
1 Thess. 4:13–5:11 On the Second Coming of Jesus. Paul first deals with the issue of whether and 
how deceased Christians will participate in the second coming (4:13–18) and then reassures the 
Thessalonians that they are destined for salvation rather than wrath (5:1–11). 

1 Thess. 4:13–18 Paul responds to the main problem facing the young church. They lacked detailed 
knowledge about what happens to Christians who die, because Paul did not have the opportunity to 
complete his teaching there (3:10) on account of being forced to leave (2:15, 17; Acts 17:5–10). 
Consequently, the Thessalonians did not have the understanding to cope with the recent deaths of 
some community members, and so they responded with bewildered hopelessness. 

1 Thess. 4:13 we do not want you to be uninformed. The Thessalonians are unaware of the 
things Paul will explain in vv. 14–17. those who are asleep. Paul refers to Christians who have died 
as being “asleep” (cf. vv. 14, 15; 5:10; also 1 Cor. 15:6, 18, 20, 51), which reinforces his main point 
that they will awake from the grave at the second coming. The metaphor is not intended to deny that 
the dead are in conscious fellowship with God in the intermediate state. Referring to death with the 
metaphor of sleep is simply suggested by the physical condition of those who sleep. It gains 
appropriateness from the fact that all who have died will rise at Christ’s return. grieve as others do 
who have no hope. Grieving per se is not wrong (cf. Acts 8:2), but it is wrong to grieve in a 
hopeless manner like unbelievers. The Thessalonians apparently did not understand that deceased 
Christians would rise from the dead and thus would not miss out on the blessings brought by the 
second coming. Epitaphs from the first century indicate that most first-century Greeks had a strongly 
pessimistic view of death. 

1 Thess. 4:14 rose again. The resurrection of Christ is the center of God’s plan for history and is the 
basis for hope in the future resurrection of the body (1 Cor. 15:42–57; Rev. 21:4). through Jesus, 
God will bring. Jesus is shown to be God’s mediator of salvation who will “bring” deceased 
Christians with him (those who have fallen asleep), that is, the souls of those who have been in 
heaven with Christ up to this point. The direction of movement (whether upward or downward) is 
debated, although the allusion to Zech. 14:5 suggests a picture of Christ coming down from heaven, 
bringing with him the souls of those who have already died. Paul’s point is that all the Christians who 
have died (“fallen asleep”) will be with Christ in his second coming, as Christ descends to earth. Paul 
then explains in more detail (in 1 Thess. 4:16–17) how the dead are able to be present with 
Christ—that is, because their bodies will, at that moment, be resurrected and reunited with their 
souls, as they are “caught up to meet the Lord in the air” (v. 17). 

Chart: The Second Coming in 1 Thessalonians (1 Thessalonians 4:15–16) 

1 Thess. 4:15 Word from the Lord probably refers to something the Lord revealed personally to 
Paul, which he then states in vv. 15b–17. We who are alive does not imply that Paul was convinced 
that he himself would be alive at the second coming, but rather that all Christians should be 
prepared for Christ to return during their lifetime. who are left. Left behind, that is, by all Christians 
who have already departed this life. will not precede those who have fallen asleep. It is unclear 
whether the Thessalonians were assuming that the dead would rise only after the second coming, or 
whether they thought that the dead had no hope of salvation at all. 
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1 Thess. 4:16–17 cry of command … voice of an archangel … trumpet of God. The three noises 
summon the dead to wake from their slumber. The only “archangel” identified in the Bible is Michael 
(Jude 9). Trumpets in the OT proclaimed the Lord’s presence (Ex. 19:16; 1 Chron. 16:6; Ps. 47:5; 
Joel 2:1; Zech. 9:14); in Jewish tradition, the “trumpet” was associated with battle, the day of the 
Lord, and the resurrection (cf. 1 Cor. 15:52). first … Then. Dead Christians rise from their graves to 
the realm of the living, and then the living and the dead together are caught up from the earth into 
the air to meet Christ. The Greek for “caught up” (harpazō, “to grab or seize suddenly, to snatch, 
take away”) gives a sense of being forcibly and suddenly lifted upward (see John 6:15; Acts 8:39). 
together with. The dead Christians would suffer no disadvantage (cf. “we who are alive … will not 
precede,” 1 Thess. 4:15). clouds. Probably not earthly rain clouds but the clouds of glory that 
surround the presence of God (cf. Ex. 13:21; 33:9–10; 40:38; Num. 12:5; 1 Kings 8:10–11; Ps. 97:2; 
Dan. 7:13; Matt. 17:5; Mark 13:26; Acts 1:9; Rev. 14:14). to meet. The Greek term apantēsis is often 
used of an important dignitary’s reception by the inhabitants of a city, who come out to greet and 
welcome their honored guest with fanfare and celebration, then accompany him into the city (cf. 
Matt. 25:6; Acts 28:15; a related term hypantēsis is used in Matt. 25:1; John 12:13). It may indicate 
that the subsequent movement of the saints after meeting Christ “in the air” conforms to Christ’s 
direction, thus in a downward motion toward the earth. However, some interpreters caution that the 
vivid symbolism of apocalyptic language must be kept in mind to avoid over-interpretation of the 
apocalyptic details. in the air. The sky. 

1 Thess. 4:18 Clear teaching about the Lord’s return should result in comfort and encouragement 
(Paul’s goal), rather than fear and divisiveness. These words refers to vv. 13–17. 

 

https://www.esv.org/1+Thessalonians+4%3A16-17/
https://www.esv.org/Jude+9/
https://www.esv.org/Exodus+19%3A16/
https://www.esv.org/1+Chronicles+16%3A6/
https://www.esv.org/Psalm+47%3A5/
https://www.esv.org/Joel+2%3A1/
https://www.esv.org/Zechariah+9%3A14/
https://www.esv.org/1+Corinthians+15%3A52/
https://www.esv.org/John+6%3A15/
https://www.esv.org/Acts+8%3A39/
https://www.esv.org/1+Thessalonians+4%3A15/
https://www.esv.org/Exodus+13%3A21%3B+Exodus+33%3A9%E2%80%9310%3B+Exodus+40%3A38/
https://www.esv.org/Numbers+12%3A5/
https://www.esv.org/1+Kings+8%3A10%E2%80%9311/
https://www.esv.org/Psalm+97%3A2/
https://www.esv.org/Daniel+7%3A13/
https://www.esv.org/Matthew+17%3A5/
https://www.esv.org/Mark+13%3A26/
https://www.esv.org/Acts+1%3A9/
https://www.esv.org/Revelation+14%3A14/
https://www.esv.org/Matthew+25%3A6/
https://www.esv.org/Acts+28%3A15/
https://www.esv.org/Matthew+25%3A1/
https://www.esv.org/John+12%3A13/
https://www.esv.org/1+Thessalonians+4%3A18/
https://www.esv.org/1+Thessalonians+4%3A13%E2%80%9317/

