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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.  14 For 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.  15 According to the Lord’s word, we tell you that we who are still alive, who are left until 

the coming of the Lord, will certainly not precede those who have fallen asleep.  16 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.  17 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.  18 Therefore encourage one another with these words.  

  

The focus of our worship this morning is on the saints triumphant, those saints who have 

triumphed through Jesus Christ our King.  In order to fully understand what we mean by “saints 

triumphant”, there a couple of distinctions that we need to make.  First of all, what is a saint?  There are 

a few church organizations that have processes in place to determine who is and who is not a saint.  

Most notably would probably be the Roman Catholic Church.  In order to be named a saint in the 

Catholic Church there are a number of requirements that have to be met to raise someone through the 

ranks of Servant of God, Venerable, Blessed, and only then finally becoming canonized as a Saint. 

The Bible, however, has a different set of qualifications for whom we can call a saint.  Saints, 

according to the Apostle Paul in 1 Corinthians 1:2, are those who have been sanctified in Christ 

Jesus… all who in every place call on the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.  In other words, the word 

saints, is synonymous with believers.  But what do we mean when we refer to the “saints triumphant”?  

When we say “saints” that includes the whole body of all believers of all timed, but we can that group 

and divide it into two sections.  On the one hand, we have the saints triumphant, those whose battle 

against evil in this world has already come to an end, they have finished the race, they have been called 

home to heaven where they are at peace with our Savior Jesus.  On the other hand, we have the militant 

saints, you and I and the rest of the believers here in this world who continue that daily battle against the 

forces of evil: Satan, our own sinful desires, even the influence of the sinful world around us.   

We can talk about the triumphant saints—many of whom we know, some of whom were very 

near and still are very dear to us, loved ones who have died—we can talk about them with peace filled 

hearts because we know where they are and we know, even though we can only just begin to imagine, 

how wonderful that place is.   

Imagine not having that comfort though.  Imagine not knowing what happens to someone when 

they die.  Losing a close friend or a family member is hard enough, but if we don’t know what happened 

next, how much harder would it be to bear?  It’s heart wrenching even to think about.  That’s the issue 

that the Apostle Paul was addressing in our lesson from 1 Thessalonians this morning.  You see, the 

Christians at the church in Thessalonica knew that Jesus was coming again to gather His disciples to 

Himself and take them to be with Him forever, but they were a bit confused about what would happen to 

a believer who died before that day came.  Did they miss out on Christ our King’s return?  Did they just 

disappear into nothingness?  That Jesus would come back to gather those waiting for Him to eternal 
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salvation and everlasting joy was immensely comforting news but what comfort did they have for those 

who had already died? 

The comfort that was there for them is the same that we have today—the comfort of the promises 

of our King.  The absence of that promise leads to ignorance, misunderstanding, and heartache.  And 

while that may have been an issue for Thessalonians, it certainly isn’t something that’s unique to them.   

Paul starts this section of his letter by saying, Brothers and sisters, we do not want you to be 

uninformed about those who sleep in death.  We don’t want anyone to be uninformed when it comes 

to what happens after death!  In fact, we understand that that is at its essence the most important thing 

for anyone to be informed about.  But where God’s Word isn’t faithfully taught, or where it is resisted or 

rejected, that’s what happens.  Ignorance, superstitions, misunderstandings and all kinds of other tragic 

circumstances thrive when the Word isn’t taken seriously.  That’s why God gives us His Word, to be an 

illuminating light that shines through our ignorance and scatters the darkness of our doubts and 

misconceptions.   

God wants us to know the truth so that we can have peace in the face of death.  Just like Paul 

says as He continues, [We want you to be informed] so that you do not grieve like the rest of 

mankind, who have no hope.  Ignorance of the Word leads to heartache and grief.  I asked you before 

to imagine what it would be like to face death without the knowledge we have of the resurrection.  But 

maybe you didn’t have to.  Maybe you’ve experienced that grief by seeing it firsthand.  Perhaps you’ve 

been to a funeral where some of those people gathered were Christian and some were not.  If you have, 

then you may have noticed the difference in the kind of grief between those two groups of people.  

When all you can see in death is the a reminder of the law, the consequence of our sins emphasized by 

human mortality, then there is no consolation to be had.  But when we know the healing power and 

effects of the gospel, it puts death into a whole new light. 

So radical are the effects of that promise of the gospel that we can even talk about death with a 

whole new vocabulary.  Paul refers to those believers who had died as those who sleep in death.  For 

those who place their trust in Christ, the victorious King, death is stripped of its power.  It is no longer a 

punishment for sin but rather the doorway through which we enter into life with our Savior Jesus.  I 

want to fast forward for a moment to the end of our lesson and the words we find in verse 18.  Paul ends 

this section by saying Therefore, encourage one another with these words.   

There is a difference between those who know the promise of our King and those who don’t.  

Those who know it have comfort, encouragement, and hope through that gospel promise. Those who 

don’t know it either have no hope at all or just as pitiful, they have an empty hope that’s been placed in 

something that will be proven false on the Last Day.  It’s not enough to sit at home and be grateful that 

you know hope bringing message of the gospel.  No, God calls us through these words of Paul to put our 

thanksgiving into action by using that message to encourage one another.   

We can do that in three ways.  First, we share God’s Word with each other to provide 

encouragement through the hope we have in our resurrection.  Next, we share it to bring the comfort that 

we have in the salvation of those who have gone on before us.  And finally, not only can we remind each 

other of the comfort and hope we find in God’s Word, we can seek out those who don’t yet know it, who 

have no hope.  We can introduce them to their King, telling them about Jesus and the promise of His 

gospel for them so that by His grace, they too can be added to the number of the saints, and share in that 

comfort and hope. 

I’ve been doing a lot of talking about this promise of the gospel: how powerful it is, what 

happens when we know it, what happens when we don’t, who we need to share it with, how it changes 

our view of death, and so on.  But let’s take a minute to refresh ourselves by listening to that promise 

once again.  Paul lays it out beautifully in verses 14-17.   
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First and foremost, Jesus died and rose again.  You’ll notice that he doesn’t describe Jesus’ 

death as sleep.  You won’t find any passage anywhere in the Bible that talks about Jesus’ death that way 

because that isn’t the kind of death He died.  Jesus’ death was the real deal.  It was death with the stinger 

still in, punishment for sin, payment for the debt which you and I had incurred through our sinful 

rebellion.  When Jesus died it was the result of God the Father pouring out His wrath on Him over our 

sins.  Once that punishment had been effected and the debt paid, it was finished.  Jesus has atoned for 

our sins once for all which means that death has been defeated. 

What does that mean that death is defeated?  Death is the penalty for sin.  It’s the penalty for sin 

because that what God states in His law. You must not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good 

and evil, for when you eat from it you will certainly die (Genesis 2:17).  The soul who sins is the 

one who will die (Ezekiel 18:4). The wages of sin is death (Romans 6:23).  Death has the sinner in its 

power, it demands that person’s life because they have sinned against God’s law.  So sin, to borrow the 

picture Paul uses in 1 Corinthians, becomes death’s fatal sting.  Jesus has taken our sins away, which 

means that death has lost its sting; it’s been defeated. 

So now the million-dollar question: If, in Christ, death has been defeated, what does that mean 

for those who die with faith in Christ?  On the Last Day when Jesus comes in Glory to gather us to His 

side and create new heavens and a new earth, where do our loved ones who have died trusting in Jesus 

as their Savior and King fit into that picture?   

That’s what Paul wants to make sure we are absolutely certain of.  Jesus died and rose again, 

and so we believe that God will bring with Jesus those who have fallen asleep in him.  Their souls, 

which are with Him right now in Paradise will be brought back with Him on the Last Day.  According 

to the Lord’s word, Paul continues, we tell you that we who are still alive, who are left until the 

coming of the Lord, will certainly not precede those who have fallen asleep.  It won’t by any means 

be the case that our Christian loved ones who have died will “miss out” on the glories of the Last Day.  

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.  Their bodies 

which have been sleeping in the ground since their death—many of which have already returned to dust 

or ash—will be raised up and glorified and those saints will be reunited with their bodies. 

This is the hope that believers have for their loved ones who die in Christ.  It’s the hope that we 

hold today, the same comfort that Paul was able to offer to these Christians nearly two thousand years 

ago, and it’s the same confidence that God’s Old Testament disciples held even thousands of years 

before Christ’s first coming.  One of our favorite parts of the book of Job are the beautiful words with 

which he confesses his faith in the resurrection.  I know that my Redeemer lives, and that in the end 

He will stand on the earth.  And after my skin has been destroyed, yet in my flesh I will see God; I 

myself will see Him with my own eyes—I and not another.  How my heart yearns within me! 

After Job and the rest of the saints triumphant are reunited with their bodies and are there seeing 

Christ with their own eyes, after that, Paul concludes, 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. 

Comfort, peace, hope, and certainly, these are the gifts that our Glorious King offers through the 

promise of His gospel.  These are the gifts that He entrusts to you in His Word and sends you into the 

world to share.  Therefore, brothers and sisters, go in peace, and encourage one another with these 

words. 

Amen. 

 


