
The Rapture 

Passages in the New Testament 
Note that the Rapture (and indeed, everything to do with the church) was unknown in Old Testament times. In Matt. 
16:18 the church is still future – Jesus said “I will build my church” future tense. Paul confirms this  

 in Rom. 16:25-26, where the Gospel is said to have been kept secret since the world began “and is now 
made manifest”  

 and in Eph. 3:5 speaking of the mystery of Christ (i.e. the church as the ‘one new man’ of chapter 2:) “which 
in other ages  was not made known … as it is now revealed unto His holy apostles and prophets” (NB in 2:20 
the church is said to be built upon the foundation of the apostles and prophets) 

 and in Eph. 3:9 where the mystery is said to have been hidden in God “from the beginning of the ages” but 
only now made known (v.10) 

Prophecy has to do with Israel in the Old Testament, and this follows through into the New, especially prophecies 
regarding times and signs. So passages such as Matthew 24 and 25, Mark 13 and Luke 21 primarily focus on Israel, 
and events surrounding it, relative to the Lord’s Second Coming. There are no signs given regarding the Rapture. But 
we are to be watching and waiting for it, as we shall see. 

The revelation of the mystery of the Rapture, as it is described in the following passages, was progressive in the New 
Testament. So we shall follow them through in the order in which they were given. 

John 14:1-3 

Let not your heart be troubled: ye believe in God, believe also in me. In my Father's house are many 
mansions: if it were not so, I would have told you. I go to prepare a place for you. And if I go and prepare a 
place for you, I will come again, and receive you unto myself; that where I am, there ye may be also.  
 
This is normally read at funeral services, but it is a most precious promise of our Saviour, given on the night before 
His crucifixion, spoken to comfort the disciples in their distress following His announcement that He was going away. 
He promised that He would return and take them home with Him to the Father’s House. 

The picture is that of a first century Jewish wedding. The proposal of marriage was made by the prospective 
bridegroom’s parents to the prospective bride’s parents (and the bride price agreed). She indicated her acceptance 
by drinking a glass of wine that had been placed on the table for that purpose. The prospective bridegroom would 
then go away and prepare a place for them at his father’s house – the usual place of residence for newly-weds. In 
the meantime, the bride would be getting herself ready for her wedding (she would not see the bridegroom again 
until the day of the wedding the date of which she does not know). 

At some unannounced time, usually about a year later when the father thought that the preparations were 
complete, he would tell the son he could go for his bride. The son would return to the bride’s home in a procession 
usually around midnight, with his friends, who would be shouting ‘Behold the bridegroom comes!’, and conduct her 
to their new home in the father’s house. The ceremony would be performed and the marriage consummated. A 
week-long wedding celebration would then ensue with invited guests, at the conclusion of which, the new husband 
would present his bride in a procession through the village or town where they lived. 

So the focus of this passage is the fact that our Saviour is coming back to take the disciples home – and by extension, 
that includes us. In His High Priestly prayer in John 17, Jesus makes it clear that His thoughts include “those that 
would believe on Me through their (the disciples) word”. How this should thrill out hearts! We are going to be with 
the One who died for us, paid the bride-price with His own blood, and has been preparing a place in His Father’s 
house for us! He went to the Cross to prepare us for the place, and He went back to heaven to prepare the place for 
us – and what a place! “He does all things well” (Mark 7:37). In the words of an old hymn: 

I am waiting for the coming of the Lord who died for me! 
Oh His words have thrilled my spirit; ‘I will come again for thee!’ 
 
The next passage tells us what is going to happen when He returns: 



I Thess 4:13-18 

But I would not have you to be ignorant, brethren, concerning them which are asleep, that ye sorrow not, 
even as others which have no hope. For if we believe that Jesus died and rose again, even so them also 
which sleep in Jesus will God bring with him. For this we say unto you by the word of the Lord, that we 
which are alive and remain unto the coming of the Lord shall not prevent them which are asleep. For the 
Lord himself shall descend from heaven with a shout, with the voice of the archangel, and with the trump of 
God: and the dead in Christ shall rise first: Then we which are alive and remain shall be caught up together 
with them in the clouds, to meet the Lord in the air: and so shall we ever be with the Lord. Wherefore 
comfort one another with these words. 
 
Here the Apostle Paul gives instruction to the Thessalonians regarding the Lord’s return – how He will return and the 
order of events. This is the passage from which the term ’rapture’ comes. In verse 17, Paul says we will be ‘caught 
up’ – the Greek word is harpazo – literally to catch away or snatch away, as in Acts 8:39, when the Spirit caught 
Phillip away, or Acts 23:10, when Roman captain snatched Paul away from the rioting crowd. The word ‘rapture’ 
comes from the word used in the Latin translation of the Bible (the Vulgate, translated by Jerome in the fourth 
century). So it is a Biblical word, contrary to the suggestions of some who do not believe in the Rapture. 
(Interestingly, those same people are usually strongly Trinitarian, despite the fact that the that word ‘trinity’ does 
not occur anywhere in any translation of the Bible – although the doctrine is clearly expressed in several passages.) 

Paul had obviously given them teaching while he was there (Acts 17) about the Lord’s Return and the Day of the Lord 
(the period of tribulation and judgement falling on the earth following His return, culminating in His glorious reign on 
earth) and, in expectation that they would all still be alive when Jesus returned, they seem to have thought that 
those who had died would somehow ‘miss out’. So he writes, ‘by the word of the Lord’, to reassure them that the 
spirits of those who had died would come back with Jesus, their bodies raised from their graves, and, together with 
the living saints, be taken to be with the Lord forever. 

The Lord descends from heaven ‘with a shout’ – this is the commanding shout of an army general calling his troops 
together. It will be like a magnet pulling away from the earth those who believe that Jesus died and rose again. The 
voice of the archangel and the trump of God may indicate that God is dealing with Israel again (the only named 
archangel in the Bible is Michael and he is stated to be the prince of the people of Israel in Daniel 12:1, where he is 
associated with protecting them through the time of trouble which we believe follows the Rapture – see below. 
Israel also celebrated a festival of trumpets at the start of their New Year). However, these mentions could be a 
continuation of the military theme. 

The thoughts of this passage are very similar to John 14: 

John 14 1 Thess 4 

Comfort for the sorrowing disciples Comfort for the sorrowing Thessalonians 

‘Ye believe in God, believe also in Me’ ‘We believe that Jesus died and rose again’ 

‘I will come again’ ‘The Lord Himself’ 

‘receive you unto Myself’ ‘caught up together’ 

‘that where I am, there ye may be also’ ‘so shall we ever be with the Lord’ 

Note that both passages are to comfort the sorrowing and there is no mention of judgement following, or of passing 
through tribulation prior to the Lord’s return. The focus is on being with the Lord! Hallelujah!! 

Now we turn to how this can happen – how can mortal bodies be caught up into the heavenly realms? 

1 Cor. 15:50-55 

Now this I say, brethren, that flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God; neither doth corruption 
inherit incorruption. Behold, I show you a mystery; We shall not all sleep, but we shall all be changed, In a 
moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trump: for the trumpet shall sound, and the dead shall be 
raised incorruptible, and we shall be changed. For this corruptible must put on incorruption, and this 
mortal must put on immortality. So when this corruptible shall have put on incorruption, and this mortal 
shall have put on immortality, then shall be brought to pass the saying that is written, Death is swallowed 
up in victory. O death, where is thy sting? O grave, where is thy victory?  
 

 Here we have another ‘mystery’, as in 1 Thess 4.  

 There is mention of the saints who are ‘asleep’ (i.e. have died) as well as those who are still alive “We shall 
not all sleep” 



 But we shall all be changed (compare 1 Thess 4:16-17 ‘the dead in Christ’ and ‘ we who are alive and remain’ 
– no mention of any exceptions) 

 There is the sound of a trumpet 

 Those who have died are raised ‘incorruptible’ and ‘put on incorruption’ 

 Those who are alive are mortal and will ‘put on immortality’ – death has no claim on them 

The ‘last trump’ has caused some confusion – being associated in the minds of many with the end of time, or the 
seventh trumpet in Revelation. It is possible that Paul has in mind the last, great, trumpet at the Feast of Trumpets – 
taking us to God dealing with Israel again. Or simply, that it is the last trumpet call to the church – her militant days 
on earth are now ended and she enters into rest – this seems more likely, being akin to the purpose of the Rapture 
in the other two passages considered above. 

What happens after the Rapture 
In 1 Thessalonians 5, immediately after the Rapture passage (remember, there were no chapter divisions in the 
original), Paul goes on to deal with ‘the Day of the Lord’ – a common phrase in the Old Testament, particularly the 
prophets, where it indicates a time when the wrath of God is poured out, visiting the nations of the earth with 
judgments for their wickedness, and a time of discipline His people, Israel; leading to the establishment of the 
Messianic Kingdom at the Revelation of Our Lord Jesus Christ (His Appearing; His Second Coming, with His Saints). 

Will the Church go through the Tribulation? 

He says that he has no need to write to them about times and seasons, because the Day of the Lord will come as a 
thief in the night for those who are not prepared for it; while they, the believers, are not in darkness that that day 
should overtake them as a thief. So he encourages them to be prepared in v. 7-8, and then in verse 9, in the context 
of the hope of salvation, says that “God has not appointed us to wrath, but to obtain salvation by our Lord Jesus 
Christ, who died for us, so that whether we are watching or are sleeping, we should live together, with Him”. 
(Watching and sleeping here are the same words as in v.6, not the same as in ch.4 where death is in view. The word 
for sleeping is not a euphemism for death. The word for ‘watching’ is never used for living as opposed to dead. 
Whether we are morally and spiritually asleep we will all live together, with Him. Sleeping affects our present 
sanctification and future reward 1 Cor 3, but not our future glorification – it’s all of grace!) 

In 1 Thess 1:10, Paul refers to the Lord Jesus as’ the Deliverer from the coming wrath’ (literal translation). In the 
context of First Thessalonians, this wrath is probably not only a reference to eternal judgment, but also the wrath of 
God expressed in the Day of the Lord. They are said to be waiting for the Lord Jesus to deliver them from that wrath. 
The word used for waiting has a sense of urgency, as in ‘waiting up’ or waiting for something that is imminent. 

This thought is confirmed in Rev. 3:10 where Jesus promises the faithful church of Philadelphia that He will keep it 
‘from the hour of tribulation which is coming on the whole world’. The word ‘from’ means ‘out of’ or ‘away from’ – 
rather than Him keeping or protecting it through that time. An example of this in the Old Testament is the angels 
rescuing Lot and his family before God’s judgement fell on Sodom and Gomorrah. 

So, will the church go through the tribulation? As Christ has already born the wrath of God against the believers’ sins, 
it would be unjust of God to make them pass through the time when His wrath against sin and unbelieving men is 
specifically poured out on the earth. As a hymn-writer of an earlier generation (Augustus Toplady) put it: 

If Thou hast my discharge procured 
And freely in my room endured 
The whole of wrath divine; 
Payment God cannot twice demand 
First at my bleeding Surety’s hand, 
And then again at mine.      (see Rom. 5:8-9) 
 
That is not to say that believers do not pass through tribulation – Paul says in Acts 14:22 that we ‘must through much 
tribulation enter the kingdom of God’. This has been the experience of God’s people through the ages and it is no 
less true in our day – the majority of Christians in the world are in some kind of trial, some worse than others. 

However, these ‘normal’ trials are all part of the purification of the Bride, or proof that God is dealing with us as sons 
(Heb.12:4-11) so that we can be partakers of His holiness. The period referred to as the Tribulation culminates in a 
period known as the Great Tribulation, which is specifically God’s wrath poured out on a Christ-rejecting world, in 
which the church has no place. 



Compare The Lord’s Coming for His Saints (the Rapture) and His Coming with His saints (the Revelation) 

 

Looking for the blessed hope and the appearing of the glory of our Great God and Saviour, the Lord Jesus Christ (Titus 2:13) 

 

The Rapture The Revelation 

A mystery revealed only in the NT 1 Cor. 15:51 Revealed in both Testaments (e.g. Jude 14) 

Christ comes in the air 1 Th. 4:16 He comes to the earth Zech. 14:4, 9; Matt. 25:31 

He comes for the saints Jn 14:1-2; 1 Th. 4:15-17 He comes with His saints Mt. 25:31-32; 1 Th, 3:13; Rev. 19:14 

Translation of believers to Heaven 1 Th. 4:17 (NB not to the earth!) Judgment of unbelievers Mat. 24:36-41 

Preparation for the Day of the Lord 2 Th. 2:2-8 Part of the Day of the Lord 2 Pet. 3:10-13 

No mention of topographical or celestial changes Mt of Olive splits, stars fall from sky Zech 14:4-8; Matt. 24:29 

Christ comes personally Jn 14:1-2, Acts 1:11; 1 Th. 4:16 The Lord sends His angels to gather the elect (Israel) Matt. 24:31 

Imminent, signless 1 Th 4:16; 1 Cor 15:51-52 Preceded by predicted signs Matt.24:29-31; Rev. 1:7, Dan 9:24-27 

Fulfils promise to the Church Jn 14:1-3; 1 Th 4:15 Fulfils promises to Israel in the covenants Rom. 11:26-27 

Church saints are delivered from this world (like Lot) 1 Th. 1:50; 5:9; 

Rev. 3:10 

Jewish saints are delivered in this world (like Noah) Jer.30:7; Zech.14:3-5; 

Lu.21:28 

Produces comfort, hope, patience and purity 1 Th.4:18; Titus 2:13, 1 Th. 

1:10; 1 Jn 3:3 

Produces fear and judgment Matt. 24:27-30; Rev.6:16-17 

Church is removed from the earth 1 Th. 4:13-18 Satan is removed from the earth Rev. 20:1-3 

Evil begins to increase 2 Th. 2:1-12 Evil is suppressed 2 Th. 1:7; Psa. 2; Rev. 19:15 

Primary purpose is salvation of believers from coming wrath 1 Th. 1:10 Primary purpose is judgment of unbelievers by present wrath Mt.25:31-46; 

Rev. 6:16-17; 11:18 

 

 


