
Gospel Hope 
Study 7 – 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18 

 
1. What are some of the ways that people on the coast think about and deal 

with death? 
 
 
Read 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18 
 
2. Ask people to do the following for 5 minutes among themselves (or with a 

partner). Work out what they think the key themes/subject matter is in this 
section and how the passage can be broken up.  Write a summary 
sentence/title for each of your sections.  

 
My thoughts on the breakup of the passage 
1. The topic (verse 13): 

Christians who have died before Christ returns. 
2. The truth (verse 14): 

At Jesus’ return God will bring with Jesus Christians who have died. 
3. The truth filled out (verses 15-17): 

Paul fills out what will occur at Jesus’ return for Christians, those still 
living and those who have died. (Verse 15-17) 

4. The application (verse 18): 
Encourage each other with these words. 

 
 
3. What questions does this passage raise for you? 

 
My Questions on the passage 
(Feel free to ask the following questions if people don’t raise them 
themselves)  

 
Why does Paul start speaking about this topic? 
• While he was with them Paul had taught the Thessalonians about 

Christ’s second coming, but after he had left some questions had 
grown in their minds. It seems that they had the expectation that Christ 
was going to come soon, in their lifetime, and so when some of their 



Christian brothers and sisters started dying they were worried that in 
some way these Christians who had died might be disadvantaged 
when Jesus returned, maybe even miss out on the resurrection.  

• And so, probably through Timothy, the Thessalonian Christians had 
send a question like this to Paul – what happens to our Christian 
brothers and sisters who’ve died when Christ returns? 

• And Paul is writing to make sure they are not ignorant about what 
happens to those who die in Christ (verse 13), and so to assure them 
that those who die in Christ will in no way be disadvantaged at His 
second coming. These truths are designed to deeply encourage them 
(verse 18). 

 
Why are Christians not to grieve like unbelievers? 
• In verse 13 Paul tells the Thessalonians that he does not want them to 

be ignorant about what happens to Christians who die or to grieve like 
the rest of the world when faced with the death of those we love. 

• Christians have hope. They have a certainty about what our future 
holds, and so Christians need not fear their death in the same way 
unbelievers do. 

• Nor are Christians are to grieve about fellow Christians dying in the 
same way non-Christians do. Yes, there is intense sadness for 
ourselves when those we love are stolen from us. There is great pain in 
the separation from loved ones but we are certain of the destination of 
Jesus’ people and so there is triumph as well as sorrow. 

• How is it though that Christians are certain of their eternal future? 
• In verse 14 Paul gives us the reason for our confidence.  
• We know that Jesus died for our sins and rose from the dead, and so, if 

we are in Him, we know that we too will rise. This gives confidence that 
anyone who is united to Christ, who has “fallen asleep in Him”, God will 
bring with Jesus when He comes.  

• The certainty of our eternal future comes from Christ’s death and 
resurrection. 

 
What happens to Christians who die now, before Jesus returns? Why 
does the passage describe Christian death as “sleep”? 
• Notice here that Paul calls Christian death “falling asleep”. 
• In the ancient world many peoples and cultures referred to death in this 

way, though Christians happily took on this description of death 
because it described the Christian experience of death well. For the 
Christian, death is temporary. When you sleep you wake up. For the 
Christian, death is not the end but rather the entry to the full experience 
of resurrection life. 

• I don’t think the passage is using the idea of ‘sleep’ in the sense being 
unaware of what’s going on between our death and Christ’s second 
coming. 

• If you die in Christ – in a relationship with him – you go to be with 
Christ. Jesus said to the thief on the cross “Today you will be with me 
in paradise.” Paul says in Philippians that to live is Christ and to die is 
gain, and that he desires to depart, to die, and be with Christ which is 
better by far. In 2 Corinthians 5 Paul says he would prefer to be away 
from the body, because to be out of our body is to be with the Lord.  



• Those who die in Christ are safe with Christ – He has them and they 
are in His presence and consciously experience His presence. 

• And when He comes again they will come with Him. 
 
What happens at Christ’s return? 
• Verses 15-17 describe in metaphorical fashion what Christ’s second 

coming will be like.  
• One day Jesus will come – there will be a loud command (a command 

like of the charioteer commanding his horses to go on, or a general 
commanding his troops – presumably calling forth Christ’s people to 
resurrection life) and the voice of archangel and the trumpet call of God 
will blast forth (presumably also calling forth Christ’s people to 
resurrection life). It also gives the sense that everyone will be aware 
that it’s happening. It will be totally public to all the earth. 

• And the dead in Christ will rise – Those who have died as Christians, 
and whose souls are with Jesus, will have their resurrection bodies 
raised to clothe them. Which means: when I die I will be with Christ 
which is better by far, but it will not yet all be complete – not until 
Christ’s return do we receive our resurrection body. 

• And after that those who are alive at the coming off the Lord will rise up 
to be with Jesus and get together with all the dead Christians who are 
with Jesus – a great reunion in the clouds. And the image behind 
meeting the Lord in air is of people going out of a city to meet an 
important person (often a king) who is coming to that city to honour 
them and escort them back to the city. 

• Christ’s people go out to meet with Christ in the clouds and then lead 
the procession of Christ’s coming to the earth, with the glorious dead 
leading the way. 

• And the description ends with “And so we will be with the Lord forever.” 
– that is heaven – to be with the Lord forever – this is our great 
expectation as Christians. 

• Death is a great thief who steals away those we love, but one day that 
thief will have to give back what he’s stolen if they are Christ’s people. 

• And one day we will be with the Lord forever. 
 

 
4. What are the main points the author seems to be making? What makes 

you think this (from the passage)? 
 

My thoughts on the main point of the passage 
• Those who have died in Christ will not be disadvantaged because we 

have the hope of resurrection. 
• We will all be reunited at Christ’s second coming and will be with the 

Lord forever. 
 
 
5. What strikes you most from this passage?  
 

What struck me from the passage 
• The centre of the Christian hope is to be “with the Lord forever” and so 

heaven is more about a relationship than a place. 



• That the truths of Christ’s return to take all His people to be with Him 
forever are to be a great encouragement for God’s people. 

 
 
6. What is God challenging you to do from this passage? 
 

Some application question ideas if people need help 
 
• Are you confident that you will be “with the Lord forever”? Why/why 

not? 
 
• Would you prefer that Jesus come soon or stay away for a while? 

Why? What does this show about you and your desires? 
 
• Do you find the thought of Jesus’ return an encouragement? How could 

you grow this desire? 
 
• When you think of heaven, what is it you long for most? 
 
• Do you encourage people with the truths of Christ’s return? How could 

you do this more? 
 

• How should we think about death as Christians? 
 

What challenged me from the passage 
• To seek to desire Christ above all things now in this life so that heaven 

will be what I look forward to most, because it will be the complete 
fulfilment of my greatest desire – to be with the Lord forever. 

• To dwell upon the truths of Christ’s return and speak about them with 
others because they are a great encouragement for God’s people. 

 
 
7. Pray together about what you have learnt and been challenged by from 

this study. 
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