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In 1947 Dylan Thomas wrote a poem to his father who was unwell.  But we wasn’t just 
unwell, he was struggling not to give up on life while he still lived.  And so Dylan urged 
him: 
 
Do not go gentle into that good night,  
Old age should burn and rave at close of day;  
Rage, rage against the dying of the light. 
… 
And you, my father, there on the sad height, 
Curse, bless, me now with your fierce tears, I pray. 
Do not go gentle into that good night. 
Rage, rage against the dying of the light.1 
 
Unfortunately. it was Dylan and not his father who died within a few months.  Death 
respects no person.  
… 
If you’ve been with us, you know that over the last two months we’ve been in 1st 
Thessalonians which is a letter Paul wrote in 50AD.  It’s a very early document.  And so 
it gives us a picture of what it was like for Jesus followers right at the beginning. 
 
And we’ve seen, from the topics of the letter, that very little has changed.  So the world 
Paul’s original audience found themselves in was very upside down.  Everything in 
culture pointed them away from faith.  Roman religion offered a pantheon of gods to 
choose from but had no room for a one God universe.  It was okay for people to believe 
whatever they wanted as long as their beliefs didn’t contradict the norm.   
 
But Jesus had just come back from the dead, and so early Jesus followers didn’t fit the 
norm.  And as a result they were ironically ostracised as being atheists. 
 
On top of this is was politically unpopular to follow Christ.  And this kept increasing over 
the following decades as Christianity was increasingly blamed for the ills of society.  
Christianity wasn’t opposed because people thought it was untrue, but because they 
thought it was bad.   
 
And into this context – a context very similar to our own – Paul wrote this letter to a 
young church struggling to establish itself.  And he sought to encourage them that 
following Jesus, even though it might cost them their lives, was the way to flip their 
world right side up. 
 

 
1 Dylan Thomas “Do not go gentle into that good night” 



2 
 

Let’s do some discussion.  Turn back around to the people you were facing at the 
beginning and answer the three questions on the screen.  You’ve got 3 minutes.  Go. 
 

1.) What is your name? 
2.) What do you think Dylan meant when he said “Do not go gentle into that good 

night?” 
3.) Why do you think pluralistic societies (like Rome and Canada) oppose 

Christianity?   
 
Alright, go ahead and grab your Bibles.  We are at the end of 1st Thessalonians 4 today 
as we bring our Flipped series to an end.  We’ve looked at sex; we’ve looked at work; 
and today we will see that a correct view of death is essential if we are going to really 
live here and now as well as for eternity. 
 
But why talk about death at church?  I mean, it’s COVID, isn’t there enough death going 
on outside?  Why can’t we just talk about something encouraging? 
… 
Well, with all due respect, we need to talk about death because it’s in the text and 
because – reality check – everyone here and watching this online has a lot of death in 
their future.2    
 
So either you are close to death yourself because you are old or because you are going 
to die young and you don’t know it yet.  Or you have a long life in front of you and more 
and more of the people you love are going to die around you before you eventually die.  
Those are your options.  So either way there is a lot of death in your future. 
 
And it turns out that our hopes about death greatly affect our ability to really live now.  
And so, while the world rages against death it doesn’t give us a positive way to do this, 
but the Bible invites us to live right-side up right now and for eternity.   
 
So would you stand with me as we read 1st Thessalonians 4 and 5 starting in verse 13.  
Hear now the word of the Lord. 
 
[Read 1st Thessalonians 4:13-5:11] 
 
This is the word of the Lord.  You may be seated. 
 
So there is a lot of death in your future, but Jesus is coming back.  And Paul says we 
can live in the light of this right now.  And we get this in verse 13.  So Paul says:  

And now, dear brothers and sisters, we want you to know what will happen to the 

believers who have died so you will not grieve like people who have no hope (1 

Thessalonians 4:13) 

 

 
2 Outline adapted from Tim Keller https://gospelinlife.com/downloads/death-and-the-christian-hope-5354/ 
(Accessed July 30, 2020) 

https://gospelinlife.com/downloads/death-and-the-christian-hope-5354/
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This is what Paul wants for us.  And the extreme part is “so you will not grieve like 
people who have no hope.”  Paul says “don’t grieve like people in the world.”   
… 
I was watching a YouTube debate with Dr. Lawrence Krauss the other day.  He’s a 
cosmologist, theoretical physicist, author, professor and the head of the origins project 
at Arizona State University.  That means he is smarter than your whole family and 
makes most nerds look attractive.   
 
And he is an atheist who talks about how religion is the death of intelligence.  So he 
says you aren’t going to care when you’re dead.  After all you were dead for billions of 
years before you were born and it didn’t bother you at all. 
 
Now that kind of mind-boggling philosophy works well in the classroom – and on 
YouTube.  But being a pastor I’ve noticed something a little interesting, and that is that 
Lawrence Krauss never gets quoted at funerals. 
 
And that’s because there is something inside of every person that hates death.  At 
funerals even atheists grieve death because it is the end of relationship and the end of 
love and it just feels so wrong.  Without hope of something more they are left just raging 
against the dying of the light.   
 
But something else I’ve heard at funerals, usually from well-meaning Christians is “It’s 
going to be okay.  Pull yourself together.  We are going to see them again.”  And the 
implication is that we don’t have to grieve because there is life after death. 
 
But Paul doesn’t endorse either of these ideas.  Instead he says “we don’t have to 
grieve like people who have no hope.”  Notice that this is a double negative – don’t 
grieve like people who have no hope.  The positive way to say this then is “grieve with 
hope.”  And this is a radically right-side up way to live in the face of death.  Jesus 
followers are supposed to grieve hopefully.  And Jesus shows us how to do this. 
… 
So one of my favorite stories in the Gospels is when Jesus shows up at His buddy 
Lazarus’ funeral – remember that one?  And He shows up late on purpose so He can 
raise the dead instead of healing the sick – that’s a bit of a mind bender.   
 
And of course Jesus knows this is what he’s going to do.  And yet He doesn’t wear a 
smug smile as the story progresses.  Jesus weeps in this story. 
… 
Now think of how strange this is.  When Vegas magicians Penn & Teller perform tricks 
they never cry.  Wallets full of ID and money disappear.  People get locked in glass vats 
full of water and the timer runs out, yet nobody cries.  And that’s because Penn & Teller 
know the story ends with a trick.   
 
But when Jesus shows up at Lazarus’ funeral it’s different because He isn’t doing tricks.  
Death is His real enemy.  And so when He is with Lazarus’ sister He breaks down.  And 
the New Living Translation captures the complexity of the Greek brilliantly.  It says: 
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When Jesus saw [Mary] weeping and saw the other people wailing with her, a 

deep anger welled up within Him, and He was deeply troubled. “Where have you 

put him?” He asked them. They told Him, “Lord, come and see.” Then Jesus 

wept. (John 11:33-35) 

 
Jesus gets filled with a deep anger – or you could translate this “He quaked with rage.”  
Now that’s a bit awkward.  How does that sit with your Sunday school version of meek 
and mild Jesus?  It doesn’t.  But here’s the reality: Jesus rages against injustice.  And 
the greatest injustice is death.   
 
You see death wasn’t God’s plan from the beginning.  When God created us He 
designed us to live with Him, for His glory and our good, forever.  And so the design 
was that we wouldn’t get old and wrinkly, we would grow more and more beautiful.  The 
plan wasn’t that we would get weak and frail; it was that we would grow stronger and 
stronger.  We were meant to get brighter, not dimmer.  We were designed to live.  And 
intuitively we know this.  Solomon says “He put eternity in our hearts.” 
 
That’s our right-side up reality.  And that’s why Jesus weeps.  He knows death wasn’t 
the plan.  He knows death is the final, upside-down enemy to be defeated.  And so 
Jesus weeps that death has become the reality of His creation.  It’s wrong. 
… 
But get this: as Jesus stands in front of that tomb He knows how the story ends for 
Lazarus, for Himself and for us.  And yet He isn’t smug.  He quakes with rage and 
weeps.  He grieves death.  And He invites us to do the same.   
 
But we don’t like grief – do we?  It’s uncomfortable.  It wrecks our makeup.  And so the 
world, without hope tries to hold a stiff upper lip.  After all grieving doesn’t make the pain 
go away so why bother with it?  Just drink yourself into oblivion.  Just forget about 
death.  Num it.  That’s all you can do. 
… 
Naturalistic atheism is popular right now.  And it’s message is that death is a part of life 
and so it’s nothing to be afraid of or bemoan.  Lawrence Krauss again says “Forget 
Jesus.  The stars died so that you could be here today.”   
 
It’s the Lion King.  Death is just part of the circle of life.  So don’t cry about it.  But this 
isn’t the picture Jesus gives us. 
 
And the church knows this.  But it too has responded poorly by trying to undermine 
grief.  After all our loved one is with the Lord so don’t cry.  Don’t wail.  Don’t stay too 
long in grief because that shows your lack of faith.  Everything’s going to be okay. 
… 
A few years back I was at the funeral of a 26-year-old athletic young man.  He was a 
friend, a passionate Jesus lover.  He had dropped dead of an aortic aneurism after 
being told by his doctors to take some Tums because he had heart burn.  Death 
respects of no man. 
… 
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And they had an open casket at this funeral which isn’t all that common these days.  
And as I stood in front of the casket with his wife and some of the other family there 
weren’t many words.  But someone said: “He looks so peaceful.”   
 
It was supposed to be comforting, but it was a lie!  It was supposed to make us think he 
was with Jesus.  But his skin didn’t look peaceful.  He was pasty and painted with 
makeup.  He was plastic.  He was a lump of temporarily preserved meat with no life.  It 
was disgusting and unnatural.  Someone who was naturally so full of life was dead.  
And yet people kept encouraging each other, “he looks so peaceful.  Everything is going 
to be okay.”  But it wasn’t okay.  And this isn’t the picture Jesus gives us. 
 
You see Jesus isn’t okay as He stands in front of the tomb.  He doesn’t say death is no 
big deal, or it’s just a part of life.  And He also doesn’t say don’t worry about death 
because we will live again.  Instead, Jesus is filled with rage and allows Himself to be 
overcome by grief.  He weeps.  And He does this because death is the fruit of sin that 
has pried His universe apart. 
 
Jesus grieves the consequences of sin.  But He doesn’t grieve like the world.  He 
grieves with hope.  He knows Lazarus is walking out of that grave.  And He ultimately 
knowns that He is going to die so that we don’t have to.  He is going to take the sting of 
death on our behalf.  And it is in that hope that He grieves.  And it was in that hope that 
He really lived – nobody lived an abundant life like Jesus.  And so, since there is a lot of 
death in my future and yours, we need Jesus’ hope if we are going to really live in this 
upside-down world. 
… 
But how?  How do we grieve with hope?  How do we stand in front of death, like Jesus 
did at the tomb, and grieve while really living?  
 
In this passage Paul gives us three practical things about our hope that set it apart from 
anything the world has ever tasted.   
 
First, Jesus followers approach death with a hope for an eternal continuation of love.  
And this is unique.   
 
So, Eastern religion is really popular right now – New Age, Buddhism, being spiritual 
without God.  And in this worldview there is a hope for life after death, but it’s a life 
without love. 
 
So in Eastern thought after death you lose yourself.  Your drop of life just joins the 
ocean and you become part of a wave lapping against the shore.  And that might sound 
peaceful, but it means the end of relationship.  It’s the end of everyone close to you.  
And it’s the end of you.  It is the end of love. 
 
And that’s not the hope we have.  Look at verse 15.  Paul tells us “Jesus says that when 
He returns those who are alive are going to join those who have already died.  And 
together we are going to be with Jesus.” 
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This means our hope is for eternal love.  You and me and our loved ones and, best of 
all, Jesus will be ourselves and we will be together.  In another place Paul says: 

For now we see only a reflection as in a mirror; then we shall see face to 

face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I am fully known. (1 

Corinthians 13:12) 

 
So grieve.  Wail.  Weep.  And resist death.  Do not go gentle into that good night.  But 
don’t grieve as the world does.  Do all this hoping for an eternity of love.  This is what 
Jesus offers. 
… 
Second, Jesus followers have a hope for the life we have always wanted.   
 
One of the greatest misconceptions about Christian eternal life is that after we die we go 
to heaven and live, not a real reality, but some kind of spiritual reality.  In the worst 
scenario of this we become angels, sitting on clouds and playing harps.  And if that’s 
heaven, I don’t want to go!!  Nobody hopes for a disembodied eternity. 
 
But one of the main verses used to support this kind of thinking is verse 16 which says 
“the Lord Himself will come down from heaven” and then verse 17 says “we who are 
alive… will be caught up to meet Him in the air.  And so we will be with the Lord 
forever.” 
 
And people have taken this to mean that we get raptured out of here and leave the 
earth behind.  But the text doesn’t go that far.  It just leaves us hanging there – literally.  
It doesn’t say what happens next.  It doesn’t say “and we go to heaven.”  It just leaves 
us meeting Jesus in the air. 
 
But there is a clue in this word “meet” in verse 17.  In the Greek this is a very specific 
kind of meeting.  It is what happened when a king would go to battle and win.  And he 
would return home to their capital city.  And as he was arriving the people of the city 
would run out to “meet” the king.  And then they would return to the city together.  It was 
a way for the people to share in the king’s victory. 
 
The point is heaven isn’t our eternal home.  Jesus is coming back here, to His New 
Jerusalem.  Jesus is going to recreate this place when He comes back.  And so this 
means our eternity is going to be a physical reality right here. 
… 
Remember the lengths Jesus went to in order to show that His new body was physical?  
He ate with the disciples and let them touch Him.  And we will do the same in the 
abundant life He designed us for in the beginning.  It’s going to be a physical life without 
death or brokenness or sin of any kind.  It’s going to be the life we have always wanted.  
 
So our hope is a hope for eternal love, and it’s a hope for the physical life we long for. 
… 
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And finally, our hope comes with an assurance.  This is one more thing that separates 
following Jesus from other religions.  In other religions you never really know if you are 
good enough.  But Jesus didn’t create us to live in uncertainty.  Instead chapter 5 verse 
9 says: “For God did not appoint us to suffer wrath but to receive salvation through our 
Lord Jesus Christ.”   
 
This is in the past tense which means Jesus has accomplished it for us.  So if you love 
Jesus then don’t worry about whether you are measuring up.  Jesus has done the 
measuring on your behalf.  And this means you are free to live for His glory and your 
good.  So make that your focus. 
… 
Friends, when Jesus died for us he took the sting of death.  And this means that while 
all of us still face a future with a lot of death in it we are able to face this future grieving 
with hope.   
… 
Tim Keller tells a story about a man whose wife had just died tragically.  And as he was 
driving home from the funeral with his young son he wanted to comfort him.  And so as 
they were driving he said “Do you see that truck coming towards us?  Would you rather 
be hit by that truck, or by the shadow of the truck?” 
 
His son looked for a second, and then responded: “the shadow.” 
 
And his dad replied “Jesus got hit by the truck so we could just be hit by the shadow.  
Jesus took the sting.”  And this is our calling – grief with hope.   
 
So let me leave you with two things.  First, if you aren’t a Jesus follower, I urge you to 
come to grips with the piece inside you that hates death and sees it as unnatural.  This 
is the eternity God has put in your heart.  So let death lead you to Jesus.  He wants to 
walk through the valley of the shadow of death with you to abundant life on the other 
side.  Let Him accomplish this in you. 
 
But second, if you are a Jesus follower then, because there is still a lot of death in your 
future, live in the light of Jesus’ resurrection now.  Shine Jesus into today as you are 
able. 
 
In chapter 5 Paul says “you aren’t children of darkness, you are children of the light, so 
live like it is day.”  This means don’t give yourself to sin which leads to death.  Instead 
live to Jesus’ glory and your good right now.  
 
Friends, Jesus followers are joyous people.  We are partying people.  And we are a 
fighting people who really live as long as Jesus gives us breath.  We rage against the 
dying of the light because Jesus rages against the dying of the light.   
 
So fight for life.  Fight for it personally, and fight for it culturally.  Resist poverty.  Resist 
sickness.  Resist death.  Resist the oppression of the powerless.  And do this because 
you are a child of The Light. 


