
Small Group Leaders Notes - 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18 

Context


Some Christians had died which had unsettled the church - It seems from v13 that the 
death of church members had unsettled some of the believers who were grieving without 
hope. They may have been wondering, “What will happen to these Christians? Will they 
miss out on Jesus’ return? Are they lost forever?”


Paul wanted to supply what was lacking in their faith - This is why Paul wanted to visit 
them again (3:10) and we can see that there was some lacking in their understanding 
regarding the resurrection and return of the Lord Jesus and what this meant for Christian 
hope. Remember that Paul was only with them for a few weeks so it is not surprising if 
they had not fully grasped the implications of all he had taught them. Considering how 
little time they had with the Apostle it is remarkable how well they were doing!


The Coming of Christ and Christian Hope - This has been an important theme through 
the letter and particularly in this section (see 1:3, 1:10, 2:19-20, 3:13, 5:1-11 and 5:23-24.) 
Paul will return to this theme in his second letter (see 2 Thessalonians 1-2.)


Encouragement - Here is another big theme through the letter. Paul and his team had 
encouraged, comforted and urged the Thessalonians ti live lives worth of God when they 
were first with them (2:12), Paul had then sent Timothy to strengthen and encourage them 
in their faith (3:2). Paul also wants the Thessalonians to encourage one another with the 
hope that they share (4:18, 5:11 and 5:14.)


Structure


The whole passage is held together by the theme of hope which is centred throughout on 
Jesus (see how he is the focus of each verse in v14-17. 


Hopeless grief (v13)


Jesus is their reason for hope (v14-17)


Encourage one another with this hope (v18)


Notes


v13 - For whatever reason the Thessalonians had misunderstood what happened to 
believers who died before Christ returned and so they were grieving without hope just like 
everyone else. This verse introduces the whole passage as Paul will go on to show how 
the resurrection of Jesus gives Christians a unique hope! Paul doesn’t say Christians 
should not grieve. Instead he says he doesn’t want them to grieve without hope like the 
rest of mankind. Death is still an unnatural alien invader, it is sad and tragic but for 
Christians it is not final as we shall see. 


Asleep in death/Christ - In v13, 14 and 15 Paul uses the metaphor of sleep for death. He 
describes Christians who have died as being asleep in death/in Christ. Just as a good 
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night’s sleep is temporary and followed by waking, so now for Christians death is 
followed by resurrection. Jesus died and rose again and so he will awaken all those who 
died trusting in him. Jesus himself repeatedly used the language of sleep for death and it 
conveys the way death for believers has been transformed by the resurrection of Jesus.


The dead in Christ will rise first (v15-17)— The Thessalonians were concerned that 
believers who had died before Christ came again would miss out in some way. Paul is at 
pains to stress that these believers will not miss out. They will be at the front of the queue 
to be raised and with the Lord.


Together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air (v17) - This imagery could 
confuse us and lead us off down various different rabbit warrens trying to imagine exactly 
what it will be like when Jesus comes again. It is important to remember that throughout 
the Bible clouds represent the presence of God (think of the cloud leading the people out 
of Egypt and at Sinai.) Therefore for Jesus to come on the clouds and for us to meet him 
in the clouds speaks of his presence. This is the whole point of the passage - when Christ 
comes again, all believers will be with Jesus in his glorious presence! It is not just that we 
will be reunited with believers who have died, we will be with the Lord Jesus and nothing 
is better than that! 


It is all about Jesus - In these verses Paul says nothing about what the new creation will 
be like. He similarly says nothing about what our resurrection bodies will be like. All the 
focus is on Jesus! His death and resurrection is the reason we can have hope (v14). It’s 
Jesus’ own word that tells us what it will be like when he comes (v15). It is Jesus himself 
who will come down (v16) and the goal of our hope is that we will be with Jesus for ever 
(v17.) Jesus is not just the delivery driver who delivers our hope, he himself is our hope. 
He is what we are looking forward to! It will be great to live in the new creation and have 
resurrection bodies and be reunited with other believers but best of all… we will be with 
the Lord for ever! 


Big Idea


Encourage one another with the hope of Jesus’ resurrection and return!


Areas of Application


Encourage one another with these words - The passage explicitly tells us what we are 
to do as a result of this passage. What we learn in this passage we are to use to 
sensitively encourage one another in our faith.


Encourage one another to grieve with hope - Grief is right, even when the person who 
has died is a believer but our grief should be different from those who are not Christian. 
We have a hope in Jesus that transforms our grief.


Encourage one another to view our own life and death differently - Death for 
Christians is not the full stop but rather only a comma. As good as this life may be it is 
nothing compared to what it will be like to be with Jesus forever. Equally when life is hard, 
or we are suffering from deteriorating health or facing an illness with no known cure we 
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can still look forward because we know that Jesus has conquered death and will bring us 
through into resurrection life with him. 


Encourage one another to focus on Jesus - Jesus is absolutely central to this passage. 
He is not just the giver of hope, he is our hope! As we think of the future lets try to think 
more and more of Christ and how good it will be to be with him! It could be very easy with 
a passage like this to go down all sorts of rabbit warrens, talking about things like 
millenniums, raptures and so forth. That is not what this passage is about. it’s all about 
Jesus and the hope he gives us so make that the big focus of your study!
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Bible Study Questions


Starter Question before reading the passage - What do you look forward to most about 
heaven?


Read the passage


1. Looking at v13, why do you think their hope had evaporated? What things can 
sometimes weaken our hope?


2. How does Jesus’ death and resurrection strengthen our confidence for the future? 
(v14)


3. How is death described in this passage? What does the metaphor convey? (v13-15)


4. How is Jesus central to our hope? (v14-17) Why is this so encouraging?


5. How is Christian hope different to most people’s hope of life after death?


6. What difference does Jesus make to;

- Our grief?


- Our fears?


- Growing old?


7. How can we sensitively encourage one another with this hope? (v18) 
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