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. . . AND HE SHALL COME AGAIN  

 
The expression Second coming, writes Donald Macleod, is never used in the Bible to describe The Second 
Advent of Christ.  “Instead it uses three other highly descriptive words. First, it refers to it as the parousia. 
This Greek word means presence or arrival, and is best understood in this connection as referring to a royal 
visit. The church lives in expectation of a royal visit on the part of its living and risen Savior.  Secondly, the 
Bible uses the word apocalypse: literally, an unveiling of Jesus. At the moment, the dominion and sovereignty 
of Christ are veiled. One day that veil will be drawn aside and the whole world will see the reality of His 
sovereign dominion. Thirdly, the return of Christ is referred to as an epiphany. The church is expecting the 
glorious appearing of her great God and Savior, Jesus Christ (Titus 2:13). This is very similar to the concept 
of apocalypse, but whereas apocalypsis means drawing aside the veil, epiphany is unmistakable manifestation. 
Once again, the idea is that at present the glory of God in the face of Jesus is not visible to us, but one day 
we shall see Him clearly in all His divine splendour.”1  

 

People have an innate curiosity about the future. It’s a trait that has always made people pay for clairvoyants, 
palm readers, psychics, and astrologers.  To the question: Is Jesus coming back soon? The Scripture 
emphatically affirms the second coming of Christ but warns against putting it in a certain timeframe (Matt. 
24:36; 25:13). But this has not stopped a seemingly ever-increasing host of self-proclaimed prophecy experts 
from trying. These people always specialize in three areas: (1) Antichrist naming, (2) Rapture dating, and 
(3) Tribulation speculating. Many of you will remember Harold Camping (1921-2013), the founder of 
Family Radio in Oakland, California in 1958. In 1988, Camping announced to the surprise of many, myself 
included, that the Church age was over, existing churches were all apostate and that the end of the world 
would occur in May of that year. It did not, but that did not stop Camping.  He published a convoluted 
study of Biblical chronology that he claimed pinpointed the date of Christ’s return. Appropriately entitled, 
1994, Camping declared that sometime in September of that year Christ would return. A Camping follower 
was quoted (Knight-Ridder Newspapers) as saying: “I will be absolutely shocked if this doesn’t happen on 
Sept. 6.” Camping declared that “some kind of sign” would occur on that date, one which will create 
worldwide consternation, fear, and bewilderment. Another Camping disciple, a Reformed Episcopalian 
from Philadelphia, said: “Nothing, absolutely nothing, can change my mind.” Except maybe the course of 
recent history. Camping’s meandering and misguided sojourn into chronology, symbolism, arbitrary 
numerology, and eschatological date-setting, along with his subsequent book Are You Ready?, have sold 
between 60-100 thousand copies, thus securing a tidy financial gain for the prognosticator, along with his 
ruined reputation.  He was even willing to appear on the Larry King call-in show on television (CNN) to 
present and defend his views to millions of viewers in this nation and around the world. Camping has acted 
contrary to the Savior’s own words and brought embarrassment upon the cause of His kingdom, but 
Camping’s faux pas is anything but unique.2  God’s people have been scandalized by date-setters throughout 
the history of the church. There have been dozens in our own generation. In 1970, Hal Lindsay published 
The Late Great Planet Earth, which went on to sell millions of copies.  He predicted that Christ would return 
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within forty years (“a generation’) of the re-establishment of the nation of Israel in 1948. Heading an Arab-
African alliance, Egypt was supposed to attack Israel, with the Soviet Union subsequently entering the fray. 
His predictions caused enough hoopla that even Time magazine covered it (Jan. 8, 1973: “Is the End 
Near?”). Lindsey later wrote: “unmistakably . . . this generation is the one that will see the end of the present 
world and the return of Christ” (The 1980’s: Countdown to Armageddon, 1981). In 1981, Bill Maupin, leader of 
the Lighthouse Gospel Tract Foundation (Tucson, AZ), declared that “there isn’t any chance” that the 
rapture would not take place on June 28 of that year. His followers quit their jobs and gave away their cars. 
Six weeks later he had revised his calculations, and his followers again gathered at his house, waiting to be 
lifted off the face of the earth.  But his was a small flock. Not so for Chuck Smith, founder of the Calvary 
Chapel network of huge worship centers (first in Costa Mesa, CA). In “Future Survival” (1978), he said: 
“From my understanding of biblical prophesies, I’m convinced that the Lord is coming for His Church 
before the end of 1981.”3  In 1986, Charles Taylor (Anaheim, CA), the editor of Bible Prophecy News published 
the startling calculation (about which he claimed to be “89 percent sure”!) that Jesus Christ would return on 
September 24, 1987.  “All signs point to it,” he assured readers, based on a complex formula he extrapolated 
from Leviticus and Daniel.  “The majority of Christians,” according to him, knew that the rapture would 
take place within the next could of years. Perhaps the most egregious was Edgar C. Whisenant. He claimed 
he claimed he could prove it with mathematical precision; he was, after all, a rocket scientist. So he set out 
to demonstrate how “all the 886 end-time Bible prophecies” coalesced to make Rosh Hashanah of 1988 the 
exact date of Christ’s return to rapture the saints. He published 88 Reasons Why the Rapture is in 1988. 
Whisenant was anything but humble: “Only if the Bible is in error am I wrong, and I say that unequivocally. 
There is no way Biblically that I can be wrong; and I say that to every preacher in town.” When the author’s 
intricate system of predicting the end failed, he went on undaunted with a new book called The Final Shout: 
Rapture Report 1989. It seems that he had made a critical error because he was following the wrong calendar: 
“My mistake was that my mathematical calculations were off by one year . . . Since all centuries should 
begin with a zero year (for instance, the year 1900 started this century), the first A.D. was a year short, 
consisting of only 99 years. This was the one-year error in my calculations last year (1988). The Gregorian 
calendar (the calendar used today) is always one year in advance of the true year. Numbered correctly from 
the beginning, i.e., 1 A.D., 1989 Gregorian would be only one thousand nine hundred eighty-eight years of 
365.2422 days each.”4 Whisenant was not alone in making 1988 the termination point of the last days. Many 
others succumbed to last days madness.  Clifford Hill writes that “two young men from Denmark 
announced that they were the two witnesses of Revelation 11:3 sent by God to prepare the way for Messiah. 
Two years earlier I had met two young Americans camping on the Mount Olives also claiming to be the 
two witnesses.” On the heels of Whisenant came Grant R. Jeffrey’s Armageddon: Appointment with Destiny.  
Jeffrey, who had gained quite a reputation for finding “secret codes” in the Bible, writes that through his 
own research into biblical prophecies he has discovered a number of indications “which suggest that the 
year A.D. 2000 is a probably termination date for the last days.” Over the last few decades or so, both the 
Christian Broadcasting Network (The 700 Club with Pat Robertson) and the Trinity Broadcasting Network 
(Praise the Lord with Paul and Jan Crouch) have had numerous self-proclaimed prophets and prophetesses 
declare their visions and revelations about such things – all of them without exception have been 100% 
wrong.5 
 

I. LIVING IN THE LIGHT OF THE DAY OF THE LORD.  Having begun to speak about the return 
of the Lord and the translation of the Church (4:13-18), Paul continues to instruct his readers on 
the certainty of the Lord’s coming in order to urge his readers to greater efforts in Christian living (5:1-
11). This is the main thrust of this passage. Our response to the coming of the Lord’s Day should 
be that of watchfulness (v. 6) and growth in Christian virtues (v. 11).  However, before Paul 
actually presents these exhortations to his readers, he first instructs them on the subject of the time 
of the Lord’s return. Herein lies the great theological debate.  Leon Morris put this debate in its 
proper perspective with the proper attitude: “What he says bears upon another matter which is a 
source of dispute among evangelicals, namely as to whether believers will be left on earth to pass 
through the great tribulation of the last days.  The language of this chapter could be understood 
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either way.  It seems to me that the probability is that it should be taken as meaning that believers 
will pass through the day spoken of.  Paul speaks of them as being ready (v. 4), not as being taken 
out of the trouble in question. But I fully recognize that other interpretations are possible and 
suggest that it is not wise for any of us to condemn those who see such passages differently.”6 

Before examining the details of this passage, it is important to remember the precise relationship 
that exists between the preceding paragraph (4:13-18) and this present passage (5:1-11).  The 
phrase that forms the connecting link between these two passages is the opening statement of 5:1, 
“Now concerning . . .” This phrase indicates that a new thought is now being introduced which 
is closely connected with the foregoing thought.  As Gundry notes, the ease with which Paul 
moves from the rapture and the coming of Christ (4:13-18) into the Day of the Lord (5:1-11) 
“without explanation or differentiation argues strongly for their identification.”7 Interestingly, 
Walvoord basically concurs that there is a “new subject” being introduced (5:1-11) that has “some 
relationship to the preceding context (4:13-18).8 He goes on to say that “Paul is continuing his 
discussion by dealing with the broad program of end time events as defined by the term day of the 
Lord.”9 The reason why both Gundry (a postrib) and Walvoord (a pretrib) stress the continuity 
between these two passages is that both of them believe that the Day of the Lord (5:1ff) begins 
with the rapture of the Church (4:13ff). Therefore, since they both agree on this point, the real 
issue in question is the beginning point of the Day of the Lord.10 Does it start before the tribulation 
or after the tribulation?  Once this can be determined, the interpretation of the entire passage will 
become clear. 

 
II. THE APOSTLE’S CONTRAST (5:1-5).  Although these readers had need for instruction 

concerning the relationship between the coming of the Lord and those who had died before His 
coming (4:23ff), they had no need for instruction concerning the general timetable for future 
events. They knew clearly about the “times and seasons” of His return. These terms refer to the 
final events that will foreshadow His coming. The reason they had no need for instruction 
concerning this matter is told to us in 2 Thessalonians 2:5; they previously had received oral 
instruction concerning the time of the Lord’s return when Paul was first with them. In both that 
passage and this one, Paul refers to the end time events of Christ’s coming as the “Day of the 
Lord.” It is of utmost importance to define this term and to pinpoint its beginning in relationship 
to the tribulation.  The term “day of the Lord” is a familiar Old Testament expression that denotes 
the day when God intervenes directly in human affairs to judge His enemies and to deliver His 
people.  It does not refer to a twenty-four hour period of time, but rather to an extended time 
period. At times, it was associated with the past judgments on Israel’s enemies; in the future, it 
will be a time predicted by the prophets as being associated with the Second Coming of Christ. 
At that day, where will be both blessing poured out for the godly and judgment upon the wicked 
(Joel 2:32-3:1; 6b-21; Amos 5:15, 18-20; Obad. 15, 17; Zeph. 2:3; 3:11, 16; Zech. 14).  As 
previously mentioned, the important fact to determine is when this day of judgment and blessing 
will begin – before the tribulation or after it? There are at least three reasons that are given in 
Scripture that indicate that the day of the Lord will occur after the tribulation. They are as follows: 

 
A. Malachi prophesies that Elijah will reappear “before the coming of the great and terrible day of 

the Lord’ (Mal. 4:5).  It is commonly held by interpreters of revelation that Elijah is one of the 
two witnesses that ministers in the latter half of the tribulation (Rev. 11:1-13).  If this be the case, 
then the day of the Lord cannot begin before the tribulation or include the tribulation period itself 
unless, of course, Malachi’s prediction has already been fulfilled or unless Elijah will reappear to 
minister before the tribulation.  (There are some Pretribulationalists who state that he has 
appeared in the person of John the Baptist.  However, it is clear that the Baptist only came in the 
spirit and power of Elijah, Luke 1:17; after John’s death, Christ still affirmed that Elijah was yet 
to come, Matthew 17:11.) 
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B. Joel prophesies that certain celestial signs will come “before the great and awesome day of the 
Lord” (Joel 2:30, 31).  Our Lord taught that these celestial signs would follow immediately after 
the tribulation (Matt. 24:29-31).  Clearly the day of the Lord cannot and will not begin with the 
tribulation or any part of it.  Since these heavenly signs must come before the Day of the Lord, 
and yet after the tribulation, the Day of the Lord itself must come after the tribulation. 

C. Paul taught that two tribulational events must take place before the coming of the day of the Lord 
(2 Thess. 2:1-4).  These two events are the revealing of the man of lawlessness (Antichrist) and 
widespread apostasy of professing believers. Since these two events occur before the day of the 
Lord, obviously the day of the Lord cannot include the tribulational period during which they 
occur.  Therefore, in this passage Paul is talking about the end time events that are posttribulational 
when he uses the term “the day of the Lord.”11 This becomes very important to realize when we 
see that Paul describes the manner of our Lord’s coming at this time as being sudden and 
unexpected, “just like a thief in the night.”  Obviously, this cannot mean at any moment the 
return of Christ that will come after the tribulation.  If this is the case, then to whom will the day 
of the Lord be sudden and unexpected? The context reveals the answer.  There is a clear contrast 
between believers and nonbelievers in their relationship to this Day.  Verse 3 indicates that the 
coming of the Lord will be sudden only upon the nonbelievers (“they”). In contrast, the believer 
(“you”) will not be caught surprised at the Lord’s return; it will not overtake him like a thief (v. 
4).  In other words, the contrast in these verses is between the unexpectedness of the Day’s arrival 
for the wicked and the expectedness of that Day for the believer. The reason the day of the lord will 
not overtake believers as a thief is because they are all “sons of the light/day” and not “of 
night/darkness” (v. 5).  Throughout the New Testament, these terms refer to co-existing spiritual 
realms of belief and unbelief (Luke 16:8; Rom. 13:12, 13; Eph. 5:8; Col. 1:12, 13; 1 Peter 2:9; 1 
John 1:7; 2:9, 10).  Consequently, what Paul is teaching is that believers, by virtue of their being 
in the spiritual realm of light and day, will have their hearts prepared for the day of the Lord and 
their eyes open to the events that signal its approach (cf. 1 Thess. 2:1-5).  But the nonbelievers, 
being in spiritual darkness, will be totally unprepared and will fail to perceive the significance of 
the tribulational events.  For them, the day of the Lord will come suddenly and swiftly, bringing 
with it eternal separation from Christ (cf. 2 Thess. 1:9).  Thus, it seems apparent that both believer 
and nonbeliever will have a relationship to the day of the Lord, the only difference between them 
being the manner in which the Day approaches upon them. 

 
III. THE APOSTLE’S EXHORTATIONS (5:6-10).  The opening phrase of verse 6 (“so then”) 

introduces a logical and necessary conclusion from what has just been stated.  A twofold 
exhortation follows: because believers live in the spiritual realm of the day/light, they should be 
watchful and sober minded (v. 6, 7) and should be spiritually armored with faith, love, and hope 
for salvation (v. 8). In the first exhortation, Paul stresses that as sons of the day, believers must 
constantly keep themselves from indifference to spiritual realities (i.e., “sleep”); they are not to 
conduct themselves “as do the rest,” i.e., the nonbelievers.  In strong contrast, believers are to be 
characterized by watchfulness and sober-mindedness. In the words of Hiebert (a pretrib-
ulationalist): “The exhortation reflects the eschatological teaching of our Lord (Matt. 24:43-44; 
Mark 13:33-36; Luke 12:37).  The believer must not only be alert to the dangers around him but 
must be looking for the return of the Lord, one of the chief objects of Christian watchfulness (1 
or. 1:7; Titus 2:13; Heb. 9:28; 2 Peter 3:12).” It is this exhortation to be watchful for the coming 
day of the Lord that is perhaps the strongest support for Posttribulationalism in this entire passage.  If 
the Church is to be removed seven years before the day of the Lord and begins by a 
pretribulational rapture, Paul’s exhortation to be alert for that day becomes irrelevant and 
meaningless. Furthermore, what would be the point in saying that the Day will not come like a 
thief upon believers (v. 4), who are to be watching for it (v. 6), if it will not come upon them at 
all? This passage is suggesting that Paul expected believers to watch for the approaching signs 
that will lead up to the day of the Lord (cf. 2 Thess. 2:1-5) so that they in fact will not be overtaken 
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suddenly or unexpectedly by it.  The obvious inference is this: “Since the day of the Lord will 
begin after the tribulation, and since Christians will not be taken by surprise at the arrival of that 
day, the Church will have to come through the tribulation.”12 Verse seven simply confirms this 
exhortation to watchfulness; sleep and drunkenness are activities that are characteristics of the 
night (literally).  Since believers are not of the night (spiritually), they are not to indulge in the 
activities (moral sleepfulness) that are characteristic of those in spiritual darkness; rather, they are 
to be spiritually alert and sober-minded. The second exhortation that is given in this section is to 
be vigilant and spiritually armored with the breastplate of faith and love and the helmet of hope 
for salvation.  Since believers are of the day, they must be on their guard and resist spiritual 
enemies as they await the return of the Lord. Not only are faith and love indispensable in our 
present warfare in this world, but so also is hope.  The nature of this hope is the hope “of 
salvation,” which is the future eschatological deliverance of believers at the coming of the day of the Lord.  
In other words, our hope as believers at the return of Christ is the consummation of our salvation 
or glorification (Phil. 3:21; Rom. 8:23), which is the antithesis of the wrath that is mentioned in 
the following verses.  In these following verses, Paul states the reason for this exhortation and in 
doing so, describes for us the nature, means, and goal of our future salvation, which will be the 
eternal fellowship that we will have with Christ at His return (v. 10).  The means of our future salvation 
from divine wrath is, of course, the Lord Jesus Christ (v. 9b, 10a).  It is He who died for us and 
who has thus born the wrath of God “for us” through His vicarious, penal sacrifice. The goal of 
our future salvation is to “live together with Christ” (v. 10b).  The words “whether we are awake 
or asleep” are best understood figuratively, denoting whether we “live or die” (cf. 1 Thess. 4:16-
17; 1 Cor. 15:51-54; Rom. 14:8-9).  Thus, the emphasis again is that both the living (raptured) 
and the dead (resurrected) will live “together” with Him forever when He returns (4:17). 

 
IV. THE APOSTLE’S ENCOURAGEMENT (5:11).  The intent of Paul’s teaching on this subject is 

designed to urge these believers toward greater efforts in their Christian living.  He exhorts them, 
on the basis of this previous instruction, to first of all “encourage one another.”  This exhortation 
primarily concerns our mutual responsibility to encourage each other toward diligence and 
perseverance in our Christian lives in view of the coming return of the lord.  Secondly, we are to 
“build each other up” on the basis of this instruction. It is the Word of God and its eschatological 
truths that are designed to cause us to grow spiritually as we study and reflect upon these great 
truths.  This, therefore, is the intended result of Paul’s teaching on this subject.13 

 
 

ENDNOTES 
____________________ 
 
1 D. Macleod, A Faith To Live By: Christian Teaching that Makes a Difference (Mentor, 1998), p. 261. 
2 Premillennialism is the belief that Christ’s return will precede and bring about a thousand-year rule of Jesus on earth.  
Premillennialism is a doctrine. Dispensationalism is a system.  All Dispensationalists are premillennialists, but not all 
premillennialists are dispensational.  The father of dispensational premillennialism was John Nelson Darby (1800-1882), an Irish 
clergyman and one of the early leaders of the so-called Plymouth Brethren.  You may never have heard of him, but you cannot 
listen to North American religious television or browse in any evangelical bookstore without meeting his disciples. Darby visited 
North America and influenced, among many others, evangelist Dwight L. Moody.  Moody Bible Institute in Chicago has 
remained an ardent defender of premillennial belief. But Darby’s heaviest impact in North America came through C. I. Scofield, 
who made Darby’s view of prophecy an integral part of the notes he included in the Scofield Reference Bible (1909).  Millions of 
copies of the Scofield Reference Bible have been sold and studied since that time.  In 1967, a committee prepared a revised edition, 
the New Scofield Reference Bible.  In 1989, this Bible appeared with the text of the New King James Version.  This is now the Bible 
for the premillennial dispensationalists (dispensationalists are Christians who believe that God works very differently in each 
stage, or dispensation, of salvation history).  As for Scofield’s notes, he may be wrong sometimes, but he is never in doubt.  That’s 
also a feature of his followers.  The absolute certainty of these prophecy interpreters bowls over a large audience.  In the 1909 
edition, Scofield left the distinct impression (and one that has put dispensationalists ever since in a defensive posture) that salvation 
 
 
 



 

6 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
_____________ 
 
in the Old Testament was accomplished by legal obedience.  However, the 1967 edition of the Scofield Reference Bible teaches that 
a “recognition of the dispensations is of the highest value, so long as it is clearly understood that throughout all the Scriptures 
there is only one basis of salvation, that is, by grace through faith.”  So what remains as the distinctive teaching of 
dispensationalism?  “The essence of dispensationalism is the distinction between Israel and the Church.  The chief dogma of 
dispensationalism is “that there are two people of God for whom God has two different programs and destinies – theocratic and 
earthly for Israel, spiritual and heavenly for the Church.” Cf. Charles C. Ryrie, Dispensationalism Today (Moody, 1971), p. 47.  
George E. Ladd, The Last Things (Eerdmans, 1978), p. 9. 
3 Smith has learned his lesson: Date Setting is wrong, and I was guilty of coming close to that.  I did believe that Hal Lindsey 
could have been on the track when he talked about the forty-year generation, the fig tree budding being the rebirth of Israel, and 
I was convinced in my own heart.  I never did teach it as a spiritual dogma, but I had a personal conviction that Christ was 
coming before 1982. . . . I’ve learned that we cannot put any parameters on the return – or on the rapture of the church – there 
are no parameters – it can happen at any time, hopefully within our lifetime but maybe not.”  As cited in W. A. Alnor, Soothsayers 
of the Second Advent (Revell, 1989), p. 41. 
4 In a February, 1989, Charisma & Christian Life magazine interview, Whisenant, in highly hubristic fashion, stated his ministry “is 
the final movement of God,” while relying on subjective – and questionable – visions and revelations that God’s final movement 
would come from his hometown in Arkansas in the last days.  “By the way, God did say His last movement would come out of 
Little Rock.  I live in Little Rock.  I believe this is it,” he said.  “. . . Corrie ten Boom saw it in a vision.  And Kathryn Kuhlman 
said it would.” 
5 For further documentations cf. W. M. Alnos, Soothsayers of the Second Advent (Revell, 1989), and G. DeMar, Last Days Madness: 
Obsession of the Modern Church (American Vision, 1999). 
6 Leon Morris, The First and Second Epistle to the Thessalonians, p. 152.  
7 Robert Gundry, The Church and the Tribulation, pp. 105-106.  
8 John F. Walvoord, The Blessed Hope and the Tribulation, pp. 115-116. 
9 Ibid, p. 116. 
10 Walvoord, The Thessalonian Epistles, p. 81; Gundry, p. 106. 
11 Gundry, pp. 93-96. 
12 D. Edmond Hiebert, The Thessalonian Epistles, p. 218. 
13 Gundry, p. 96.  See also George E. Ladd, The Blessed Hope, pp. 108-110. 
 


