
First  ThessaloniansPRIVATE 


Chapter 5:1-11
Outline:
I.  The Second Coming continued:  5:1-11

    A.  Knowing the date is not the key to being prepared: 5:1-3

    B.  Christians can be prepared:  5:4-11

II.  Practical Exhortations:  5:12-22

    A.  Respect and appreciation for the elders: 5:12-13

    B.  Pursue those who need help:  5:14

    C.  Overcome evil with good: 5:15

    D.  Be joyful and grateful:  5:16-18

    E.  Heed inspired words:  5:19-20

    F.  Do not be gullible:  5:20-21

III.   Final Exhortations:  5:23-28
I think that Stott makes an insightful observation when he observes, “It is evident that the Thessalonians were worried about their friends who had died, and whether they would suffer any disadvantages at the Parousia; and they were worried about themselves, and whether they were ready to stand before Christ at His coming.  Both are modern anxieties too. The Thessalonians were asking Paul about times and dates. Not, it seems, out of idle curiosity, but rather for a very practical reason:  they wanted to make suitable preparations.  They thought they could most easily get ready for Christ's coming in judgment if they could know when He would arrive. Paul responds, however, that the solution to their problem does not lie in knowing the date” (pp. 107,108).
1 Thessalonians 5:1 “But concerning the times and the seasons, brethren, ye have no need that aught be written unto you” 

“But concerning”:  Suggesting that Paul might be responding to a question that they had either sent him via Timothy or that was being hotly debated among some of them.  “Times”: The set or proper time.  “Seasons”: “Time measured by duration” (Vincent p. 43).  “Karios (above) a definite space of time, 'chronos' (here) an extended period” (Robertson p. 34). “As for times and dates” (Wey). “The combination of the two is a way of bringing before the mind both the duration of the time that must elapse before the coming of the Lord, and also the nature of the events that will characterize the end time” (Morris p. 150). “Chronological periods--significant moments”.  Thus Paul is saying, “In reference to the exact time of the Lord's return and even the more general period in which He will come, there is no revelation from God”. “The periods of time and the exact character of the epochs to intervene before the return of Christ” (Erdman p. 62). Thus Paul is saying that not only is the exact day kept secret, but God has not even given us the week, year, decade or century in which His Son will return.  Thus people who set more general dates for the Lord's return (such as, probably before the end of this century, within a generation, somewhere around) are just as wrong as those people who set specific dates.
“Ye have no need that aught be written unto you”: “That anything be written to you” (Mon).  God does not even give us a hint.  This means that the New Testament does not contain some mysterious code for the Second Coming. Notice carefully what Paul said.  Nothing would be "written" concerning the date.  That means, that nothing would even be written in figurative language as well.  Nothing written period.  From this statement some conclusions are demanded:  Nothing has been previously written to this letter. Therefore, Matthew 24:1-34, is not talking about the signs that will point us toward the date for Christ's return, rather the signs for Christians to flee from the destruction that Jerusalem experienced, and which it did in A.D. 70.  Nothing would be revealed later.  Therefore the Book of Revelation is not a code book about what will happen right before the end.
Fields notes that “God changes the times and seasons, Daniel 2:21” (p. 129).  In addition, in relation to His physical judgments, God has changed His mind concerning "when" (Jonah 3:10; Jeremiah 18:1ff).  I guess we usually assume that a definite, fixed date has been set for this event, from long ago.  Could it be that other factors (2 Peter 3:9) might make the date somewhat flexible?
1 Thessalonians 5:2 “For yourselves know perfectly that the day of the Lord so cometh as a thief in the night” 

“For yourselves know”: They already knew the answer to their own question, and they knew it, because Paul had previously taught them about the subject, while with them. “Perfectly”: “Exactly”. Paul knows that he had taught them well.  They could not plea ignorance or lack of clarity on this issue.  Hendriksen notes, “Sometimes men wonder about facts which, deep down in their hearts, they really know accurately!” (p. 122). “The day of the Lord”:
Premillennialists try to separate the "day of the Lord" from the events previously mentioned in 4:13-18.  They claim that the "day of the Lord" comes some seven years after 4:16-17.  Yet the reader can see that Paul has not started a new topic in this chapter, for the first verse begins with, “Now as to the times and the epochs” (NASV), the times for what?  Obviously, what has been previously mentioned in the last chapter, the Second Coming.  In other passages the "day of the Lord" is viewed as the time when Christians are rewarded and not merely a time when destruction comes upon the wicked (Philippians 1:6,10; 2:16; 1 Corinthians 1:8).  This same expression is used in referring to the final destruction of the physical universe (2 Peter 3:10,12), yet some Premillennial views have that day being 1000 years from the "day of the Lord" mentioned in 1 Thessalonians 5:2! Fields is right when he notes, “If one did not have a certain theory about what will happen when Christ returns, he would never from this Scripture itself (4:13-5:11) get the idea that two different events were being described” (p. 130).
Thus in the Scriptures we find that the "day of the Lord" will include: 

· The resurrection of all in the grave (John 5:28-29).

· The transformation of all living Christians (1 Thessalonians 4:17; 1 Corinthians 15:52).

· The complete removal of the physical heavens and earth (2 Peter 3:10).

· The judgment of all who have lived (Matthew 25:31ff).

· A day that will be viewed as the "last" day (John 6:39).

“So cometh”:  “Will come” (NASV) (2 Peter 3:10).  Whatever time lapses between now and that day, should never be viewed as lack of determination or inability on the part of God, rather it should be viewed as God's merciful patience in giving sinners the chance to repent (2 Peter 3:9).

“As a thief in the night”: (2 Peter 3:10). Fields makes an excellent point when he notes, “It is difficult to imagine how the day of the Lord could come as a thief if only seven years before that day all the saints had been taken out of the earth and a period of great tribulation had followed” (p. 131). This point should not be overlooked, for if the Premillennialists are right, then seven years separates the events of 4:13-18, from 5:1-3.  Now everyone on the earth would know when all Christians are removed.  Therefore anyone wishing to read the material left behind by the popular Premillennial writers, would know exactly when the Lord would return.  Thus Premillennialism is found guilty of setting a precise date about when the “day of the Lord will come”.  And they cannot argue, “But we haven't set a date for the rapture, because by their own admission they claim that 1 Thessalonians 5:1 does not apply to the rapture, but an event exactly seven years down the road!  

The coming of Jesus is likened to that of a thief.  Stott notes, “The trouble with burglars is that they do not tell us when they are coming.  It is not their habit to send a warning postcard.  The same unexpectedness will characterize the day of the Lord’ (p. 109).  Hendriksen notes, “He does not send a warning letter to this effect, ‘Tomorrow, at such and such a time, I'll pay you a visit.  Be sure to hide all your valuables’” (p. 122).  Carefully note that Jesus is not likened to a thief in this passage, rather His coming will be unexpected as that of a thief. The phrase "in the night", does not mean that Jesus will necessarily come "when it is night" (I think many make this assumption).  "In the night" is an expression that completes the imagery of the thief.  If Jesus came at noon on a sunny day, that would surprise people just as much as during any evening or early morning hour.

1 Thessalonians 5:3 “When they are saying, Peace and safety, then sudden destruction cometh upon them, as travail upon a woman with child; and they shall in no wise escape” 

“When”: Which connects 5:3 with everything that has proceeded, all the way back to 4:13.  "When" Jesus comes and Christians are raised and changed (4:16-17), the unbelievers will have been saying "peace and safety", therefore we do not have two or three comings of Jesus involving different groups of people.  Instead one coming in which both the righteous and the wicked are involved (John 5:28-29; 2 Thessalonians 1:7-9).  “They are saying”: The unbelievers are saying this in the time period before Jesus arrives. “Peace and safety”: “All is quiet and safe” (TCNT).  “Present active” (Robertson p. 34).  “Safety”: A word that means security, certainty and safety. “It is an unusual word with a basic meaning like ‘that cannot be shaken’” (Morris p. 153). “They will be rejoicing in a fancied security right up to the very moment of the disaster.  Moffatt brings this out by rendering, ‘when all's well' and 'all is safe' are on the lips of men” (Morris p. 153).
Various contributing factors to this false security are noted in the Scriptures:  Religious teachers who tell people that they do not have to worry (Jeremiah 6:14).  The passage of time (2 Peter 3:8-9). A materialistic view of life, that is, nothing supernatural has ever happened on this planet (2 Peter 3:4).  Preoccupation with the physical things of life (Matthew 24:37-39).  The same people who just never seem to have the "time" to serve God are the same people who will not be prepared when Jesus does come.  Consider that a supposed coming of Jesus following 7 years of all out world war (the great tribulation) does not fit this context for the people on this planet are saying, "peace and safety" right before Jesus comes!   

“Then sudden destruction cometh upon them”:  “Destruction shall come upon them in a moment” (Con).  Groups like the Jehovah Witnesses are always trying to get the idea of annihilation into the word "destruction", that is, hell for the wicked is complete annihilation, yet the same groups also believe that one ceases to exist at death.  So what can God do to a person that man cannot?  If someone kills you, then they have completely ended your existence (according to their doctrine) (Matthew 10:28), seeing that death and hell are both non-existence.  “As travail”: A pang or throe, especially of childbirth.  “As birth pangs of a pregnant woman” (Phi).  “And they shall in no wise escape”:  “When the time has come, what is in the womb must come forth.  The travail cannot be avoided. It will be completely impossible for men to escape, and Paul does not leave this to be inferred, but states it categorically. It still needs emphasis that there are no other alternatives than life with the Lord or eternal loss.  One or the other is inevitable” (Morris p. 154). “So, putting the two metaphors together, we may say that Christ's coming will be (1) sudden and unexpected and (2) sudden and unavoidable. In the first case there will be no warning, and in the second no escape” (Stott p. 109). Obviously then, everyone will not be right with God when Jesus comes, therefore the idea that God will end up saving everyone is false (Matthew 7:13-14; 21-23).
1 Thessalonians 5:4 “But ye, brethren, are not in darkness, that that day should overtake you as a thief” 

“But yet”: In contrast to the unbelievers.  “Are not in darkness”: The Christian is no longer in spiritual darkness and separated from God (Colossians 1:12-14; Acts 26:18; Ephesians 5:8).  In addition, we have the light of God's word, so that we are not in ignorance either (Psalm 119:105).  We are right with God and we know Jesus could come at any time.  Hence there is no good reason why Christ's appearing should catch up unprepared.  “That day”:  The same day mentioned in 5:3. Again, the Premillennial viewpoint is failing to fit these clear passages.  If all Christians have been removed from the earth prior to 1 Thessalonians 5:3, then how could "that day" find these Christians or any Christians unprepared?  According to the Premillennial theory, all Christians have been removed from this world prior to the Lord coming in judgment upon the unbelievers.
It is clear that Paul believes that the events of 4:13-18 happen at the same time as the events of 5:1-3, seeing that Paul still has Christians on this earth when the Lord comes to judge and condemn the unrighteous.
“Overtake”: To take eagerly, seize, possess, thus overtake. “As a thief”: “Unpredictable events have different effects on those who are unprepared for them and those who are ready for them” (Marshall p. 136). Stott notes, “The apostle explains that there is no need for us to be alarmed by the prospect of the Lord's coming, because there is no need for it to take us by surprise. Christ's coming is definitely going to be unexpected.  The solution to our problem lies not in knowing when He will come, but in staying awake and alert” (p. 110). The point that Paul will be making is that if we live in the "light", we are always prepared, but if we live in the "darkness" we will be always unprepared.

1 Thessalonians 5:5 “for ye are all sons of light, and sons of the day: we are not of the night, nor of darkness” 

“For”: The reason why it should not "overtake" us. “All”: The same level of morality is demanded of all believers. “Sons of light”: “In the Semitic languages generally to be a ‘son’ of something means to be characterized by that thing” (Morris p. 156).  See Ephesians 5:8; Luke 16:8). Christians need to be characterized by a life that walks in the light of God's truth (John 3:20-21; Romans 13:12), and one that refuses to participate in the unfruitful works of darkness (Ephesians 5:11). “Sons of the day”: The same as "sons of light", and in contrast to unbelievers who are said to be of the night and of darkness.  Carefully note that Paul only saw two groups in the world, the saved and the unsaved.  Stott notes, “In other words, if we belong to the day our behavior must be daytime behavior.  Let's not sleep or even yawn our way through life, or live in our pajamas.  Let's stay awake and alert” (p. 112).
1 Thessalonians 5:6 “so then let us not sleep, as do the rest, but let us watch and be sober” 

“So then”:  Since we live in the light (John 8:12). “Let us not sleep”:  “Sleep in a figurative or spiritual and moral sense.  'Asleep about spiritual things (Romans 13:11)’” (Fields p. 134).  This “means to live as if there will never be a judgment day.   Spiritual and moral laxity is indicated” (Hendriksen p. 125).  Compare with Matthew 24:42-44; 25:13.

“As do the rest”:  The same is true to this day.  Many in our society seem to have very little interest in spiritual things.  They are too busy to investigate and read the Scriptures, and neither are they spiritually sensitive.  They just go through life living on a very superficial level (Matthew 6:32). “Let us watch”:  To keep awake, to be vigilant and wakeful.  This does not mean that we should always be looking at the sky--to see if Jesus is coming, rather this "watchfulness" includes being watchful and vigilant concerning our own spirituality (1 Corinthians 16:13-14), nipping problems in the bud and repenting when we sin. Using the opportunities that we have to teach others (Colossians 4:5).  Alert and on guard against the Devil's temptations (1 Peter 5:8; Acts 20:31), and alert to the needs of other Christians (Galatians 6:1-2).
“Be sober”: To be discreet and watchful.  Hendriksen notes, “The ‘sober’ person lives deeply.  His pleasures are not primarily those of the senses, like the pleasures of the drunkard for instance, but those of the soul” (p. 125).  In contrast to those who had quit working because they were all excited about the Lord's return, the Christian must keep their head on straight.  Sober does not mean "stoic", but neither does it mean "out of control".  I must remain calm, steady and sane (1 Peter 5:8; 2 Timothy 4:5). This is “an exhortation to temperateness and balance.  ‘A state untouched by any slumberous or beclouding influences’ (Thayer)” (Morris p. 157).  “Calm, collected, circumspect” (Vincent p. 46). Christians must keep their composure.  Being a Christian is fantastic and the thought of Jesus coming again is awesome.  Yet we can never allow ourselves to become blind to the harsh realities of life:  We can fall (1 Corinthians 10:12).  We will be tempted (10:13).  Others will need our help (Galatians 6:1-2).  The vast majority of the world still remains lost (Matthew 7:13-14). False teachers abound (1 John 4:1). We can never allow ourselves to think that we have "made it" (Philippians 3:12), and that all we have to do is sit back and wait.
1 Thessalonians 5:7 “For they that sleep, sleep in the night: and they that are drunken are drunken in the night” 

“They that sleep”:  The unbelievers.  “Night is the sleeper's time for sleeping, the drunkard's time for drinking” (Knox). Paul's point in this verse may be that, “In contrast with this rightful attitude (5:6), men of the world are spending the night in two ways. Either they are asleep, utterly indifferent to the coming judgment, or they are indulging in drunken revelry, excited and interested indeed, but absorbed in what is base and unworthy” (Erdman p. 64). Paul is not saying that sleeping at night is wrong, rather the "darkness”, “night" (spiritual darkness) is the wrong place for the Christian, for people in spiritual darkness are either indifferent to spiritual things or they are engaging in immoral activity.
Carefully note that not only will God condemn the immoral person (the drunkard, fornicator, and so on, Galatians 5:21), but God will also condemn the person who just did not care (2 Thessalonians 1:8; Revelation 3:16).

1 Thessalonians 5:8 “But let us, since we are of the day, be sober, putting on the breastplate of faith and love; and for a helmet, the hope of salvation” 

“But”:  In contrast to the indifference and immorality found among the unbelieving. “Let us”: We can do this.  This is a matter of complete freewill. “Since we are of the day”:  Hence a certain lifestyle is demanded. “Be sober”: Vigilant and not apathetic, self-controlled and not involved in immorality.  No room here for spiritual "fuzziness" (Hebrews 5:14) The Christian must always have their "wits" about them.  In a sense they are always on "sentry duty". “Putting on”: Watchfulness means that one makes good use of the weaponry that God has provided. God often has Paul use a military or soldier illustration in reference to the Christian life (Ephesians 6:13ff; Romans 13:12; 2 Corinthians 6:7; 10:4; 2 Timothy 2:3-4).  
“The breastplate of faith and love”:  Compare with Ephesians 6:14. The Breastplate for the ancient soldier protected the vital organs.  A direct hit in this section usually was fatal, if one was unprotected.  In like manner, faith and love are necessary to protect the most vital aspect of the Christian, that being his or her mind and heart (Proverbs 4:23; Mark 7:20-23; Hebrews 3:12). Note how "active" faith and love is viewed as defensive armor.  Faith is essential, because defeat for the Christian is certain, if one loses their conviction that God is good and that God can be trusted.  Love is essential, because without love, even our best efforts will be nothing more than selfish attempts as self glory and manipulation (1 Corinthians 13:1-4).  “And for a helmet, the hope of salvation”: “Paul may intend us top infer than nothing in the Christian's equipment surpasses faith, love, and hope” (Morris p. 159). Hope is so important because it enables us to see past the current, seemingly enticing pleasures of the world.  Hope helps us look beyond this existence (Romans 8:18).  Hope enables us to put long term gain ahead of short term pleasures (Hebrews 11:25-26). This verse should also remind the Christian that God has given us everything we need to end up saved, His word (Romans 1:16); the sacrifice of His Son (John 3:16); clear conditions of salvation (Mark 16:16); access to forgiveness, even after we become Christians (1 John 1:8); encouragement from other Christians (Heb. 10:24); and His monitoring of temptation (1 Corinthians 10:13).  
1 Thessalonians 5:9 “For God appointed us not into wrath, but unto the obtaining of salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ” 

“For God appointed us not into wrath”: The word "appointed" does not mean that God has "predestined" (against their freewill) the salvation of certain individuals.  Obviously, these Christians could fail (1 Thessalonians 4:6-8), and some of them did (2 Thessalonians 3:14). If Calvinism is right, then God has appointed the vast majority for wrath--regardless of the choices of those people thus predestined.  In contrast, this verse is teaching a wonderful truth.  One writer notes, “God never intended for us humans to live out our lives on this earth only to be punished eternally in Hell. God does not wish anyone to be the recipient of His wrath (2 Peter 3:9)” (Denton Lectures p. 179). Here is great encouragement and incentive to prepare for "that day".  God is not working against us, and God is not trying to trip us up, rather, God wants us saved (1 Timothy 2:4); and He is trying to do everything short of violating our freewill to see that we do end up saved (2 Peter 1:3).   God's call through the gospel (2 Thessalonians 3:14) is intended to save people.  “For God did not choose us to condemn us” (Phi). Marshall notes, “Paul's exhortations to vigilance would be nonsensical if vigilance was the product of some inward causation in the believer by God or if there was no possibility of disobeying the exhortation” (p. 140). 

“But unto the obtaining of salvation through out Lord Jesus Christ”: Notice how "salvation" is still future in some sense.  Clearly, then the "appointment" in the first part of the verse is not of the Calvinist brand, because if God predestined these people for salvation (regardless of their own freewill), then they would already have in their own possession salvation.  In fact, they would have "obtained" such salvation the moment God selected them.  “Through”: Jesus is the only way (John 14:6; Acts 4:12).

1 Thessalonians 5:10 “Who died for us, that, whether we wake or sleep, we should live together with Him” 

“Who died for us”: That is why salvation is "through Him". There is not any reason why the Christian should be discouraged or think that "it's no use". Jesus died for us!  God wants us saved (2 Peter 3:9).  God is not working against us, in fact, He is watching everything that happens to us, promising that we will never be put in a no-win situation (1 Corinthians 10:13).  The root cause of those who end up lost will never be “I couldn’t”, but rather, “I wouldn’t”. “Whether we wake our sleep”:  Are living or dead (4:13).  “We should”:  “First aorist active subjunctive--covering all life (now and hereafter)” (Robertson p. 36).  Romans 14:8 “whether we live or die, we are the Lord's”.

Death does not separate the Christian from God (Luke 16:19ff; Philippians 1:21-23).  The Christian lives together with Christ right now (Galatians 2:20).  But if death is a cessation of existence, then how do the Christian dead "live together with Him?"  How can a non-existent person have a current relationship with God?
Death holds absolutely no victory over the believer.  Death only improves ones relationship with God (Philippians 1:21-23).  It only moves one closer and not farther away.  In no sense is it a disadvantage for the Christian.
1 Thessalonians 5:11 “Wherefore exhort one another, and build each other up, even as also ye do.”

“Wherefore”: Because of all the encouraging truths just mentioned! “Exhort”: Comfort, exhort, entreat, encourage, implore. “Build”: Confirm, edify, embolden.  “Even as also ye do”: Credit where credit is due, and again we find Paul always encouraging God's people to do more, or to do it today.

God wishes that we look out for each other (Romans 14:19; 15:1-3; 1 Corinthians 10:23-24; Philippians 2:3-4).  We often forget what being a "brother" really means, it includes the idea of looking out for your fellow brothers and sisters.  God expects Christians to act like a loving family, because that it what we are supposed to be (1 Timothy 3:15). “We are not to leave it to an elite of professional comforters or counselors” (Stott p. 115).  “The tense of the imperatives is the present continuous, and it conveys the thought that this is something that they should do habitually” (Morris p. 162). The word "build up" suggests that the Christian life is not supposed to be static.  Christianity should be much more than merely hanging on, it is supposed to be a life of continual growth, success and victory (2 Peter 1:5-11), and who else is going to exhort and build us up?   Stott reminds us, “The world can be a tough and unfriendly place, as we all know to our cost” (p. 114).  

Closing Observation


“It is worth observing that Paul's teaching underlines the importance of moral and spiritual preparedness. There is a final wrath from which people need to be saved, and there is the implication that those who are unprepared will miss out on final salvation. Right and wrong matter in the end.  Many people fight shy of this, adopting a relativistic view of morality and an ultimate universalism that claims that all mankind will finally be saved, no matter how they may have lived. So far, then, from this passage being time bound and no longer tenable in a Christian understanding of life, it has in fact a vital contribution to make to it” (Marshall p. 144).
