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LESSON 5: 

The Eschatology of the Apostle Paul 

Key Texts: 1 Thessalonians 4:13-5:11, 2 Thessalonians 1:3-2:17, 1 Corinthians 15 

I.  Review and Introduction 

In the previous two lessons we looked at the primary text in the Gospels 
relating to eschatology, namely the Olivet Discourse of our Lord.  The 
circumstances prompting the Discourse were revealing about the expectations that 
the disciples had, expectations that were probably typical of many at that time.  
There was a widespread understanding that when the Messiah came, This Age of 
sin, oppression, and death would immediately give way to The Age to Come, that 
is, the rule of the Messiah’s kingdom, which would be characterized by 

righteousness, justice, and fullness of life.  Jesus’s 
disciples rightly recognized that He was the Messiah, 
but His remarks about the destruction of the Temple, 
challenged their expectations.  His (First) Coming was 
not a Coming in glory, as they expected, but a Coming 
in humility.  It would not usher the Kingdom in in its 
fullness, but it would inaugurate it.  In answering their 
questions about when the Temple’s destruction would 
occur, what the sign would be of His Coming, and the 
sign of the end of the age, Jesus was helping them 
understand what was to unfold.  Rather than marking 
an immediate transition from This Age to the Age to 
Come, Jesus was preparing his disciples to realize that 
there would be transitionary time, a time bounded by 
his First and Second Comings, in which the Gospel 
would go out to the whole world and the fullness of His 
people brought in.  This was to set the foundation for 
the eschatological expectations of God’s People in the 
New Covenant.  This week we will look at the Apostle 
Paul and how he builds on that foundation. 

II.  Shapers of Paul’s Eschatology 

With regard to the eschatological expectations of God’s people, the Apostle 
Paul is the bridge between what the Lord Jesus revealed in the Olivet Discourse 
regarding the culmination of all things and what He would reveal to the Apostle 
John in the book of Revelation.  As we have shown in previous lessons, 

eschatology is part of the lived experience of God’s people.  Paul’s view of 
eschatology is complex, but perhaps the best place to start in understanding it is 
with Paul’s own experience in coming to the Gospel. 

As a devout Jew, Paul shared with his fellow Jews the two-age model of 
This Age and The Age to Come.  When he became a Christian, however, he faced 
the same theological issue that the disciples did, namely, how to understand the 
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significance of the fact that after the Lord rose from the dead, He went away and 
promised to return.  If one looks at the totality of Paul’s theology, one can see that 
he also accepts the idea which Jesus laid down that The Age to Come has been 

inaugurated but is not yet consummated, and that we live in this in-between time, 
anxiously awaiting the return of the Lord. 

At the same time, there are unique aspects to Paul’s eschatology 

grounded in his conversion experience and missionary journeys. 

Paul’s conversion on the Damascus Road sets the major themes we see 
throughout all of his subsequent writings, namely, (1) the importance of the 
resurrection of Christ; (2) the centrality of our union with 
Christ; (3) the graciousness of God to undeserving 
sinners; and (4) the vitality of the indwelling of the Holy 
Spirit.  Paul saw the importance of the resurrection by 
encountering the risen and glorified Christ on the road to 
Damascus.  He saw the covenantal union between Christ 
and His people in how Jesus identified Himself so 
completely that to for them to be persecuted was for Him 
to be persecuted.  As one who was intent on persecuting 
and killing God’s people but was nonetheless spared—
and indeed, to be commissioned by God to be an apostle 
to the ends of the Earth—Paul experienced the staggering 
graciousness of God.  And, having been converted, Paul 
was filled with the Holy Spirit. 

As these four themes permeate Paul’s theology 
overall, it should not be surprising that they are 
manifested in his eschatology as well.  Paul would tell 
the Corinthian believers that “If Christ is not risen, then our 
preaching is empty, and your faith is also empty… And if 
Christ is not risen, your faith is futile; you are still in your 
sins!” (1 Cor. 15:14, 17).  More than the fact of Christ’s 
bodily resurrection, however, because God’s people are 
in covenantal union with Christ Paul saw Christ’s 
resurrection as presaging their own.  He told the 
Corinthians, “But now Christ is risen from the dead, and has 
become the firstfruits of those who have fallen asleep” (1 Cor. 
15:20).  Similarly, he said to the Colossians that Christ 
was “the beginning, the firstborn from the dead” (Col. 1:18).  
In addition, beyond the notion of just a bodily resurrection, Paul realizes that if 
believers have the Holy Spirit indwelling them in this life, then how much 
greater would the quality of that resurrection be when there is no remaining sin 
in them to mar the work of the Holy Spirit in their lives.  Again, with the 
Corinthians Paul says,  

42 So is it with the resurrection of the dead. What is sown is perishable; what is raised 
is imperishable. 43 It is sown in dishonor; it is raised in glory. It is sown in weakness; 
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it is raised in power. 44 It is sown a natural body; it is raised a spiritual body. If there 
is a natural body, there is also a spiritual body. (1 Cor. 15:42-44) 

When Paul is talking about a “spiritual” body he is not talking about some ghostly 
or ethereal body, but rather, about a body filled with the Holy Spirit.  The 
resurrection life is fullness of life in the Holy Spirit.  If we live in an age in which 
the resurrection of Christ inaugurates the Kingdom of Christ, and where we 
anticipate our own bodily resurrections, an age in which we are indwelt by the 
Spirit, an age where we have the benefits of being united to Christ, and an age 
where we have received the grace of God—then our eschatological hope cannot 
be but affected.  Paul recognizes and draws out the fact that there is a different 

character and quality to the age that we are in.  It is neither the Old Age nor The 
Age to Come but has elements of both while expectations oriented toward the 
latter.  There is a dynamism and yet a longing in the Church Age. 

Beyond the Damascus Road experience, Paul also had the unique 
experience of the missionary journeys.  The First Missionary Journey was 
particularly important eschatologically.  There had been Old Covenant prophecies 
going all the way back to God’s promise to Abraham that God would bring the 
nations into the covenant community.  The First Missionary Journey put those 
expectations to the test:  would the Gentiles now come in, given the new age of the 
Kingdom inaugurated by Christ?  If the Gentiles had not accepted the Gospel, then 
that almost certainly would have brought into question the promises of God.  But 
the experience of that First Journey was that the Gentiles did come in, albeit at the 
same time, there was resistance to the Gospel.  At the end of the journey the 
concluding report that Paul and Barnabas gave back to the mother church in 
Antioch is that God “had opened the door of faith to the Gentiles” (Acts 14:27).  Indeed, 
the expectation that Christians were to have about this ingathering of the nations 
is best summarized by the statement Paul and Barnabas made as they wound 
down journey was that “We must through many tribulations enter the Kingdom of God” 
(Acts. 14:22).  There would be Gospel growth, and yet also Gospel resistance.  
This expectation of suffering and the glory, of the Gospel going out and finding 
receptive hearers and yet also facing resistance, was to shape Christian 
expectations henceforth. 

III.  Paul’s Letters to the Thessalonians 

Although one can find eschatological references throughout Paul’s letters, 
the most direct and concentrated treatment of topic in Paul’s corpus can be found 
in his First and Second letters to the Thessalonians.  Acts 17:1-9 describes the 
founding of the church in Thessalonica during the Second Missionary Journey.  
Paul preached in the synagogue only three Sabbaths before being run out of town 
and the person who housed him and his co-workers was brought before the local 
magistrates.  Paul wrote the letters were in Athens and then Corinth in the months 
after his departure to comfort the new believers and follow up on questions that 
they had.  Despite the brevity of Paul’s presence, however, eschatological issues 

must have factored into the Gospel that he preached, given their prominence in 
the letters.  Indeed, Luke writes in Acts that in the synagogue Paul was “explaining 
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and demonstrating that the Christ had to suffer and rise again from the dead and saying, 
“This Jesus whom I preach to you is the Christ” ” (Acts 17:3).  Paul talked about the 

resurrection as something fundamental to the Gospel. 

a. The Resurrection and the Coming of the Lord 

The first passage for us to look at is 1 Thess. 4:13-18: 

13 But I do not want you to be ignorant, brethren, 
concerning those who have fallen asleep,  lest you 
sorrow as others who have no hope. 14 For if we believe 
that Jesus died and rose again, even so God will bring 
with Him those who sleep in Jesus. 

15 For this we say to you by the word of the Lord, 
that we who are alive and remain until the coming of 
the Lord will by no means precede those who are asleep. 
16 For the Lord Himself will descend from heaven with 
a shout, with the voice of an archangel, and with the 
trumpet of God. And the dead in Christ will rise first. 
17 Then we who are alive and remain shall be caught up 
together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the 
air. And thus, we shall always be with the Lord. 
18 Therefore comfort one another with these words. 

As we only hear Paul’s response in this passage, the 
original question from the Thessalonians probably was something like, “Is this 
glorification of believers only for people who are alive at the time that Christ 
returns?  Will those who died in the faith see Christ?”  By way of background, 
the Greeks had a sense of the immortality of the soul and an existence in the 
afterlife but tended to devalue the body, given the influence of Platonic 
philosophy.  In their minds, the “spiritual” was good, but the “material”—which 
would include the body—was bad.  For this reason, notion of a bodily resurrection 
was challenging.  Paul responds to this question by saying that all believers, 
whether they have already died or whether they are still alive, will come in with 
Christ, the dead rising first, and the living transformed.  All will meet Christ in the 
clouds (either literal or metaphorical).  And we will always be with the Lord.  Thus, 
there is a finality to this Second Coming of the Lord.  This is the famous rapture 
passage but there is nothing in it about the Lord coming and then going back 
again.  This is to be a comfort to the living that the dead in Christ will not miss 

seeing His return. 

Paul would later elaborate to the Corinthian believers on the importance 
of the resurrection in 1 Cor. 15:12-26. 

12 Now if Christ is preached that He has been raised from the dead, how do 
some among you say that there is no resurrection of the dead? 13 But if there is no 
resurrection of the dead, then Christ is not risen. 14 And if Christ is not risen, then 
our preaching is empty, and your faith is also empty. 15 Yes, and we are found false 
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witnesses of God, because we have testified of God that He raised up Christ, whom 
He did not raise up—if in fact the dead do not rise. 16 For if the dead do not rise, 
then Christ is not risen. 17 And if Christ is not risen, your faith is futile; you are 
still in your sins! 18 Then also those who have fallen asleep in Christ have perished. 
19 If in this life only we have hope in Christ, we are of all men the most pitiable. 

20 But now Christ is risen from the dead and has become the firstfruits of those 
who have fallen asleep. 21 For since by man came death, by Man also came the 
resurrection of the dead. 22 For as in Adam all die, even so in Christ all shall be 
made alive. 23 But each one in his own order: Christ the firstfruits, afterward those 
who are Christ’s at His coming. 24 Then comes the end, when He delivers the 
kingdom to God the Father, when He puts an end to all rule and all authority and 
power. 25 For He must reign till He has put all enemies under His feet. 26 The last 
enemy that will be destroyed is death.  

We see that the Greeks in the Corinthian church were wrestling with the bodily 
resurrection.  Some were preaching that Christ was not raised from the dead.  We 
have already mentioned that in Paul’s view if Christ was not raised from the dead, 
then the faith of Christians is futile.  But notice verse 18:  if Christ has not been 
raised from the dead, then those who have died in Christ are dead and without 
hope.  Having stated that proposition, Paul says that the real hope is that Christ’s 
resurrection prefigures our own resurrection, and that our resurrection will 
occur at Christ’s (Second) Coming.  Associated with His Second Coming is His 
final triumph over all enemies—including death (vv. 24-27).  Christ reigns now 
(v. 25) and, jumping down a few verses, Paul elaborates on what he earlier told 
the Thessalonians: Christ’s kingdom is not a kingdom of this world, and we will 

all be changed in the resurrection (v. 52). 

51 Behold, I tell you a mystery: We shall not all sleep, but we shall all be 
changed—52 in a moment, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the 
trumpet will sound, and the dead will be raised incorruptible, and we shall be 
changed. 53 For this corruptible must put on incorruption, and this mortal must 
put on immortality. 54 So when this corruptible has put on incorruption, and this 
mortal has put on immortality, then shall be brought to pass the saying that is 
written: “Death is swallowed up in victory.” 

Returning to the argument in 1 Thessalonians, Paul writes in 5:1-11. 

But concerning the times and the seasons, brethren, you have no need that I 
should write to you. 2 For you yourselves know perfectly that the Day of the Lord 
so comes as a thief in the night. 3 For when they say, “Peace and safety!” then 
sudden destruction comes upon them, as labor pains upon a pregnant woman. And 
they shall not escape. 4 But you, brethren, are not in darkness, so that this Day 
should overtake you as a thief. 5 You are all sons of light and sons of the day. We 
are not of the night nor of darkness. 6 Therefore let us not sleep, as others do, but 
let us watch and be sober. 7 For those who sleep, sleep at night, and those who get 
drunk are drunk at night. 8 But let us who are of the day be sober, putting on the 
breastplate of faith and love, and as a helmet the hope of salvation. 9 For God did 
not appoint us to wrath, but to obtain salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ, 
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10 who died for us, that whether we wake or sleep, we should live together with 
Him. 

11 Therefore comfort each other and edify one another, just as you also are 
doing. 

Paul here is saying that the return of Christ is the Day of the Lord.  We will not 
know exactly when  He will return (vv. 5:1-4) but we need to live in watchfulness 
until that time (vv. 5:5-11), an idea that echoes what Christ Himself told the 
disciples in the Olivet Discourse.  Paul thus ties our resurrection with the return 
of Christ and the Final Judgment.  These are all part of one complex of events. 

b. Apostasy and the Anti-Christ Precede the Coming of the Lord 

Paul builds on this understanding surrounding the coming of the Lord in 
2 Thess. 1:3-2:17. 

3 We are bound to thank God always for you, 
brethren, as it is fitting, because your faith grows 
exceedingly, and the love of every one of you all abounds 
toward each other, 4 so that we ourselves boast of you 
among the churches of God for your patience and faith in 
all your persecutions and tribulations that you endure, 
5 which is manifest evidence of the righteous judgment of 
God, that you may be counted worthy of the kingdom of 
God, for which you also suffer; 6 since it is a righteous 
thing with God to repay with tribulation those who 
trouble you, 7 and to give you who are troubled rest with 
us when the Lord Jesus is revealed from heaven with His 
mighty angels, 8 in flaming fire taking vengeance on 
those who do not know God, and on those who do not 
obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ. 9 These shall be 
punished with everlasting destruction from the presence 
of the Lord and from the glory of His power, 10 when He 
comes, in that Day, to be glorified in His saints and to be 
admired among all those who believe, because our 
testimony among you was believed. 

11 Therefore we also pray always for you that our God would count you worthy 
of this calling and fulfill all the good pleasure of His goodness and the work of faith 
with power, 12 that the name of our Lord Jesus Christ may be glorified in you, and 
you in Him, according to the grace of our God and the Lord Jesus Christ. 

2 Now, brethren, concerning the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ and our 
gathering together to Him, we ask you, 2 not to be soon shaken in mind or troubled, 
either by spirit or by word or by letter, as if from us, as though the day of Christ had 
come. 3 Let no one deceive you by any means; for that Day will not come unless the 
falling away comes first, and the man of sin is revealed, the son of perdition, 4 who 
opposes and exalts himself above all that is called God or that is worshiped, so that 
he sits as God in the temple of God, showing himself that he is God. 
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5 Do you not remember that when I was still with you I told you these things? 
6 And now you know what is restraining, that he may be revealed in his own time. 
7 For the mystery of lawlessness is already at work; only He who now restrains will 
do so until He is taken out of the way. 8 And then the lawless one will be revealed, 
whom the Lord will consume with the breath of His mouth and destroy with the 
brightness of His coming. 9 The coming of the lawless one is according to the working 
of Satan, with all power, signs, and lying wonders, 10 and with all unrighteous 
deception among those who perish, because they did not receive the love of the truth, 
that they might be saved. 11 And for this reason God will send them strong delusion, 
that they should believe the lie, 12 that they all may be condemned who did not believe 
the truth but had pleasure in unrighteousness. 

13 But we are bound to give thanks to God always for you, brethren beloved by 
the Lord, because God from the beginning chose you for salvation through 
sanctification by the Spirit and belief in the truth, 14 to which He called you by our 
gospel, for the obtaining of the glory of our Lord Jesus Christ. 15 Therefore, brethren, 
stand fast and hold the traditions which you were taught, whether by word or our 
epistle. 

16 Now may our Lord Jesus Christ Himself, and our God and Father, who has 
loved us and given us everlasting consolation and good hope by grace, 17 comfort 
your hearts and establish you in every good word and work. 

A few things are worth drawing out from this passage.  First, consistent the 
statement in Acts. 14:22, the sufferings we undergo in this life are sufferings for 

the Kingdom, that we may be counted worthy for the Kingdom (1 Thess. 1:4-5).  
Second, when Christ returns, God will avenge His people from those who 
oppress them (1:6-8).  This should be a comfort to believers, and carries forward 
the Day of the Lord theme, pointing to the Final Judgment. 

In 2 Thess. 2:1-12, Paul provides more detail as to 
when the Day of the Lord would come, in response to 
the questions from the Thessalonians as to whether they 
might have missed the coming of the Lord.  Two signs 
that he flags is a Great Apostasy and the coming of a 
Man of Sin, a Son of Perdition (2:3).  This Man of Sin 
exalts himself as God (2:4), is restrained at the moment 
(2:6), will be backed by Satan with signs and wonders 
(2:9), and will be eventually destroyed by the Lord (2:7-
8).  The appearance of this Lawless One will be 

accompanied by a Great Apostasy (which presumes an 
influence of the truth that can be fallen away from, an 
influence greater than what Christianity had a that 
point) (2:9-10).  The purpose of that Great Apostasy 
will be to underscore the condemnation of the 
unbelieving world and God’s justness in judging it.  
This is wholly consistent with what Jesus prophesied in 
the Olivet Discourse (cf. Matt. 24:11-12).   Christ’s return 
and Final Judgement would result in the vindication 
of God’s people over those oppressing them. 

Reflection 

6. Paul no doubt 
intended these details 
of eschatology to be 
an encouragement to  
the believers.  How 
might that have been 
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Thessalonians?  And 
for us today? 
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