Box 20.6

Caught Up in the Clouds
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In some circles, 1 Thessalonians is valued for providing the primary biblical reference (or “proof
text”) for what is called the “rapture”:
The Lord himself, with a cry of command, with the archangel’s call and with the sound of God’s trumpet, will descend from heaven, and the dead in Christ will rise first. Then we who are alive, who are left,
will be caught up in the clouds together with them to meet the Lord in the air. (1 Thess. 4:16–17)

The Greek word translated as “caught up” (harpazein) in this passage is used elsewhere to
describe people being snatched by God’s Spirit (Acts 8:39) or transported into heaven (2 Cor.
12:2–4). Paul seems to be saying that all Christians (alive and dead) will be miraculously lifted up
into heaven by God (see also 2 Cor. 12:2, 4; and cf. Matt. 24:40–41; Luke 17:34–35).
The Greek word translated as “meet” (apantēsis) in the phrase “meet the Lord” is often used
with reference to a custom of the day. People expecting an important visitor often went out
from house or city to intercept and escort the approaching traveler on the final leg of the journey (Matt. 25:6; Acts 28:15). Thus Paul might be saying that as Jesus returns, all Christians (living
and dead) will rise into heaven to meet him halfway; they will then join him in a triumphant procession as he continues his descent to earth.
The term rapture (an English word formed from the Latin for “caught up”) has come to be
associated with one particular scenario of end-time events: the notion that faithful Christians will
be taken up into heaven at some point before the return of Christ, while others are left behind to
deal with a time of unprecedented tribulation. Christians who say that they “believe in the rapture” often mean that they accept this particular doctrine of a miraculous pretribulation deliverance of believers. Christians who say that they “don’t believe in the rapture” may nevertheless
expect to be caught up in the clouds to meet the Lord Jesus when he returns; they just don’t
accept the particular scenario for a pretribulation deliverance with which the term rapture has
come to be associated.

grief-stricken Thessalonians wonder whether this means that their loved ones
will miss out on what Paul has promised them. No, Paul says, when Christ
returns, the dead in Christ will rise and then all believers, living and dead,
will be caught up in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air (4:16–17). This all
seems fairly clear; in fact, to many scholars it seems a bit too clear. In a letter
that is largely devoted to reminding people of things that they already know,
1 Thessalonians 4:13–18 stands out as the one section of the letter in which
Paul provides new information. But it seems like such a basic matter. Did
the Thessalonians really not know that the dead would be raised to new life?
Had Paul neglected to tell them that? And even if that were the case, couldn’t
Timothy have told them while he was visiting them? Why was this a matter
that required a word from Paul himself?
Some scholars think that the presentation of this question indicates how
primitive Paul’s theology may have been at the outset of his ministry. He naively assumes that he will still be alive at the time Christ returns (note 4:17:
“we who are alive”). Perhaps in those early years he was so eagerly awaiting
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