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13 But we do not 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. 14 For since we believe that Jesus died and rose again, 
even so, through Jesus, God will bring with him those who have died. 15 For this we declare to you by the 
word of the Lord, that we who are alive and are left until the coming of the Lord will by no means precede 
those who have died. 16 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, and the dead in Christ will rise first. 17 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. 18 Therefore encourage one another with these words. 
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 As I offer the final sermon in this series on questions you’ve always wanted to ask, but never 
had the nerve, I find myself coming full circle back to the first sermon in the series, where I address an 
inquiry received when the series was announced:  what happens if you get a question you can’t 
answer.  Which, you’ll remember, is a little bit amusing to me, given that more often than not, my 
ministry consists of confronting questions I can answer - questions about why the world is as it is, why 
human nature is as it is, why there is so much pain and suffering.  Today’s questions are ones that I 
cannot answer with any degree of factual reliability.  Is heaven real and what happens when we die?  I 
don’t know.  I haven’t died.  I’ve never had a near death experience.  I’ve read several articles and 
testimonies from people who have, and there are certain commonalities that interest me, but even 
those can hardly be verified by any kind of scientific method.  What I have to offer today is what our 
faith teaches about death and life beyond it.  In the end, you can believe it or not.   
 If we turn to scripture, it offers a few insights into life beyond this one.  On the night before his 
crucifixion, Jesus tells his disciples that in his Father’s house, there are many rooms or more accurately, 
places to abide.  Most scholars interpret that to me that there is room for all in God’s eternal kingdom.  
In Romans 6, Paul notes that those who are united with Christ in death are also united with him in 
resurrection, but this may reference a theology of baptism and of overcoming sin more so than a 
description of life after death.  And in I Corinthians 15, which we read as part of the Call to Worship 
this morning, Paul builds on the theme of Christ’s resurrection to explain the changes all of us will one 
day experience as beneficiaries of Jesus’ resurrection.  Like the passage from 1 Thessalonians that we 
read just now, these passages are meant to give hope to a people facing horrible persecution, torture, 
and in some cases, martyrdom.   

Finally, the book of Revelation offers quite a picture of Heaven, particularly in chapter 21.  
Gates of pearl, streets of gold, living water bubbling in a crystal fountain – all those images that have 
come to dominate mythology around heaven are there in Revelation.  But we must take care not to 
read Revelation to literally.  It is highly symbolic and allegorical, and has more to say about life here 
than life in the hereafter.  It does, however, paint a picture of a place of beauty, peace, light, and the 
real presence of God – a place where there are no more tears, suffering, pain, and death.    But this 
vision specifically describes what theologians have come to call “the Parousia” which is a Greek word 



used quite frequently throughout the New Testament to describe God’s presence, and more 
specifically, God presence after an absence.  In other words, the second coming of Christ or the end 
times.  Revelation paints a picture of a time when heaven and earth are one – when time ends, 
judgement is over, and the reign of Christ is as real here on earth as it is in heaven because they are no 
longer separate entities. 

In a very real sense, these visions are meant to provide us with a roadmap for the kind of work 
we’re to be about in this life, imperfect as it is – work that alleviates suffering, that advocates for 
health, welfare, dignity, and true fruitfulness for all of humankind,  that advances the fullness of life for 
each and every one of us as beloved children of God. 

Interestingly, in his teaching, Jesus notes that we may experience moments of God’s reign here 
and now already.  When love in lived out fully and completely, in those moments of pure grace when 
hope and joy and peace abound within and when we know nothing by compassion for all others – 
those are moments of the Heaven among us.  And they tend to come when we are worshiping God 
with all our heart, soul, mind, and strength, or when we’re engaged in the work of compassion and 
justice that Jesus calls us to undertake. 
 In the passage for I Thessalonians for today, Paul expressly notes that he writes so that the 
community of faith in Thessalonica would not grieve as those who have no hope.  Keep in mind that 
Paul firmly and absolutely believed that Jesus would return to earth very, very soon.  He didn't concern 
himself overmuch with questions about death because he honestly didn't believe they'd experience it.  
Moreover, Jesus’ resurrection was experienced by the early church as a real, bodily event.  Jesus rose 
again.  Mary clung to him.  Jesus breathed on them, ate fish with them, walked the road and broke 
bread with them.  But after some years had passed, it became clear that Jesus' return was not going to 
come as quickly as originally anticipated.  Devout Christians are dying.  And their bodies are returning 
to the earth after death just as they’ve always done.  So does that mean resurrection is a hoax?  A 
metaphor?  Something for the few?  Are they wrong to put their faith in Jesus?  Are they suffering for 
nothing?   
 This is what Paul must answer.  Notice he doesn’t tell them not to grieve.  Grief is the natural 
by-product of love.  If you love, you will grieve.  It’s that simple.  I once heard a preacher talk about 
how unfortunate it was the Jackie Kennedy became the model for bravely facing grief.  Her stoic, 
composed, almost detached approach after her husband’s assassination was not a healthy model.  
Grief that is given no outlet tends to bleed inwardly instead, stirring resentment, anger, fear, or 
despair.  In this country, we tend to be uncomfortable with grief.  More than once, I’ve sat with 
survivors a few months after a death.  The funeral is over, the cards have stopped coming, the phone 
calls have dried up, and there’s a terrible feeling of being lonely and unseen, particularly if one has lost 
a spouse and is now living alone.  The rest of the world goes on, and too often, wants the grieving to 
buck up and get over it, too.  Which is unfair and unhealthy.  Paul would never tell us not to grieve.   

Some of you may remember C. Everett Koop, the somewhat controversial Surgeon General 
during the Reagan years.  What you may not know is that Koop and his wife Elizabeth lost their son 
David in mountain climbing accident in 1968, a loss that affected and informed his work as a pediatric 
surgeon for the rest of his life.  “In a moving and inspiring portrayal of their grief, Everett Koop and his 
wife wrote about their sadness and the faith that sustained them…. Like the hundreds of parents 
whom he had counseled, Koop and his wife found a permanent void in their lives after David’s death. 
“In an effort to be comforting, so many Christians glibly say, ‘God will fill the void,’” they wrote. 
“Instead, we found that the void is really never filled, but God does make the void bearable.” [from C. 
Everett Koop & Elizabeth Koop, Sometimes Mountains Move (Wheaton, IL: Tyndale, 1979), pp. 40, 73. 



Cited in Gary R. Collins, Christian Counseling (Dallas, Texas: Word Publishing, 1988); as used in “Living 
With the End in Mind” by King Duncan, www.Sermons.com.] 

God is not detached and uninterested in our pain.  If you want proof, turn your eyes to the 
cross.  God did not spare his own son.  But neither did God abandon him.  So Paul would never tell us 
not to grieve.  Instead, what he tells us is not to grieve as if there’s no hope.  And although he relies 
heavily on Old Testament imagery of clouds, angels and trumpets, what he’s really saying is that our 
stories don’t end with death.  Exactly what that looks like is probably impossible to describe within the 
limits of human language.  But there is more, and it includes those we love.  And it includes those who 
have faithfully live and died across the ages.  And it includes God present and alive and alight and at 
work. 

So let’s wrap this up.  I believe unequivocally that when we die, we go to a place where the 
ailments that plague human life here are gone – a place where there isn’t suffering, pain, or death.  A 
place of light and peace.  A place where relationships are mended and brokenness is healed.  But 
above all, a place of love.  And to that end, one of the lines from our hymnody that has always 
fascinated me is from the classic hymn:  The Church’s One Foundation.  It’s number 545 in your hymnal 
if you want to see it.  The line that interests me is from the 3rd verse, which reads like this: 

Though with a scornful wonder, we see the church oppressed. 
By schisms rent asunder, by heresies distressed. 

Yet saints their watch are keeping; their cry goes up, “how long?” 
And soon, the night of weeping, shall be the morn of song. 

 
It has long been the teaching of the church that those who die are not isolated and apart from 

us.  They keep their watch.  They care about what we face.  They care about the ongoing work of God 
in the world.  And they meet us in the space and the energy and in what is just beyond tangible.  Why?  
Because love cares.  Love doesn’t end at the grave.  Energy doesn’t evaporate.  Life doesn’t stop.  
Tombs are not dead ends.  And we know that when we come to the table of God, we are being given a 
preview, however vague, of a heavenly banquet awaiting the whole of God’s creation in the Parousia.  
Even now, in communion, we do more than remember how Christ has saved us from the power of sin 
and death.  We find in the sacrament the power to live and love more fully.  Sacrament, by its very 
definition, involves mystery and the inexplicable.  In communion, we commune with God in Christ, we 
experience the movement of the Holy Spirit, and we enter into a brief moment when time folds over 
on itself and we commune with those who’ve gone before and those who are yet to be.  All of this is 
part of the treasure and mystery of who we are in hope.   

Is heaven real?  If you’ve ever known that moment of perfect peace, of deep love, of sacred 
connectedness to the world around you, then you know heaven is real.  As for what happens when we 
die, I know only in the dimmest and most rudimentary of sense.  But that’s enough.  Because I know 
who does know what happens when we die.  I know who promises to meet us and never abandon us in 
that crossing.  I know who authors life.  And I can live with that.  Amen. 


