Lesson

8

*August 18–24
(page 64 of Standard Edition)

The Dead in Christ
(1			
Thess. 4:13–18)
			

Sabbath Afternoon				
Read for This Week’s Study: 1 Thess. 4:13–18; Acts
17:3; 1 Cor. 15:20–23, 51–58; John 5:28, 29; Rev. 20:4–6.

Memory Text: “For the Lord himself shall descend from heaven
with a shout, with the voice of the archangel, and with
the trump of God: and the dead in Christ shall rise first”
(1 Thessalonians 4:16).

Key Thought: Paul gives the Thessalonians (and us) a powerful
hope for the future, the promise of the second coming of Christ.

I

n the passage for this week (1 Thess. 4:13–18) Paul is reacting to
a theological misunderstanding among the Thessalonians. Though
we are not entirely clear as to what the error was, some members
were definitely in distress regarding the fate of believers who died
before Jesus’ return. The issue seems to have been about the difference between those who died before that return and those who would
be alive when it happens.
This week we will explore what we know about the situation that led
Paul to write 1 Thessalonians 4:13–18. In this passage Paul not only
corrects first-century misunderstandings, but he provides solid ground
on which twenty-first century Christians can stand. “ ‘For the Lord God
does nothing without revealing his secret to his servants the prophets’ ”
(Amos 3:7, ESV). And through the prophetic ministry of the apostle
Paul, the Lord has revealed to us wonderful truths regarding the nature
of the Second Coming. As we study these verses, prayerfully dwell on
the incredible hope that’s contained in them for us.
*Study this week’s lesson to prepare for Sabbath, August 25.
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S unday August 19
(page 65 of Standard Edition)

The Situation in Thessalonica
Read 1 Thessalonians 4:13–18. List the clues in this passage that

point to the false beliefs in the Thessalonian church that brought
unnecessary grief to those who held them.
				
________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________

Within the Judaism of Paul’s day, a variety of views regarding
the end time were prevalent. One of these viewpoints, in some
form, crept into the Thessalonian church. Though we’re not certain
exactly what it was, it seems to have been the idea that though
all of God’s faithful would share in the “world to come,” only
those who were alive at the end would be carried up into heaven.
Those who died before the end would be resurrected and remain
on earth.
In such a belief system, it would be a serious disadvantage to die
before the end came. But it would also mean a separation between
those taken to heaven and those left on earth. If the Thessalonians
Paul was writing to lived until the end, they would truly ascend to
heaven at the second coming of Jesus, but they would have to leave
their deceased loved ones behind on earth (see 1 Thess. 4:13, 14).
It is not surprising, therefore, that Paul begins 1 Thessalonians
4:13–18 with a comment about the church’s ignorance, rather than
with “you know very well,” which appears elsewhere (1 Thess.
5:2, NIV; see also 4:2). Regarding the prophecy about the Second
Coming, there were important things the church didn’t know and
other things they would need to unlearn.
As we think about prophecy, we must remember that it is not
given to satisfy our curiosity about the timing and details of
end-time events. Prophecy has an ethical and moral purpose.
God designed it to teach us how to live. It is intended to provide
encouragement and purpose, especially in the midst of suffering
and loss. Rightly understood, the prophecies of the Bible have lifechanging power. In other words, while it’s important to believe
like an Adventist (which means believing in Bible prophecy), it’s
even more important to live like one.
What does it mean to “live like a Seventh-day Adventist”? Bring
your answer to class on Sabbath.
______________________________________________________
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M onday August 20
(page 66 of Standard Edition)

Hopeless Grief (1 Thess. 4:13)
According to 1 Thessalonians 4:13, what was Paul’s purpose for
writing verses 13–18? Why should this text mean so much for us
today?

________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________
Why were the Thessalonian believers grieving as if they had no
hope? A major factor was probably the short period that Paul was
with them. We know that Paul talked about the death and resurrection
of Jesus (Acts 17:3). There is also evidence that he talked about final
events, even if his instruction was misunderstood. But he may not
have had time to clarify issues related to the resurrection of believers.
A further element is the pagan background of most of the believers to whom Paul is writing (1 Thess. 1:9). Though the mystery
religions of the time offered a picture of the afterlife, most pagans
had no hope of life after death. A poignant example of this is found
in a second-century letter: “Irene to Taonnophris and Philo good
comfort. I am as sorry and weep over the departed one as I wept for
Didymas. And all things, whatsoever were fitting, I have done, and
all mine, Epaphroditus and Thermuthion and Philion and Apollonius
and Plantas. But, nevertheless, against such things one can do nothing. Therefore comfort ye one another. Fare ye well.”—Quoted in
Adolf Deissmann, Light From the Ancient East (New York: George
H. Doran Company, 1927), p. 176.
It is ironic that this letter to a mother who has lost her son ends
with the same words as 1 Thessalonians 4:18, even if they have a
radically different twist. Comfort one another, even though there is
no hope. That is what she was saying. What a contrast to that which
Paul expresses to the Thessalonians.
Paul’s purpose for the passage is outlined in contrasting phrases at
the beginning and the end. Paul writes in order that they might not
grieve as do those who have no hope (1 Thess. 4:13). And he intends
that the truth about the nature of the Second Coming will give them
glorious reasons to comfort each other in times of loss (1 Thess.
4:18).
Someone once said, “In the long run, we’re all dead anyway.”
From a totally human perspective, that’s right. From a biblical
perspective, however, that view is very shortsighted. In the long
run, what is the great hope we have in Jesus, and how can we
learn to take comfort in that hope right now?
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T uesday August 21
(page 67 of Standard Edition)

Dying and Rising (1 Thess. 4:14)
Read 1 Thessalonians 4:14. What hope does Paul offer regarding
those who have died?

________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________
In verse 14 Paul offers the solution to the problem of hopeless grief.
In the original language he describes the believers who have died as
having “fallen asleep through Jesus.” While falling asleep is a common metaphor for death in New Testament times, the normal expression for a believer’s death is “fallen asleep in Jesus” or “in Christ.” A
good example of this is the “dead in Christ” of verse 16.
A second issue with the text is the idea that God will “bring with
him” those who have fallen asleep. Some read this phrase as meaning that those who have died in Christ (and, they presumed, went to
heaven at death) will return with Jesus when He comes. But this interpretation contradicts Paul’s own teaching in verse 16, that the resurrection of dead believers occurs at the Second Coming, not before.

How does 1 Corinthians 15:20–23, 51–58 help us to understand the
point in 1 Thessalonians 4:14?

________________________________________________________
We can know what he’s saying if we pay careful attention to Paul’s
main point. He is drawing a parallel between the death and resurrection of Jesus and the death and resurrection of the believer. For Paul,
the recent resurrection of Jesus from death was the guarantee that
all believers would also be resurrected at the Second Coming (see
also 1 Cor. 15:20–23). Paul’s theology is consistent. “If we believe”
(1 Thess. 4:14) in the death and resurrection of Jesus, we should also
believe in the resurrection of those who have died as true followers
of Jesus.
So, Paul is using “through Jesus” in the same way as “in Christ”
is used in verse 16. The point he was making to the Thessalonians
was that their dead brothers and sisters would not remain on earth
when the living believers ascend to heaven. All will ascend to heaven
together (see also John 14:1–3). God does not “bring” the resurrected
Christians down to earth when Jesus comes; instead (as He did with
Jesus), He “brings” them up from the grave and, together with the
living ones, to heaven. Just as the resurrection of Jesus preceded His
ascension to heaven, so it will be with His faithful followers.
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W ednesday August 22
(page 68 of Standard Edition)

Rising in Christ (1 Thess. 4:15, 16)
In 1 Thessalonians 4:13–5:11, Paul builds on the earthly teachings
of Jesus. There are more than a dozen parallels between these endtime passages and the sayings of Jesus recorded in Matthew, Mark,
and Luke. But when Paul talks about the “word of the Lord” in
1 Thessalonians 4:15 (NKJV), he is referring to a saying of Jesus
that did not make it into the four Gospels but that Paul preserves for
us (a clear example of this same thing is seen in Acts 20:35).

Read 1 Thessalonians 4:15, 16. According to Paul, what happens
when Christ returns? See also Rev. 1:7; Matt. 24:31; John 5:
28, 29; Acts 1:9–11.

The second coming of Jesus is a noisy event. It is accompanied
by a commanding shout from an archangel and the trumpet of God.
Everyone will hear it and see it (see Rev. 1:7; Matt. 24:31; John
5:28, 29; Acts 1:9–11).
But the key point for Paul here is the order of events when Jesus
comes. The Thessalonians had come to believe that dying before the
return of Jesus would involve some sort of disadvantage in eternity,
probably eternal physical separation from those who lived until
Jesus’ return.
In this text Paul assures the Thessalonians that the living believers
do not “precede,” or have any advantage over, the dead. The dead
in Christ are the ones who rise first (see Rev. 20:4–6). That happens
before the living ascend to meet Jesus in the air (1 Thess. 4:17). The
righteous dead are resurrected and given immortality along with
those who are alive when He returns.
This passage does not teach that believers go to heaven when they
die. If Paul had taught the Thessalonian believers that their dead
loved ones were in heaven, why would they be grieving, and why
didn’t he just tell them so? Instead, the comfort Paul offers here is
the knowledge that the resurrection will reunite them with those they
have loved.
Think about all that happens at the second coming of Christ:
Jesus comes in the sky, everyone sees Him, the dead are
brought to life, the living are given immortality, and all are
taken together to heaven. In one sense, it’s so outrageous, so
against all that common sense, experience, and even science
teach us. Yet, this is what we have to believe; otherwise, we
have no hope. If you can trust the Lord in something like this,
how can you not trust Him with whatever “smaller” things
with which you are struggling?
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T hursday August 23
(page 69 of Standard Edition)

Comfort One Another (1 Thess. 4:13,
17, 18)
Read 1 Thessalonians 4:13, 17, 18. What is the ultimate purpose of
this passage about the second coming of Jesus?

As we said earlier, the purpose of prophecy is not to satisfy our curiosity about the future but to teach us how to live today. For Paul, the
order of final events has practical implications for everyday Christian
living. Prophecy is valuable to the degree that it impacts the way we
relate to God and to each other. In this case, Paul wanted to use lastday events to bring comfort to those who had lost loved ones.

Read 1 Thessalonians 4:16, 17. What important aspects of the Bible’s

teaching about the Second Coming are not covered in these texts?
See John 14:1–3, Matt. 24:31, Acts 1:9–11.
This text says that believers join Jesus in the air to be with Him forever. The key theme is the act of reuniting with each other and being
together with Jesus. The text is silent regarding where they go after the
initial encounter in the air. Paul himself clearly does not say that the
believers will descend from heaven to earth with Jesus and reign there
at the Second Coming. In fact, within the passage itself, the movement
of the saints is only upward. The dead believers first rise up from their
graves. Then they and the living believers ascend together to meet their
Lord in the air.
Paul provides further information in 1 Corinthians 15:23, 24. There
he draws a strong parallel between the experience of Jesus and of those
“in Christ.” Jesus arose and ascended to heaven as a “first fruit,” which
implies that those who are in Him will have a similar experience.
The immediate destination of the saints is clarified outside of Paul,
in John 14:1–3. When Jesus comes, He will take His disciples to be
where He is (heaven). He does not come to join them where they are
(on earth). This is why Adventists believe that during the thousand
years after Jesus’ return (Rev. 20:4–6), the righteous will be with Him
in heaven, the wicked will be dead, and Satan will be confined to earth
with no one to tempt or annoy. Only after all the events associated with
the millennium do the faithful come back to the earth to dwell (2 Pet.
3:13, Rev. 3:12).
Look at how “otherworldly” our ultimate hope is. How, though,
could it be otherwise? After all, what real long-term hope does
this world offer us? How can we learn, then, not to get so caught
up in that which offers us no hope anyway?
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F riday August 24
(page 70 of Standard Edition)
Further Study: “Many interpret this passage [1 Thess. 4:14] to mean

1

2

that the sleeping ones will be brought with Christ from heaven; but
Paul meant that as Christ was raised from the dead, so God will call
the sleeping saints from their graves and take them with Him to
heaven.”—Ellen G. White, The Acts of the Apostles, p. 259.
“The Thessalonians had eagerly grasped the idea that Christ was
coming to change the faithful who were alive, and to take them to
Himself. They had carefully guarded the lives of their friends, lest
they should die and lose the blessing which they looked forward to
receiving at the coming of their Lord. But one after another their loved
ones had been taken from them, and with anguish the Thessalonians
had looked for the last time upon the faces of their dead, hardly daring
to hope to meet them in a future life.
“As Paul’s epistle was opened and read, great joy and consolation
was brought to the church by the words revealing the true state of the
dead. Paul showed that those living when Christ should come would
not go to meet their Lord in advance of those who had fallen asleep
in Jesus.”—Page 258.

Discussion Questions:
1 In class, discuss what it means to “live like an Adventist.”
l

What is it about some of our distinctive beliefs that should be
reflected in a distinctive lifestyle?
3

2 Think through the fall of humanity, the plan of salvation, and
l

the promise of eternal life. What did Jesus do that gives us the
hope, and promise, that death will not be forever? What reasons
do we have for trusting in what He has done for us? How does
the resurrection of Jesus Himself offer us great hope that we will
be resurrected as well if we die before He returns? How can we
draw comfort from the plan of salvation, especially when death
seems so final, so complete, and so unforgiving?
3 Read aloud the passage for this week together as a class and
l

then talk about what it means, how it makes you feel, and the
hope and promise found in it.

Summary: In this week’s passage, Paul corrects a number of misun-

derstandings about the state of the dead and the events surrounding
the second coming of Jesus. When Jesus returns, the dead in Christ
rise first, then all believers ascend together to meet Jesus in the air.
Believers can take great comfort in knowing that the separation from
believing loved ones is only temporary.
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The Lesson in Brief
Key Text: 1 Thessalonians 4:13–18
The Student Will:
Know: Take comfort in the knowledge that, because of the resurrection of
Jesus, death is only a temporary separation from loved ones who are believers.
Feel: Be encouraged that Jesus has provided a solution to the problem
of death.
Do: Offer hope and encouragement to those who are grieving the loss of
loved ones.

Learning Outline:
I. Know: Death Is Not the End
A Paul reminded the Thessalonians that they did not need to grieve
without hope for loved ones who had died, for they would rise from the
dead when Jesus returned. Why is Jesus’ death and resurrection the basis
of the Christian hope?
B Scripture teaches that when a person dies, he or she “sleeps” until
Christ returns to the earth. What encouragement do you find in this metaphor for, or comparison to, death?
C List the order of events that will take place at the return of Jesus. To
what aspect of that day do you most look forward?

l
l
l

II. Feel: Longing for the Resurrection
A Many Christians believe that humans are born with an immortal soul
that goes immediately to heaven or to hell at death. Does that view offer
“more” hope than the biblical teaching that the dead are not immortal and
simply sleep in their graves until the resurrection? Explain.
B How have you found this passage in 1 Thessalonians 4:13–18 to be
comforting on a personal level?

l
l

III. Do: Encourage One Another
A What can you do to encourage someone who has lost a loved one during the past year?

l

Summary: Death is not the final chapter in the life of a follower of God but only a
temporary separation that will give way to a glorious reunion on resurrection morning.
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Learning Cycle
STEP 1—Motivate
Christians should encourage
one another with the hope that the return of Jesus will bring an end to
the separation caused by death and will mark the beginning of a glorious
reunion of all the followers of Christ on resurrection morning.

Key Concept for Spiritual Growth:

Though the specter of death remains, exercise and a healthy lifestyle have made
yesterday’s 50s today’s 40s. Medical procedures allow people to escape death
for several more years. Prescription drugs can mask the symptoms of old age,
and cosmetic surgery can even make us look years younger. But in spite of all
our modern advances, death is still alive and at work.
And anyone who has lost a child or experienced the sudden and premature
death of a loved one knows that death is still as tragic as ever. Death certainly
is a tragedy in comparison to living for all eternity in a world free from sin and
death!
If we want to understand fully the glorious hope that the return of Jesus
offers, we need to see death for what it really is. The people living in Thessalonica in Paul’s day certainly did. While some people did live to an advanced
age, most did not. The mortality rates of infants and children were extremely
high, and many people who survived childhood died in their 20s and 30s.
Things easily overcome today (such as poor nutrition, unsanitary living conditions, injuries, and certain diseases) were some of the leading causes of death
back then. Life was hard, and death could strike at any moment, leaving tragic
consequences and heartbreak in its wake.
Opening Activity: The frequency and unexpected nature of death in
Paul’s world made the return of Christ and the resurrection of the dead an
event eagerly anticipated. What can we do, today, to help people to know
that death does not have the final victory?

STEP 2—Explore

Bible Commentary
I. The Difficulty of Grief and Its Place (Review 1 Thessalonians 4:13, 18 with
the class.)
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Like children who are so eager to open a gift that they hardly look at
the card accompanying it, we often give only a cursory glance at Paul’s
comments about grief in verse 13 before jumping to the return of Jesus
in verses 14–17. While the Second Coming is good news, we limit the
hope it offers if we fail to spend time considering the problem of grief
in verse 13.
Grief at the loss of a loved one is a difficult experience to go
through, especially if that loss involves our own children. Whether
a person is a believer with firm faith in God or an unbeliever, death
leaves us all in profound emotional shock, wondering how life can go
on when our own lives seem to be crumbling around us.
This difficulty of dealing with our emotions during a loss can be
seen in the experience of Marcus Tullius Cicero, a famous Roman
philosopher and statesman who lived roughly 100 years before Paul.
About a month after the death of his 30-year-old daughter Tullio,
Cicero wrote the following to a friend.
“I have isolated myself, in this lonely region, from all human conversation. In the morning I hide myself in the dense, impenetrable forest and don’t emerge until nightfall. Next to you, solitude is my best
friend. My only form of communication now is through books, but
even my reading is interrupted by fits of weeping. I resist as best I can
these urges to cry, but I am not yet strong enough.”—Cicero, Letters
to Atticus 12.15 as quoted in Jo-Ann Shelton, As the Romans Did, 2nd
ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), p. 92.
It is important to note that Paul does not minimize the place of grief.
While the return of Jesus offers believers a hope that unbelievers either
have rejected or are in ignorance of, it does not eliminate the challenge
that a believer faces when struggling to reconcile faith with his or her
emotions. In times like these, pat answers are of no help (see the letter
of condolence Cicero received from a friend at the end of this week’s
notes). The only thing that can be done is to listen with a sympathetic
ear and to offer encouraging words that focus on the promise that Jesus
will one day soon make all things new.
Consider This: What encouragement and hope do the following Scripture

passages offer to those who follow God? Heb. 4:15, 16; Isa. 53:3–6;
49:13; Matt. 5:4; 2 Cor. 1:3, 4; Ps. 119:50.
II. The Day Jesus Returns (Review 1 Thessalonians 4:14–17 with the
class.)
Just as Jesus included familiar events in the stories He told so that
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people could have a vivid picture of them in their minds, Paul does the
same regarding the return of Jesus. One of the key words Paul uses in
Greek for Jesus’ return is parousia (1 Thess. 2:19, 3:13, 4:15, 5:23). It
literally means the “coming.” While it may not sound significant to us, the
Thessalonians would have recognized it as the term used for an official
visit of a royal dignitary or even the Roman emperor himself. Visits like
these were not common, but when they did happen, they were accompanied by all kinds of pomp and circumstance and always resulted in financial gifts and privileges being bestowed upon the city and its inhabitants.
Paul uses this imagery to give the Thessalonians a picture of the majesty
of the return of Jesus.
Paul’s description of the parousia of Christ in 1 Thessalonians 4:14–17
is the fullest description of it in the New Testament. There is certainly
nothing secret about it. It will be visible (compare Matt. 24:27, 30, 31;
Acts 1:11; Rev. 1:7), and it will be audible—so loud, in fact, that it will
wake the dead! Of course, it is not the loud noise that really wakes the
dead. It is a divine command from Jesus that calls the dead to life.
Paul also assures the Thessalonians that the dead in Christ will not miss
out on the parousia. The dead will be brought back to life, and those who
are alive and remain will be “caught up” together from the earth to meet
- mean “to grab or
Jesus in the air. The words caught up (Greek harpazo)
seize suddenly, to snatch, or take away.” It indicates the suddenness and
the irresistible force of the parousia. Our modern word rapture is derived
from the Latin translation of harpazo- in this verse. But it is important to
note that there is nothing secret about this “rapture.”
Consider This:

What can we do to encourage others with the good news

of Jesus’ return?
STEP 3—Apply
Thought Questions:
According to 1 Thessalonians 4:14–17, what three sounds will mark the
l
return of Christ and the gathering of His followers? What do you think is the
1

significance of these sounds?
______________________________________________________________
What additional details can we learn about the resurrection from Paul’s
l
comments in 1 Corinthians 15:35–55?
2

______________________________________________________________
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Application Questions:
With whom do you long to be reunited on resurrection morning? What
l
will you do or say first when that reunion occurs?
1

____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
How do unbelievers attempt to deal with their mortality? What sympl
toms in society do you see that indicate the lack of hope that many have
2

in death?
____________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________
STEP 4—Create
Activity: The following is a portion of a letter sent to Cicero from a close

friend after the death of Cicero’s daughter (see section II of this lesson’s
Bible Commentary). Worried about the extent of Cicero’s grief, the letter
was an attempt to encourage Cicero to move on with his life. After sharing
this letter with the class, have the class rewrite the letter from the perspective of a believer. What would be different?
“Even if she had not died at this time, she must nevertheless have died a
few years from now because she was born a mortal. Take your mind and
your thoughts away from these things and reflect instead on things which
are worthy of the person that you are. Consider, for example, that she lived
as long as it was necessary, that is, she lived while the republic lived. She
saw you, her father, a praetor, then a consul, and an augur; she was married to men from noble families; she enjoyed almost all of life’s blessings.
And she departed from life when the republic died. How, then, can you or
she complain about fate on this account? . . .
“There is no grief which the passage of time does not lessen or soften;
but it is unworthy of you to wait for the time to pass rather than anticipating this result with your own good sense.”—Cicero, Correspondence With
Friends 4.5.1, 4–6 as quoted in Jo-Ann Shelton, As the Romans Did, 2nd
ed. (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998), p. 93.
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