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ABSTRACT 

Thessalonians 5:1-11 is a 
significant Pauline image for communicating the unexpected character of the Day of the Lord. Yet 

return, thereby overlooking its wider 
-

literally method through a contextual and exegetical reading of 1 Thessalonians 5:1-11. The study 
employs an apocalyptic-eschatological theological framework, complemented by a contextual-
hermeneutical perspective, to examine how Paul connects the unexpected coming of the Day of 
the Lord with divine judgment, salvation, Christian identity, ethical vigilance, and communal 
encouragement. The conceptual framework of the study is organized around six interrelated 
concepts: The Day of the Lord, suddenness, darkness and light, watchfulness, salvation from 
wrath, and communal solidarity. The study argues that Pau
provide a timetable for calculating the end; rather, it emphasizes the suddenness and certainty of 

argues that the metaphor has a dual theological function: it warns those who remain in darkness of 

for salvation through Jesus Christ. Consequently, Pauline eschatology is presented not as an 
invitation to fear, speculation, or escapism but as a theological basis for vigilance, hope, holiness, 
perseverance, and mutual care. The paper recommends that contemporary Christian communities 

than using it to promote date-setting or fear-based eschatology. The study concludes that the 
ay 

of the Lord but in its power to shape a community that lives faithfully, hopefully, soberly, and 
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Apocalyptic theology; Christian hope 
 
INTRODUCTION 
Apocalyptic imagery occupies an important place in the theology of the New Testament. The term 

apokalypsis
biblical literature, 

Testament writers, Paul frequently employs apocalyptic themes. However, Paul does not use 
apocalyptic language merely to describe future cosmic events. Instead, he uses eschatological 
teaching to shape present Christian behavior. For Paul, the future return of Christ should influence 
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how believers live in the present age. According to G

and times. 
 

and 5 -18 and 
the discourse concerning the Day of the Lord in 5:1-11 (Spitaler, 2026). Paul introduces the central 

e day of the Lord will come like 
 

 

evokes an event that occurs unexpectedly, without public warning, and with potentially serious 
consequences. Paul strengthens this image in verse 3 through the comparison of sudden destruction 
to the unexpected onset of labour pains. The combination of these images communicates 
suddenness rather than chronological predictability. 
 
In the pericope of 1 Thessalonians 5:1-

eschatological teaching, which is to shape Christian behavior in this last days. The Thessalonian 
believers were confused about eschatological matters. Some Christians feared that believers who 

preoccupied with the timing of the Day of the Lord. Paul responds pastorally by redirecting 
attention from assumption to preparation. 
 
Recent scholars
offers a major reassessment of the eschatologies of 1 and 2 Thessalonians, paying attention to their 

25) study examines 1 
Thessalonians 5:1 11 in comparison with the Qumran War Scroll and identifies overlapping 
semantic domains involving light and darkness, kinship, war, ethics, divinity, and time. Spitaler's 

literary and thematic coherence of 1 Thessalonians 4:13 5:11. These studies demonstrate the 
continuing importance of revisiting Paul's eschatological language. 
 
This study therefore seeks to examine the th
Thessalonians 5:1-11. It argues that the metaphor should be understood within the larger 
theological movement of the passage: from the unexpected Day of the Lord, through the distinction 
between darkness and light, to the call for vigilance and the assurance of salvation. The central 
thesis is that 
theological device through which Paul transforms eschatological expectation into present Christian 
vigilance, hope, ethical responsibility, and communal solidarity. 
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CONCEPTUAL CLARIFICATION 
For this study, the central concept is 
in 1 Thessalonians 5:2 and is repeated conceptually in verse 4. The expression should not be treated 

of the Lord, sudden destruction, darkness and light, Christian vigilance, salvation, and mutual 
encouragement. 
 

. 

therefore provides the immediate theological context for understanding the metaphor. Recent 
research continues to emphasize that 1 Thessalonians 5:1-11 should be read as a coherent 
eschatological unit rather than as a collection of disconnected sayings. Spitaler argues that the 

is closely integrated with the preceding discussion of the Lord's coming 
in 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18. 
 

. The metaphor of a thief does not 
primarily communicate the moral character of Christ or the Day of the Lord. Its force lies in the 
unexpected manner in which the event occurs. A thief does not announce the precise moment of 

s suddenness among the significant features of Thessalonian 
eschatology and examines how eschatological expectation functions within the two Thessalonian 
letters. 
 

. Paul moves from the metaphor of the thief to a 
distinction between those who belong to darkness and those who are children of light and of the 

2025 study is especially relevant because it identifies light and darkness, kinship, ethics, warfare, 
and eschatological expectation as interconnected semantic domains in 1 Thessalonians 5:1-11. 
 

. Since believers belong to the day, they are 
called not to sleep but to remain awake and sober. Eschatological knowledge therefore creates an 
ethical obligation. The expectation of God's future intervention affects Christian behaviour in the 
present. The passage consequently moves from eschatological announcement to ethical 
exhortation. 
 

. Paul states that God has not appointed 
believers for wrath but for salvation through Jesus Christ (1 Thess. 5:9). The metaphor of the thief 
therefore cannot be interpreted solely as a message of terror. Within the whole passage, it serves 
both warning and assurance. Spitaler's recent study similarly observes that the eschatological event 
described through the night-burglar imagery results in salvation for those in the light and disaster 
for those in darkness. 
 

. Paul concludes the passage not with a command to 

s significant for the theological interpretation of the passage. 
Eschatological hope is directed toward community formation. The future expectation of salvation 
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becomes a reason for believers to strengthen one another in the present. Thus, the framework 
demonstrates that the metaphor is not simply an eschatological prediction. It is a theological image 
that connects future divine intervention with present Christian identity and conduct. 
 
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 
This study is primarily grounded in an apocalyptic-eschatological theological framework. This 
framework is appropriate because 1 Thessalonians 5:1-11 concerns the Day of the Lord, divine 
judgment, salvation, darkness and light, the future intervention of God, and the destiny of 
humanity. The choice of this framework stems from the fact that it understands eschatology not 
merely as a doctrine concerning the chronological end of history but as a theological vision in 

 
community. 
 

demonstrates significant conceptual parallels between 1 Thessalonians 5:1-11 and the Qumran 
War Scroll, particularly in the use of light and darkness, eschatological conflict, identity, ethics, 

eschatologies of 1 and 2 Thessalonians, including their shared imagery and relationship to wider 
Jewish and early Chris

certainty, 
. 

 
A second dimension of the theoretical framework is the relationship between eschatology and 
ethics. Paul's eschatological teaching does not end with information about what will happen in the 
future. Instead, it produces a particular way of living in the present. This is evident in Paul's 
movement from verses 1-5 to verses 6-8. After describing the unexpected Day of the Lord, Paul 
calls believers to remain awake and sober. The theological logic is therefore straightforward: 
because the Day is coming, believers must live differently now. This perspective prevents the 
study from reducing eschatology to speculation about the end times. The metaphor has ethical 
consequences. Christians who understand themselves as children of light are expected to live 
according to that identity through faith, love, hope, sobriety, and mutual responsibility. Van 

framework of 1 Thessalonians 5:1-11 is inseparable from ethical and communal identity. 
 
The third dimension is a communal-pastoral framework. Paul writes to a Christian community 
that needs encouragement and theological reassurance. His eschatology therefore has a pastoral 

ncourage one another and 

metaphor, when read within the complete argument, becomes a pastoral call to preparedness rather 
than an instrument for producing anxiety. 
 
HISTORICAL BACKGROUND OF THESSALONICA 
Thessalonica was one of the most important urban centres of ancient Macedonia and occupied a 
strategic position within the Roman world. Its location on the Thermaic Gulf and its connection 
with the Via Egnatia, the major east-west road across Macedonia, contributed significantly to its 
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economic, political, and cultural importance. The city functioned as a major centre of 
communication and exchange, linking the Aegean world with the interior of Macedonia and routes 
leading toward the eastern provinces of the Roman Empire. Recent archaeological and historical 
research continues to confirm the strategic importance of Thessalonica and its significance for 
understanding the emergence of Christianity in Macedonia (Kaefer, 2024; Ogereau, 2023). 
 
Thessalonica was also a religiously and culturally diverse urban community. Jews, Greeks, 

believers. Longenecker (2024), drawing on evidence from Greco-Roman associations, argues that 
the social formation of the Thessalonian Christ-group may be better understood in terms of a 
disagreement within an existing associational network rather than simply as the conversion of 
an entirely independent group. 
 
The city's political position also shaped its public identity. Thessalonica had an important 
relationship with Roman authority and enjoyed a privileged status as a free city. Roman political 
power was therefore visible within the structures of civic life. However, the relationship between 

every expression in 1 Thessalonians was a direct political attack on Rome. Rather, the Christian 
proclamation of the risen and returning Christ existed within a world in which language 
concerning lordship, peace, security, authority, and political order had significant public meanings. 
 
They were a young Christian community living within a complicated social environment and 

theological and pastoral. 
 
LITERARY CONTEXT OF 1 THESSALONIANS 5:1-11 
First Thessalonians 5:1- and the 
destiny of believers. The passage should therefore be read in close connection with 1 Thessalonians 
4:13-
Their question appears to have been whether those who 

them that those who have died in Christ will participate in the eschatological victory. The dead 
will rise, and together with living believers they will be with the Lord. The pastoral purpose of this 

Thess. 4:18). The instruction is important because it establishes a pattern that continues into 
chapter 5. Eschatological teaching is intended to strengthen the community rather than merely 
satisfy curiosity about the future. 
 

not provide a chronological timetable. Instead, he reminds the Thessalonians that they already 

the unexpected character of the event. Recent scholarship has given renewed attention to this point. 
Tooth (2024) identifies suddenness as an important feature of Thessalonian eschatology, while 
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4:13-5:11 and argues that the imagery contributes to the literary coherence of the larger 
eschatological discourse. 
 
Van Appeldoorn's (2025) recent study is particularly relevant to this point. He demonstrates that 1 
Thessalonians 5:1-11 constructs an eschatological framework through interconnected semantic 
domains involving light and darkness, kinship, war, ethics, divinity, and time. He further argues 
that these categories contribute to the construction of community identity. The movement from 
verses 1-10 culminates in verse 11: e one another and build up one 

 This conclusion is essential for understanding the literary 

about dates. It ends with community. 
 
GREEK ANALYSIS OF   

 
The Greek word  

will occur unexpectedly. The metaphor emphasizes unpredictability. Fee (2009) explains that the 
image concerns unexpected arrival rather than secrecy or deception. Jesus Himself used similar 
imagery in: Matthew 24:43, Luke 12:39-40 and Revelation 16:15. Thus, Paul stands within a 
broader Christian tradition concerning vigilance and readiness. Similarly, the Day of the Lord will 
come unexpectedly. Importantly, the focal point of this comparison is surprise and it does not 

 
 

s apocalyptic imagery 
stressing imminence, suddenness, and the unknowability of the coming of the Lord. Lexically, 

idiom 

divine judgment arrives swiftly and catastrophically, including Isa 13:6; Joel 1:15; Joel 2:1; Zeph 
1:14; Isa 2:12; Ezek 13:5 (BibleHub, n.d.; Constable, 2012; Ellicott, n.d.). Again, the NET Bible 

hor to illustrate 

Bible, 2025). 
 

 
The symbol of night is darkness, ignorance, danger, vulnerability, and spiritual blindness in 
biblical interpretation of parables and metaphors. Throughout Scripture, darkness frequently 
represents separation from God and moral confusion. Paul contrasts night with light throughout 
the passage. Those in darkness are spiritually asleep and unprepared. Believers, however, belong 
to the light. Charles A. Wanamaker (1990) argues that the imagery emphasizes moral contrast 
between believers and unbelievers. The theological focus is ethical preparedness. Again, Paul 
contrasts night with light throughout this passage. Those in darkness are spiritually asleep. 
Believers, however, belong to the day and therefore must remain spiritually awake. The imagery 
strengthens the contrast between preparedness and carelessness. 
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Bible scholars emphasize two functions of the image. BibleHub, n.d.; Barnes, (2025) argue writes: 
First, it stresses timing over character: the simile accentuates timing, not character, it also refutes 
date-

est consternation to the 

grammatical force: the futuristic present tense of 

unknown (Wenstrom, 2024). Constable (2012) concludes the imagery links 1 Thess 5:2 to the 
broader New Testament pattern of imminence in Matt 24:36-43; 2 Pet 3:10; Rev 3:3, calling 
Christians to watchfulness rather than speculation. 
 

 

significance within Pauline eschatology. Paul does not use the metaphor merely as dramatic 

judgment, Christian ethics, and the sovereignty of God. The phrase shapes both Christian belief 
and Christian conduct. 
 
Chris  
One major theological significance of the metaphor is the certainty of the Day of the Lord. A thief 
may arrive unexpectedly, but his coming is real and definite. In the same way, Paul teaches that 
the return of Christ is not uncertain speculation but an assured future event. The emphasis of the 
passage is not whether Christ will return, but when He will return. Paul assumes the certainty of 
the event and focuses instead on its unexpected timing. This reflects early Christian conviction 
that history is moving toward divine fulfillment in Christ. According to Gordon D. Fee (2009), the 
metaphor stresses inevitability and suddenness rather than uncertainty. The Day of the Lord will 
surely come because God sovereignly directs history toward its appointed conclusion. Thus, the 

 
 
Divine Sovereignty 

ding to human calculation or prediction. Human beings cannot 

alone (1 Thess. 5:1). This theological emphasis reminds believers that history is governed not by 
political powers, human systems, or earthly rulers, but by God Himself. In the Roman world, many 
people trusted in imperial peace and political stability. Paul challenges this false security by 
declaring that divine intervention can occur suddenly. N. T. Wr

earthly kingdoms. The thief imagery therefore confronts human pride and false confidence while 
y. 

 
Divine Judgment 

judgment. Just as a thief comes without warning, the Day of the Lord will surprise those who are 
spiritually unprepared. This imagery echoes Old Testament prophetic teaching where the Day of  
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the Lord brings judgment upon complacency, sin, and rebellion (Amos 5:18-20; Zeph. 1:14-18). 

unpreparedness. Those living in darkness will be caught unaware because they have rejected 
vigilance and holiness. Leon Morris (1991) explains that the metaphor serves as a warning against 
complacency and spiritual laziness. The suddenness of the Day reveals the seriousness of divine 
judgment. Thus, the image calls humanity to repentance and readiness before God. 
 
Readiness and Responsibility 
Perhaps the most important theological significance of the metaphor is its ethical function. Paul 
uses apocalyptic teaching to shape Ch
produce vigilance, sobriety, holiness, and faithful living. Paul immediately follows the metaphor 

 be 

Christian hope is not passive waiting but active faithfulness. Believers are called to, spiritual 
alertness, moral discipline, faithful endurance, holy living and perseverance in suffering. Gene L. 

expressed through transformed living. 
 
Light and Darkness 

darkness. Those in darkness symbolize unbelief, ignorance, sin, and spiritual blindness. Those in 
the light represent believers wh

live vigilantly not in order to become children of light, but because they already belong to the light 
through Christ. This reflects a central Pauline theological principle: grace precedes obedience. 
According to Jeffrey A. D. Weima (2014), the imagery emphasizes the transformed identity of 

ogically, the passage teaches that Christian 
conduct flows from Christian identity. 
 
Christological Significance 

 in history. Paul applies this concept directly to 

simply an event associated with Yahweh in general terms; it is now centered on Christ. This 
-11, Romans 

10:9-13 and 1 Corinthians 15:20- ion of Christ 
with the Day of the Lord reveals his understanding of Jesus as divine Lord and eschatological 

 
 
Hope for Believers 
Although the imagery contains warning, it also provides encouragement for believers. Paul 
reminds Christians that they are not destined for wrath but for salvation through Jesus Christ (1 
Thess. 5:9). Therefore, believers should not fear the Day of the Lord. For Christians facing 
persecution, suffering, and uncertainty, the return of Christ represents hope, vindication, and final 
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deliverance. This was especially important for the Thessalonian church, which faced opposition 
 teaching functions 

pastorally to strengthen believers amid suffering. Theologically, the passage teaches that Christian 
 

 
Rejection and Speculation 
Another theological significance of the metaphor is its rejection of speculative attempts to predict 

This challenges unhealthy forms of eschatology that promote fear, sensationalism, or obsessive 
prediction. Ben Witherington III (2006) argues that Paul intentionally shifts attention away from 
chronology and toward discipleship. Healthy Christian eschatology therefore produces faithfulness 
rather than anxiety. 
 
APOCALYPTIC MISINTERPRETATION 
Modern interpretations and preachers sometimes misuse apocalyptic passages. Gideon Yohanna 
Tambiyi (2014) asserts that a very good interpretation of the scripture means understanding the 
mind of the author to the original audience. This singular effort suggests that the need for the Bible 
to be properly interpreted in order to see what it meant to the original readers, and then what it 
means to the present in view of the contemporary apoca

For instance: 
 
Date-Setting: 
follower to accept their prophetic calculations, however, Paul rejects this approach. He explicitly 

actions is unpredictable and unknown. So, focusing on the Date-Setting is of less importance, 
instead, believers should be prepared and live with vigilance, because the Day of the Lord will 
come suddenly. 
 
Fear-Based Preaching: Some preachers use eschatology to create fear and emotional 
manipulation. Causing their members to come to Christ out of fear instead of conviction of the 

church and helping them grow in their relationship with God. 
 
Escapist Theology: Some Christians treat eschatology as escape from earthly responsibility. Paul 
instead connects future hope with present ethical responsibility, for healthy eschatology produces: 
Holiness, H

matter because the future hopes shape the current behavior. 
 
CONCLUSION 

this apocalyptic imagery pastorally rather than sensationally. His concern is not to encourage fear, 
speculation, or obsession with prophetic timetables. Instead, he calls believers to vigilance, 
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unexpectedness. The contrast between darkness and light emphasizes Christian identity. The 

demonstrates that eschatology is practical. Future hope shapes present conduct. For the return of 
Christ is certain but its timing is unknown. Therefore, believers must live in vigilance, holiness, 
hope, and readiness. 
 
Recommendations 
Based on the theological findings of this study of 1 Thessalonians 5:1-11, particularly the 
significance of the expression  
following recommendations. 

I. The study recommends that Christian leaders and churches should provide balanced 
biblical teaching on the second coming of Christ. The imagery of the thief in the night 
should not be used merely to create fear, speculation, or anxiety among believers. 
 

II. The study recommends that the church should present eschatological expectation as a 
motivation for Christian conduct in the present. Paul does not encourage the Thessalonians 
to withdraw from society while waiting for the Day of the Lord. Instead, he calls them to 
remain spiritually awake, sober, and mutually supportive. 

 
III. The study recommends that seminaries, theological colleges, and departments of Religious 

Studies should give greater attention to Pauline eschatology, particularly the relationship 
between eschatological expectation and Christian ethics. 1 Thessalonians 5:1 11 

cal life 
of the Christian community. 

 
IV. The study recommends that churches should use Pauline eschatological hope as a resource 

for pastoral ministry in environments characterized by insecurity, violence, displacement, 
uncertainty, and prolonged fear. 

 
V. Finally, the study recommends further research into the expression  

(like a thief in the night) and related eschatological imagery across the New Testament and 
early Christian literature. Comparative studies could examine the relationship between 1 
Thessalonians 5, the Synoptic Gospels, 2 Peter, Revelation, and relevant Jewish 
apocalyptic traditions. 
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