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What cannot go unnoticed, especially per the word that God gives His Holy Spirit to 
Believers, is how some commentators have connected v. 8 to the Ezekiel prophecy about the 
New Covenant. Marshall states, “the OT promise (Ezek. 36:27; 37:6, 14) which Paul here 
echoes (whether consciously or unconsciously) finds fulfilment in the sanctification of 
God’s people as individuals.”31 Green further observes, “The promise of the OT was that God 
would enter into a new covenant with his people and that as part of this new alliance he 
would put his Spirit in their hearts so that they could walk in his statutes (Ezek. 36.27; 37.6, 
14).”32 

In Ezekiel 36:27 we see, “I will put My Spirit within you and cause you to walk in My 
statutes, and you will be careful to observe My ordinances.” God provides His people with 
the Holy Spirit, so that they might observe His commandments (discussed further)!33 Some 
of the foremost of these commandments, concern the supernatural compulsion required to 
keep one’s sexual conduct and biology in check! 
 

 
9 Now as to the love of the brethren, you have no need for anyone to write to you, 
for you yourselves are taught by God to love one another; 10 for indeed you do 
practice it toward all the brethren who are in all Macedonia. But we urge you, 
brethren, to excel still more, 11 and to make it your ambition to lead a quiet life 
and attend to your own business and work with your hands, just as we 
commanded you, 12 so that you will behave properly toward outsiders and not be 
in any need. 
 
4:9 While Paul is firm in wanting to make sure that the Thessalonicans are sexually 

pure, he has confidence in them that they are doing the right thing. He further observes, 
“Now as to the love of the brethren, you have no need for anyone to write to you, for you 
yourselves are taught by God to love one another.” No definitive instruction needs to be 
given to them about philadelphia, “brotherly love” (RSV), “love of the brothers and sisters” 
(NRSV), or “charitable concern for the whole family” (Kingdom New Testament). 

Recognizing the fraternal love demonstrated by the brothers and sisters, toward one 
another in the assembly, was quite critical. Many of them, as former pagans, had 
experienced a great deal of social rejection—making fellow members of the Body of Messiah 
their new “family,” so to speak. Add to this the equal status of all Believers in Yeshua, 
whether Jewish or not, male or female, or slave or free (cf. Galatians 3:28; Colossians 3:11), 
and you had a unique community of people.34 We see every indication that even with some 

 
31 Marshall, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, 114. 
32 Green, 201; cf. Fee, 154. 
33 Consult the author’s article “What is the New Covenant?” (appearing in The New Testament Validates 

Torah). 
34 Green, 203. 
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of their limitations as relatively new and maturing Believers, that the Thessalonicans “got 
it” when it came to loving others. 

The need for God’s people to love neighbor is something surely witnessed in the Torah 
(Leviticus 19:18), Gospels (Mark 12:31; John 13:34), and in Paul’s letters (Galatians 5:22; 
Romans 5:5), among other places. What is interesting, about the need for brothers and 
sisters in the Lord to love, is that the Thessalonicans are considered to be theodidaktos, 
“taught of God” (LS).35 Robert L. Thomas draws the important conclusion, 

“‘Taught by God’ (theodidaktoi), a rare term, does not refer to any single teaching such 
as an OT passage (Lev 19:18), the teaching of Jesus (John 13:34), or a prophetic revelation to 
the church through Paul or anyone else. It rather describes a divine relationship through the 
indwelling Holy Spirit (4:8; cf. John 6:45). At conversion, believers become lifelong pupils as 
the Spirit bears inner witness to the love within the Christian family (cf. Rom 5:5; Gal 5:22). 
No external stimulus is necessary. Mutual love among Christians is an inbred quality.”36 

The supernatural compulsion, of God’s Spirit on the hearts and minds of His people, 
will primarily be demonstrated in whether or not they love one another. Isaiah 54:13 is 
useful to consider here: “All your sons will be taught of the LORD; and the well-being of your 
sons will be great” (cf. John 6:45; 1 John 2:20). Noting that the Thessalonicans were regarded 
as men and women who were loving each other—and they were taught directly by God, via 
His Spirit—Marshall remarks, “Since none of these channels of instruction appear to 
require special characterisation as divine teaching, recourse is had to the suggestion that 
inward instruction by the Spirit is meant, such as was expected in the messianic era (Jer. 
31:33f.).”37 Notably, Marshall suggests that there must be an indirect connection between v. 
9 and the New Covenant promise of God providing permanent forgiveness for His people, 
which includes His Spirit writing His Torah onto their hearts (Jeremiah 31:31-34). 
Wanamaker also suggests, “For Paul the age of salvation had begun with Christ’s 
resurrection from the dead, and therefore he may have equated this with the age of 
salvation described in Isaiah 54.”38 

The main point, whether one considers Ezekiel 36:25-27 (v. 8) or Jeremiah 31:31-34 or 
Isaiah 54:13, as possible Tanach (Old Testament) references in Paul’s mind when writing the 
Thessalonicans—is that the reality of God ruling over and dwelling with His people, is to be 
realized in the loving behavior and conduct of Messiah followers. 

4:10 The Thessalonicans were doubtlessly hospitable, generous, and loving people, as 
can be seen in how they were not only taught by God to love, but in how “indeed you do love 
all the brothers and sisters throughout Macedonia. But we urge you, beloved, to do so more 
and more” (NRSV). No specific details are given regarding how the Thessalonicans’ love was 
demonstrated to those in Macedonia, just that Paul commends them for their upstanding 

 
35 LS, 361. 
36 Thomas, in EXP, 11:273. 
37 Marshall, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, 115. 
38 Wanamaker, 160. 
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reputation of being loving. He can only encourage them to “get better and better at it” (The 
Message). We should be reminded, though, that Thessalonica was the capital of Macedonia, 
meaning that the Believers Paul writes were a definite light for Messiah in not only a largely 
dark environment, but in a center of power that bore influence in the ancient world. 

4:11 In addition to the love that they are to demonstrate one to the other, the 
Thessalonicans were actually instructed by Paul and company, “to aspire to live quietly, to 
mind your own affairs, and to work with your hands, as we charged you” (RSV). While 
modern readers might just gloss over this, thinking that the Thessalonicans being hard 
workers, and productive people, would be natural to be told—insomuch that the Believers 
were not a group of subversives—the reality was that the Greeks generally despised manual 
labor.39 Green makes a reference to Plutarch, who said, “while we delight in the work, we 
despise the workman, as, for instance, in the case of perfumes and dyes; we take a delight in 
them, but dyers and perfumers we regard as illiberal and vulgar folk” (Pericles 1.4).40 
Socially, while people who worked with their hands were largely spurned within Greek 
culture, Morris directs us, “Doubtlessly they remembered that Jesus Himself had been a 
carpenter (Mark 6:3). How could the followers of the Carpenter do other than welcome 
manual work?”41 And surely, a wide number of trades could be considered from the tenor of 
v. 11. Furthermore, in the words of Proverbs 10:4, “Poor is he who works with a negligent 
hand, but the hand of the diligent makes rich.” 

In Paul’s second correspondence, the issue of some Thessalonican Believers not 
working was serious. He will have to say, “For we hear that some among you are leading an 
undisciplined life, doing no work at all, but acting like busybodies” (2 Thessalonians 3:11), as 
evidently some had stopped working, quit their jobs, or were lazy because they thought the 
return of the Messiah would happen at any moment. We might also consider how the Moffat 
New Testament renders Titus 3:8 here: “It is a sure saying. I want you to insist on this, that 
those who have faith in God must profess honest occupations.” Part of the good works, 
expected of God’s people, does involve useful labor in the marketplace.42 

4:12 The result of leading a quiet life of productivity, perhaps involving some kind of 
manual work, is stated by Paul “so that your daily life may win the respect of outsiders and 
so that you will not be dependent on anybody” (NIV). The good works of the Thessalonicans, 
while surely involving sexual purity (vs. 3-7) and love for others (v. 9), would also involve 

 
39 Witherington, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, pp 122-124. 
40 Plutarch: Pericles, trans. Bernadotte Perrin (1916). Accessible online at 

<http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/text?doc=Perseus%3Atext%3A2008.01.0055%3Achapter%3D1%3Asectio
n%3D4>. 

Cf. Green, 211. 
We might also consider the Philippians woman Lydia (Acts 16:14), and the degree of manual labor she had 

to perform in dying fabrics. Had the Thessalonican Believers been told about her, given the fact that Paul visited 
Thessalonica immediately after leaving Philippi? 

41 Morris, 133. 
42 This is discussed more fully in the author’s commentary The Pastoral Epistles for the Practical Messianic. 
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being able to work hard, and consequently “command the respect of outsiders.” In Paul’s 
later word of Titus 3:14, “Our people must also learn to engage in good deeds to meet 
pressing needs, so that they will not be unfruitful.” Also to think about might be what Peter 
says, “For such is the will of God that by doing right you may silence the ignorance of foolish 
men” (1 Peter 2:15), as being a good Messiah follower did bring with it some contribution to 
the marketplace. In the estimation of Abraham Smith, 

“The early Christians, even if they drew boundaries around themselves, did not 
advocate ‘a need to go [completely] out of the world’ before the parousia’s consummation of 
the new age (cf. 1 Cor 5:10). Rather, they hoped to persuade outsiders to join them or to 
appreciate their conviction or to glorify the death they represented through the model lives 
they lived before others.”43 
 

 
13 But we do not want you to be uninformed, brethren, about those who are 
asleep, so that you will not grieve as do the rest who have no hope. 14 For if we 
believe that Yeshua died and rose again, even so God will bring with Him those 
who have fallen asleep in Yeshua. 
 
4:13 The instruction given by Paul and company to the Thessalonicans, appearing in vs. 

13-18, includes some important information not only about the future resurrection of the 
dead, but also the return of Yeshua the Messiah. While many of us were raised in a Judeo-
Christian religious environment and culture, which affirmed to some degree the doctrine of 
resurrection—we have to remember how Paul’s main Thessalonican audience was 
decidedly not raised in a culture that affirmed any sort of resurrection. Beliefs about the 
afterlife and final human destiny in the Greco-Roman world were varied, from believing in 
a shadowy or grim existence in Hades, to some form of reincarnation, to no afterlife of any 
kind and just personal obliteration at death. Regardless of what the Greeks or Romans might 
have thought about what was to transpire after death, there was certainly no future 
expectation of a Heavenly or celestial Kingdom being fully brought to the Earth, as 
anticipated in the Tanach, to then be followed by a grand Eternal State for the righteous. 
Marshall indicates how “The grave inscriptions of the time tell a different tale of 
hopefulness in the face of death, and the picture of an afterlife painted by those who hoped 
for it was generally far from satisfying.”44 

The main reason that Paul and his companions were forced to leave Thessalonica was 
because the local Jewish leaders had told the civic leaders that he was an insurrectionist 
against Rome (Acts 17:7-8), proclaiming a king other than Caesar. That the return of the 
Messiah to the Earth played a significant part of Paul’s preaching is easily detectable from 

 
43 Smith, in NIB, 11:721. 
44 Marshall, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, 119; cf. Morris, 137; Green, pp 217-219; Witherington, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, 

pp 126-130. 
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the content of 1 Thessalonians thus far (1:10; 2:19; 3:13). And, having been forced out of 
Thessalonica a bit too soon, it is widely recognized among interpreters that the non-Jewish 
Thessalonicans had not been significantly taught about the particulars of the doctrine of 
resurrection and Yeshua’s Second Coming. 

Paul’s word in v. 13, “we do not want you to be uninformed, brethren, about those who 
are asleep,” was most probably necessitated by the fact that between his leaving 
Thessalonica and writing this letter, some of the Thessalonicans had died. What would 
happen to them? Would those who died miss the return of Yeshua? (Furthermore, did some 
of these people just die of natural causes, or were some hurt in the persecution of Believers? 
We are not told.) Even with Paul possibly having told the Thessalonicans a sufficient 
amount about the resurrection in his time with them, these were largely people, as Greeks 
and Romans, who were not acclimated to it in terms of their spirituality (cf. 1 Corinthians 
15:55-57). Because of this, the Thessalonicans could have been overcome by significant grief 
when some of their own passed away. Also to be considered could be how some of the 
Thessalonican Believers might have misinterpreted Paul’s teaching in association with 
Yeshua’s own resurrection. Robert K. Jewett describes, 

“[H]aving already been resurrected by their membership in the new age, there would 
be no further resurrection for those who have died. In effect, the congregation thinks it has 
already been raptured by means of its charismatic ecstasy, placing them beyond death. This 
would explain both the shock at the death of loved ones and the fear that they had ‘believed 
in vain.’”45 

As strange as it may sound, some of the Thessalonicans, by virtue of their belief in 
Yeshua as the Resurrected One, could have actually thought that they were immortal (cf. 2 
Timothy 2:18). And so, seeing some of their own die, they might have been intensely 
confused. I think it more likely, though, that the Thessalonican Believers did not think that 
the deceased among them would be present to witness the Messiah’s return. 

Paul does not want the Thessalonicans to be confused, but most especially he did not 
want them to “grieve as do the rest who have no hope.” Those who grieve and who have no 
hope, while it could have included those like the Jewish Sadducees who denied any kind of 
afterlife or resurrection (Mark 12:18-23; Acts 23:6-10), are more probably pagans (v. 5; 
Ephesians 2:12), who had absolutely no understanding of the future as conveyed in the 
Tanach Scriptures. The resurrection of Yeshua from the dead guarantees the Believer that 
the dead in Messiah will be resurrected in the future—but more importantly, that God’s 
Kingdom will come to Planet Earth at His return! 

V. 13 is one of numerous places in the Bible, where death is depicted as a sort of 
“sleep.”46 It is rightly taken that the description of the death of the body as being “asleep” is 
only temporary inactivity, given the reality of a future reanimation of human remains in 

 
45 Jewett, in ECB, 1420. 
46 Genesis 47:30; Deuteronomy 31:16; 1 Kings 2:10; 22:40; Psalm 13:3; John 11:11-13; Acts 7:60; 13:36; 1 

Corinthians 7:39; 11:30. 



1 THESSALONIANS 4 

- 115 - 

the resurrection (Daniel 12:2). Those who have rightly affirmed a conscious, disembodied 
intermediate afterlife before the resurrection, as certainly taught by the Apostolic 
Scriptures,47 have emphasized that the sleep metaphor, used to describe the dead, describes 
bodily inactivity to be followed by renewed bodily activity at the resurrection. The human 
body, therefore, is not to be regarded as some kind of “shell” to just be thrown away as 
garbage at the time of death, as was concurrent in ancient pagan religion. The human body 
very much makes up a critical component of a person, and is to be honored after death with 
a proper burial. For, even if one of us is fully convicted that the consciousness of a departed 
loved one is in the presence of the Lord in Heaven—the closest we can get to such a loved 
one, in this dimension, is a cemetery gravesite.48 

4:14 The statement made in v. 14, is definitely intended to give the Thessalonicans—
who were confused about the doctrine of resurrection and the Second Coming—some 
significant hope for those among them who had died. The word, “we believe that Yeshua 
died and rose again,” is regarded by some interpreters “to be a creedal formula” (Smith),49 
because as Green states, namely “because of its brevity and its description of the event.”50 
Whether this really was or not, the idea of Yeshua dying and rising again, was deeply rooted 
and embedded within the thoughts and Scripture exposition of the First Century Believers. 
Paul himself would later say, “if Messiah has not been raised, your faith is worthless; you 
are still in your sins” (1 Corinthians 15:17). 

While it is abundantly true, as the first part of v. 14 testifies, that Yeshua rose again 
from the dead, there are some disagreements about what the second part of v. 14 
communicates. The source text says kai ho Theos tous koimēthentas dia tou Iēsou axei sun autō. 
There is disagreement about the emphasis of the clause dia tou Iēsou, and the verb it is to be 
associated with.51 One view makes Yeshua the agent of the Believers’ sleeping (tous 
koimēthentas), and the other makes Yeshua the agent of the Believers’ resurrection (dia tou 
Iēsou axei sun autō). 

The majority view might be that dia tou Iēsou pertains to the action of the deceased 
Believers, sleeping in Yeshua. The NASU rendering of v. 14 reflects this: “those who have 
fallen asleep in Yeshua.” The advantage of taking dia tou Iēsou as meaning that Yeshua is the 
agent of the Believers’ sleeping, is how, as Green puts it, it would be “a way of saying that 
these believers died...in union with him. In death, believers are not separated from Jesus. 
This phrase then becomes an implicit affirmation that those who die as Christians do not 
cease to exist between the time of their death and the resurrection.”52 

 
47 Cf. Luke 16:19-31; 23:39-43; Acts 7:55-60; 2 Corinthians 5:6-10; Philippians 1:20-24; Revelation 6:9-11. 
48 For a further discussion, consult the FAQ, “Death, as an unconscious sleep.” 
49 Smith, in NIB, 11:724. 
50 Green, 220. 
51 Cf. Bruce, 1&2 Thessalonians, pp 97-98; Wanamaker, pp 169-170; Green, 221; Witherington, 1 and 2 

Thessalonians, 133; Fee, pp 169-173. 
52 Green, 221. 
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While this suggestion is surely inviting, there are a few more advantages in taking dia 
tou Iēsou as meaning that Yeshua is the agent of the Believers’ resurrection. The RSV 
rendering of v. 14 says, “through Jesus, God will bring with him those who have fallen 
asleep.” While this view should definitely be taken as Yeshua, the Son of God, being the One 
who resurrects the dead as part of the Father’s plan, neither the verbs anistēmi, which has 
just been used in the opening of v. 14 to describe the raising of Yeshua Himself, nor the verb 
egeirō or “awaken,” appears here. Instead, what is seen is the verb agō, meaning “to direct 
the movement of an object from one position to another,” and here likely relates to 
“lead, bring, lead off, lead away” (BDAG).53 Supporting the second view proposed for v. 14, 
Fee notes, “Jesus is at once both the one who accompanies the dead who are to be raised and 
[is] the agent of their being raised.”54 

As it concerns the Believers who have died, Morris concludes, “It is best to understand 
the words to mean that Jesus will bring the faithful departed with Him when He comes 
back.”55 It is fully within the realm of lexical possibilities, even if it is a bit wooden, to render 
the second half of v. 14 with: “through Yeshua, God will lead with Him those who are 
sleeping.” Yeshua will be the agent of the deceased Believers resurrection, and they will be 
led or brought (agō) with Him, obviously from Heaven, to be resurrected at the Second 
Coming. This is fully concurrent with how, previously, Paul has spoken of “the coming of 
our Lord Yeshua with all His saints” (3:13). 
 

 
15 For this we say to you by the word of the Lord, that we who are alive and 
remain until the coming of the Lord, will not precede those who have fallen 
asleep. 16 For the Lord Himself will descend from heaven with a shout, with the 
voice of the archangel and with the trumpet of God, and the dead in Messiah will 
rise first. 17 Then we who are alive and remain will be caught up together with 
them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air, and so we shall always be with the 
Lord. 18 Therefore comfort one another with these words. 
 
4:15 The authority by which Paul can confidently say what he has just told the 

Thessalonicans, about those who have died (vs. 13-14), is that his teaching is “by the word of 
the Lord.” Such a word of the Lord, while obviously involving various Tanach prophecies 
about the future resurrection (i.e., Isaiah 26:19; Ezekiel 37:6; Daniel 12:2), is more likely a 
reference to the teaching of Yeshua (Matthew 24:27, 29-31).56 Yet, if the “word of the Lord” 
here is to be considered actual teaching of Yeshua in terms of His return and the 
resurrection of the righteous—then the Matthew 24:29-31 passage, which would explicitly 

 
53 BDAG, 16. 
54 Fee, 170. 
55 Morris, 140. 
56 Green, 222, Witherington, 1&2 Thessalonians, 136; Against: Thomas, in EXP, 11:277. 
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describe this, can be taken as decisive evidence in favor of a post-tribulational gathering of 
the saints: 

“But immediately after the tribulation of those days THE SUN WILL BE DARKENED, AND THE 
MOON WILL NOT GIVE ITS LIGHT, AND THE STARS WILL FALL from the sky, and the powers of the 
heavens will be shaken. And then the sign of the Son of Man will appear in the sky, and then 
all the tribes of the earth will mourn, and they will see the SON OF MAN COMING ON THE 
CLOUDS OF THE SKY with power and great glory. And He will send forth His angels with A 
GREAT TRUMPET and THEY WILL GATHER TOGETHER His elect from the four winds, from one end 
of the sky to the other” (Matthew 24:29-31).57 

Be aware that the appeal made to the coming of the Lord, “that we who are alive and 
remain until the coming of the Lord, will not precede those who have fallen asleep,” is 
something that is placed within “the word of the Lord”: the teaching of the Messiah 
Himself. Yeshua’s own teaching about His return and the resurrection, of course, is 
predicated on the resurrection passages and inferences of the Tanach (Old Testament). 

4:16 The ancient Thessalonicans, being confused over whether or not their deceased 
loved ones would be able to participate in the return of the Messiah, should now no longer 
be confused: “the Lord Himself will descend from heaven with a shout, with the voice of the 
archangel and with the trumpet of God, and the dead in Messiah will rise first.” Just as it is 
said that Yeshua rose again (v. 14), so it is made clear that deceased Believers too will rise 
(Grk. verb anistēmi). While this would have surely brought great relief to those 
Thessalonicans who had not quite known what was going to happen to their departed loved 
ones, probing the significance of what is stated in v. 16, is quite key. 

The concept of God Himself descending from Heaven to the Earth is something that is 
witnessed within the Tanach Scriptures. This surely happened at Mount Sinai (Exodus 
19:16). In Micah 1:3 we see, “For behold, the LORD is coming forth from His place. He will 
come down and tread on the high places of the earth.” Also not to be overlooked, in view of 
the further description given about the righteous meeting the Lord in the clouds, is how in 
Daniel 7:13 we read, “I kept looking in the night visions, and behold, with the clouds of 
heaven One like a Son of Man was coming, and He came up to the Ancient of Days and was 
presented before Him.” What should not be ignored is that given the Tanach passages that 
speak of the arrival of the Lord to the Earth, to vindicate His people and judge sinners—is 
how Yeshua the Son is the One who will perform these actions. Fee details, 

“[T]his well known Yahweh praise has now been appropriated to refer to Christ...The 
implied high Christology assumed by this language should not be overlooked, where the 
Septuagint’s kyrios = Yahweh is now kyrios = the risen Jesus.”58 

This has already been seen previously in 3:13, given the intertexuality of Zechariah 
14:5, and so when the return of the Messiah is detailed in vs. 16-17, we should not be 

 
57 Cf. Isaiah 13:10; Ezekiel 32:7; Joel 2:10, 31; 3:15. 
58 Fee, 174. 
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surprised to see more Tanach passages where the Lord Yeshua accomplishes the actions of 
Adonai (YHWH) in the Tanach. But, the Son is no mere agent of the Father; He is the Son of 
Man of whom it is said, “And to Him was given dominion, glory and a kingdom, that all the 
peoples, nations and men of every language might serve [worshiped, NIV] Him. His dominion 
is an everlasting dominion which will not pass away; and His kingdom is one which will not 
be destroyed” (Daniel 7:14). We see, after all, that the Lord Himself, autos ho Kurios, descends 
from Heaven to Earth. The only way that one can account for this is affirming a plural 
Godhead, composed of at least the Father and Son. 

The Greek source text of v. 16 uses the common term for “trumpet,” salpigx, which 
many Messianics necessarily associate with the shofar,59 something seen in various 
Messianic versions: “God's shofar” (CJB, TLV). In the Tanach, usage of the shofar is generally 
associated with a scene of warning or spiritual intensity, such as the Ancient Israelites being 
told to keep away from Mount Sinai (Exodus 19:16, 19; 20:18). The sounding of the trumpet 
also signals the Day of the Lord (Joel 2:1; Zephaniah 1:15-16), as well as the final gathering of 
Israel and all of God’s people (Isaiah 27:13; Zechariah 9:14-15). 

While there are some questions regarding the return of the Lord and the complete 
restoration of Israel, that only time can answer for us—the biggest debate by far among 
Believers concerns the timing of all this. Yeshua Himself said, “just as the lightning comes 
from the east and flashes even to the west, so will the coming of the Son of Man be” 
(Matthew 24:27), which should definitely be taken as a warning against the idea that His 
return and the resurrection of the righteous dead, will somehow be a secret event. 
Witherington directs us toward considering this scene as one of battle: “one could want that 
we are dealing with a public event, one announced not only by a loud command, as on a 
battlefield, and the voice of the archangel (see Jude 9; 1 Enoch 20.1-7; 4 Ezra 4.36), but also by 
the trumpet call of God...The images are martial, as if Jesus were summoning his army.”60 
The closest paralleling language to 1 Thessalonians 4:16, in the Pauline letters, appears later 
in 1 Corinthians 15:51-52: 

“Behold, I tell you a mystery; we will not all sleep, but we will all be changed, in a 
moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet; for the trumpet will sound, and the 
dead will be raised imperishable, and we will be changed.” 

In Paul’s extensive teaching about the resurrection of the dead in 1 Corinthians ch. 15, 
one can see some more specificity in that the trumpet to be sounded is labeled as “the last 
trumpet.” What makes this a controversial claim for many Christians today, and even a few 
Messianics, is that if this last trumpet is associated with the seventh trumpet judgment of 
Revelation—“The kingdom of the world has become the kingdom of our Lord and of His 
Messiah; and He will reign forever and ever” (Revelation 11:15)—then it severely weakens 
the case for a pre-tribulation rapture. Yeshua Himself says He returns to gather the elect 

 
59 Stern, Jewish New Testament Commentary, pp 623-624. 
60 Witherington, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, 138. 
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after the Tribulation (Matthew 24:29-31); the resurrection of the righteous occurs at the last 
trumpet (1 Corinthians 15:51-52); Planet Earth becomes the personal property of the 
Messiah at the seventh trumpet (Revelation 11:15). 

Post-tribulationists have strongly urged Bible readers to be sure to consider a wider 
scope of passages concerning the return of the Lord. When passages like Matthew 24:29-31; 1 
Thessalonians 4:16-17; 1 Corinthians 15:51-52; and Revelation 11:15 are compared together—
the popular doctrine of pre-tribulation rapture does not at all find significant support. 
There are those pre-tribulationists like John Walvoord who would protest the thought that 
the last trumpet of 1 Corinthians 15:51-52 is the same as Revelation 11:15, claiming “That is 
certainly not true!” and then having to say that the last trumpet is actually “mentioned in 
Matthew 24:31.”61 In order to support pre-tribulationism, the last trumpet of 1 Corinthians 
15:51-52, which is a further explanation of what we are reading in 1 Thessalonians 4:16-17, 
they protest, cannot be the actual last trumpet sounded before the return of the Messiah. 

There are commentators who are purposefully ambiguous over the timing of the 
events of 1 Thessalonians 4:16-17—although it is most notable what the different New 
Testament passages are, that they must associate with them. Marshall, who only compares 
Bible verses here, concludes, “in Rev. 8:2-10:7; 11:15-19...seven trumpet blasts by angels 
introduce a series of divine judgments. The resurrection of the dead is accompanied by the 
sounding of the last trumpet in 1 C. 15:51, and the Son of man sends out his angels with a 
loud trumpet call to gather his elect in Mt. 24:31.”62 Green offers a similar conclusion: “Not 
only in our text but also in 1 Corinthians 15.52 the trumpet of God announces or commands 
the resurrection of the dead, while in Matthew 24.31 the trumpet of God calls together the 
dispersed people of God.”63 

4:17 Following the resurrection of the righteous dead, Paul informs the Thessalonicans, 
“Then we who are alive and remain will be caught up together with them in the clouds to 
meet the Lord in the air, and so we shall always be with the Lord.” Here, it is best that we 
consider the “we who are alive and remain” to be the Believers living at the time of the 
Messiah’s return. Following this meeting Yeshua in the clouds, Paul says “so we will be with 
the Lord forever” (NIV), which rightly implies that the righteous from all ages, those 
deceased-resurrected and those living, will now have been corporately brought together. 

1 Thessalonians 4:17 is the only place in the Bible where a “rapture,” as it is commonly 
called, is specifically spoken of—per the Latin Vulgate’s rendering of harpagēsometha as 
rapiemur. While it is not technically incorrect to refer to the return of the Lord as “the 
rapture,” what is commonly considered to be the rapture, is actually the gathering of 
Believers into the clouds. But the problem in much of contemporary Christianity has far 

 
61 Walvoord, 44. 
Morris, 145, unlike Walvoord, urges some temperance on this issue, saying “we must not be unduly 

dogmatic about it. Had we an abundance of detail recorded we could say a great deal.” 
62 Marshall, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, 129; cf. Bruce, 1&2 Thessalonians, 101. 
63 Green, 225. 
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less to do with the term “rapture,” as much as it has to do with evaluating the angels’ word 
at Yeshua’s ascension: “This Yeshua, who has been taken up from you into heaven, will 
come in just the same way as you have watched Him go into heaven” (Acts 1:11). Yeshua’s 
ascension into Heaven was hardly a secret event, and as Revelation 1:7 informs us, “BEHOLD, 
HE IS COMING WITH THE CLOUDS [Daniel 7:13], and every eye will see Him, even those who 
pierced Him; and all the tribes of the earth will mourn over Him.” Yeshua’s return is going 
to be a very public event, and despite all the protestations of pre-tribulationists, will hardly 
be something secret. 

There has been much useful discussion accessible regarding what eis apantēsin, “to (a) 
meeting,” involves, per the usage of apantēsis in the Ancient Mediterranean, specifically as 
it regards the people of a town or city meeting a visiting dignitary. In the works of the 
Jewish historian Josephus, Vespasian was greeted by the people of Rome who came out to 
meet him (Wars of the Jews 7.68-72),64 and then they all entered back into the city together.65 
In Luke’s record of Acts 28:15, the Believers in Rome actually came out to meet Paul, and 
then they all returned to the city together: “And the brethren, when they heard about us, 
came from there as far as the Market of Appius and Three Inns to meet us [eis apantēsin 
hēmin]; and when Paul saw them, he thanked God and took courage.” Those who meet the 
Lord in the air, will then return to the Earth with Him. 

While comparing the usages of apantēsis or “meeting” is quite important, there would 
have been a significant subversive quality to Paul describing Yeshua’s return in terms of 
“meeting,” given how it was used in association with the Roman state. Green informs us 
how “An imperial visit was an event of great pomp and magnificent celebrations, with rich 
banquets, speeches that praised the imperial visitor, a visit to the local temple, rich 
donations, celebration of games, sacrifices, statues dedicated, and arches and other 
buildings constructed. Money was minted to commemorate the event, crowns of gold might 
be given, and at times a new era was inaugurated.”66 While Yeshua’s Second Coming, with 
its attendant trumpet blast, the resurrection of the dead, and His coming on the clouds are 
all based within the Tanach or Old Testament—the terminology of “coming” or parousia and 
“meeting” or apantēsis have classical dimensions that cannot be avoided. But whereas King 
Caesar might be expected to visit one of his cities or provinces, here King Yeshua will be 
claiming Planet Earth (Revelation 11:15). 

Perhaps the most critical aspect, when understanding the background of a visiting 
dignitary, is how Green concludes, “the Lord would continue his parousia until he arrived at 
the final destination of the city or the earth.”67 The coming of the Lord does not end at the 
clouds, as those who go to meet the Lord in the air will all go back to the Earth together with 

 
64 Cf. Green, 227. 
65 Marshall, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, 131; Bruce 1&2 Thessalonians, pp 102-103; Green, pp 226-227; 

Witherington, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, pp 138-140. 
66 Green, 223; cf. Witherington, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, pp 139-140, 140-141. 
67 Ibid., 228. 
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Him. The language of apantēsis implies that the righteous will greet Yeshua on His way to 
the Earth, not that they will meet Yeshua in the clouds and then be taken back into Heaven. 
The meeting of Yeshua takes place en nephalais or “in the clouds,” and eis aera or “in the air.” 
Witherington is right to note, “Clouds are regularly said to accompany a theophany, when 
God comes down to the human level, not when humans are taken up into the presence of 
God in heaven”68 (cf. Exodus 19:16; 40:34; 1 Kings 8:10-11; Psalm 97:2). 

The issue surrounding apantēsis has fortunately not escaped the notice of Messianic 
interpreters. In his Jewish New Testament Commentary, David H. Stern makes mention of 
“ancient notions of meeting a visitor, such as at Ac 28:15-16, where the believers met Sha’ul 
at Appian Market and Three Inns and accompanied him to Rome, suggest that believers who 
have died will meet Yeshua in the air (v. 17) and then accompany him as he descends to 
reign on earth.”69 Many Messianic Jewish leaders, including figures such as Stern,70 and 
Daniel C. Juster,71 are post-tribulationists. 

4:18 Knowing what is to transpire in the future, Paul exhorts the Thessalonicans, 
“Therefore comfort one another with these words,” with the verb parakaleō also meaning 
“encourage” (NIV/NRSV/ESV/CJB). Not only would they gain some comfort, in their time of 
grief, in knowing that the departed among them would indeed participate in the Second 
Coming—but whatever world forces of evil were persecuting them, would be finally 
conquered at the arrival of the Messiah to Planet Earth. 

While many people throughout the centuries have taken comfort from 1 Thessalonians 
4:15-18, when reflecting on the future realities of the Second Coming, resurrection of the 
dead, and the righteous from all ages being united together with the Lord—we have to 
always try to remember what these words would have meant to the Thessalonicans first. 
These were people who were largely former pagans, who had once not quite known what to 
believe about final human destiny. For too many of today’s Christians, unfortunately, 1 
Thessalonians 4:15-18 has been significantly sensationalized and used to promote things 
that are not entirely Biblical. Green astutely observes, 

“This is not the stuff of speculative prophecy or bestsellers on the end times. The text is 
located at the funeral home, the memorial service, and the graveside. It is placed in the 
hands of each believer to comfort others in their time of greatest sorrow. The decidedly 
bizarre pictures of airplanes dropping out of the sky and cars careening out of control as the 
rapture happens detract from the hope that this passage is designed to teach. The picture 
presented here is of the royal coming of Jesus Christ.”72 

 
68 Witherington, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, 141. 
69 Stern, Jewish New Testament Commentary, 621. 
70 Ibid., 623. 
71 Dan Juster and Keith Intrater, Israel, the Church and the Last Days (Shippensburg, PA: Destiny Image, 

1990). 
72 Green, 229. 
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When the material of 1 Thessalonians 4:15-18 is evaluated, with its Tanach background 
and the teaching of Yeshua in proper view—a pre-tribulation rapture is most 
undetectable.73 And, given the fact that what is emphasized is, “will be caught up together 
with them in the clouds” (v. 17), we should each train ourselves to speak of the Second 
Coming in terms of the righteous being gathered in the clouds to meet the Lord, rather than it 
being “the rapture.” 
 
 
 
 

 
73 Cf. Fee, 179-180. 
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