
RETURNING! 
1Thessalonians 5:1-11 

 
  In a sermon, the preacher referenced the passage in Acts 1 regarding what Jesus told His 
followers immediately prior to His ascension.  There were three promises mentioned.  First, the 
Holy Spirit would come.  Second, the followers of Jesus would be witnesses and (third) that 
Jesus would return. When the speaker mentioned the coming of the Holy Spirit, there was no 
comment from the congregation. When he mentioned that Jesus told them they would be His 
witnesses, there was no comment from the congregation. When Jesus' return was mentioned 
there was a chorus of Amens and similar comments. That same scenario was repeated each time 
the three points of the promises were reviewed.  It became quite obvious that we seem to be a lot 
more enthusiastic about the return of Christ than we are about the rest of the message.   
 In chapter twenty-four of Matthew’s gospel, Jesus was asked by His disciples about 
evidences or signs of the “end of the age” and of His parousia which can mean His “presence” or 
“arrival.”  When they asked Jesus the question, they had no idea that He was “going away” so 
they could have simply been asking what would be the signs that would convincingly show 
people that He was the Christ (the Messiah).  After a lengthy discourse on events that would 
happen, Jesus then related a well-known parable about the coming of the Bridegroom for His 
Bride which communicated a clear message that the time of the arrival of the Bridegroom was 
unknown and that all participating in the wedding events needed to be alert and prepared.   
 One lesson of that parable is that the best preparation we can make for that moment is to 
be busy doing what He told us to do. If we ignore the fact of His coming, then we will suffer the 
consequences of not being prepared and this is exactly what Satan wants us to do.  In the early 
days of the church, Paul taught others about the appearing of the Lord.  Apparently, when he was 
at Thessalonica, he had provided some teaching on the subject before he hastily left because of 
danger to his life. There was inadequate time to fully instruct these new Christians so that they 
would have the proper perspective on the subject.  Nevertheless, many there were so caught up in 
the anticipation of the Second Coming that they were going overboard and keeping everyone 
stirred up so that rather than influencing their lives it was dominating them.  Since the subject 
of the Second Coming of Christ was so much on the minds of the people, there were many 
questions arising about their loved ones who had already died:  what part would they have in the 
arrival of Christ?  When would the Lord come?  
 The doctrine of the Resurrection and that of the Coming of Christ are sources of hope and 
encouragement to each of us.  It is not intended to be an escape from the responsibilities and 
realities of testing and trials in life; however, it is an inspiration to be prepared for the event.  
After Paul had written about the association of the coming of Jesus and the resurrection in 
chapter four, he then went on to give the readers of his letter his perspective on their questions.   
 
Warning Issued – 5:1-3 
1 Now as to the times and the epochs, brethren, you have no need of anything to be written to you. 2 For you 
yourselves know full well that the day of the Lord will come just like a thief in the night. 3 While they are saying, 
“Peace and safety!” then destruction will come upon them suddenly like labour pains upon a woman with child, and 
they will not escape.   1 Thessalonians 5:1-3 (NASB95) 
 The term “day of the Lord” is used in the scriptures in reference to a number of 
significant, climatic events in which God has (or will) sovereignly and overtly intervened in the 
history or affairs of mankind.  There are about 29 mentions of the “day of the Lord” in the KJV.  
Five of these are in the New Testament.   Many Old Testament passages refer to the Day of the 



Lord as past historical events in which Yahweh exercised divine authority over the outcomes.  
These events included the Lord acting to both defeat a foreign enemy as well as to bring 
judgment upon Jerusalem and Judah.  This descriptive concept was also frequently used for 
future or imminent events.   
 Regarding future events, the “day of the Lord” is not something you will find on your 
calendar and it is not something that you can say that “if so-and-so happens, then the day of the 
Lord will occur within so many years.”  It can’t be related to a particular date or a particular time 
or season.   In the NT there are three mentions of the “day of Christ” and one mention of the 
“day of Jesus Christ.”   
 The idea of the “day” is not just a 24-hour period but could (and probably does) refer to a 
longer period of time.  For example, some commentators associate the particular “day of the 
Lord” mentioned in verse 5:2 with “the rapture of the church” and perhaps extends until Jesus 
returns to set up the earthly kingdom.  Others point to the resurrection happening just before “the 
judgment.”  Others will argue that this ushers in the “seven-year tribulation period” and some 
believe that this is in reference to the start of the “wrath of God” that is at the seventh (or last) 
trumpet mentioned in the Revelation.  
 We can all agree that no one knows when.  Paul assured us that the event is going to 
happen and we can see the evidence of its coming; however, exactly “when” is not going to be 
known.  Paul used two different analogies to describe the uncertainty of it all.  The first analogy 
is a “thief in the night” and the second is a pregnant woman and the “start of labor pains.”  There 
is a danger of reading too much into the analogies; however, these two represent different levels 
of uncertainty.  The first (the thief) illustrates that some will have no expectancy of the event 
and, therefore, no knowledge of when it might happen.  The second (the labor pains) illustrates 
that others will have an expectancy and know that the event is going to occur in the not too 
distant future but the exact timing is unknown.  The first illustration might apply to unbelievers 
and the second might apply to us who are saved and are looking for the coming (appearing) of 
the Lord.  
 The mention of people saying “peace and safety” is likely a reference to those who were 
trusting in the Roman Empire rather than looking beyond a temporary physical world kingdom 
while ignoring the eternal spiritual realm.  The term “pax Romana” was a period of Roman 
history associated with great peace, stability, and economic prosperity.  Many benefitted and 
relied upon this “Roman Peace” which eventually failed and collapsed from within because of 
ease and immorality.  Many see the situation in which we are living today to be analogous to the 
decadence of the culture in which the early Church had to confront.   
 
Alertness Required – 5:4-8 
4 But you, brethren, are not in darkness, that the day would overtake you like a thief; 5 for you are all sons of light 
and sons of day. We are not of night nor of darkness; 6 so then let us not sleep as others do, but let us be alert and 
sober. 7 For those who sleep do their sleeping at night, and those who get drunk get drunk at night. 8 But since we are 
of the day, let us be sober, having put on the breastplate of faith and love, and as a helmet, the hope of salvation.  1 
Thessalonians 5:4-8 (NASB95) 
 The difference between those who are not ready and those who are ready is described by 
Paul as the difference between darkness and light.  Christians are people of the light.  There is no 
reason for us to not be prepared.  Just as people in the central parts of our nation know that there 
will be tornados and they must prepare for them, even so we who have the "light" or the 
information that Jesus is coming can prepare for that.  Those who have children can probably 
remember getting ready for the birth of a child.  You prepare a special room in the house, buy a 



baby bed and diapers, go to training classes, pack a suitcase to take to the hospital, carry around 
a list of phone numbers of people to call, etc.  In other words, you make preparation.  What kind 
of preparation should we, in the church, be making since we KNOW that Jesus is coming?   
 There are two things that go on at night that we need to guard against.  The first is 
metaphorically referred to as “sleep.”  Paul says, “Let us not sleep.”  Earlier in this letter, Paul 
used a Greek word for “sleep,” koimaō, metaphorically to describe those who have died (4:13). 
In this verse, he used a different Greek word, katheudō, also translated “sleep,” to refer to being 
unaware of God, His workings, and His arrival.  Obviously, this is a call for awareness to what is 
happening around us.  The opposite of sleeping is watching.  We can become concerned about 
something only if we are aware of it.   
 What is the preparedness that results from being watchful?  How does “awareness” help 
us be ready for the return of Christ?  Simply put, what behavior should characterize a person who 
is aware of things going on in his or her world in light of the fact that Jesus is coming to bring 
judgment on the world?  The greatest witness we can have to help a world that is going headlong 
to destruction is to live a life that shows being saved makes a positive difference.  In other words, 
reveal who you are by holy behavior.   
 The other condition that Paul warns us about to avoid is referred to as “drunkenness.”  
The person who is asleep may be concerned but unaware.  On the other hand, an inebriated 
person may be aware but is unconcerned.  Some have argued that these two conditions describe 
some who are in the church today.  Some just don’t see what is happening and they are, 
therefore, not preparing – they would prepare if they just knew.  Others see what is happening 
and are totally unconcerned and they are not preparing.   Bottom line is that both are unprepared.  
 To avoid the problem of unpreparedness, we need to guard both our hearts and our heads.  
Paul tells us to put on a breastplate and a helmet.  God Himself, as the Divine Warrior is 
described in Isaiah 59:17 as wearing a breastplate and a helmet.  Isaiah used the breastplate as a 
metaphor for righteousness which is also what Paul used in Ephesians chapter six in his treatise 
on the full armor of God.  In the Thessalonian text, Paul described the breastplate as a metaphor 
for faith and love.  There is no conflict since righteousness is “faith put into action out of the 
motive of love.”  We need to provide protection to the heart for it is the seat of our affections.  If 
our basic personal life thrust is materialistic, then we will be concerned only for what we can get 
out of life and will not be concerned about preparing for the arrival of Christ.  One of the 
analogies Paul used in his letter to the church at Ephesus was that the church is the “army of 
God” and as such we must wear the appropriate armor as we engage in spiritual battles against 
the enemy of our souls which should be part of our preparation for the Day of the Lord.   
 The helmet is described as the “hope of salvation.” This expression refers to a confident 
expectation of God’s saving work. This work was put into effect by Christ and will come to 
completion on the Day of the Lord. Therefore, the “hope of salvation” reminds believers to be 
prepared for that day. In the previously mentioned Isaiah passage, God Himself wears a helmet 
of salvation. Believers must wear the armor that God supplies to engage in battle against the 
enemy. 
 This helmet is to protect our heads (our minds) and thought processes so that they do not 
run to vain imaginations but are centered on the word of God.  By providing the proper 
protection for our hearts and minds so that they operate out of love, faith and hope, we can avoid 
the conditions and consequences of sleepiness and drunkenness that characterize the world 
without Jesus.  
 



Future Defined – 5:9-11 
9 For God has not destined us for wrath, but for obtaining salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ, 10 who died for us, 
so that whether we are awake or asleep, we will live together with Him.  11 Therefore encourage one another and 
build up one another, just as you also are doing.   1 Thessalonians 5:9-11 (NASB95) 
 There are a variety of reasons for us to live holy lives.  We can start with the fact that we 
are children of light in that we have knowledge and understanding of what God expects and that 
we are enabled by the power of the Holy Spirit to live in a holy manner.  Additionally, we have 
assurance that since we belong to God that we will escape the wrath of God that is to come upon 
those who have rejected God.  Instead of destruction we can look with enthusiasm to the 
culmination of our salvation that was purchased for us by Jesus in his death on the cross.  
Beyond all this is that we have the eternal benefit that we will be with Jesus forever.   
 We need all the help we can get to live our lives in such a way that we are pleasing God.  
The church provides an excellent opportunity for us to interact with others who are like-minded 
in growing in the Lord.  Simple encouragement of one another can make a tremendous difference 
in the lives of people who are struggling with problems in their lives.  Even when we are not in 
the midst of problems, we can help each other to grow (build up one another) by learning and by 
reaching out to people who need the Lord.   
 The idea of edifying or building up all of us who make up the church fits well with the 
metaphor that we are the temple of God which is built on the sure foundation of Christ.  The 
starting place is with ourselves as Jude admonished in verse twenty to “by faith build up or 
establish ourselves in the love of God.”  We should always be aware that we are building upon a 
sacred foundation and that the resulting structure is for a sacred purpose which is “where God 
resides on earth.”  While this may sound like an impossible task to accomplish, we have 
confident hope in the words of Paul in Philippians 2:13 “[Not in your own strength] for it is God 
Who is all the while effectually at work in you [energizing and creating in you the power and 
desire], both to will and to work for His good pleasure and satisfaction and delight.” (AMPC)   
 While we must not neglect what God is working to do in us as individual Christians, we 
must also sense the responsibility to help others in the corporate body of believers.  MacLaren 
believes that these two things cannot be separated and need to be balanced.  Some will focus on 
helping others to the neglect of their own growth and some will be so absorbed with their 
individual development that other are never considered.   
 While we have no way to know when the Lord will make His presence known in an 
unmistakable way to all the world, we do have the ability to let His presence that is in us shine 
forth anytime our actions in the world are like the things that Jesus did in His first Advent.  
When our actions are imitations of Christ, then that is evidence that the kingdom has come.    
  


