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The Gospel & Death 755 FZ T

1 Thessalonians th# & R a7 & 4:13-18
USED 1 /i : 24th August 2025 5 8 A 24 H

Mark Ashton was a minister in Cambridge, England. At the age of sixty-two, he was
diagnosed with inoperable gallbladder cancer. He wrote a book about his journey towards
Jesus in his final months.
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His joy in Jesus Christ meant he showed a great deal of confidence and anticipation in the
face of dying, despite his keen recognition of the sadness of his family.
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Over his last fifteen months of life, he talked with virtually everyone he met about his coming
death with ease, eloquence, and poise. This unnerved many people, who found not only his
attitude but even his presence difficult to take.
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While getting his haircut, he was asked how he was. He replied he had just a few more
months to live. In that moment the ordinary friendliness and chattiness of the salon stopped.
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No matter how much he tried to talk to the hairdresser, he could not get another word out of
her for the rest of the haircut. None of us can avoid death.
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It has been said that all the wars and plagues have never raised the death toll—it has always
been one for each and every person. Death makes a claim on each and every one of us,
pursuing us relentlessly through all our days.
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Yet we seem far less prepared for it than our ancestors, and not even able to talk about it in
our modern secular society.
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We all know intellectually and rationally that we can’t beat the statistics, but deep down we
repress it, or act as if we will not die. Rather than accept and prepare for the inevitable, we
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only avert and deny it. Death has replaced sex as the new unmentionable topic in polite
company.
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FEAR OF DEATH # 5189 2
Take a look at v.13: Brothers and sisters, we do not want you to be uninformed about those
who sleep in death, so that you do not grieve like the rest of mankind, who have no hope.
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Death is a universal problem. Everybody struggles with death. There are at least two main
ways people traditionally handle the fear of death. The stoic way acknowledges that death is
terrible, and the normal reaction is anger and grief, but the way to handle it is shut down the
emotions. Don’t give into them. Be strong because nothing good will come out of the grief.
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The more recent approach in how to handle the inevitability of death in our secular age is to
deny anything about death that is terrible and horrible about death. This approach just sees
death as a natural process that is simply our next step in the circle of the world. It is all part of
the life cycle and death is simply a slip into a state of not being. Fear is natural so there is
nothing to fear.
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Secularism says there is no God, or soul or supernatural. Life is constrained to this earthly
life. Instead of fearing death, live life now. Discover whatever gives you meaning and
purpose and go for it and don’t think about death.
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The problem with that is death takes everything we live for away. Whatever we build our life
on ends at death. If the greatest joy of your life is loving relationships, death is the thing that
strips that all away. Bit by bit death will strip you of all your loved ones, and eventually it
will strip your loved ones of you. Death destroys everything meaningful.
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The other reason we should fear death is because we don’t know what happens after death. It
is a leap of faith to say we just slip into non-consciousness. There hasn’t been a culture in
history that has approached death so shallowly and given its people so little tools to handle
the inevitability of death.
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To say, “death is just natural” is to harden and perhaps kill a part of our heart’s hope that
makes us human. We know deep down that we are not like trees or grass. We were created to
last.
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We don’t want to be fleeting, to be inconsequential. The deepest desires of our hearts are for
love that lasts.
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Death is not the way it ought to be. It is abnormal, it is not a friend, it isn’t right. Grieve, cry,
with hope. In these verses, and the Christian faith, we have the resource all humanity needs —
hope in the face of death.
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In v.13 Paul writes so that you do not grieve like the rest of mankind, who have no hope. 1t’s
a double negative. Its literally, “grieve hopefully”.
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He doesn’t say, “Instead of grieving I want you to have hope,” nor does he say, “There’s
really no hope, so just cry and grieve.”
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He says Christians can and must both grieve profoundly and fully because death is wrong,
and yet do so with hope because grief, while good, can turn into bitterness, darken your life,
and stifle joy.

oz, BRBRTALLIBRD M AR HAT A FZGMES, 2R ZRRAZ
WB AR, B ABAGHEARRITE, B8 Rmd, BIRNATERER, JERRLE,

The most remarkable example of this is Jesus at the tomb of his mate Lazarus in John 11.
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Jesus did not come up to Mary and Martha, the bereaved sisters, and say, “There, there. Keep
a stiff upper lip. Chin up. Be strong.” He didn’t do any of that.
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He did bring words of future hope. He reminded them that Lazarus will rise again. That is not
all though. We are told, in the shortest verse in the Bible, “Jesus wept” (John 11:35).

WA R T ARA LOEE, MR EMELEE, BEEREAI, Bgd
RGN L/ AN [ BEHEE 7] (L3435 11:35),

He doesn’t just speak truth, he weeps. He is grieved. Think about this. Here is Jesus, the Son
of God, who knew quite well that he was going to do a great miracle and raise his friend from
the dead.
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I would think he would be walking to the tomb quietly smiling and thinking to himself, “Wait
till you see what I’'m going to do! Everything is going to be fine!” Instead, he is weeping,
grieving, but with hope.
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Paul calls the Thessalonians to do the same.
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The key to grieving hopefully is in v.14: we believe that Jesus died and rose again... The key
benefit of the Christian faith is that Jesus defeated death. If death is our greatest fear, so much
so we can’t handle even talking about, and we spend our lives avoiding it, then the gospel of
Jesus Christ is what we need.
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One of the interesting things about the Lazarus narrative is Jesus doesn’t go home. He weeps,
he grieves, he gives some words of hope, and then he heads to the tomb.
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As Jesus goes to Lazarus’s tomb, we are told in John 11:38 that Jesus was again deeply
moved. When we read that we assume he is still weeping as he was three verses earlier.
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Instead of deeply moved it literally means Jesus was “snorting with rage”. Jesus went roaring
to the tomb and he was angry. How could the Creator of the world be angry at something in
his world? Only if death is an intruder. Death was not in God’s original design for the world
and human life.
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Genesis 1-3 tells us we were not meant to die. We were meant to last. We were meant to get
more and more beautiful as time goes on, not more and more debilitated. We were meant to
get stronger, not to weaken and die.
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Romans 8:18-23 says that when we turned from God to be our own meaning, ruler and
rescuer, everything broke. Creation, our bodies, our hearts, our relationships. Nothing works
the way it was originally designed by God. Everything is marred, distorted, broken.
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Death is our executioner because it is the punishment of rejecting the author of life.
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Jesus grieves and is angry at the monstrosity of death. It is a deep distortion of the creation he
loves. Death 1s hideous and frightening and cruel and unusual. It is not the way life is
supposed to be, and our grief in the face of death acknowledges that.
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Jesus weeps as he sees and experiences the destruction of death, and he storms to Lazarus’s
tomb angry.
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Jesus knows something that no one else could even imagine. We get a glimpse of it later in
John 11 after he raised his friend Lazarus from the dead. When they see Lazarus alive after
being dead for four days, all of his opponents said, “Well we’ve got to kill Jesus now.”
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Jesus knew that to raise Lazarus from the dead would push his enemies toward extreme
measures and plan his death. He knew that the only way he could give Lazarus life was for
him to give his. The only way to get Lazarus out of the tomb was if he put himself into it.
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If he is to guarantee resurrection for all who believe in him, he must put himself into the
grave. Jesus Christ, the eternal Son of God, came into his broken creation and chose death.
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On the cross he died as our substitute for our sin again God. He lived the life we should have
lived and died the death we should have died. He faced our greatest enemy and executioner,
and he was the victor.
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Every Easter Day we celebrate that he walked out of the tomb on the third day triumphant
over sin and death.
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Paul is reminding the Thessalonians that because of Jesus’s death and resurrection, those who
believe in him, put their trust in him, are released from sin and death and share in his
resurrection.
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Remember, Paul is writing these words because the Thessalonians were grieving the death of
some of their members. He points them to the hope of the gospel n the face of death.
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Then he adds: Therefore encourage one another with these words. The word encourage is
an active word. He doesn’t simply call them to take heart and have some perspective.
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What he has written is not to feed some fascination in how the future plans out. He calls the
Thessalonians to take this gospel and together drill them down into the heart until they
become people who can face anything in life.
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The way to do that is understand the uniqueness of Christian hope. Firstly, Christian hope is
personal.
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Notice what Paul says in v16-17: For the Lord himself will come down from heaven, with a
loud command, with the voice of the archangel 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


http://www.stpauls.org.au/

www.stpauls.org.au Traditional

together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. And so we will be with the Lord
forever. (Thessalonians 4:16—17)
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The future of those who die in Christ is a world of infinite love. See all the references that we
will be with one another. You will be with all people in Jesus that we’ve lost.
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We will also be with the Lord together forever. These are words that mean personal
relationships—perfect relationships of love that go on forever.
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Jonathan Edward’s famous sermon Heaven Is a World of Love begins by arguing that the
greatest happiness we can know is to be loved by another person. However, he adds that even
best love relationships are like a pipe so clogged that only a little love actually gets through.
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In heaven all blockages are removed and the love we will experience will be infinitely,
inexpressibly greater than anything we have known here.
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Right now, we hide behind facades for fear of being rejected, and so we never experience the
transforming power of being fully known and loved at the same time. We also love selfishly
and enviously, which disrupts, weakens, and even ends love relationships.
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Our love relationships are also darkened by the fear of losing the other person. This can make
us controlling, which often drives people away. Or, in other cases, become fearful of making
any commitments at all.
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All these things that reduce love in this world to a trickle at the bottom of a riverbed are

removed when we get to heaven. In heaven love is an endless deluge and fountain of delight
and bliss flowing in and out of us infinitely and eternally.
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The Christian hope is for a personal future of infinitely free love relationships.
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Christian hope is physical. Notice that Paul does not say merely that we will go to heaven.
He says that the “dead in Christ will rise.”
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The climactic end of our salvation, at the end of all things, is a brand-new body. We will be
raised like Jesus was raised.
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When the risen Jesus met his disciples, he insisted that he had “flesh and bones,” that he was
not a spirit. He ate in front of them to prove the point.
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No other religion, except biblical Christianity, promises a renewed heavens and earth, a
perfected material world from which all suffering, tears, disease, evil, injustice, and death
have been eliminated. Christian hope is physical.
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We’re going to walk, eat, hug, and be hugged. We’re going to love. We’re going to sing. We
will do all this in degrees of joy, excellence, satisfaction, beauty, and power we cannot now
imagine. This is not merely a consolation in heaven for the material life we lost. This is a
restoration of that life. It’s getting the love, the body, the mind, the being we’ve always
longed for.
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Christian hope is also a radiant hope. Paul does not say we will simply be together with
others in a lovely world. The main thing in his mind, the biggest emphasis, is that we will be
“with the Lord forever” (1 Thessalonians 4:17).
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It means we will be in perfect communion with him, we will see the Lord face-to-face. When
we look into the face of Christ it will completely transform us because, as Paul says, we will
finally be fully known yet fully loved.
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We were originally created to know and love God supremely. Created to commune with his
love and see his beauty. At some level our human restlessness and drive for approval,
comfort, beautiful experience, love, power, accomplishment are all ways of filling what Saint
Augustine famously called the “God-shaped hole” in us.
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In every set of arms we are seeking God’s arms, in every loving face we are seeking God’s
face, in every accomplishment we are looking for God’s approval. The future for the
Christian is the face of God, the embrace of God, and the approval of God.
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The hope of the gospel eliminates the fear of death and fuels transformation in life. This is
Paul’s hope for the Thessalonians, that their reception of the gospel will not be in vain. He
wants them to continue to have a revolutionary impact on society with their lives, in sex and
work, and in their death.
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Last week, I mentioned the German theologian, and outspoken critic of Adolf Hitler and Nazi
Party. He was appalled by the way the German church had lost the gospel and capitulated to
Hitler out of fear.
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Bonhoeffer was emprisoned and finally executed by the Nazi’s on the 9th of April 1945. He
was led naked into the execution yard. Here is the account of one eyewitness:

1945F 4 F 98, FEEMMFERE REBEL. B FBRBHTEATE, ATL
—4z BB E AR

1 saw Pastor Bonhoeffer... praying fervently to God. I was most deeply moved by the way this
lovable man prayed, so certain that God heard his prayer. At the place of execution, he again
said a short prayer and then climbed the few steps to the gallows, brave and composed. In the
almost fifty years that I worked as a doctor, I have hardly ever seen a man die so entirely
submissive to the will of God.
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Death used to be able to crush us, but now all death can do is plant us in God’s soil, so we
become something extraordinary forever.
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The famous 19th Century Christian evangelist, Dwight L. Moody, said not long before he
died, Soon you will read in the newspaper that Dwight L. Moody has died. Don t you believe
it! I will be more alive than I've ever been.
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