their participation in Christ’s glory when he “appears.” 

 With regard to their question, Paul wanted to tell them what would happen to Christians 

who physically die before Jesus appears and to assure them that the pagan idea of “eternal sleep” 

was not applicable to those who “sleep” through Jesus.  The pagan understanding has no hope, 

while the Christian understanding is full of hope which has its foundation in the fact that Jesus 

was resurrected from death and his resurrection points toward our resurrection since He is the 

first fruits as Paul would later write to the church at Corinth.   
1Cor 15:20  But now is Christ risen from the dead, and become the firstfruits of them that slept. 

1Cor 15:23  But every man in his own order: Christ the firstfruits; afterward they that are Christ’s at his 

coming. 
 Another certainty is that Jesus will appear and when He does, God will bring (or bring 

forth) those who have experienced physical death and “sleep through Jesus” prior to the time of 

His appearing.  Most translations render the condition of physically dead believers as those “who 

sleep in Jesus” which may not capture the same idea of the more accurate translation of “who 

sleep through Jesus” which addresses the means or enabling process rather than their “position” 

which would be implied by the word “in.”  It is by (through) what Christ had done in His first 

advent and for that reason alone, that death is transformed from fear and possible foreboding 

horror to an “ending of physical life” and a transition to an eternal and divine reality.  The reason 

this can happen is that the “sting of death is sin” and the work of Christ has removed this “sting” 

for those who trust in Him.   

 Before getting entirely away from verse fourteen, this verse has been translated in several 

different ways regarding the arrangement of various phrases in the latter part of the verse.  The 

ESV says that “God through (by means of) Jesus will bring those (believers) who sleep.  The 

KJV and NASB tell us that “God will bring with Him, those who sleep in (through) Jesus.  The 

NIV states “God will bring with Jesus those who have fallen asleep in (through) Him.”   

 We can add to these possibilities this comment from Faithlife Bible Study: “Based on the 

Greek in this verse, it is unclear whether Paul implies that Jesus will return from heaven to earth 

with an entourage of departed saints (including deceased Thessalonian believers) or if He will 

raise them prior to the reunion in the air. However, the mention of Christ’s resurrection in the 

preceding clause coupled with the use of anastēsontai (“will rise”) in v. 16 suggests that the 

departed saints will be resurrected before meeting the Lord in the air; that is, they will not 

accompany Him from heaven.”  This possibility, along with the alternative meaning of the word 

translated in most texts as “bring” can also mean “bring forth” helps us realize that interpretation 

of such passages is very uncertain and that we, indeed, must walk by faith.   

 I had visualized this event as Jesus returning in His resurrected body accompanied by the 

soul and spirits of believers who had experienced physical death up until that time.   

  

Return – 4:15-16 
15 For this we declare to you by a word from the Lord, that we who are alive, who are left until the coming of the 

Lord, will not precede those who have fallen asleep. 16 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. And the dead in Christ will rise 

first.  1 Thessalonians 4:15–16 (ESV) 

 The reference to “a word from the Lord” is thought to possibly be something that Paul 

received directly from the Lord.  Some have suggested that this occurred during the time 

immediately following his conversion when he went away to Arabia as mentioned in Galatians 

1:17.  The list of possibilities also includes the incident recorded in 2 Corinthians 12:2 regarding 



his being caught up to the third heaven.  Paul may have been referencing Old Testament 

prophecy texts such as the writings of Daniel in chapters seven and twelve.  Paul may have also 

been familiar with quotations from Jesus such as Matthew 24:30 “they shall see the Son of man 

coming in the clouds of heaven with power and great glory” or the words from John 5:28-29 

which tell us “for the hour is coming, in which all that are in the graves shall hear his voice and 

shall come forth.”   

 Paul then went on to address the concern of some of the Christian in Thessalonica 

regarding those who “sleep through Jesus” prior to this referenced appearing or coming of the 

Lord.  The Faithlife Bible Study states “Far from being excluded from the return of Christ and 

the blessing of the age to come, the deceased Thessalonian believers will be blessed because they 

will meet the Lord first.”  That statement (in of itself) raises a lot of additional questions.  The 

first question that we might ask is “have these deceased believers not already been with the 

Lord?”  Paul later wrote, “To be absent from the body is to present with the Lord” which would 

cause us to think that they were already with the Lord.  Another question that we might wonder 

about is “which age to come” does Paul mean?  The Mosaic Age was ending and the Christian 

Age was coming into prominence during the forty-year transition time in which Paul was 

ministering.  However, the most likely distinction meant here was between this present physical 

existence and the spiritual realm of existence following the resurrection.    

 It should not be any surprise that these early believers were uncertain about the 

resurrection and what would happen.  They did not have available what Paul wrote to the church 

at Corinth in chapter fifteen of 1 Corinthians.   
Behold, I shew 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 trump: for the trumpet shall sound, and the dead shall be raised 

incorruptible, and we shall be changed.  1 Cor 15:51-52)    
Changed into what?  Look at 1 Cor 15:44 

It is sown a natural body; it is raised a spiritual body. There is a natural body, and there is a spiritual 

body. 
Even with this additional information, we are still uncertain about the details and the 

implications of what is going to happen.   

 Paul shared with these believers the sequence of events associated with this resurrection 

in verse fifteen.  In this event, Jesus Himself will be directly involved rather than the events 

being carried out by angelic representatives as we see in such passages as Revelations chapter 

fourteen regarding the judgment of the wicked that takes place at Christ's coming in judgment.  

Matthew 24:30-31 mentions the Lord’s return coming in the clouds of heaven along with sounds 

of a trumpet which also involves His angels that gather His people together.  While there are 

similarities in the words used, the Matthew account has a completely different emphasis 

(judgment) than the Thessalonian account which is focused on resurrection.  

The passage from Matthew is related to judgment (at the end of the age) of those 

involved in evil since "they will see the Lord coming in the clouds of heaven.  The Lord coming 

in or on clouds is typically associated with judgment in the Old Testament.  While verse fifteen 

of chapter four of Paul's letter does not mention clouds, we do see in verse seventeen that 

believers will be "caught up together" in the clouds. 

It seems obvious from the words used to describe this event, that what happens will be 

visible and audible.  However, in the Old Testament accounts of the Lord coming in judgment 

and riding on the clouds, there was never any visible sighting of the clouds or of God on the 

clouds.  The only evidence was the outcome of the judgment.  The exception to this could be the 

Lord coming to meet Moses on Mount Sinai when the dark clouds were seen on the mountain 

and the people hear a lot of sounds like trumpets blaring.   

 In the Thessalonica letter account there are “sounds” mentioned such as a command, the 

voice of an archangel and the trumpet of God.  It is not clear whether these are three different 



sounds or three different descriptions of the same sound.  Whether this might be an articulate 

voice, such as was expressed at the grave of Lazarus; or a violent clap of thunder, which is said 

in some passages to be the voice of God; or a euphemism regarding the exertion of the power of 

Christ, is not certain. 

 

Reunion – 4:17-18 
17 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, and so we will always be with the Lord. 18 Therefore encourage one another with these words. 1 Thess 4:17–18 

(ESV) 

 There seems to be multiple ideas of reunion in this account.  The first would be the 

reuniting of the souls/spirits of the deceased saints with their resurrected bodies.  The second 

would be the coming together of the deceased saints with the living saints.  The third is the 

meeting together of the Lord with His people in the air.   

  The first “reunion” may have a relationship to the reference of clouds.  As with so many 

words we find in the Scriptures, the word clouds could have literal and figurative meanings.  

Literal: physically happening above the earth where we see clouds.  Figurative: Clouds can mean 

a gathering of a lot of people as in “a great cloud of witnesses” in Hebrews 12:1.  Assuming that 

the souls/spirits of deceased saints are coming from heaven with the Lord, then that might 

constitute a “cloud.”   

 There should already be a unity of departed saints and remaining saints in that we are all 

“in Christ.”  What this will mean following the bodily resurrection of those departed with the 

transformed bodies of those who remain at Christ’s return is an unanswered question.   

 Meeting the Lord in the air could have a double meaning.   Literal: same as with the 

clouds.  Figurative: The word “air” can mean a spiritual realm that is between the Third Heaven 

and the Earth.  The Third Heaven (2 Cor 12:2) is the dwelling of God – the supreme spiritual 

realm.  The lowest spiritual realm would be the earthly realm or the lower heaven – when 

speaking of the spiritual realm.  Paul used the term “air” to means this middle realm in Eph 2:2 

“Wherein in time past ye walked according to the course of this world, according to the prince of 

the power of the air, the spirit that now works in the children of disobedience.” 

 No more separation from God is the basis of our concept of “going to heaven.”  However, 

the indwelling presence of God in us because of our salvation is also an ongoing reality.  Perhaps 

the difference is that following the resurrection, we will never find ourselves distracted from our 

loyalty and faithfulness to God that can result our failing to abide in His presence.   

 Paul sort of leaves things “up in the air” in that he does not say what comes next.  Is this 

the Second Coming of Christ when He will set up His earthly kingdom or it is this just a brief 

return to gather the saints and take them to Heaven – what is referred to as “the rapture?”   

 While we still have a lot of questions, there are lessons for us to learn.   

1.  Don’t get caught up in “short-term thinking.”  We cannot live our lives based on the latest 

media headlines.  When we have “losses” or experience “failures” we must focus beyond the 

current experience.  We must view things in the context of the long-range outcome.  Having an 

eternal perspective on life and what happens to us puts everything in the right context.   

2.  View every event in terms of what God is doing in our lives.    

3.  View every event in terms of what is our final destination. “So shall be ever be with the 

Lord.”  

4.  Realize that everything that God allows to come our way is designed to prepare us for the 

eventual reality of being with Christ for all eternity.  

 So, when we have choices, do we base our choices on the short-term benefit (pleasure or 

profit, etc.) or do we consider the impact the choices will have on the long-term outcome to 

which we are moving?  A good truth to keep in mind is this:  Short range decisions have a 

greater and opposite effect on the long range results.   


