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Comforting Words 

1 Thessalonians 4:13-18 

 

 Today is Mother’s Day, of course—that day we set aside each year to honor our mothers and 

thank them for their love and their sacrifices for their children. 

 For many families, it’s a wonderful day, a joyful day, a very special day. It’s a time of 

celebration. 

 But for some, it’s a difficult day, even a painful day. Some mourn what never came to be. 

Some mourn over what did come to be but didn’t turn out as they had hoped. Some find today 

painful because their mother is no longer with them in this world. And some mothers, maybe 

some here today, find today unbearable, because the child they once held in their arms died. 

 In my more than 41 years of ordained ministry, I’ve conducted or helped conduct well over 

three hundred funerals or memorial services. The circumstances have varied widely—from awful 

tragedies to the noble culminations of lives well lived. The ages of those who had died have 

ranged from a few days to 105 years old. I have watched children mourn their parents and 

parents mourn their children, sometimes young, sometimes old. The number present for each 

funeral has ranged from a handful of folks to more than 500. But there was one thing that in 

some form or another, to some degree or another, was almost always present—grief. 

 Grief is real. And it hurts. The fact is that days like today that celebrate family are often like 

rubbing salt into an open wound. It’s almost beyond enduring. 

 When our loved ones die, no matter their age or the circumstances or how well we’ve 

prepared ourselves, even when death is a relief because it has freed our loved one from suffering, 

there’s almost always some measure of grief. Death separates us from our loved ones. It ends our 

life here on earth in this physical dimension bound by time and space. Death is inescapable, 

unless the Lord returns before we die. Because it is, grief is unavoidable. 

 When we grieve the deaths of loved ones, we need comfort. But in the face of separation, 

knowing that we will never see our loved one again in this life, where can we find comfort? With 

so much mystery surrounding death, what can help us and give us hope? That’s what the 

Thessalonian Christians wanted to know, too. 
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Paul and the Thessalonian church 

 Paul had a deep concern for the church at Thessalonica. Thessalonica was the key city in the 

province of Macedonia, so this church’s welfare was strategic in Paul’s mission. But his interest 

was deeply personal as well. He described them at the end of chapter 2 as his glory and joy—

we’d put it, his “pride and joy.” Luke tells us in Acts 17:1-9 that Paul preached in the Jewish 

synagogue there for three weeks. He persuaded some of the Jews, along with a good number of 

God-fearing Greeks and leading women of the city, that Jesus is the promised Messiah. Jealous 

over his influence and success, the Jewish leaders encouraged some rabble-rousers to incite a riot 

and attack the house of Jason, while those who had believed immediately sent Paul and Silas 

away by night to Berea. Some of the Jewish leaders soon followed them there, trying to cause 

further trouble; so Paul knew that the Thessalonian believers were in for a rough time. Unable to 

return to them himself, just as soon as he could, he sent Timothy to check on them, encourage 

them, and instruct them in the faith. Timothy had returned with word that they were standing 

firm, even in the face of opposition, and Paul was overjoyed at their faithfulness. 

 But Timothy brought back some questions from the Thessalonians along with this good 

report. Apparently, they were full of questions about the coming of Christ. After all, they’d only 

been believers for maybe a few weeks, a few months at most! They had understood Paul to say 

that Jesus would return soon—very soon! But he hadn’t come yet, and now, some of their loved 

ones who had also believed had died, and they were concerned about what that might mean for 

their salvation. Would they share in the kingdom of God when Jesus returned, or had they 

forfeited their salvation in their death? Would only those who were alive when Jesus came really 

be saved?1 And just when would Jesus return, anyway? 

 Paul tries to respond to their questions in an appropriate way—with a pastor’s heart. He 

responds to the second question, one of curiosity, in 5:1-11 by saying simply that we don’t know 

when Jesus will come, but he will, and in God’s own time. But the first question was not just 

curiosity; it was a matter of deep concern for loved ones who had died. So Paul answers it very 

tenderly. It’s important to remember that he’s not giving an extended eschatological explanation 

of end-time events. He’s concerned with comforting the grieving, not calendars and charts. 

 So Paul begins by saying, We don’t want you to be uninformed, brothers and sisters, 

about those who are sleeping in death, so that you do not grieve as the rest who have no 

hope do.2 

 Now was Paul telling them that they ought not to grieve when their loved ones die? Of 

course not! When we lose someone in death, it can shake our world and change our lives forever. 

 Paul’s emphasis is on how believers should grieve—not the way the rest of people who have 

no hope grieve. He reasons that since we believe that Jesus died and rose from the dead, we 

can be confident that through Jesus, God will bring with him those who have fallen asleep in 

death. Paul speaks with a prophetic voice (by the word of the Lord) to assure them that we who 

are alive, who are left until the coming of the Lord will in no way precede those who have 

fallen asleep (the Greek wording is a double negative, making it emphatic). 

Then in language that seems to combine Old Testament and apocalyptic imagery with the 
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arrival of a ruler in this important city, Paul briefly describes what will happen. The 

Thessalonians were familiar with how things were done when the emperor or some other 

important imperial official would come to town. When the visitor was still a way off on the 

Egnatian Way (the main road to Rome through the eastern part of the empire, which ran through 

the heart of Thessalonica), the officers commanding the soldiers who were escorting him would 

cry out commands, and the trumpet would be blown. Then the city’s dignitaries would go outside 

the city to meet the ruler, and escort him into the city with great pomp and circumstance.3 

 Paul says that’s how it will be with those who are believers—we’re the dignitaries who go 

out to meet the King of kings as he returns to earth! And those who have already died won’t miss 

out on it. They’ll be raised first, then those who are still alive and remain will be caught up 

together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air, as he’s on his way to the earth! 

And in this way, we will always be with the Lord! Then Paul says, Therefore, comfort one 

another with these words. 

 

Finding comfort in these words 

 But how do these words comfort a grieving widow or widower, or son or daughter, or mother 

or father, or brother or sister, or friend? Is Paul just offering them some pie-in-the-sky-bye-and-

bye to try to get their minds off their grief? Is he trying to get them to deny the real pain they feel 

in this separation from their loved ones? 

 Or is he pointing them to something that is truly real, that really does give hope, that really 

does bring comfort?  

 Isn’t he saying that the hope of resurrection at Jesus’ coming comforts us when our believing 

loved ones die? 

 After all, the basis of this hope he’s talking about is the resurrection of Jesus! Jesus has died, 

and he is risen! He has conquered death! He’s been through it, lives again, and will come again. 

And because he lives, those who trust in him will also live (John 14:19b)! Our spirits have 

already experienced his resurrection power as God has brought us from being dead in sin to 

being alive in Christ. When Jesus comes, we will share to the fullest extent in his resurrection, as 

he redeems even our mortal bodies by raising them! 

 In other words, God’s salvation in Christ transcends even death! Not even death can rob us or 

cheat us out of what God has done for us in Christ! We know the one died and lives again, and 

he has promised that we, too, will one day be raised to live with him forevermore! 

 And in that, we can find comfort in the death of our believing loved ones, and even in the 

prospect of our own death! 

 

 His name was Jeremy. He’d been born with a twisted body, an intellectual disability, and a 

chronic terminal disease. His parents had tried to give him as normal a life as possible. So they 

had enrolled him in St. Theresa’s Elementary School. When he was 12, he was only in the 

second grade. Sometimes, he spoke clearly and distinctly, but most of the time it seemed like he 

was unable to learn, and his teacher, Doris Miller, would often become exasperated as he just 
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couldn’t sit still or be quiet. Finally, she asked for a conference with his parents.  

 As Jeremy’s parents sat quietly with Doris, she said, “Jeremy really belongs in a special 

school. It’s not fair for him to be with the other children who don’t have these kinds of problems, 

and there’s such a gap in the ages of him and the other students.” Jeremy’s mother quietly wept, 

as his father explained that there was no school like that nearby, and it would be a terrible shock 

to Jeremy to take him out of a school he liked so much. 

 After they left, Doris sat staring for a while, torn between sympathy for these parents whose 

only child was terminally ill, and what she thought was fair for her other 18 students. Then the 

guilt came, and she prayed for patience to deal with Jeremy. From then on, she tried to ignore his 

noises and blank stares. One day he limped to her desk and said loud enough for the whole class 

to hear, “I love you, Miss Miller!” 

 As Easter was nearing, Doris told the children the story of Jesus and his crucifixion and 

resurrection. To emphasize the idea of new life, she gave each of the children a large plastic egg. 

Thy were to bring it back the next day with something inside that shows new life.  

 Everybody responded enthusiastically, except Jeremy. He just listened quietly and intently, 

never taking his eyes off Doris’ face. Doris didn’t think he understood. She intended to call his 

parents, but with chores and a plumbing problem, it slipped her mind. 

 The next day, the children brought their eggs and put them in a large wicker basket on Doris’ 

desk. After math, it was time to open the eggs. The first one had a flower inside. “Yes, a flower 

represents new life as a seed becomes a plant.” A little girl claimed that one. 

 The next one had a plastic butterfly in it. “We all know that a caterpillar changes and grows 

into a beautiful butterfly. That’s new life too.” Another girl claimed it. 

 She opened another egg with a rock with moss on it inside. Of course, that one was a little 

boy’s. 

 Then she opened a fourth egg, and gasped. It was empty! Immediately she thought it was 

Jeremy’s and felt bad that she hadn’t called his parents to explain the assignment. She didn’t 

want to embarrass him, so she quietly put the egg aside. But Jeremy spoke up, “Miss Miller, 

aren’t you going to talk about my egg?” Flustered, she said, “But Jeremy, your egg is empty!” 

 He looked into her eyes and said softly, “Yes, but Jesus’ tomb was empty, too!” 

 For a moment, Doris was speechless. Finally, she said, “Do you know why the tomb was 

empty?” 

 “Oh yes!” Jeremy said. “Jesus was killed and put in there, but his Father raised him up!” 

 Three months later, Jeremy died. And as people visited the family at the funeral home, they 

saw on top of his casket nineteen plastic eggs. And every single one of them was . . . empty.4 

 
 Therefore, comfort one another with these words. 

 
MEG 
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