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Theme: The resurrection of Jesus Christ from the tomb is the sign that death has 
been defeated and a glorious eternal future with Him awaits those who put their 
trust in Him. 
 
 
 Every good story creates tension in the reader and builds toward the 
resolution of a conflict or a mystery. In our year long journey through the 
Storyline of the Bible we come to that inexplicable place where the hero appears 
to have died. If this were the case the story would come to an end with a great 
thud. Last Sunday, we looked squarely into the Hour of Darkness. On a Friday in 
approximately 27AD during the time of the Passover Celebration in Jerusalem, 
the unimaginable occurred. The Lord of glory was hung on a tree. God’s ultimate 
gift to humanity was rejected. The apostle John writes, “He came to that which 
was his own, but his own did not receive him” (John 1:11). 
 
 What could possibly have caused the unthinkable? Last Sunday, Pastor 
Meyer vividly displayed the corrupted human heart as full of envy, greed, despair, 
cruelty, cynicism, vanity, etc. But especially PRIDE. The root of all sin is this anti-
god, full of self, I-am–the-center-of-all-things, it’s-all-about-me state of mind. 
Jesus was a threat to his enemies as well as to our autonomy and 
independence, because there is only one Lord—so we had to rid Him from our 
life. The cross is simply the ugliness of the human heart put on public display. It 
is as if God wanted us to dramatically see what we are all capable of, so that we 
would understand the great love with which he has loved us. 
  
 But the story didn’t end when the hero died. God had a deeper wisdom, or 
as C. S. Lewis calls it in first of the Narnia Chronicles, “the deeper magic”. The 
apostle Paul puts in this way, “No, we speak of God’s secret wisdom, a wisdom 
that has been hidden and that God destined for our glory before time began. 
None of the rulers of this age understood it, for if they had, they would not have 
crucified the Lord of glory” (I Corinthians 2:7-8). Satan thought he had pulled the 
ultimate coup and had overthrown the authority of God. But since his knowledge 
is limited, he walked right into God’s trap. He thought death was the final word. 
But the Lord had a trump card to play. On the 3rd day after that black, but good 
Friday, the tomb was vacated by the bodily resurrection of Jesus.  
  
 The hero lives. Without the resurrection, this would have been a badly told 
story that no publisher would touch. Without the resurrection, Jesus would have 
been just another victim of Roman cruelty, not much different than the two 
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thieves crucified with him. Without the resurrection, Jesus would have been at 
best just a passing reference included by an arcane, first century historian. 
Without the resurrection, as Paul says, we would still be in our sin. Without the 
resurrection, we would not have any demonstrable evidence that Jesus was the 
God-man.  
 
  But more personally, without the resurrection we would have no hope. It 
is on this hope that I want to dwell on this morning. The resurrection of Jesus is 
ultimately very personal and individual. The hope of the resurrection moves us 
beyond the intellectual proofs for the resurrection to personal confidence in the 
resurrection. It is the hope that we have in the face of death.  
 
 On this Memorial Day weekend, it seems only appropriate to focus on this 
great enemy that we all must face personally and whose face we have had to 
stare into with the loss of the ones we love. C. S. Lewis has said that we have 
only three choices regarding death: “desire it, fear it, or ignore it.” Of course, our 
culture has decided on the latter—to ignore it. Max Lucado calls death The Big 
Bully on the block. “He catches you in the alley. He taunts you in the playground. 
He badgers you on the way home: You, too, will die someday.’” But the 
resurrection says that the Bully is really a 98 pound weakling dressed up in a 
Charles Atlas suit.  
 
 Therefore I want us to look at how the apostle Paul offered a pastoral 
word to the church of Thessalonica. This is the resurrection truth applied to 
where we live. We are going to look at I Thessalonians 4:13-18. Paul’s 
concluding sentence from this section states his intent in writing these words, 
“Therefore encourage each other with these words.” 
 
Read I Thessalonians 4:13-18 
 
  Before we get to Paul’s message of hope, I want to acknowledge 
appreciation for the note of realism that accompanies his message of hope. I am 
struck by the phrase, “we do not want you…to grieve like the rest of men, who 
have no hope.” Paul does not say that we will not grieve, when we lose someone 
we love. I sometimes sense that there is a myth that lurks within the Christian 
community. The myth goes like this: If you truly think that the one you have loved 
has gone to a better place, then all we should experience is happiness for that 
person. Victory in Jesus means that we rejoice only in their resurrected state. We 
reinforce this escape from reality by saying things, “He or she is being so strong.” 



 

CHRISTIANS NEVER SAY 
GOOD-BYE 
The Resurrection  

The Storyline  

Texts: Matthew 27-28; Mark 16; Luke 24; John 19-21; I 
Thessalonians 4:13-18 

 
In other words, they didn’t cry. They held up so well. It comes across to me as a 
manufactured joy.  
 
 Paul does not deny grief. He simply says that in the midst of grief, that we 
also have hope. I want to give the grieving permission to experience the 
interruption that death is, and even to experience anger in the face of death. 
Death is an enemy, sure, a defeated enemy, but also the sign of the way things 
are not supposed to be. 
  
 Jesus is our model here. In John 11 we read the story of the death and 
raising of Lazarus. Jesus had become dear and loving friends of Mary, Martha, 
and Lazarus. He stayed frequently in their home in Bethany, near Jerusalem. We 
are told that a message was sent to Jesus and his disciples that Lazarus was 
near death. But by the time Jesus arrived in Bethany, Lazarus had been in the 
grave four days. Upon hearing that Jesus had finally come, Martha runs to meet 
him on the outskirts of the village. She wonders out loud why Jesus had not 
come earlier to heal Lazarus before he had died. Mary too approaches Jesus in 
tears over the loss of her brother. We read in John 11:33, “When Jesus saw her 
weeping, and the Jews had come along with her also weeping, he was deeply 
moved in spirit and troubled.” In this context, the Scripture says, “Jesus wept.” 
“Then the Jews said, ‘See how he loved him.’” We might think that all Jesus was 
feeling here was a sense of loss and shared grief with Mary and Martha.  
 
 But there is more going on here. In v. 38 we read, “Jesus, once more 
deeply moved, came to the tomb.” The Greek word simply translated “deeply 
moved”, does not at all capture the depth of emotion in Jesus. This is the same 
word used to describe a Greek stallion preparing for battle. It pictures a horse 
trained for combat, rearing back on its hind legs, pawing the air with muscles 
rippling, ready to enter the contest. John Calvin says of Jesus here, that he was 
a “champion ready for conflict.” A more literal translation here would be, “Jesus, 
snorting in spirit, came to the tomb.”  “This is not the way it is supposed to be!” 
When Jesus called out, “Lazarus, come forth”, Jesus hurled himself into the teeth 
of all the pain, suffering, interruption, and sorrow death represented. As much as 
we believe that Jesus in his resurrection is the victory over death, it is also a 
reminder that sin has entered this world and the result is death.   
 
 I remember quite clearly the moment I was caught off guard with my own 
angry reaction to death. I was pastoring a small church in Burbank, CA in the late 
1970’s. One of our members, Mildred, was a delightful woman near 80. I would 



 

CHRISTIANS NEVER SAY 
GOOD-BYE 
The Resurrection  

The Storyline  

Texts: Matthew 27-28; Mark 16; Luke 24; John 19-21; I 
Thessalonians 4:13-18 

 
call her a renaissance woman. She was an attorney before females populated 
this profession. An art collector. Widely read. Well traveled. She always seemed 
to have something interesting and engaging to say about my sermons. One 
Sunday morning before worship, while I was still at home, the phone rang. 
Mildred’s brother was on the line. He reported to me that Mildred had been found 
dead in her home and had probably not been discovered for a couple of days. 
When I hung up the phone, I felt this involuntary eruption well up deep down 
inside of me. I cannot repeat the words that came out of my mouth. But from 
somewhere in the wellspring of  my soul, I railed against the world and death, 
knowing this was not the way it was supposed to be. Frankly, my emotional 
response caught me by surprise. I consciously thought, “Where did that come 
from?” I now know.  
 
 Death is an awful interruption. Grief and even anger is an appropriate 
response, but grief tempered with great hope. It is this hope which sets us apart 
from those who have no hope. We grieve with hope. What is that hope? There 
are three truths that I want to draw from our text about the hope we have in the 
face of death. 
 
1. We have hope because death is a transition to a whole new order of life.  
 
 Paul compares death to sleep. Three times Paul uses the euphemism of 
“fall asleep” as a description for death. v. 13 “we do not want you to be ignorant 
about those who fall asleep…v. 14 “we believe that God will bring with Jesus 
those who have fallen asleep in Him…v. 15 “those who are still alive…will 
certainly not precede those who have fallen asleep.” The image of sleep “speaks 
of suspended consciousness and animation, but of also of continuing life.” The 
idea here is that death is the passage way to a new realm of restoration, renewal 
and rejuvenation. This is what sleep does for us. We crawl into bed at the end of 
the day spent and in the night our bodies are restored so that we can tackle the 
next day with new vigor.  
 
 The Christian hope is that we will awake on the other side in the presence 
of Christ having received our resurrected bodies. I believe Paul uses sleep to 
capture that perceived time gap between when we die and when Christ will return 
to raise all who believe in him from the dead. From a human perspective our new 
life with Christ is still in the future when Christ returns. Yet, the Scripture also 
promises that to be “absent from the body is to be present with the Lord.” How do 
we reconcile the sense that there is no passage of time between our death and 
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resurrection with the time delay when Christ will one day return to bring history to 
a close? The restoration of sleep bridges that gap. Or we might think of the 
experience that many of us have had of going into surgery and being placed 
under anesthesia. Anesthesia creates the illusion that no time has passed. When 
you wake from the operation, you might say, “Has the surgery been performed 
yet?” 
 
 Catherine Marshall tells a story that captures this imagery of the 
rejuvenating power of sleep. A young boy about 12 years old by the name of 
Kenneth suffered from an incurable illness. As Kenneth was getting weaker and 
weaker, he sensed his day drawing to close. So one day out of the blue he asked 
his mother, “Mom, what is it like to die? Mom, does it hurt?” 
 
 The mother was not prepared for this moment. She sensed tears welling 
up within her. Wanting to gain composure, she dismissed herself to another 
room, then returned with a remarkable answer for Kenneth, “Kenneth, do you 
remember when you were younger when you used to play so hard, you would be 
too tired to undress yourself, but just fell asleep in my bed? But in the morning 
you would awake to find yourself in your own bed in your own room. Your father 
had come with his strong arms and carried you there. Death is like that. You will 
wake up to find yourself in your own room where you belong, because Jesus 
cared and carried you with his strong arms.”  
 
 This leads us to next promise of hope. 
 
2. We have hope because death has a destination. 
 
  Yet, the destination is not a place, but a person. We are coming home to 
the One who made us and gave himself for us. In v. 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.” Jesus himself described this promise of eternal 
relationship with Himself. These words of Jesus from John 14 I believe are the 
most comforting words ever spoken, “In my father’s house are many rooms; if it 
were not so, I would have told you. I am going to prepare a place for you. If I go 
to prepare a place for you, I will come back and take you to be with me that you 
also may be where I am” (John 14:2-3).  
 
 Jesus tells his disciples that he is going on ahead to make the way safe 
for eternity. 
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 “In my father’s house are many rooms…” Jesus is preparing an eternal 
dwelling place for us. I believe when Jesus said His father’s house had “many 
rooms”, that he was addressing their concern that there would be a place for 
them. He could even be making allusion to the fact that when he was born there 
was “no room in the inn.” Yet when we come to claim our reservation, He is 
saying, “Don’t worry. You are not going to find a no vacancy sign.” 
 
 “If it were not so, I would have told you. I am going to prepare a place for 
you.” In other words, Jesus is saying, “I am not telling you this just to make you 
feel better.” At the time of death, people love to say things like “I guess God 
needed another angel in heaven. They were just too good to live here.” No, 
Jesus is saying, “you can count on it. This is not just wishful thinking. This is not 
just pie in the sky.” I can and will make your future secure. 
 
 “If I go to prepare a place for you…” In this image of preparation what 
Jesus conveys here is akin to a forerunner in the military. Forerunners are the 
reconnaissance troops who cut a path for the advance of the army and clear the 
way of danger. Jesus has gone before us to defeat the final enemy death so that 
we need not have any fear. 
 
 If I go to prepare a place for you, I will come back and take you to be with 
me that you also may be where I am” (John 14:2-3). Death is perhaps the 
loneliest experience we will ever have. To address this loneliness, Jesus has 
promised us his eternal companionship. I love this imagery. Jesus says that the 
first one we are going to meet on the other side is Himself, and he will escort us 
to our destination and then be our forever companion. 
 
 A story again brings the comfort of this truth home better than any further 
propositions. John Todd was born in Rutland, Vermont in 1800. By the age of six 
both of his parents had died. John was adopted by his aunt who gave him a 
wonderful life. John became a pastor. At the age of 41 he received a letter from 
his aunt who was desperately ill and in great distress over what death would be 
like. Here was John’s reply: 
 
 “It is now 35 years since I, a little boy of six, was left quite alone in the 
world. You sent me word you would give me a home and be a kind of mother to 
me. I have never forgotten the day when I made the journey of ten miles to your 
home. I well remember my tears and my anxiety as, perched high on your horse 
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and clinging tight to your servant Caesar, I rode off to my new home. Night fell 
before we finished the journey and as it grew dark, I became lonely and afraid.” 
 
 “I asked Caesar anxiously, ‘Do you think she’ll go to bed before I get 
there?’ ‘Oh, no’, he said reassuringly, ‘She’ll stay up for you. When we get out of 
these here woods you’ll see her candle shining in the window.’ I remember you 
were waiting at the door, that you put your arms close about me and that you 
lifted me—big fire burning in the hearth, a hot supper waiting for me on the stove. 
After supper, you took me to my new room, you heard me say my prayers and 
then you sat beside me until I fell asleep.” 
 
 “You probably realize why I am recalling all this to your memory. Some 
day soon, God will send for you, to take you to a new home. Don’t fear the 
summons—the strange journey. God can be trusted to do as much for you as 
you were kind enough to do for me. At the end of the road you fill find love and a 
welcome waiting. I shall watch you and pray for you until you are out of sight, and 
then wait for the day when I shall make the journey myself and find you waiting at 
the end of the road to greet me.” 
 
 And this leads us to the third element of hope.  
 
 
3. We have hope that we await the greatest reunion that we could ever 
imagine.  
 
 On this Memorial Day weekend when we remember the loved ones who 
have given their lives for our country, or our hearts are drawn to other dear ones 
who have preceded us, one of our great desires is to be reunited with them. 
There are not too many places in Scripture where this hope of reunion with those 
who have gone before is alluded to. But Paul describes the rather dramatic 
moment when Jesus returns and those who believe in Him will be resurrected 
from the grave.  
 
 Eugene Peterson’s translation of this passage makes this reunion rather 
vivid. “And then this: We can tell you with complete confidence—we have the 
Master's word on it—that when the Master comes again to get us, those of us 
who are still alive will not get a jump on the dead and leave them behind. In 
actual fact, they'll be ahead of us. The Master himself will give the command. 
Archangel thunder! God's trumpet blast! He'll come down from heaven and the 
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dead in Christ will rise—they'll go first. Then the rest of us who are still alive at 
the time will be caught up with them into the clouds to meet the Master. Oh, we'll 
be walking on air! And then there will be one huge family reunion with the Master. 
So reassure one another with these words” (I Thes. 4:15-18). 
 
 Paul describes the great finale. A word picture portrays our Lord’s descent 
from heaven we call His second coming. When Jesus first slipped onto this 
planet as a baby unnoticed, there was no fanfare, no trumpets, no regal parades, 
etc. He came incognito. Not so with the way Jesus returns. No one will miss His 
arrival this time. He offers his own “word of command”, like the shout of 
encouragement of coxswain to the oarsman. It will be like the sound of an 
“archangel’s voice”, which apparently will be rather arresting. The trumpet of God 
will sound, signaling to the secular world what is recorded in Revelation 11:15, 
“The kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of our Lord and of his Christ, 
and he will reign forever and ever.” 
 
 At that moment the dead in Christ will rise first, will materialize, take up 
their glorious resurrection bodies, and then they will be joined by his followers 
who are alive at that time. They too, as Paul says I Corinthians 15:51, “will be 
changed, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet.” These perishable bodies 
will instantaneously be transformed into imperishable ones. We will together 
meet the Lord in the clouds in the air. The clouds in Scripture are always 
indicative of His shining and blinding glory. “Oh we will be walking on air! And 
then there will be one huge family reunion with the Master.”  
 
 Sheldon Vanauken was student of the great English professor and 
Christian apologist C. S. Lewis in the early 1950’s. He recounts in his book A 
Severe Mercy the story of his last meeting with his mentor when he was leaving 
Oxford for the United States. At their last parting lunch they had even wondered 
and laughed together a bit about the nature of life after death. As they stood out 
in the front of the pub on a busy street, they shook hands as they separated. 
Lewis said, “I shan’t say goodbye. We’ll meet again.” Then Lewis plunged into 
the traffic to cross the street while Vanuaken watched his friend go. When Lewis 
got to the other side, he turned around anticipating his friend would still be 
standing there. Then he raised his voice shouting over the great roar of the cars. 
Heads turned as he bellowed, “Besides”, with a grin on his face, “Christians 
NEVER say goodbye.”  
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 No, we do not “grieve like the rest of men, who have no hope.” We do 
experience the wrenching interruption that death brings and we might even be 
angered by it. This is as it should be. Death after all is the result of the sin that 
took Jesus to the cross. But, thanks be to God, death could not hold Him. He 
faced that Bully down and defeated death as our final enemy. So in Christ we 
have hope that sleep of death is just a passageway to the ultimate rejuvenation; 
we have hope that on the other side of death that Jesus’ face is the first one we 
will see; and finally, we await the biggest family reunion ever thrown where the 
hugs and kisses will never stop. Can’t you see it now, the glee on people’s faces, 
as we point to one another and say, “And you are here too!”  
 
 This morning let us be quiet and visualize those loved ones to whom we 
will be reunited in God’s due time.  
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