Lesson – 8                                               August 25, 2012                          Gladwin Mathews 


Lesson – 8 The Dead in Christ 
Read for your study:  1 Thess. 4:13-18; Acts 17:3; 1 Cor. 15:20-23, 51-58; John 5:28, 29; Rev. 20:4-6.
Memory Text: “For the Lord himself shall descend from heaven with a shout, with the voice of the archangel, and with the trump of God: and the dead in Christ shall rise first” (1 Thessalonians 4:16).
Introduction: Our text for this week’s study raises a very old question: What happens to a person when he or she dies? Let us look at this question from the perspective of other religions before we look at it from a Christian perspective. 

Hinduism believes in the rebirth and reincarnation of souls and death is a temporary cessation of physical activity. When a person dies, his soul along with some residual consciousness leaves the body through an opening in the head and goes to another world and returns after the soul spends some time there. Thus, Hindus are not buried but cremated. By cremating the body, the elements are rightfully returned to their respective spheres, while the subtle body along with the soul returns to the worlds beyond for the continuation of its afterlife. Most of the Hindus believe in the cycle of birth, death and rebirth, which is called ‘Samsara’ or the doctrine of rebirth, also known as the theory of reincarnation or of transmigration of the soul. 
“As a person puts on new garments, giving up old ones, the soul similarly accepts new material bodies, giving up the old and useless.” (Bhagvad Gita 2:22) 
In Islam, when death approaches the close family and friends try to support and comfort the dying through supplication as well as remembrance of Allah and His will. The idea is to help the dying person reiterate his commitment to unity of God. 

Upon death, the eye lids are to be closed; the body should be washed, covered, wrapped in a shroud and buried soon after the prayer. Charity, prayer, fasting, and pilgrimage is often performed on behalf of the dead. Visiting the grave is recommended for the living to remember death and the day of judgement.  
Does this ring any bell about any similarities in our days or in Paul’s day? Paul faced this dilemma during his time from the Thessalonians who were bit worried and confused with Greek teachings floating around about the dead. Some believed that this life is the only life we will ever have. Thus, they believed that when one dies, he stays dead a long time. There were others who believed when a person dies; it is only the body that really dies. The soul escapes from the “prison house” of the body. If the person is righteous, the soul goes to heaven. If the person is wicked and not eligible to go to heaven, the soul goes to hell where it suffers eternal torment in flames of fire. And much later, to make it worse, the Roman Catholic Church added another category – which made convenient to raise money at times: Those who may not be righteous enough to go to heaven but are not wicked enough to go to hell are sent to purgatory for a temporary period of correction. 
What is the correct Biblical understanding on this subject? What really happens to the person when he dies? What is death and the hope for the 21st century Christians? In this week’s lesson we will learn and understand the implications of these events might have on our lives in this present age. Let us dive into our study and learn! 
The Situation in Thessalonica: It is sobering and thought-provoking to read and compare the epitaphs of tombs under Rome from early centuries. They say volumes about the value of our faith and hope in Christ, and we can learn as much about that from the tombs of the unbelievers as we do from the tombs of the believers. 
It is not hard to distinguish as to whether an epitaph belongs to a believer or an unbeliever. For example, there is this one: "Live for the present hour, since there is nothing else" and "I lift up my hands against the gods who took me away at the age of twenty though I had done no harm". 

Contrasting these with the following epitaphs found on the tombs of Christian families: "Here lies Marcia, put to rest in a dream of peace" and "Lawrence, to his sweetest son, borne away of angels". At the beginning, as pagans were being delivered from the curse of unbelief by the grace of God and the power of the gospel, these new Christians needed to be taught about the eternal hope we all have in Christ Jesus. They were accustomed to looking at death as a bleak, hopeless thing of despair and darkness. Thus, it is to answer this concern among new Christians of Thessalonica that Paul writes the first letter to the Thessalonians.
In 1 Thessalonians 4:13–18, Paul turns to a specifically eschatological question regarding believers who have died. He writes, “But we do not want you to be uninformed brothers, about those who are asleep, that you may not grieve as others do who have no hope” (v. 13). A question has arisen among the Thessalonians because one or more of their fellow believers has died since Paul left.  Based on what Paul says in this and the following verses, it appears that the Thessalonians were concerned about the position of deceased believers at the Lord’s Second Coming. Their question indicates that this was one topic that they did not understand fully. Apparently, Paul had taught them something about the resurrection of the dead but was forced to leave the city before teaching them as much as they needed to know. Paul’s basic response to their concern is to tell them that they have no reason to worry. He assures them saying, “Not to grieve as those who have no hope. For since we believe that Jesus died and rose again, even so, through Jesus, God will bring with him those who have fallen asleep” (4:14; cf. Acts 17:3). 
Question: What difference does this passage of Scripture make in the way we live each day in light of the fact that Jesus is coming very soon? Just like Paul points the Thessalonians back to the resurrection of Jesus as the foundation of their hope for the dead in Christ. So, is the foundation of our hope in the resurrection of Jesus rose from the dead, and those who are in Christ will be raised from the dead as well (cf. 2 Cor. 4:14). The eschatological resurrection began with the resurrection of Jesus. Believers now have hope because they know that they too will be raised to everlasting life.  Jesus' resurrection affirms that there is such a thing as life after death. The Scriptures state that Jesus was only the first to rise never to die again (I Corinthians 15:20; 50-57). He has proven that He holds the keys of death and of Hades (Revelation 1:18). By the resurrection of Christ our confidence grows and our fear is cast down.
 Paul  refers to the dead as being "asleep" which is intended to show the temporary nature of death (cf. I Corinthians 15:6; John 11:11-15). We serve not the God of the dead, but "the God of the living." (Matthew 22:32). Paul does not forbid grief, but only a certain kind of grief; a hopeless, despairing grief. Even Jesus wept at the tomb of a friend (John 11:35; cf. Acts 8:2). But we need not any longer dread death as some sort of unbeatable enemy. 
Hopeless Grief: Paul continues by explaining what will happen at the Lord’s coming, “For this we declare to you by a word from the Lord, that we who are alive, who are left until the coming (Parousia) of the Lord, will not precede those who have fallen asleep” (4:15). Thus, there is no ‘hopeless grief’ but hopeful joy because Paul tells the Thessalonians clearly what will happen at the second coming. 

But there is one question that must be addressed in connection with this verse is whether or not Paul taught here that he would definitely live until the time of the coming of Christ to raise the dead. According to some, Paul’s use of the word “we” indicates that he definitely believed he would live to see the Second Coming of Jesus and the final resurrection. This interpretation, however, is unlikely. First, in the immediate context of this passage, Paul indicates the possibility that he might live to see these things and the possibility that he might not. But he is for sure hoping to see the Lord at His Second coming. He says that Christ died for us so that whether “we are awake (alive) or asleep (dead) we might live with him” (5:10). Paul also shares the possibility that he might die before the final resurrection in his other letters (e.g., 1 Cor. 6:14; 2 Cor. 5:8; Phil. 1:20–24; 2:17) but does not know when he will die or exactly when the Second Coming of Jesus will occur. What Paul means here is that those Christians who are alive at “the coming of the Lord” will not precede those who are dead. “For the dead in Christ will rise first”. 
The purpose of Paul writing this passage to the Thessalonians is that they might not grieve as do those who have no hope (1 Thess. 4:13). And he intends that the truth about the nature of the Second Coming will give them hope and glorious reasons to comfort each other in times of the loss of their loved ones (1 Thess. 4:18). 

Dying and Rising: Death is compared to “sleep” in the Scriptures (I Cor. 15:6; John 11:11-15). We, of course, believe that the dead are asleep in their graves as is strongly supported by such passages as 1 Corinthians 15:20-23, 51-58. Just as Jesus died, was asleep in the grave, and rose to life on Sunday morning, the dead in Christ will also be raised from their graves on resurrection morning. Paul is drawing a parallel between the death and resurrection of Jesus and the death and resurrection of the believer. For Paul, the recent resurrection of Jesus from death was the guarantee that all believers would also be resurrected at the Second Coming. 
Question: What hope does Paul offer in 1 Thessalonians 4:14 regarding those who have died? In this passage Paul offers a solution to the problem of the Thessalonians of hopeless grief by describing the believers who have died as having “fallen asleep through Jesus.” While falling asleep is a common metaphor for death in New Testament times, the normal expression for a believer’s death is “fallen asleep in Jesus” or “in Christ” or the “dead in Christ” of verse 16 in that manner. Thus, Paul’s argument and theology was “if we believe (1 Thess. 4:14) in the death and resurrection of Jesus, we should also believe in the resurrection of those who have died as true followers of Jesus.
Rising in Christ: The ultimate goal of Christ’s work of salvation is to make all things new, thus permanently undoing the damage caused by sin. This hope for the “new” was announced by the prophets. Consequently, the “new” is not only what we anticipate through our hope in Christ but also what we are experiencing now, as believers. This “new” is here because Christ initiated it through the power of His death and resurrection. 
It is in this hope of the death and resurrection of Christ that Paul assures the Thessalonian believers about their dead loved ones who had died in Christ will rise ‘in Christ’ at the second coming which will be a noisy event. 
Those believers who have died will participate in this glorious event and will in fact have a place of honor. Paul tells the Thessalonians, “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” (4:16). It is important to observe that Paul specifically describes this event in terms of Christ’s descent from heaven. 

Christ’s descent from heaven is the fulfillment of the promise made to the apostles by the two men in white at the time of the ascension (Acts 1:11). In other words, at the time of Jesus’ ascension to heaven (itself part of the fulfillment of Daniel 7:13–14), there is a promise of a future coming from heaven. The ascension to heaven and the promised coming from heaven are not the same events. 
In 1 Thessalonians 4:16, Paul is speaking of the future coming from heaven—the Second Advent. At the time of the Second Coming, Christ will call out a “cry of command” (4:16). Jesus’ cry of command is likely the command to the dead calling them to rise from the grave (John 5:28–29; cf. also John 11:43). At his command, “the dead in Christ will rise first.”
Paul continues, “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” (4:17). The word translated “to meet” is the word apantesin. According to Helmet Koester this word was used in the Greco-Roman world to describe the meeting of a king or other important official who has come to visit a city - “Imperial Ideology and Paul’s Eschatology in 1 Thessalonians” in Paul and Empire: Religion and Power in Roman Imperial Society, ed. Richard A. Horsley (Harrisburg, PA: Trinity Press International, 1997), 160.  
F. F. Bruce explains, “When a dignitary paid an official visit (Parousia) to a city in Hellenistic times, the action of the leading citizens in going out to meet him and escort him back on the final stage of his journey was called the apantesin.” - Bruce, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, 102; cf. also Green, Letters to the Thessalonians, 226–27. 
The Second Coming of Jesus is a noisy event accompanied by a commanding shout from an archangel and the trumpet of God. Everyone will hear it and see it (see Rev. 1:7; Matt. 24:31; John 5:28, 29; Acts 1:9-11). 

According to Paul, after the dead in Christ are raised, those who are still alive will be caught up together with them so that all will meet the Lord in the air and then be with him forever. 

Thus Paul says in vs. 18, ‘to comfort one another with these words’ so that we will not live in hopeless grief but be joyful and hopeful to meet our loved ones who are “dead in Christ” and be united with them in the air. 
May we continue to ‘comfort one another with these words.’
God Bless You!!!
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