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Nihik'is66 danohtiinii, daneeznaanii éi t'aa nihit béédah6zin doo danihiinii'ni, dko ta' it
chohoo'i bee 4daadinii yiniit danilinigi at'éego doo yiniit biih dinbohdah da. * Haala Jesus
daaztsanii ndddiidzaago deiniidla, ako Jesus bii' dahojilgogo da'jiithaazhigii atd¢' Diyin God
éi Jesus bit dah nahodidoo'ish. " Dii Boholniihii bizaad bee adanihidii'ni, tah t'aa ko6
dahiniimanigii Boholniihii nadzaago da'oodlani daneeznaanii ts'ida doo t'ad bitsé dah
didiikah da. '® Haala Béholniihii t'aa bi ya'aashdéé¢' hadahooleelgo ay66 fits'a'go hadoodzih,
4ad66 alaahgo diyingo naal'a'i biinéé' inda Diyin God bidilni ay66 {its'a'go didoots'ift. Ako
Christ dayoodlaago daneezndanii altsé naabidi'dooljah, " 44d66 inda nihokaa'gi t'ah
dahiniimanigii éf da'oodlani naabi'diiljée'ii bil woét'adhgoé6é dah diikaigo k'os biyi'ji’
Boholniihii 44d66 ahéyéel'aagdo Boholniihii bit dahoniidloo doo. '® Ei baa dii saad bee ahit
dahotne'go bee hada'finomni. (1 Thessalonians 4:13-18)"

Brothers, we do not want you to be ignorant about those who fall asleep, or to grieve like the
rest of men, who have no hope. '* 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. '® According fo the lord's own
word, we fell you that we who are still alive, who are left till the coming of the Lord, will certainly
not precede those who have fallen asleep. '© 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 sfill alive and are left will be caught up
fogether with them in the clouds to meet the lord in the air. And so we will be with the lord
forever. '® Therefore encourage each other with these words. (1 Thessalonians 4:13-18)?

Introduction

In 1 Thessalonians 4 Paul is talking about the second coming of Jesus and the

resurrection of the dead. Since there are differences of opinion on what happens when people
die, there are going to be differences of opinion on what happens when the process is reversed
and people come back to life again.

The resurrection of the body

Whatever our disagreements on this topic might be, one thing is clear. At death the body

remains here. About this there is no question. So if life continues at death (if the serpent, rather
than God, was telling the truth in Eden [see Genesis 2:17; 3:4]), it will have to be in some form
that does not include the body. Is this what the Bible teaches? There is a place where Jesus
says, "have you not read what God said to you, 'l am the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac,
and the God of Jacob'? He is not the God of the dead but of the living" (Matthew 22:31). We

' Navajo Bible quotations are from Diyin God Bizaad. The Holy Bible in Navajo. Revised edition. New York:
American Bible Society, 2000.

2 English Bible quotations are from The Holy Bible: New International Version®. NIV®. Copyright © 1973,
1978, 1984 by International Bible Society. Used by permission of Zondervan Publishing House.
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know that the bodies in which Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob lived were buried in the ground, so
what should we draw from Jesus' words? Whatever that is, we should draw it from all of Jesus'
words and not just part of them. Let me now repeat the passage just quoted, adding in the first
part of what He said.

"But about the resurrection of the dead- have you not read what God said to you, ** 'l am the
God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob'? He is not the God of the dead but of
the living" (Matthew 22:31-32)

"But about the resurrection of the dead . . . ." These words change the perspective.
Jesus is not saying that Abraham, Isaac, Jacob are alive. He is saying that when they are raised
from the grave at the second coming they will live with God forever. Where are they now? They
aren't. This is what Bible writers mean by saying that people "sleep" in the grave. The body
decays. They have no existence until Jesus comes again in glory. So when Jesus speaks of
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob as living, His words are a promise of future things.

He [Abraham] is our father in the sight of God, in whom he believed- the God who gives life to
the dead and calls things that are not as though they were. (Romans 4:17)

In the present case, "things that are not" would include Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.
Jesus speaks of these men as though they were, and that is a promise that they have life in
Christ, and will be raised again one day, when He comes to resurrect them. Remember that
opening statement: "But about the resurrection of the dead. . . ." That's the context in which
Jesus says these things.

Two methods of study

There's no way to be sure what the Bible means on any given topic without reading what
it says. But what if we carefully read a given passage and still disagree? There are two ways to
proceed. One is to compare one passage with another. If two passages use the same words in
a similar context, it will be useful to compare them. That's the first way. The second way is to
look inside the passage itself and look for parallels between the words and clauses that we find
there. We'll start with this second method. There are certain features of the structure of 1
Thessalonians 4:13-18 that reward further study. So we start by looking within.

Questions

There are two main questions that we can hope to answer in this way. First, what does it
mean for God to "bring with Jesus those who have fallen asleep in him" (vs. 14)? Does it mean
these people are in heaven and God brings them down to the earth when Jesus comes to the
earth, as NIV implies? Or does it mean the people are in their graves and God raises them to
life as He raised Jesus to life and, having done that, takes them to heaven with Him when He
returns? The question is, are these people going down or up when God "bring[s] them"? Is Paul
saying they come from heaven to earth with Jesus, or from earth to heaven?

A second question is what it means for those who are still alive "not [to] precede those

who have fallen asleep” (vs. 15). Does this mean that those who die in Christ go to heaven
immediately when they die and that "we who are still alive, who are left till the coming of the
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Lord" (vs. 15) wait until later? Or does it mean that, on resurrection day, Christ gives His first
attention to those who have fallen asleep believing in Him?

The structure of the passage can help us answer both questions by showing what
thoughts and understandings Paul built into his explanation. We can learn much from Paul by
noticing the way he states himself.

The Structure of the Passage

Beginning and end

Paul's thoughts in 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18 are arranged in a very orderly way, so to
understand the passage well we are going to have to notice how he does this. There is a clear
pattern to what he says. Consider vss. 13 and 18 — the first verse in the passage and the last.

Brothers, we do not want you to be ignorant about those who fall asleep, or to grieve like the rest
of men, who have no hope. (vs. 13)

Therefore encourage each other with these words. (vs. 18)

Notice especially the words "grieve" and "no hope" in vs. 13, and "encourage" in vs. 18.
The emphasis here is on courage, but from different points of view. On the one hand, some
(those who don't know God) have nothing to look forward to when their loved ones die. On the
other hand, those who understand Paul's gospel should encourage each other with his teaching
that Jesus will come again. So the passage begins with the idea of not having hope (i.e.,
courage), and ends with the idea of encouraging each other (i.e., sharing hope). In between
these two points is the rest of what Paul says, which has to do with the second coming of Jesus
and the resurrection of those who love Him. This teaching provides a basis for hope and is the
Christian's primary source of courage. See fig. 1.

A Some grieve and have no hope. (vs. 13)
B Jesus comes again. (vss. 14-17)
A We should encourage each other "with these words." (vs. 18)

Fig. 1. Contrast between having no hope and being able to encourage others with the
teaching that Jesus will come again.

Middle verses

We have talked about vss. 13 and 18. Now consider the middle part of the passage (vss.
14-17). It will be useful to take this in two parts. Verse 14 stands apart from the remaining three.
We'll talk about that first, then about vss. 15-17, which have a structure of their own.

Verse 14. In vs. 14 Paul says, "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." Below is another

verse that we should study together with this one.
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Enoch, the seventh from Adam, prophesied about these men: "See, the lord is coming with
thousands upon thousands of his holy ones '° to judge everyone, and to convict all the ungodly of
all the ungodly acts they have done in the ungodly way, and of all the harsh words ungodly
sinners have spoken against him." (Jude 1:14-15)

Are Jude and Paul talking about the same things? Is there any conflict between the two
passages? Is there a way to be sure? If the dead who die in Christ go to be with Him
immediately, then do the words, "ten thousands of his saints," refer to people who had once
lived on earth? If our dead loved ones sleep in the grave until Jesus comes, it would follow that
the 10,000 "saints" Jude refers to are not human beings from earth, but angels from heaven.
Jude says the angels come down with Jesus at the second coming. Paul does not deny the part
about angels, but says those who have died in Christ go up with Jesus at the second coming.
No, there is no conflict. And yes, there is a way to be sure.

The answer lies in the words of the passage. Again, to know what Paul means, we must
read what he says. In vs. 14 Paul says two things. He begins by talking about Jesus and ends
by saying something about us. In regard to Jesus Paul says that He "died" and "rose again." In
regard to us he says that some of us "have fallen asleep in him." On the one hand, Jesus "died"
and, on the other, some of us "have fallen asleep." He died, we die. There's a connection
between those two clauses. What about the other two? The two items which remain are that
Jesus "rose again" and that God brings these people "with him" when He comes. Which
direction was Jesus going when He "rose again"? That's the direction the righteous dead go
when God brings them "with him" on this occasion.

The words "with him" do not refer to Jesus coming down from heaven, but to His rising
from death and then raising the dead. Those who have fallen asleep in Christ rise when He
comes, just as He "arose." To do something "with" Jesus it must be the same thing He does.
What Paul says He does in this verse is rise, as in rise from the grave. That's what our dead do
when Jesus comes again. They rise from the grave. God raised Jesus and He raises us. "We
believe that Jesus died and rose again" (vs. 14). The fact that God raised His Son is the
evidence that He will raise. When he speaks about encouragement in vs. 18, this is what he
means by that. God brings us with Jesus out of the grave. Not at the same time, but in the same
way. When does He do this? When Jesus comes again.’

The order in which these events are mentioned is as follows: Jesus dies, Jesus rises, we
rise, we die (AB:B'A'). Notice the word "mentioned." The order in which the events are
mentioned is different from the order in which they occur. The reason why the events are
mentioned in the sequence we see is merely to emphasize the connection between certain facts
— i.e., that Jesus dies and we die, that He rose and we rise. The sequence is AB:B'A’, with A
corresponding to A' (A prime) and B to B' (B prime).

% In Genesis 3:6 we have an example of the word "with" that is similar to that in 1 Thessalonians 4:14. In
Genesis 3:6 Eve gives Adam some of the forbidden fruit. NIV, NJB, and NRS all say, "she also gave
some to her husband, who was with her, and he ate." (The capital letters and commas are different from
version to version, but these are the words.) And yet, in TNK (a Jewish version prepared by eminently
qualified Hebrew scholars) it doesn't say "with her." These scholars understand the Hebrew word <immah
(normally "with her") in the sense of "like her." In other words, she gave him some too. This is what "with"
means in 1 Thessalonians 4:14. When Jesus died He rose, and when Christians die they rise too.
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Notice how vs. 14 is stated in the Navajo translation: Diyin God éi Jesus bit dah
nahodidoo’ish ("God will bring [them] up with Jesus"). The word dah nihodidoo'ish ("He will lead
[them] up"), helps answer a question that had seemed difficult in NIV. In the Navajo the question
disappears. When Jesus comes He raises from death all who have fallen asleep in Him and
leads them up. (That's what the word dah means.) They are going up, not down, when God
brings them with Jesus — back to heaven. And wouldn't this make sense? The primary reason
for the second coming is to bring the saved from earth to heaven. They are not already there. If
they are, why does Jesus come a second time?

Verses 15-17. In vss. 15-17 we find more examples of parallelism, but it is a different kind.
Instead of mirror image parallelism (AB:B'A’') we have a more common kind (AB:A'B'). Here's
the text again, with certain key words underlined for emphasis.

According to the lord's own word, we fell you that we who are still alive, who are left till the
coming of the lord, will cerfainly not precede those who have fallen asleep. '© For the Llord
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. 7 After that, we who are sfill
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. (1 Thessalonians 4:15-17)

Here, "we who are still alive, who are left till the coming of the Lord" (vs. 15) corresponds
to "we who are still alive and are left" (vs. 17), and "those who have fallen asleep” (vs. 15)
corresponds to "them" (vs. 17) (again, AB:B'A"). The ones God takes into the clouds first when
He comes are those who had died believing in Him, then "we who are still alive and are left" (vs.
17).

At the center of this structure (in vs. 16) we have a description of the second coming.
Paul begins vs. 16 by showing the way in which Christ comes and then goes on to tell what He
does when He gets here: (a) Jesus "will come down from heaven," (b) "with a loud command,"
(c) "with the voice of the archangel," (d) "and with the trumpet call of God." This much deals with
how He comes. He comes with a lot of angels and with a lot of sound. It's not quiet. That's the
first part of the verse. In the second part the first thing Jesus does is raise the righteous dead.
"[A]nd the dead in Christ will rise first" (vs. 16b).

Here also, as in vs. 14, the Navajo wording is helpful. Where NIV says, "we tell you we
tell you that we who are still alive, who are left till the coming of the Lord, will certainly not
precede those who have fallen asleep” (vs. 15), the Navajo says, "we tell you that [when He
comes = nddziago] we who are still alive, who are left till the coming of the Lord, will certainly not
precede those who have fallen asleep." From this it is clear that the sequence of events
described in vss. 15-17 all pertains to resurrection day, when Jesus comes again in glory.

Conclusion

There are a number of things to notice and a number of questions to answer in the
passage we're studying. The basic structure is that of an ABA' mirror image parallel. Here |
repeat fig. 1 for convenience.
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A Some grieve and have no hope. (vs. 13)
B [Jesus comes again. (vss. 14-17)
A We should encourage each other "with these words." (vs. 18)

Fig. 1. Contrast between having no hope and being able to encourage others with the
teaching that Jesus will come again.

This establishes a framework for the passage as a whole and it illustrates a way of
organizing things that many Bible writers use, and which Paul himself uses again in vs. 14.

A Jesus dies.

B EJesus rises to life.
B' We rise to life.

A We die.

Fig. 2. The main points of vs. 14, in which Jesus dies (A) and we die (A'), He rises to life
(B) and we rise to life (B').

The special point of interest here is in the third line (We rise to life, B'). When Paul says
"that God will bring with Jesus those who have fallen asleep in Him" (vs. 14), he's comparing
our death (A') with Jesus' death (A) and our resurrection (B') with that of Jesus (B).

A Some are alive and are left.
B Some have fallen asleep.
A We who are alive and are left.
B' Them (=those who have fallen asleep).

Fig. 3. The main points of vss. 15-17, in which some live until Jesus comes (A, A") and
others die before that time (B, B').

All of this happens on one day, when Jesus comes again in glory. On that day those who
join Christ in the clouds first are those who died believing in Him. They are raised and join Christ
in the air. Then those are still alive and see all this happening also join Christ in the air — along
with the others. So "we who are alive and are left" (vs. 18) do not precede those who die in the
Lord. Jesus takes them from the grave first. That's the first order of business. Then He turns His
attention to those of us who are still alive.

None of this requires us to think that anyone goes to heaven immediately at death.
Actually, it requires us to think they don't. There would be no reason for a second coming if the
ones Christ comes for are already in heaven. If we are patient and let God do things in His own
time and way, these events will be a source of encouragement to us. And if we remove the need
for the second coming, we remove the need for a resurrection at the same time. Taking away
the resurrection and the second coming would turn much of Scripture upside down. Let's just
take it like it reads, drawing our encouragement from what Paul actually says — not from an
alternative teaching that we might wish to substitute for it.
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