Week 7: 1 Thessalonians 5:1–11
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Main Point: No one but the Father knows when Jesus will come back, so we must always be ready by abiding in Him every single day. 
In football, there are many plays. All the players on the team are expected to know the plays and to practice them so that whenever they step onto the field, they are ready. There are certain signals for which the offensive and defensive line could be on the lookout to be prepped for what the quarterback and coaches decide for the next play, but sometimes, that Hail Mary comes when least expected. In order to be the best, or start on the field, these players have to be ready and know all of the plays that could be called so that they can best serve their team. In the same way, as believers, we are on a team, and we should be anxiously prepping and abiding in the playbook, the Bible, putting into practice and living out what it says so that we will be ready for the return of Christ. 

Q: How can we be prepared for Christ’s return?

Q: How does knowing He is coming back change how we live in the present?
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1 Thessalonians 5:1–3 [Read]

Talking Point 1: No one knows the time of Christ’s Second Coming; it will be a surprise.

Q: How are a thief in the night and birth pangs similar? 

Q: What does this say about Christ’s Second Coming?

It’s important to remember that this passage is talking about Christ’s Second Coming, a different (later) event than the Rapture, which Paul and his coworkers talked about in 1 Thessalonians 4. As a reminder of what we talked about last week, this is a basic timeline of the end times: 
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1 Thessalonians 4 describes the Rapture, when all of Christ’s people will be called up to meet Him in the sky before the Tribulation. 1 Thessalonians 5 describes the next event, the Second Coming, which happens after the Tribulation. The Second Coming is the Day of Judgment, the time when Jesus comes to separate the sheep from the goats (Matthew 25:31–46), the wheat from the chaff (Matthew 3:12; 13:30). This is the day when Christ will “gather his elect from the four winds” (Matthew 24:31). On that day, those who have already been raptured with Christ will come with Him on the clouds. But there will also be believers on the earth – those who became Christians during the Tribulation. Those believers will see Him coming on the clouds, along with all the believers who were raptured.

In this section, Paul said the Thessalonians didn’t really need anyone to write to them about the Second Coming because they already knew the signs of the end times. In 4:9, they said they didn’t need anyone to write to them about brotherly love because they were already loving each other well by the divine power of the Holy Spirit in their hearts. But here, it’s because they had already been taught. This was just a reminder. In the immediately preceding passage (4:13–18), Paul clarified a detail of the Second Coming, a specific question the Thessalonians had about what would happen to those who had already died in Christ. Yet, Paull was saying here that the Thessalonians didn’t need an explanation of the timeline of the Second Coming, “the times and seasons” (5:1). 

They already knew it would come as a surprise, like a thief in the night (5:2) or a pregnant woman’s labor pains (5:3). The apostles had taught the Thessalonians this when they were with them in Thessalonica and first established the church and trained the Thessalonians in basic Christian doctrine (2 Thessalonians 2:5). This teaching about the Second Coming “preserves genuine echoes of the words of Jesus” that we read in both Matthew and Luke.
 When Paul and other missionaries converted new believers, they spent time teaching them theology, including the sayings of Jesus. The Second Coming was one of the topics they made sure to cover because they believed Jesus was coming back soon, within their generation. 

The Second Coming would be a surprise for everyone. No one but the Father knows the day or the hour, not even Jesus Himself (Matthew 24:36). It will be as in the days of Noah, when people went about their regular lives – eating, drinking, getting married – and were unaware until the flood came and swept them all away. People will think everything’s fine – “there is peace and security, then sudden destruction will come on them” (v. 3). Destruction? Birth pangs? A thief breaking into your house? None of these things sound good! We often think of the Second Coming as a great thing. The Bible talks about believers longing for the day Christ will return! But that is because the Second Coming will be a day of great joy for us. It will be a day of great terror, however, for those who do not know Jesus as their personal Savior.

This is consistent with the Old Testament description of the “Day of the Lord,” a day of vindication for the righteous but punishment for the wicked. The Day of Judgment. Because Christ is Lord (Romans 10:9), the Old Testament Day of the Lord is the day of Christ, when He returns to judge the living and the dead (2 Timothy 4:1). In Christ’s First Coming, He came not to judge the world but to save it (John 3:17). In His Second Coming, He will come in judgment (Matthew 25:31–46). Like any judgment, it will be a good day for those who receive justice and a bad day for those who receive a “guilty” verdict. For believers, it will be a day of unspeakable joy. For those who do not know the Lord, it will be a day of destruction from which “they will not escape” (v. 3). Isaiah described it with much of the same language: 
The day of the Lord is near; as destruction from the Almighty it will come! . . . They will be dismayed: pangs and agony will seize them; they will be in anguish like a woman in labor. They will look aghast at one another; their faces will be aflame. Behold the day of the Lord comes, cruel, with wrath and fierce anger (Isaiah 13:6, 8). 
We don’t like to read about these things, but we can’t ignore them. Unless they come to Him in repentance and faith, this will be the reality of the Second Coming for our family and friends who don’t know Jesus. 

Q: How does hearing about the destruction and wrath of the Second Coming make you feel? 

Q: In what ways should this passage influence your prayer life? 

Q: In what ways should it influence your evangelism?  

1 Thessalonians 5:4–7 [Read]

Talking Point 2: Believers won’t be surprised in the same way as unbelievers because they will always live awake and ready.

Q: What does it mean to be “awake and sober” in this context?

Q: What does it mean to be children of the light? 

The Second Coming will surprise Christians because no one, except the Father, knows the day or hour (Matthew 24:36), but it will not surprise us like a thief because we do not live in darkness; we are children of the light. For us it will be a good surprise, because for us the Day of Judgment is a good day, not a bad one. Because we are children of the light, not children of darkness (v. 4). Throughout Scripture, from beginning to end, the Day of Judgment is a day of punishment for the wicked but vindication for the righteous. Believers will be overjoyed at Christ’s Second Coming, while those who do not follow Jesus will tremble in fear at the sight of Him coming on the clouds. It’s like the difference between a child who’s excited to see his loving father coming and a kid who’s afraid to see the principal coming when he’s done something wrong. It will be a day of joy for us because even though He is coming to judge, we know we have been forgiven; we have been redeemed; and we can stand before the Lord justified (Romans 5:1–2).

Paul explains this difference by using the metaphor of light and darkness. That day will not surprise us like a thief because we are not in darkness (v. 4). If a thief were driving through your neighborhood, looking for a place to rob, and you were still awake with all your lights on, would he choose your house? Of course not. He’d choose the house with all the lights off and people who were clearly asleep. Or even better, the one where he knew people were not even home. 

The phrases “children of the light” and “sons of the light” are used often in the New Testament (Luke, John, Ephesians, 1 John). The metaphor of light versus darkness is about good versus evil (John 3:19). People still use this metaphor today, even in the secular world, especially in movies and books. “God is light, and in Him there is no darkness at all” (1 John 1:5) means God is 100-percent good; there is not a bit of evil in Him. Paul wrote in Ephesians that before we knew Christ, “at one time [we] were darkness, but now [we] are light in the world” (Ephesians 5:8). So we should walk in the light, meaning live the way that God would (John 12:36; Ephesians 5:8). But “walking in the light” isn’t about following rules, it’s about relationship – abiding in Christ, walking by the Spirit. It’s about fellowship with God, who is the Light. “If we say we have fellowship with him while we walk in darkness, we lie and do not practice the truth” (1 John 1:6). Children of the light walk in the light.
 

Staying awake and sober is an extended metaphor of this idea of staying in the light, walking in the light, abiding in Christ, living in fellowship with the Father. It’s not actually about not getting drunk, though the Bible certainly condemns drunkenness in several other places (Romans 13:13; Galatians 5:19–21; Ephesians 5:18; et. al.). We know it’s a metaphor because we can’t literally stay awake indefinitely. Staying awake, alert, and sober is about staying in the light—so we are always ready for Jesus to return
 

Q: How does someone “walk in the light” daily?

Q: Walking in the light puts the focus on a relationship with God and fellowship with Him rather than following a list of rules. How does this affect the way you feel or think about God? About living out your faith? 

Q: Consider the words “staying” awake/sober, “walking” in the light, and “abiding” with Christ. How do they all reflect a day-to-day lifestyle and perseverance in our faith? 

1 Thessalonians 5:8–11 [Read]

Talking Point 3: We will always be ready if we put on the armor of God. 

Q: How does the armor of God help us to persevere, to “stay” awake and alert? 

Q: Why do we need to encourage one another in this “walking in the light”? 

The classic passage about the armor of God is found in Ephesians 6:10–18. Note that Ephesians 5 used this same language of walking as children of the light; these two letters are closely related. In Ephesians, too, Paul was encouraging believers to be strong, to stand firm, to persevere. The Christian life is not an easy float down a lazy river; it’s a battlefield. We are in a war with the principalities and powers of this present darkness (Ephesians 6:12). We need spiritual armor to protect ourselves from the schemes of the devil (Ephesians 6:11).
 When soldiers go to sleep, they take off their armor, but when they wake up, they put it on so they are ready for the fray.
 The armor in Ephesians is similar, but is described in more detail:


Ephesians 6:14–17


1 Thessalonians 5:8

· belt of truth

· breastplate of righteousness

breastplate of faith and love  

· boots of the Gospel of peace

· shield of faith

· helmet of salvation


for a helmet the hope of salvation

· sword of the Spirit 

The breastplate of faith and love protects our bodies, and the helmet of the hope of salvation protects our minds. (In Ephesians, faith is the shield, which also protects our bodies). There is no offensive weapon or talk of the battle here as in Ephesians. Paul’s focus is not on fighting, but on the hope of salvation because the context is about being ready for the Second Coming. Our hope is in salvation because we are children of the light. We are not marching toward wrath like the children of darkness, like those who will fear Christ’s coming, like those who will not escape the destruction (v. 9). He has destined us for salvation through Christ (v. 9). So we can have hope. This hope is a helmet because it is something we can set our minds on. When things are hard, when life feels like a never-ending spiritual battle, we can set our minds on the hope of salvation and find supernatural peace and inexpressible joy (1 Peter 1:1–9).
 

Paul uses this last play on words, “whether awake or asleep,” to refer to their earlier question about those who had already “fallen asleep” in Christ. In this section thus far, he has been talking about “staying awake” as in staying alert and ready for Christ’s coming. Now he flips back to “awake” versus “asleep” to talk about those who are still alive in Christ and those who have passed away in Christ, “that whether we are awake or asleep, we might live with Him” (v. 10), driving that point home. They have no need to worry about those who have already died in Christ or about what will happen to them if they die in Christ. Either way, whether we are alive at His return or have already passed away, we will live with Him. 

All of this should be encouraging news for believers (v. 11). They could continue to encourage one another as they have been doing. Again, this was a reminder, not new information. As we go through the battles of this life, believers can encourage one another to set our minds on the heavenly prize; this will help us press on. (Philippians 3:14). Encouragement and community are crucial in this life of walking in the light. That we are fighting a spiritual battle means we are members of an army. No one fights alone. Your church family is here to be your squadron, your comrades to cheer you on, fight with you, and even carry you when you need it. 

Q: How is God calling you to encourage someone in their faith today? 

Q: What kind of support do you need from other believers to stand firm and stay awake? 

Q: How can remembering the hope of our salvation keep us going when life gets hard? 

Q: How does it help you to remember that you are in a spiritual battle every day and that you need God’s armor (and one another) to make it through? 

Week 7: 1 Thessalonians 5:1–11
Took

Main Point: No one but the Father knows when Jesus will come back, so we must always be ready by abiding in Him every single day. 
Training as a professional football player takes year-round diligence. There is no off-time. They do have a brief couple of weeks when they are not undergoing vigorous training, but they are strongly encouraged not to gain any weight and to keep up their training because if they do not, they will not be ready to train and attain maximum fitness levels once off-season conditioning programs start.
 
There is no off-time for us as believers either. When we do not train or actively participate in what Christ has called us to, we atrophy; we gain weight, and will be more prone to sin/wander and we won’t be prepared when Christ returns. 

Q: How can we make sure we are prepared in season and out of season to glorify God?

Q: How does understanding that when we don’t train we “atrophy” affect how you live day to day? 

Q: How can we hold each other accountable to abiding in Christ daily?

CHALLENGES

THINK: Meditate on what it will be like to be gathered together with Christ in the clouds, as a part of His army at His Second Coming. How will it feel to be joined together will all believers, past and present? How will it feel to be vindicated on the Day of Judgment? How does this all give you hope in your day-to-day life now? How does it challenge you to live differently in your day-to-day life now? 

PRAY: Thank and praise God for the gift of salvation. Thank Him for giving us a hope that says we don’t have to fear the Day of Judgment but can look forward to Christ’s coming again. Pray for friends and family who don’t know Christ, who don’t have that hope, peace, and joy. Ask God for opportunities to share the hope you have with them in a way that will make them want to have it, too.

ACT: Share the Gospel with some of those friends or family members this week. Pray for an opportunity to do it naturally and then follow God’s leading. Share the urgency of their decision – Jesus could come back any moment – but be careful how you share it so it doesn’t sound like a “turn or burn” kind of preaching at them. But also, don’t be afraid to be honest about what you believe and how you are concerned for their salvation. You want them to join you in heaven. You want them to find the joy and hope there is in Christ. 
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