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JESUS PEOPLE – LOOKING AT DEATH DIFFERENTLY  

1 Thessalonians 4:13-18 

 

 

 We don’t like to talk it. We dread it and we try to ignore it. But it’s inevitable for us and 

for those we love. And when it happens, it knocks the breath out of us. It shocks and stuns us. And 

it’s never the right time. That’s why the Bible says that death stings.1 All of us will face the death 

of someone we love. And, one day, all of us are going to die.  

 

But we don’t like talking about it. Because death is scary … it’s the end … it often includes 

suffering … it’s hard to let go of someone we love … and it’s always too soon. All of us can 

identify with those feelings. 

 

But knowing Jesus redefines how we view death. For the Christian, death is relief … rest 

… peace … joy … a door to eternity … the fulfillment of hope … the moment our faith has been 

waiting for. When we get to heaven, I don’t think we’ll spend all of our time singing. It won’t be 

like an eternal church service. I don’t think we’re going to sit on the edge of a cloud playing a harp 

all day. Jesus called heaven “Paradise,” a place beyond our wildest imaginations. 

 

 Recently, Tom Petty, Glen Campbell, and Hugh Hefner passed away. And perhaps this 

year, you lost a loved one. So where are they now? What happened to Tom Petty, Glen Campbell, 

and Hugh Hefner? What happens when someone dies? 

 

 I Googled the phrase “what happens when we die” and got over 400,000 results. There are 

a lot of opinions about what happens when we die. Muslims, Hindus, and Buddhists have an 

opinion. Atheists have an opinion. Christians and Jews have an opinion. Throughout history, every 

generation, every culture, and every person has had an opinion. So who’s right? 

 

 When we are faced with the issue, we have all kinds of questions about death? 

 
• When am I going to die? How am I going to die? What will it feel like to die? 

• Is there really life after death, or do we just cease to exist? 

• Is there really a place like hell? And how could a loving God send anyone to such a 

terrifying place? 

• Is heaven for real? 

• What will we do in heaven? 

• Will we be married in heaven? 

• Will there be sex in heaven? 

• How old will we be? 

• Will some people have better seats than other people? 

• Will animals be in heaven? Will they talk like the animals in Narnia? 

• Will we have wings and fly around like angels? 

• What if my loved ones are not in heaven? How can I enjoy heaven if my loved ones 

are in hell?  



 

2 

 What happens when we die? The people in ancient Thessalonica asked the same question, 

and Paul answered that question in a letter to some young believers whom he loved very much. 

 

 Paul was the first to introduce Christianity to Europe. He spent three weeks in Thessalonica 

explaining that Jesus was the Messiah, and that His resurrection proved He was the Son of God. 

Acts 17 tells us that many believed. But the religious leaders opposed Paul and threatened his life, 

so he had flee the city. In the weeks ahead, Paul worried about these young, new believers. Were 

they safe? Did the gospel take root? So Paul wrote a letter, “exhorting and encouraging and 

imploring” them to “walk in a manner worthy of God” and to “walk and to please God” (1 

Thessalonians 2:12, 4:1). He wanted them to live like Jesus people. Because more than anything 

else, Jesus people want to walk in a manner worthy of the love and sacrifice of Jesus. 

 

 We’re Jesus people too. We believe in Jesus. We love Jesus. He defines our identity and 

our destiny. He defines our values and our character. He defines our view of people and our 

purpose in the world. He defines life and death. Jesus means everything to us and Jesus defines 

everything for us. 

 

 And that means we look at death differently. Of course, it still hurts when we lose a loved 

one. But our faith tells us there is something beyond that. That “something” is a running theme in 

Paul’s letter. He urged the Thessalonians “to wait for the Son from heaven,” to look forward to the 

day when they would see Jesus (1 Thessalonians 1:10, NAS). He prayed for them to prepare their 

hearts for the day when they would stand before Jesus. “May he strengthen your hearts so that you 

will be blameless and holy in the presence of our God” (1 Thessalonians 3:13, NIV). 

 

 It sounded wonderful, but the Thessalonian Christians were worried about their loved ones 

who had already died. What happens to those who die before Jesus comes back? Paul answered 

that question in 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18, and answers some of our questions too. 

 
“We do not want you to be uninformed, brothers, about those who are asleep, so that you 

will not grieve as do the rest who have no hope. For if we believe that Jesus died and rose 

again, even so God will bring with Him those who have fallen asleep in Jesus. For this we 

say to you by the word of the Lord, that we who are alive and remain until the coming of 

the Lord, will not precede those who have fallen asleep. For the Lord Himself will descend 

from heaven with a shout, with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet of God, and 

the dead in Christ will rise first. Then we who are alive and remain will be caught up 

together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air, and so we shall always be with 

the Lord. Therefore comfort one another with these words.” (1 Thessalonians 4:13-18, 

NAS) 

 

 I’ve had a lot on my mind this week, some things keeping me awake at night. You know 

the feeling. You know what it feels like to finally go to sleep only to wake up the next morning 

and that problem is still there. You know what I mean. But a neighbor called me. His wife had 

been diagnosed with cancer five weeks ago. And after only five weeks, she passed away. Five 

weeks ago, she was fine. Today, she’s gone. And he asked me lead the funeral. Suddenly, my 

problems did not seem as significant. But the greater lesson was how my friend looked at his wife’s 

death. Of course, it hurts. Of course, there is grief. But because they are both believers in Christ, 

there is also hope. 
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 As Christians, we have a hope that allows us to look at death differently. We believe there 

is a light at the end of the tunnel, that there is relief from the pain, that there is life after death. And 

that hope lifts us up and gets us through the struggles of life. 

 

One day, someone we love is going to die. And one day, so are we. But through faith in 

Jesus Christ, we can have hope. Because the moment we close our eyes in death will be the same 

moment we open our eyes in heaven and see Jesus. Just imagine! One day we will see Jesus face 

to face and be with Him forever! 
 

 

WHAT HAPPENS WHEN WE DIE? 

 

Back to the question we all wonder about. What happens when we die? Do we really go 

to a place like heaven? Or does God really send some people to hell? Is reincarnation a possibility? 

Or do we just cease to exist? What happens when we die? 

 

 Here’s what Paul told the Thessalonians. “We do not want you to be uninformed, brothers, 

about those who are asleep, so that you will not grieve as do the rest who have no hope” (1 

Thessalonians 4:13, NAS). Paul wanted the Thessalonians to know and to have hope. And God 

wants us to know and have hope too. 

 

“Asleep” was a common metaphor in both the Old and New Testaments to refer to death. 

Today, we say a person is “deceased,” “has passed away,” “expired,” “gone on,” or “kicked the 

bucket.” We try to make it sound softer and use any word other than the dreaded word “death.” 

 

Why does Paul say, “that you may not grieve”? Are Christians prohibited from grieving 

over the death of their loved ones? Are we not supposed to cry? No. Even Jesus cried at the death 

of His good friend Lazarus.2 Of course we’re allowed to grieve the loss of someone we love. It 

hurts to lose someone we love. God does not expect us to keep a stiff upper lip and hold back our 

tears. It is natural, and appropriate, to mourn the loss of those we love. 

 

Read the rest of Paul’s sentence. “(I want you to know what happens when your loved ones 

die) so that you will not grieve as do the rest who have no hope.” A lot of people do not have our 

hope. Those who do not believe in God do not believe in heaven. Those who do not believe in 

Jesus do not believe in resurrection. 

 

 One man said, “Everything dies. Everything. That’s just how it works … When I’m dead, 

I’m dead … But for now I’m here … you have to live life to the fullest … Because there is no 

other life.”3 Another guy said, “When I die, I am dead and gone … My afterlife will be in the 

memories of those I knew, those who loved me … This gives me a beautiful, shockingly beautiful 

sense of the Now. Being in the present, the here and now, is the ultimate reward of life … There 

is no other reward, no judgment, no heaven, no hell. Just now.”4 

 

 I want more than that. I need more than that. And Jesus gives it. He gives us hope. 

 

 What happens when we die? Paul answered that in another letter. “To be absent from the 

body is to be present with the Lord” (2 Corinthians 5:8). There is no soul sleep. There is no 
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purgatory. The moment we close our eyes in death will be the same moment we open our eyes in 

heaven and see Jesus! For anyone who believes in Jesus, the grave is not the last word. 

 

 Answering the Thessalonians’ concern about what happened to their loved ones before 

Jesus came back, Paul said, “We do not want you to be uninformed, brothers, about those who are 

asleep, so that you will not grieve as do the rest who have no hope. For if we believe that Jesus 

died and rose again, even so God will bring with Him those who have fallen asleep in Jesus” (1 

Thessalonians 4:13-14, NAS). Our loved ones who have already died are already with Jesus, and 

when He comes back, they will come back with Him. 
 

 

WHAT’S GOING TO HAPPEN WHEN JESUS COMES BACK? 

 

 So, what’s going to happen when Jesus comes back? “For the Lord Himself will descend 

from heaven with a shout, with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet of God” (1 

Thessalonians 4:16, NAS). 

 

“With a shout ... with the voice of the archangel ... with the trumpet of God.” Nothing on 

earth comes close to the sound that will be heard the day Jesus comes back. An angel will shout 

His return. A trumpet will blast for all the world to hear. Jesus told His disciples, “For as the 

lightning flashes and lights up the sky from one side to the other, so will the Son of Man be in his 

day” (Luke 17:24, ESV). The book of Revelation declares, “Behold, He is coming with the clouds, 

and every eye will see Him” (Revelation 1:7, NAS). Jesus is coming back. 

 

And when He comes, “the dead in Christ will rise first” (1 Thessalonians 4:16, NAS). 

Those who have already died are already with Jesus, and when Jesus comes back, they will come 

back with Him. Their souls will rejoin their resurrected bodies. Cemeteries will quake, tombs will 

open, scattered ashes and bodies lost at sea will somehow rise up into new bodies. 

 

“Then we who are alive and remain will be caught up together with them in the clouds to 

meet the Lord in the air, and so we shall always be with the Lord” (1 Thessalonians 4:17, NAS). 

This is the rapture of the church. Those who are alive at the return of Jesus will be immediately 

transformed and join Him in the clouds. To the Corinthians, Paul said, “In a moment, in the 

twinkling of an eye (1 Corinthians 15:52). In the blink of an eye, “The trumpet will sound, and the 

dead will be raised.” And don’t miss the last phrase. “And so we shall always be with the Lord.” 

 

 Those who have already died are already with Jesus. When He comes back, they will come 

back with Him. And their souls will rejoin their resurrected bodies. Any believer who is alive when 

Jesus returns will immediately be transformed and meet Jesus in the air. And, greatest of all, we 

will be with Him forever! 
 

 

HOW SHOULD WE FEEL ABOUT DEATH? 

 

 That’s why we look at death differently. How should we feel about death? We should hate 

it and we should grieve it, but not like those without hope. Faith allows us to look at death 

differently and to live with hope and expectation. That’s why Paul ended this passage saying, 

“Therefore comfort one another with these words” (1 Thessalonians 4:18, NAS). 
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 How was I supposed to feel that morning when I was a teenager and my dad died of a heart 

attack? How were you supposed to feel when cancer took that family member? What are we 

supposed to feel when death takes someone we love? Shock. Yes. Sadness. Yes. Grief. Of course. 

But mingling with those natural feelings of loss, we feel something else. We feel hope. Our faith 

believes there is life after death and joy after sadness. “Therefore comfort one another with these 

words.” 

 

 Yes, death is scary … it’s the end … it often includes suffering … it’s hard to let go of 

someone we love … and it’s always too soon. But knowing Jesus means we look at death 

differently. For the Christian, death is relief … rest … peace … joy … a door to eternity … the 

fulfillment of hope … the moment our faith has been waiting for. 

 

Jesus called heaven “Paradise,” a place beyond our wildest imaginations. The book of 

Revelation says heaven will a place of “no more’s.” 

 
• No more tears, no more pain, and no more dying. 

• No more failure, no more regret, and no more guilt. 

• No more struggle, no more worry, and no more disappointment. 

• No more loneliness, no more emptiness, and no more sadness. 

• No more of any of these things. 

 

“To be absent from the body is to be present with the Lord” (2 Corinthians 5:8). The 

moment you close your eyes on earth will be the same moment you open your eyes in heaven and 

see Jesus. 
 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

God does not want anyone to live without this hope. He offers it to everyone. If you’re not 

a Christian at this point in your life, He wants to offer this hope to you too. You’re going to die. 

You can’t change that. But you don’t have to die without hope. 

 

 Here’s how you get that hope. “This is the testimony.” Here is the truth. Here is what God 

says. “God has given us eternal life, and this life is in his Son. He who has the Son has life; he who 

does not have the Son of God does not have life” (1 John 5:11-12, NIV). What happens when you 

die is determined by what you believe about Jesus. 

 

What you believe about Jesus will determine your eternal destiny. And here’s what you 

need to do to get this hope, to become a Christian. 

 

 Admit your need for God. Admit your sin. Admit your need for God’s forgiveness and He 

will forgive you. Believe that Jesus paid the price for your sin on the cross. “Believe in your heart 

that God raised Him from the dead, (and) you shall be saved” (Romans 10:9). Becoming a 

Christian is not about being good and it’s not about being religious. It’s about believing in Jesus. 

Believing that He paid the price for your sin on the cross. Believing that He supernaturally rose 

from the dead, proving to be the Son of God and proving that everything He said is true. I urge 
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you to invite Jesus into your life and to accept Him as your personal Savior and Lord. If you do, 

He will forgive you of everything you’ve ever done wrong. You will experience peace within and 

peace with God. And you will have the hope of heaven, the hope of one day seeing Jesus face to 

face and living with Him forever in a place He called “Paradise.” 

 

One day, someone we love is going to die. And one day, so are we. But, through faith in 

Jesus Christ, we have hope. And if you have faith in Jesus, the moment you close your eyes in 

death will be the same moment you open your eyes in heaven and see Jesus. Just imagine! One 

day we will see Jesus face to face, and be with Him forever! 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
NOTES 

1 See 1 Corinthians 15:55. 
2 See John 11:35. 
3 Phil Zuckerman, Living the Secular Life: New Answers to Old Questions (New York, NY: Penguin Books, 2014), 

page 168. 
4 “What Do Atheists Think of Death?” The Atlantic, May 16, 2010. 

                                                 

 


