1 Thessalonians 4:13-18
1995


Brothers, we do not want you to be ignorant about those who fall asleep, or to grieve like the rest of men, who have no hope. 
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. 
According to the Lord’s own Word, we tell you that we who are still alive, who are left till the coming of the Lord, will certainly not pre​cede those who have fallen asleep. 
For the Lord Himself will come down from heaven, with a loud command, with the voice of the arch​angel and with the trumpet call of God, and the dead in Christ will rise first. 
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. 
Therefore encourage each other with these words.


When I was growing up, we went to the Neitzel family reunion every year.  My great-grandparents on my mother’s mother’s side had, I think, thirteen children, so it had gotten to be a large reuion.  We rented a park, had a huge potluck meal inside, and then we kids went outside to play, usually to start up some kind of a softball game.  I thoroughly enjoyed the reunions, even though I’ve kept in contact with very, very few of those rela​tives.  We also had an annual gathering on Christmas Day of my mother’s parents’ family.  They had five children, and we rotated the Christmas Day gathering among the four who were married and established in houses.  This year will be the third of our own Thanksgiving reunions, when all of us gather in Milwaukee for turkey late Thursday afternoon, then have various activities on Friday before we head home Saturday morning.


Some of you have talked about various reunions you have gone to.  Some are enjoyable, others are a challenge.  I have no idea if the Neitzel family reunion is still going on or not; if it is and if I were to attend now, I doubt I would know anyone there.  And times have changed.  When I was going, all the family lived close; the most distant were only an hour away.  One family grouping had made the radical decision to locate a long way away in Indiana—the border between Illinois and Indiana was all of five miles away.  Now family is spread all over the country and beyond.  Family reunions are more and more confined to weddings and funerals.


Here the apostle Paul talks about a tremendous family reunion that is coming up in the near future.  There will be two major groups of people who will meet for this reunion.  A location is specified for the reunion.  They do have to travel a distance to get there, some from much farther away than Indiana.  But the center of attention is the One who makes this reunion possible and who Himself carries it out.  And, Paul says, because this reunion is coming up and because it will not end, we are to ENCOURAGE EACH OTHER with news about this reunion.


Paul describes the two groups who will come together for the reunion in these words: “Brothers, we do not want you to be ignorant about those who fall asleep, or to grieve like the rest of men, who have no hope.”  The first group is “brothers.”  This is one of the words that is getting a lot of attention in the new NIV Bible, for they have often changed Paul’s word “brothers” into “brothers and sisters,” as they do here, and also in places where it is inappropriate.  Here Paul clearly means “brothers and sisters,” because he wants all of us to know something about our sal​vation, and in that area there is neither “male nor female.” Ga3v28.  We who trust in Jesus are one of the two groups who will come together for the reunion.


The other group is “those who fall asleep.”  I suppose you could think that we are that group, too, because we certainly fall asleep.  Usually we fall asleep when we’re supposed to; sometimes we fall asleep when we aren’t supposed to; and sometimes we have trouble falling asleep when we’re supposed to.  But Paul calls this same group “those who have fallen asleep in Him,” and then later “the dead in Christ.”  We began today with the beautiful words:



I know of a sleep in Jesus’ name,



A rest from all toil and sorrow;



Earth folds in her arms my weary frame



And shelters it till the morrow.



My soul is at home with God in heav’n;



My sorrows are past and over. CW211v1.

So the two groups Paul is talking about are the believers who are still alive and the believers who have already died.  On the last day, coming soon, Jesus will come and reunite us at a reunion that will last forever.  He will do that by raising the believers who have already died back to life.  As he says, “The Lord Himself will come down from heaven, with a loud command, with the voice of the arch​angel and with the trumpet call of God, and the dead in Christ will rise first.”  We sang about that:



God’s Son to our graves then makes His way;



His voice hear all tribes and nations;



The trumpet of God will sound the day



And shake all the earth’s foundations.



He calls out aloud, “O dead, come forth!”



In glory we rise to meet Him. CW211v3.

Of course, on that last day, Jesus will raise all the dead to life again, both the believers and the unbelievers.  After the words from Daniel we heard earlier, he wrote: “Multitudes who sleep in the dust of the earth will awake: some to everlasting life, others to shame and everlasting contempt.” Dn12v2.  We will not be reunited with those who have rejected Jesus, but only with our family members, our fellow believers in Jesus.


Family reunions are exclusive affairs.  You can only attend if you are biologically related or matrimonially related or about to be or adopted.  Friends aren’t invited.  Basically, you are born into a family reunion or you marry into it.  That produces a problem for us when we consider the reunion Jesus is planning, for we were born out of that family, and we are not married into it.  How can we attend?


You know.  Jesus has paid our way.  He has shed His blood to wash away our sins.  He has set up a way for us to be adopted into the family of God.  He has given us a way for us who were born out of His family to be reborn into it.  He gives us baptism to wash away our sins and make us members of God’s family.  He gives us a special meal, better than any pot​luck meal, to keep us in God’s family.  The One who puts on the reunion, who hosts the reunion, who provides everything necessary for the reunion, is our Lord Jesus.  Therefore we can attend and we will attend only because of Jesus.


Paul spent only a couple of weeks in Thessalonika, his next stop after Philippi on his second missionary journey.  Luke says that Paul was only able to stay there for “three Sabbath days,” Ac17v2, which would be roughly that many weeks.  Then a mob of angry Jews formed and Paul had to leave.  He left behind a thriving congregation, but a congregation trou​bled by questions about the last things.  Paul sent young Timothy back to check up on the congregation, and Timothy relayed their questions back to Paul.  So Paul wrote a letter back to them, perhaps only a few weeks or months after he had left them, and addressed some of their last times ques​tions.  Later he would write a second letter to them and address other last times questions, such as about the Antichrist.


They were concerned about believers who had fallen asleep.  Their questions might seem odd to us now, when all of them have fallen asleep, but they were important questions to them then.  When a believer died, did that mean that they missed out on Jesus’ return to usher in eternity?  So Paul wrote back to stress that we who are still alive will not get to heaven before those who have died do.  Rather, if anything, those believers who have died will get there before us.  Of course, we are confident that those who die in faith in Jesus go immediately to be with Jesus, as did poor Lazarus in Jesus’ parable.  But the body stays behind, buried in the cemetery, and that was their question.


So Paul writes, “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. According to the Lord’s own Word, we tell you that we who are still alive, who are left till the coming of the Lord, will certainly not pre​cede those who have fallen asleep. For the Lord Himself will come down from heaven, with a loud command, with the voice of the arch​angel and with the trumpet call of God, and the dead in Christ will rise first. 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.”  So they need not be concerned that those who have died will miss out.  They are included.


Harold Camping has gotten a lot of attention for himself this year, with his two wrong predictions about the date of Jesus’ return.  Those who pay attention to what the Bible says knew he was wrong before the predic​tions got out of his mouth, for Jesus most clearly said, “No one knows about that day or hour, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the Father.... The Son of Man will come at an hour when you do not expect Him.” Mt24v36,44.  He certainly is not the first to try to predict the day and hour of Jesus’ return, in spite of Jesus’ clear words about his inabi​lity to do so.  Jesus makes a clear application from the fact that we do not know when He is returning: we are to be ready for His return always.


There is certainly much that we want to do in life, and much that we do accomplish.  Much of it involves plans and preparations for our future here on this earth.  We save up for retirement, we study up to get a career and a job, we leave behind summer sports and gear up for winter sports.  Those are all wonderful and good things.  But overshadowing them all is Jesus’ return for Judgment Day.  When He does return, all of those other things which are so important now will be over and done with.  So Paul says, “Therefore encourage each other with these words.”  Keep in mind the reunion that Jesus is preparing for us, for it will last forever.


There does remain at least one big mystery about that reunion for us, and that is which group we will be in.  Will we be among the brothers and sisters “who are still alive, who are left till the coming of the Lord,” or will we be among “those who have fallen asleep in Him”?  Since Jesus has prepared the reunion for both groups, it really doesn’t matter that much which group we are in.  What is important is that “We will be with the Lord [Jesus] forever.” Amen.
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