
Gospel Expectation 
Study 8 – 1 Thessalonians 5:1-11 

 
1. Thinking back to the sermon from last weekend, what struck or challenged 

you?  
 
 
Read 1 Thessalonians 5:1-11 
 
2. Ask people to do the following for 5 minutes among themselves (or with a 

partner). Work out what they think the key themes/subject matter is in this 
section and how the passage can be broken up.  Write a summary 
sentence/title for each of your sections.  

 
My thoughts on the breakup of the passage 
1. When will Jesus return? (verses 1-3) 
2. Therefore, how should we live? (verses 4-8) 
3. We do this certain of our salvation (verses 9-10) 
4. So build each other up (verse 11) 

 
 
3. What questions does this passage raise for you? 

 
My Questions on the passage 
(Feel free to ask the following questions if people don’t raise them 
themselves)  

 
Why does Paul start speaking about this topic here? 
• The whole of 1 Thessalonians 4:13-5:11 is dealing with the second 

coming of Jesus and its implications. In 4:13-18 Paul answered a 
question something like “What happens to Christians who have died 
when Jesus returns?” Now in 5:1-11 Paul is answering a question like 
“When will Jesus return?” 

• It is possible that the Thessalonians’ concern about what happened to 
their brothers and sisters who died before the Lord’s return had 
extended itself to a concern that they might not live through until Christ 
returned. Paul writes to assure them that what they know about the 



time of Christ’s return (as Paul and his friends had taught them while 
with them) is correct. He effectively answers the question, “When will 
Jesus return?” 

• More questions about Christ’s second coming appear in 2 
Thessalonians. This is an area in which the Thessalonian church 
obviously needed this further instruction. 

 
When will Jesus return? 
• Paul answers this in verses 1-3 and calls Jesus’ second coming “the 

day of the Lord” using a strong old testament concept of a coming day 
of judgment for God’s enemies (including sinners within Israel) and 
salvation for God’s people.  

• Jesus will return like a thief. We don’t know when. It will be sudden – 
the thief doesn’t tell you when he plans to break into your house. We 
don’t know when Jesus is coming. 

• It will also be certain, like labour when it starts. Labour comes 
suddenly, and once it starts it can’t be stopped. You can’t escape from 
it. 

• Jesus’ return will be sudden and unstoppable. 
• And for some it will mean destruction – hell, eternity shut out from the 

presence of God, a conscious existence of eternal suffering (See 2 
Thess 1:9). 

• Destruction will be sudden and certain for people who are not God’s 
people, those who belong to the darkness. It will come suddenly and 
these people cannot escape it. Even though people may walk around 
now in this life thinking “peace and safety” (which is exactly what 
people were saying in old testament times when the prophets 
prophesied the coming judgment of God), and may feel secure 
thinking, “I have nothing to worry about, life is good,” the day of the 
Lord is coming. For the believer it is a wonderful day of being caught 
up to the Lord forever. But for the unbeliever it is a day of judgment. 

 
Who are the “sons of the light and sons of the day” and who are 
those who “belong to the night or to the darkness”? (see verses 4-5) 
• Paul moves on in verses 4-8 to speak about how Christians should live 

knowing that the day of Jesus’ return is coming. 
• To do this Paul now divides all of humanity into two: those who belong 

to the darkness and to the night, and sons of the light or sons of the 
day. 

• Here dark and light, night and day are symbols of the age in which 
people live. Before Christ came there was the present evil age (the old 
age), the time of darkness. But Christ brought the dawning of a new 
era, the breaking in of the kingdom of God. Yet, at the same time Christ 
has not brought in this day (His Kingdom) in all its fullness, and so until 
Christ comes to bring in the day fully (at His return) we live in the 
overlap of the ages. Believers belong to the new age, and so are sons 
of the light and sons of the day – Christians are part of the age that will 
come in all it’s fullness when Christ returns – the day. Because they 
are light they will not be surprised but will be ready when this day 
dawns. 



• Unbelievers belong to the old age, and so belong to the night or the 
darkness – non-Christians are part of the age that is perishing when 
Christ returns. Because they are darkness they will be surprised (not 
ready) when this day dawns. 

• To be a “son of” something is to belong to and be characterized by that 
thing. To be a Son of the light or of the day is to belong to and be 
characterized by light, to belong to and be characterized by the day. 
And the day that we belong to is the day of the new age, which will be 
brought in fully at Christ’s second coming. 

 
So what are Christians to do? How are they to live knowing Jesus is 
coming again (see verses 6-8) 
• Paul encourages the Thessalonians to be who they are. They are sons 

of the light and sons of the day, so they are to live like people of the 
day. That is: 

• Alert and self controlled (awake & clearheaded, the opposite of asleep 
and drunk) – living godly lives anticipating Jesus’ return – not like a 
drunk person, or someone who’s asleep (things associated with the 
night) images of people who are not alert. 

• Because Christians belong to the day they are to act accordingly in 
alertness and self-control, not as those who belong to the dark who are 
metaphorically speaking drunk or asleep. 

• The challenge is to live godly lives awaiting Jesus’ return, not get too 
comfortable in this world, not being unprepared. 

• Paul goes on to say, let us be alert like soldiers – a new picture saying 
the same thing – awake and disciplined: 

• Put on your armour. In verse 8 Paul says to put on faith, hope and love. 
The same things Paul’s been saying throughout his letter (See 1 Thess 
1:3 & 3:6).  

• How are we to be alert until the coming of Jesus? Keep trusting Jesus, 
keep loving the believers, and keep living with the certain expectation 
of our final salvation. Nothing new, just keep doing it. 

• When will Jesus return? We do not know but we know it will be sudden 
and it is certain, and we must remain alert, living with faith, love and 
hope until that day because that’s that day to which we belong. 

 
Why has Paul put verses 9-10 in here? 
• These verses make clear that our salvation does not rest upon our 

alertness. We are sons of the day and will ultimately be saved from 
God’s wrath because we are appointed to escape from God’s anger 
and receive salvation.  

• And how? Christ died for us. This and this alone is what saves. This is 
the reason we will ultimately “live together with Him”. 

• We are saved, we belong to the coming day, and we are going to be 
with the Lord, so we are not to be slack while we wait for his coming 
but rather alert and self controlled. 

• These verses are a great comfort for those nervous about the Lord’s 
return and their final salvation. They can be confident that they will not 
be condemned, nor will those who have died in Christ. It is also an 
incentive to work hard to be alert and self controlled. 

 



Why does Paul conclude as this section as he does in verse 11? 
• 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18 started by answering a question the 

Thessalonians had about the coming of Jesus and ended with the 
words “Therefore encourage each other with these words” (verse 18). 

• 1 Thessalonians 5:1-11 started by answering a question the 
Thessalonians had about the coming of Jesus and ended with the 
words “Therefore encourage one another and build each other up, just 
as in fact you are doing.” 

• Paul wants the Thessalonians to build each other up in the faith. The 
Lord’s return is an encouragement to share with each other in itself, but 
it also spurs us on to continually encourage each other to press on 
because that the day is coming. Our big goal in encouraging each 
other is that we all stand strong in Christ until His coming. 

 
 
4. What are the main points the author seems to be making? What makes 

you think this (from the passage)? 
 

My thoughts on the main point of the passage 
• Jesus will return suddenly, unexpectedly but certainly, and will bring 

destruction to some. 
• We who belong to the day need to live as those who belong to the day 

– alert & self-controlled. 
• For we have been appointed for salvation and will saved to be with Him 

forever through His death. 
• So encourage one another. 

 
 
5. What strikes you most from this passage?  
 

What struck me from the passage 
• That I belong to a new era, the day that has dawned but that is going to 

come in all its fullness at Christ’s return, and so I will not be surprised 
on that day. I belong to that day and so when it comes I will be ready. 

• That being alert and self-controlled, living a life of faith, love and hope 
in readiness for the Lord’s return, is the appropriate life of those who 
belong to the day.  

 
 
6. What is God challenging you to do from this passage? 
 

Some application question ideas if people need help 
 
• If there really is a day of judgment coming for those who belong to the 

darkness, what should this motivate us to do for them? 
 
• Do you belong to the day/light? How can you tell? 
 
• What influences in your life make you (metaphorically) “sleepy”, 

“muddleheaded” and hinder your alertness? 
 



• Are you confident that you are saved and will live with Christ when He 
returns? What gives you this confidence? 

 
• How could you encourage someone this week? 
 
What challenged me from the passage 
• To have a heart of compassion for those facing destruction on the day 

of the Lord . To pray for them and share Jesus with them. 
• To have a strong expectation that Christ is returning, and so live 

accordingly. 
• That I belong to the day and so need to exhibit daylight behaviour (be 

alert and self-controlled). 
 
 
7. Pray together about what you have learnt and been challenged by from 

this study. 
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