
Small Group Leaders Notes - 1 Thessalonians 5:1-11 

Context


Faith, Hope and Love - These have been the key themes running throughout the letter 
and seen most clearly in Paul’s prayers (1:2-3, 3:10-13.) Hope is at the fore in this section 
of the letter (4:13-5:11.) Paul has applied the hope of Christ to death (4:13-18) and now 
he applies it to how we live now (5:1-11.) In all this he is seeking to supply what was 
lacking in their faith (3:10) by helping them to apply what they believe more deeply. Faith 
and love are not absent from this passage (5:8) and are vitally connected to our hope.


Live to please God - This is the big theme of chapters 4-5 and we see it again in this 
passage. Throughout chs 4-5 Paul has been urging Christians to be distinctive from non-
believers in their holiness and self-control (4:3-6) and their hope-filled grief (4:13.) Now he 
again encourages them to be distinctive in how they live as they wait for the day of the 
Lord (5:4-8.) Throughout ohs 4-5 our distinctiveness is to flow from the gospel and what 
Christ has done and will do for us (see 4:3, 4:7, 4:14-17 and 5:9-10.)


Encourage one another - Paul repeatedly urges the Thessalonians to encourage one 
another with the hope that we have (see 4:18, 5:11 and 5:14.) They are not just to keep 
their hope to themselves but to build up and encourage one another to persevere in faith, 
hope and love together as a church.


Structure


The whole passage is held together by the theme of Jesus’ return but within this we can 
split the passage down into two parts that answer 2 questions;


How and when will Jesus return? (v1-3)


How can we be ready for Jesus’ sudden and unexpected return? (v4-11)


Notes


v1-2 - Having written about Christ’s coming (4:13-18) it is inevitable that believers would 
wonder when and how this will happen. Paul reminds them that he had already taught 
them that Christ will come like a thief in the night. This was the imagery Jesus used in 
Luke 12:39 and Matthew 24:43. It speaks of Jesus coming unexpectedly. As one writer 
put it, plumbers make appointments, burglars don’t!


v3 - The imagery shifts in this verse to that of labour pains but again this comes from 
Jesus (Matthew 24:8.) This image conveys the sense that Jesus’s coming will be sudden 
and unavoidable and therefore there will be no escape for those who are not ready.


v4-5 - The sudden and unexpected nature of Jesus’ coming might alarm the 
Thessalonians but Paul reassures them that even though they don’t know when he will 
come they will not be caught unaware. Instead of belonging to the darkness and the 
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night, they belong to the light and the day. Jesus has rescued them out of darkness and 
brought them into his kingdom of light (Colossians 1:12-13.) 


v6-8 - Notice the connecting phrase, “so then” at the start of v6. Who we are “children of 
the light and the day” is to shape how we live. We are not to be like those who belong to 
the night (sleeping and getting drunk) but those who are awake and alert. We need to 
realise that Paul uses the word ‘asleep’ in 2 different ways in this passage. In v10 he uses 
the word to speak of death (as he did in 4:13-18) but in v6-7 ‘asleep’ speaks of being 
unready for Jesus in contrast to those who are awake and are ready for Jesus even 
though they don’t know when he will come. Similarly the reference to getting drunk 
probably means more than literally getting drunk. It is a picture of those who lack focus 
and are not in control. Again the contrast is with those who are sober and alert and ready 
for Jesus. This idea of being ready and alert for Jesus runs through Jesus teaching on his 
return (Matthew 24:36-51.) What it means to be sober and alert is spelt out for us in v8. 
We are to get dressed with appropriate daytime clothes - faith, hope and love. 


v9-10 - Notice the connecting word ‘for’ at the beginning of v9. These two verses provide 
further reason why we are to be alert and dressed ready for Jesus. Notice how God is 
central in these verses. He appointed us to receive salvation rather than wrath. Jesus died 
for us and so our certain hope is that we will live together with him. Yes it matters how we 
live and dress while we wait for Jesus, but ultimately our assurance and hope of salvation 
rests entirely on God; what he has done and what he will do for us!


v11 - This passage like the previous passages finishes by urging us to look around and 
encourage one another with our shared hope. The Thessalonians were already doing a 
good job of this but again Paul urges them to keep doing this more and more (just like in 
4:10). We share the same hope of salvation and left to ourselves we may fall asleep and 
slip back into our old night-time lifestyle. Therefore, we need to encourage each other 
remember we belong to the day and so keep putting on our daytime clothes as we wait 
for Jesus!


Big Idea


Please God and live in the light of Jesus’ return by putting on faith, hope and love.


Applications


Remember who you are and what God has done for you - This is central to the 
passage. Who we are is to shape how we behave. We no longer belong to the night but 
are now children of the light and the day because God appointed us for salvation and 
Christ died for us. Our future is to be with Christ and so this identity and this future is to 
fill our minds and shape how we live.


Be awake and sober not drunk and asleep - It could be easy to think “as long as I don’t 
get drunk on alcohol” then I have obeyed this passage. Whilst it is right that we shouldn’t 
get drunk we also need to see that this is a metaphor for behaviour associated with the 
moral darkness of the night. We need to make sure we are not spiritually and morally 
falling asleep but rather staying awake and alert as we keep going on the Christian 

2



journey. Perhaps if he were writing today he might urge us to “not fall asleep at the 
wheel.”


Deliberately get dressed with faith, hope and love - This is positively what we are to 
do. The Christian life is not just about avoiding certain bad things (don’t get drunk) it is 
also about positively pursuing faith, hope and love. These can easily trip of the tongue so 
it is important to slow down and consider each in turn. What will it mean to put on faith 
today? What will it mean for me to face this new week armed with hope? How will my 
attitude to that difficult person be different if I put on love? 


Encourage one another and build each other up - This passage again finishes by 
reminding us that our application is to be corporate as well as individual. As well as 
personally taking this to heart and putting on faith, hope and love I am also to encourage 
other believers to keep putting on faith, hope and love. The Christian life is an individual 
journey that each of us has to walk but we do not walk alone. We walk together so that 
we can encourage and be encouraged by one another to keep going. As we have seen 
throughout the letter we all need encouragement and we can all be an encouragement. 
Thinking specifically and practically about how we can encourage others with what we 
have studied is important.
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Bible Study Questions


Starter Questions - Can you think of a time when your behaviour was shaped by an 
upcoming future event?


As Christians we know Jesus will come again but why do you think we often give little 
thought to his return?


Read the Passage


1. What imagery is used in v2-3 to describe Jesus’ return? What effect should this 
imagery have on us?


2. Look at v4-8. What does it mean for us to belong to the day rather than the night?


a) What difference should this make to how we live? 


b) What clothes do we need to put on for day-time living?


c) What will it mean for you to put on faith, hope and love in your day to day life?


3. Why can we be confident of our future salvation? (v9-10)


4. What has most encouraged you from this passage? 


5.  How can you encourage someone else with something from this passage?
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