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      This past summer my wife, Sue, had knee replacement surgery and everything went very well.  A few 

weeks before the surgery Sue met with the surgeon, who explained what he would do, how long the surgery 

would take, and what would be involved in the recovery process.  Sue also spoke to some members here in the 

church who had gone through knee replacement surgery, and they helped her to better understand even more 

about the surgery and the rehabilitation process which enabled her to relax a bit.  While she certainly did not 

look forward to the surgery, at least she knew what to expect in advance and that helped to relieve some of her 

stress and fear. 

     It’s helpful to know the details of what’s involved in something like surgery in advance, because when we 

don’t know, it can be hard to sleep at night.  We may find ourselves wide awake wondering, “Will the surgery 

be painful?  Will I fully recover?  Has the doctor done a lot of these procedures?  What if something goes 

wrong?”  In other words, the fear of the unknown can keep us awake and cause us to worry. 

     If you were to ask people, “What do you think is going to happen to you when you die?” you might get a 

variety of answers.  Some people will respond, “I’m going to heaven;” others might say, “Nothing.  When you 

die that’s it, it’s over;” but many might say, “I don’t know.  No one really knows.”  Out of all the questions in 

life that God does not answer for us in the Bible, this is one question that God clearly answers.  God wants each 

of us to know exactly what to expect when our lives here on this earth come to an end.  In our second lesson for 

today from  

1 Thessalonians 4, God, speaking through Paul says in verse 13, “We do not want you to be uninformed about 

those who are asleep, that you may not grieve as others do who have no hope.”  I love that term “sleep” for 

death.  That is a beautiful, comforting, and very accurate way to describe death.  When a person goes to sleep, 

we know it is only temporary as they are going to wake up.  The same is true with death.  As Christians we 

know death is only temporary.  When we die, our body is laid to rest here on earth for a time, while our soul 

immediately goes before God.  A believer’s soul will instantly go to heaven where it will spend eternity, while 

an unbeliever’s soul instantly goes to hell where it will spend eternity.  How do we know this?  God tells us in 

Ecclesiastes 12:7 saying, “The dust returns to the earth as it was,” (remember when God made Adam, He did so 

from the dust of the ground, “and the spirit” (another word for “soul”) “returns to God who gave it.”  Just like 

waking up rested from a good night’s sleep, so also at death, the soul of a Christian immediately wakes up fully 

rested with Jesus in heaven. 

     Knowing that gives us hope.  Again, as verse 13 tells us, “we do not want you to grieve as others who have 

no hope.”  When a fellow Christian falls asleep in death there is naturally grief at the separation that we 

experience from that fellow Christian, because death was never God’s plan for our lives.  But our grief is 

different from those who are not Christians.  Our grief is a hope-filled grief.  That is the hope that comes from 

knowing that our fellow Christian’s last breath in this life was immediately followed by their first breath in 

heaven, that they have woken up in heaven never to struggle with sin, sickness, or suffering ever again. 

     How can we be so sure of that?  Verse 14 from our second lesson tells us, “For since we believe that Jesus 

died and rose again, even so, through Jesus, God will bring with him those who have fallen asleep.”  Hope is 

only as good as that which hope is based on.  I can hope that the Green Bay Packers will win the Super Bowl, 

but I can’t say with any certainty that will in fact happen.  But as Christians our hope of heaven is based on 

something that has already occurred in the past and cannot be changed.  It is based on what Jesus has already 

done.  “Jesus died and rose again” as it states in that verse.  What a relief!  My hope of heaven is not based on 

how good of a person I have been to others or on my promises of trying to do better in the future.  No.  Our 

hope of heaven is based on what Jesus has already done for us.  He lived a perfect life in our place; He died in 

our place on a cross, taking the punishment for our sin; and He rose from the dead as a demonstration of His 

power over death itself.  That perfect and powerful Savior, Jesus, is the basis of our hope for heaven. 

     But what about those people who do all kinds of good things?  Those who volunteer at a homeless shelter, 

who are kind to others and work hard to help people.  Won’t they go to heaven, even if they don’t believe in 

Jesus?  And the answer is “no.”  Now that might be hard for us to understand, because we might know people 

like that; but we need to consider what is “good” in God’s sight.  The only thing that a perfect God considers to 



be good is perfection.  Nothing less than perfection will do.  This means that since people are sinful and not 

perfect, nothing a person does, no matter how many people it may help is pleasing in God’s sight by itself.  

Hebrews 11:6 tells us, “Without faith it is impossible to please God.”  So how does faith make someone and 

what they do pleasing to God?  Through faith in Jesus, we, and all that we do, is covered in the perfection of 

Jesus – like a birthday present that is wrapped in nice paper.  Therefore, when God the Father looks at us, He 

sees only Jesus covering us, covering everything we say and do.  Through faith in Jesus, our good works are 

wrapped up in the perfection of Jesus, which make us acceptable to God.  That’s why with our Matthew 

Ministry to the homeless, we not only provide food and clothing for the homeless so they can live here on earth, 

but our volunteers also tell them about Jesus and pray for them, so they will know Jesus as their Savior and be 

able to live forever in heaven. 

     But the Christians to whom this text from 1 Thessalonians was written still had some questions.  They 

wanted to know if people who had already died, whose souls were in heaven, would they miss out in some way 

when Jesus returns to this earth at the end of time?  Once again, God gives us the answer, saying in verses 15-

17, “We who are alive, who are left until the coming of the Lord, will not precede those who have fallen asleep.  

For the Lord himself will descend from heaven with a cry of command, with the voice of an archangel, and with 

the sound of the trumpet of God.  And the dead in Christ will rise first.  Then we who are alive, who are left, 

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

Lord.” 

     These verses tell us that when Jesus returns to this earth, He will loudly announce His return on that day.  

Everyone will know that Jesus has come.  And He will raise back to life the bodies of those who have “fallen 

asleep” in death.  The souls already in heaven will be reunited with their bodies, and all Christians will have 

their bodies instantly transformed into perfect bodies.  Jesus will then take this group away from this sinful 

world to finally experience what we believe through faith in Him – an eternally perfect life and perfect 

relationship with God.  That will be a glorious day for all who believe in Jesus. 

     Why does God want us to know this?  It’s not just for our own personal benefit, so that we can say, “I know 

that I’m going to heaven.”  The last thing God tells us in this text is, “Therefore, encourage one another with 

these words.” (1 Thessalonians 4:18)  We need that encouragement, don’t we?  After this tiring election season 

and this horrible pandemic, we need some encouragement – we need some hope.  When we think about heaven, 

it encourages us to be careful – not to get so wrapped up in the things of this life that we lose sight that this life 

is only meant to get us ready for heaven.  When we see all of the bad things that happen in this world, it is 

tempting to wonder, “Why doesn’t God do something about this?”  Heaven reminds us that God has already 

done something about it.  He’s not going to leave us here, He’s going to permanently take us away from these 

terrible things to live with Him forever. 

     Our world is filled with people who do not have the hope, that we have, that comes from knowing Jesus as 

their Savior.  So the next time people you know talk about end of life issues, maybe you can say, “I believe in a 

Savior named Jesus, who has experienced everything we experience in life, who died, and then came back to 

life to not only tell us what to expect, but who prepares us and promises to walk with us through the valley of 

death in order to take us to our eternal home.”  That is the hope that God wants us and everyone to know. 

          


