1Thess. 4:13-5:10: The Rapture before Christ’s Second Coming.
This passage describes the rapture and hint on the timing that it is certainly pre-tribulation.

Summaries of relevant background of the passage:

1Thess. 4:13-5:10: In 1Thess. 4, Paul is instructing the believers on how they ought to walk and please God
(4:1), namely to abstain from sexual immorality (4:3-8) and to excel in brotherly love (4:9-12). As they
walk with God, they are also waiting for Christ’s return. The present issue is over some believers dying,
while waiting for His return. It is causing them grief.

Explaining the passage:

1. Explaining how those who died will still participate in Christ’s return. 13-18: There is a question
regarding His return in 4:13. Paul has already taught them that Christ will return as evident in 5:1-2.
However, for believers who die before His return, depicted by the euphemism asleep, will they lose out in
this great event? It is such a concern that they are even grieving over it. Paul’s answer is in 4:14 that as sure
as Christ is resurrected, God will bring these believers who have died, fo come with Him on His return.
“Bring” in Greek is “ago” - it means to bring them as a group. This is what the Thessalonians are uninformed
in 4:13 and so Paul now explains to them this vital truth. But how can Christ bring all of them with Him on
His return? The solution is in 4:15-18, for there will be an event when dead believers will be resurrected to
meet Christ in mid-air, together with the living believers, who will be caught up in the air after them (16-17).
It is a different event from Christ’s return, when His feet will stand on the earth (Zech. 14:4) and not in mid-
air. This new event has a label - rapture. Still, it is postulated that we could meet Him in mid-air and then
descend to earth with Him on that same day of His return. It is not possible because of 5:1-3, in which the
rapture is linked with the Day of the Lord. Moreover it will come like a thief in the night (see Matt. 24:42-
43). In contrast, Christ’s return is predicted to come just after the Great Tribulation (Matt. 24: 21; 29-30)
and its timing can be predicted. The Day of the Lord begins with the rapture and ends with the end of
Millennium; so the beginning is unpredictable. Consequently, this new revelation by Paul on the rapture
solidifies the message of 5:1-2. The rapture can happen anytime and hence the Day of the Lord will come
definitely like a thief at night, unannounced.

The fact that the living believers will have bodily change with the believers who have been dead is supported
by 1 Cor 15:51-52. In 1 Cor 15, Paul contended that resurrection is real, and affirmed Corinthians that all
believers will be resurrected, refuting the heresy in the Corinthian church at that time (cf. 1 Cor 15:12). In 1
Cor 15:50-59, he concluded his discussion by revealing what will happen at the moment of resurrection. At
that moment, there will be a trumpet sounded (1 Cor 15:52). Paul said that not all the believers will die,
but all will have bodily change (1 Cor 15:51), which matches what he said in 1 Th 4:13-18. As the
resurrection of the dead and the bodily change of living believers will surely happen at the same time, so will
the rapture.

2. A charge to be ready for the Day of the Lord. 5:1-10

In 1:9-10, Paul refers to them as a model church that turns from idols to wait for Christ’s return. This is a
gentile church as Jews will not be worshiping idols. He ends the letter with instructions on how to wait as
God’s holy community.

5:1-10 seems to be a continuation of the section in 4:13-18 but there are some distinct differences. In the
previous section, Paul is answering a question over believers who died but the instructions here are for those
alive and are waiting for Christ’s coming. This is the focus of the chapter as it also ends with a benediction
on His return (23). Paul starts with the issue on the timing of His return (1-3). Unlike the previous section, no
special revelation such as on the rapture is needed for Paul had already instructed them on the subject. “The
day of the Lord” refers to the period when the Lord will directly intervene and consummate His redemption.
It comes like a thief meaning that it will be sudden and unpredictable. The period includes Christ’s return but
other passages show that within it is also the tribulation (Joel 2:8-3:6; 2 Thess. 2:2) and it would terminate
at the end of the present world (2 Peter 3:10). In this section, it is discussed after the rapture in 4:16-18,
suggesting that this is when it begins. This harmonizes well, for many details on “the day of Lord” are in the
Bible such as in Revelation, making them predictable once the period starts, It is the beginning, just after
the rapture that is unpredictable. Thus, we must always be alert (4-8). The key is to fully control ourselves
and in v8 to have faith, love and hope, the three great Christian virtues. It simply means to actively walk with
Christ, for we are destined to live with Him, whether alive or dead, either here or in eternity (9-10).
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