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“Caught Up” GPPC 11-12-17 
Joshua 24:1-3a, 14-25, 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18 

 Scholars believe that 1 Thessalonians is the earliest book written in 

the New Testament. Yes, the Gospel of Matthew is listed first in the 

New Testament as a place of honor. But 1 Thessalonians was probably 

written earlier, most likely around 51 A.D., less than twenty years after 

the crucifixion of Jesus.  

 And in the section of the letter we read this morning, it appears the 

Thessalonians were struggling with something that worried them. They 

believed that the resurrected Jesus would return and usher in history’s 

culmination and the fulfilment of God’s triumphant love, before 

anybody in their church died. But, in fact, a number of years had gone 

by and people in the church were dying before the return of Jesus. What 

was going to happen to people who died before Jesus came back? Were 

they going to be shortchanged, treated as second-class Christians? 

“Tough luck. You shouldn’t have died so soon.” And how would it all 

work that some members of the church were still alive, but others had 
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already died? Would there be separation? Reunion? What was going to 

happen?  

 Maybe we don’t worry about what the Thessalonian church 

worried about, but we have our own concerns and ambivalence about 

death, don’t we? On the subject of death, Madeline L’Engle wrote, “A 

friend of mine…said, ‘I am terrified of annihilation.’ A senior at 

Harvard wrote me, ‘What I am afraid of is not-being.’” (Madeline L’Engle, 

The Irrational Season, 206.)  

 And what is it that you and I fear about death? Or do we fear death 

at all? 

 Our movies and television shows revel in death. The more bloody, 

grisly, and painful the death, the better. It’s meant to shock us, but, like a 

violence epidural, eventually we become numb to it. When is the next 

zombie, ax-murderer, people-eating, horror movie coming out? And can 

we please take the youth group to Woods of Terror next year?  

 On the other hand, we also live in a culture often so afraid of death 

that it denies death. With few exceptions (such as ads for funeral 

homes), television advertisers seem blissfully unaware that our time on 
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earth will one day expire, and so will we. There is a heavy emphasis on 

continuing to look young whatever the cost. And, if you are in fact, old, 

how do you let that happen to you? Shame on you! You should have 

used our full-proof product. 

 Even church services have sometimes been affected by our shifting 

attitudes towards death. “Pastor, we don’t want anything too sad or too 

religious at the funeral. Let’s just have a celebration of Peggy Sue’s 

life.”  

 So Paul answers the Thessalonians’ concerns and ours. He says, 

“We don’t want you to be uninformed, brothers and sisters, about those 

who have died, so that you may not grieve as others do who have no 

hope.”  

 Notice Paul does not minimize what the Thessalonians are feeling. 

He does not belittle the grief these church members are experiencing, 

(“You ought to be happy that your loved one is in heaven! Let’s throw a 

party!”) And he doesn’t change the subject either. “Well, at least you are 

okay. It could’ve been worse, you know.” Instead, Paul expects the 
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Thessalonian church to grieve over those who have died, but he doesn’t 

want them to “grieve as people who have no hope.”  

 So Paul begins to describe the hope we embrace. He says, “For 

since we believe that Jesus died and rose again, even so, through Jesus, 

God will bring with him those who have died…We declare God’s very 

word about this matter. If we’re alive on the earth when Christ comes 

again, we won’t precede those who’ve died.” In other words, when time 

is completed and the long-awaited reign of God comes in all its fullness, 

it doesn’t matter whether you’ve already died or are still alive on the 

earth, your status with God through Christ is the same. You are beloved. 

And God in Christ is coming to get you, precious child that you are.  

 And Paul moves deeper into the language of poetry, to the very 

limits of what words can express, in order to try to talk about our hope, 

to give us at least some glimpse of what we look forward to.  

 He says, “For the Lord himself, with a cry of command, with the 

archangel’s call and with the sound of God’s trumpet, will descend from 

heaven…” 
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 There is nothing timid, nothing uncertain here. This is the language 

of power, divine power. God cries out in command, (the Greek word 

used here only occurs once in the entire New Testament, and it’s used in 

battle). With a battle cry, with the archangel’s call, and with the blare of 

God’s trumpet God descends from heaven to do battle. To do battle with 

whom? With death. And to do what? To raise the dead to life. That’s 

what!  

 Paul says, “The dead in Christ will rise first. Then we who are 

alive, who are left, will be caught up in the clouds together with them to 

meet the Lord in the air; and so we will be with the Lord forever.”  

 Again, this is the language of poetry trying to express the ineffable. 

But again, it is also the language of divine power. When Paul says we 

will be “caught up,” it might better be translated we will be “snatched or 

seized.” In other words, this isn’t really much of a fight; death has no 

chance here. And the resurrection and reunion that happen are not 

something we create or control. This is solely the action of God who 

comes down to claim what is rightfully God’s, what will be God’s 

forever--God’s dear people. God comes down, grabs the people of God 
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from the grip of death, destroying death, and bringing about our reunion 

with each other and our union with God forever.  

 So all of life on the earth is transformed. Like Israel gathered 

before the Promised Land, we’re asked who we will serve. And we can 

answer, “We will serve the Lord.” Because we know how history ends—

with the victory of God’s mercy and love—we can risk our lives on 

following God. We can take on seemingly lost causes such as trying to 

help the poor get out of poverty, or working for reasonable gun 

regulations, and affordable health care and mental health care for all 

citizens. We can take on these and other seemingly hopeless causes 

because we already know how history ends, not with a whimper, not 

with a bang but with the warrior cry of God’s love descending to claim 

what finally belongs to God—the children of God and ultimately even 

the entire universe.  

 So our life here is given a kind of holy boldness, no matter what or 

whom we face. And even as we face the death of loved ones or our own 

death, we are given peace.  
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 Presbyterian writer Frederick Buechner is now more than 90 years 

old. A few years ago he reflected on how his faith was changing as he 

aged. He said, “In the past, when my faith was strong, I always trusted 

God more or less. I trusted him with my life, which is to say I trusted 

him…in the sense that I would always be around to cajole him, plead 

with him, and in general to remind him to be the God of mercy and love 

I always trusted him to be. The change is that now I begin, at least, to 

trust him with my death…I begin to know that I do not need to know 

and that I do not need to be afraid of not knowing. God knows. That is 

all that matters.” (Frederick Buechner, A Room Called Remember, 189.) 

 Because we know how things end, because we know the love of 

God that will not be denied, a love that will snatch each of us from the 

jaws of death so that we can be with each other and with God forever in 

joyful reunion and union. Because we know. Because we know.  

On our best days (and sometimes on our worst) we begin to trust God 

with our life and our death. We begin to trust. Amen. ©Jeff Paschal 

  


