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The meaning of avpa,nthsij in 1 Thessalonians 4:17:
“Meeting the Dignitary” or “ Retrieving the Bride”?
Dr. Kevin D. Zuber
Introduction: Almost every dispensational scholar who holds to the pretribulational rapture has
had to face what Charles Ryrie identified over 40 years ago as “the intellectual attack.”1 In brief this
attack, in one form or another, suggests that serious, critical scholarship has, for sometimes rather vague
and other times very technical reasons, abandoned the notion of a pre-tribulational rapture. This paper
deals with one of those supposedly technical reasons.2
In his nearly classic work Exegetical Fallacies, D. A. Carson exposes, among other word study
fallacies, the fallacy of “false assumptions about technical meaning.” “In this fallacy, an interpreter
falsely assumes that a word always or nearly always has a certain technical meaning.”3 Carson, of
course, is dealing with instances where a term may or may not have a technical meaning and the fallacy
is “importing” the technical meaning into a context where it is inappropriate. In a number of books and
commentaries on 1 Thessalonians the interpretation of avpa,nthsij in 1 Thessalonians 4:17 in the phrase
“to meet (avpa,nthsin) the Lord in the air” might seem to qualify as an instance of this fallacy. As will be
demonstrated below, the view that avpa,nthsij has a very specific technical meaning, a meaning that
would prevent an interpreter from understanding that Paul is teaching a pre-tribulational rapture, is very
widely espoused in the literature on 1 Thessalonians. This view suggests that 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18 is
not describing “Christ coming for the Church” but “His church coming for Him!” This view contends,
on the basis of a specific technical meaning of avpa,nthsij that Paul is describing, not “The Bridegroom
Coming for His Bride,” but rather the “Subjects of the King going out to greet and welcome the King to
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His Kingdom.” However, the question I want to persue in this paper is this: can avpa,nthsij this be an
instance of the terminus technicus fallacy if the word avpa,nthsij is not actually a “technical term” at all?
Structure
In other words, I will argue that 1) avpa,nthsij is not such a technical term, that is to say, it does
not have the “full technical meaning” confidently asserted by many. I will examine what I will call the
“full technical meaning” proposed for avpa,nthsij and show that a) it is weakly attested, b) is actually
contested by many scholars (which makes any confident assertion that 1 Thessalonians 4:17 is
undoubtedly an instance of such a technical meaning a bit more than a little suspect) and c) that such a
technical meaning claims too much for the word standing by itself, particularly in the light of its other
uses in the New Testament. In other words, avpa,nthsij on its own, apart from particular contexts, does
not have a technical meaning such that one can determine the nature of the “meeting” indicated, much
less the direction the parties take after the meeting. I will suggest a “limited technical meaning” of the
term, that fits virtually all the uses of avpa,nthsij both outside and inside the New Testament but does not
prevent us from seeing a pre-tribulational rapture in 1 Thessalonians 4:17. Furthermore, I will argue that
2) even if there were such a technical term, the context of 1 Thessalonians 4:17, renders the imposition
of any presumed “full technical meaning” here impossible. In other words, this would be an instance of
the terminus technicus fallacy if in fact the term avpa,nthsij were such a specific technical term. I will
also argue that 3) the supposed metaphor or picture drawn by those who understand avpa,nthsij in the
“full technical” way does not do justice to this and the other texts which describe the prophetic event(s)
in view. My argument here is that the interpretive picture drawn by the advocates of the “full technical
meaning” of avpa,nthsij a) confuses the Rapture of the Saints with the Second Coming (a very typical
mistake of advocates of non-pre-tribulational views) and b) leaves the several texts that do speak of the
Rapture, as well as the Lord’s relationship to His church rather disconnected. In short, I want to ask
which picture brings more texts together and which draws a more biblically consistent picture—the view
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of those who imagine a technical meaning for avpa,nthsij, a formal reception for a dignitary or those
who understand 1 Thessalonians 4 as teaching the Rapture, the coming of Christ, the Bridegroom, for
His bride, the church?
Summary of the view that avpa,nthsij is a technical term.
Let me begin with a brief synopsis of the view that avpa,nthsij is a technical term and then I will
briefly suggest what it means for the interpretation of 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18. In the simplest terms the
view of those who take avpa,nthsij as a technical term (in what I call the “full technical sense”) is the
view that this term itself indicates a particular type, “meeting” (“meeting” is the basic lexical meaning of
avpa,nthsij). This is a “meeting” that would entail some the rather specific proceedings such as: it would
take place between a delegation of citizens or officials and a visiting dignitary; it would take place just
prior to the visiting dignitary’s arrival at a predetermined specific location, often just outside a city;
there would often be certain formal preparations for this visit; the “greeting party” so to speak would
take the initiative to go out from the city to receive the dignitary; and then they would escort him back
into the city. It is this last detail that is most significant for advocates of this view, for they would
contend that this technical meaning precludes any view that understands Paul in 1 Thessalonians 4:17 to
be describing a pre-tribulational rapture, for, if the technical meaning is granted, the procedure would be
for the dignitary to continue (with the delegation) into (back into) the city. In no case where this
technical meaning applies, it is argued, did the delegation return with the dignitary back to his point of
origin.
Evaluation and Analysis
What should we think of this supposed technical meaning of avpa,nthsij? A little background on
the origin of this view will help us to evaluate it. Virtually all advocates of this view reference (as if a
“proof text”) an article written by Erik Peterson in 1929-30-- Erik Peterson, “Die Einholung Des
Kyrios”, Zeitschrift für systematische Theologie 7, 1929-30 [682-702]. Peterson also wrote the brief
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article on avpa,nthsij in the Theological Dictionary of the New Testament. Michael R. Crosby notes
that Peterson’s article drew on “citations from material from ancient Greek papyri, inscriptions and
literature” to describe the custom(s) of “Hellenistic formal reception(s).”5 These studies led to Peterson’s
conclusion that in 1 Thessalonians 4:15-17 Paul has these custom(s) of Hellenistic formal reception(s) in
view in describing the return of Christ. The list of books and commentaries that reference Peterson’s
articles (more or less directly) is impressively large6 and those that merely assert the “technical
meaning” of avpa,nthsij as describing the formal welcome of a visiting dignitary, is equally large.7 Often
there is only the confident assertion, as for instance, this from Anthony Hoekema, that “The word
translated ‘to meet’ in 1 Thessalonians 4:17 (avpa,nthsij) is a technical term used in the days of the New
Testament to describe a public welcome given by a city to a visiting dignitary. People would ordinarily
leave the city to meet the distinguished visitor and then go back with him into the city.”8 Likewise
Barabra Rossing asserts, “Paul’s description of ‘meeting’ the Lord in the air employs a very specific
Greek word for greeting a visiting dignitary in ancient times: avpa,nthsij, a practice by which people
went outside the city to greet the dignitary and then accompanied him into their city.”9 Taking those who
directly reference Peterson’s work, the argument for the “technical meaning” of avpa,nthsij is most often
bolstered by citing instances from ancient sources such as Cicero’s description of Rome’s welcome of
4
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Julius Caesar in 49 B.C. or Josephus’s description of Vespasian’s welcome as the new emperor in
Rome after putting down the Jewish rebellion.11
No “technical meaning” for the term avpa,nthsij in and of itself
Limitations of space prohibit a detailed analysis of these and the other instances of the so called
“technical use” of avpa,nthsij to describe these events but it can be simply observed that the events
themselves seem to dictate the “formal elements” and not the term avpa,nthsij by itself. In other words,
we may simply ask if there are other uses of avpa,nthsij in settings other than these formal receptions that
indicate a non-technical sense to the term. Indeed, Crosby notes,
A computer search of the literature written during the several centuries surrounding
Paul’s era using the Thesaurus Linguae Graecae (TLG) produced 91 pages of citations of
passages that employ forms of avpa,nthsij, avpa,nthnw, u`pa,nthsij, and u`apa,nthnw. Yet only a
minority of the uses of these terms describes formal receptions. For example, Philo Judaeus uses
these words 27 times, but not once to describe the meeting of a dignitary. Similarly, Josephus
employs them 92 times but only ten times in descriptions of formal receptions. In the LXX the
noun avpa,nthsij is used frequently. . . Often it designates the hostile meeting of armies, although
it also describes virtually any kind of meeting.12
In short, “Word use alone . . . does not decide the issue of whether or not people of Paul’s day
considered avpa,nthsij to be a technical term for the Hellenistic formal reception.”13 Clearly, avpa,nthsij
was used in the description of the formal meeting and greeting of a dignitary, but often it was used in
contexts when such a formal meeting was not being indicated. Simply put, the word considered apart
from a context, considered in and by itself, was not a terminus technicus. Context, not the term alone,
determined whether the “meeting” carried any significance beyond a meeting between a group and an
individual. (Actually, if there is a more “limited technical meaning” that would be it; that is, if the term
10
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avpa,nthsij has anything like a “technical meaning” it seems to be used whenever a group met
individual; but even that might be questioned.) Attaching any further connotations to the term, in and of
itself, by virtue of its use in contexts describing those formal receptions, is simply unwarranted.
The “technical meaning” does not apply in 1 Thessalonians 4:17
Indeed, there are several scholars who have questioned this “full technical meaning.” That is,
they simply deny that considered on its own avpa,nthsij has the specific technical connotations asserted
for it by some, particularly in its use in 1 Thessalonians 4:17. Interestingly, both Witherington14 and
Stott15 cite F. F. Bruce in their explanation of the meaning of avpa,nthsij in 1 Thessalonians 4:17; Bruce
writes, “When a dignitary paid an official visit (parousia) to a city in Hellenistic times, the action of the
leading citizens in going out to meet him and escort him on the final stage of his journey was called the
avpa,nthsij.”16) However, neither of these authors references this, also from Bruce, “But there is nothing
in the word avpa,nthsij or in this context (in 1 Thessalonians 4) that demands this interpretation.”17 Thus,
although Green confidently asserts, “there remains little doubt that this custom {i.e. of formal
receptions} formed the background of this teaching”18 (in 1 Thessalonians 4) we must agree with
Malherbe that to understand Paul’s use of avpa,nthsij as an allusion to the formal reception of a visiting
dignitary is “improbable” on “a number of counts.”19 Crosby is clear, “Peterson . . . was incorrect in
reading Hellenistic formal reception into 1 Thess 4:13-17. The text does not support his assertion that
Paul’s use of avpa,nthsij in 4:17 brings with it the entire baggage of the custom of greeting dignitaries.”20
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Likewise, Joseph Plevnik argues that Peterson’s argument “is weak, since the expression avpa,nthsij or
ei;j avpa,nthsij is neither limited to Hellenistic parousias nor does it always suggest a bringing in.”21
So the term avpa,nthsij, considered on its own apart from a context of formal receptions, is not
well attested as a technical term (at least in the full technical sense) and it is a matter of some sharp
disagreement, to say the least, as to whether that presumed full technical meaning (even if it does exist)
should be understood here in 1 Thessalonians 4:17.
The other uses of avpa,nthsij in the New Testament
Now, some of the advocates of the full technical meaning of avpa,nthsij have appealed to the
other instances of avpa,nthsij in the New Testament to support their conclusions. There are only two such
contexts: Matthew 25:6, 10 in the Parable of the Ten Virgins and in Acts 28:15 describing Paul’s
reception by the Christians in Rome. However, even a quick glance at these uses, and the arguments
used to defend the technical meaning of avpa,nthsij, will reveal that the advocates of the technical
meaning are engaging in some “special pleading.” Neither the meeting in Acts 28:15 nor that of the
bridesmaids and bridegroom in Matthew 25 have any of the “formal features” of the Hellenistic formal
reception of a visiting dignitary.22 These uses again emphasize that it is context that determines the
features of the meeting and whether or not one sees in that meeting the features of the so called
“Hellenistic formal receptions.” So while it is true that the Christians greeting Paul did not “change
directions” and return to where Paul came from,23 (he was after all on the way to Rome!) that in no way
is a matter to be determined by the meaning of avpa,nthsij! It is clearly the context and the historical
circumstances of the situation being described that determined the “direction” the parties traveled after
their meeting. With respect to the use in Matthew 25, Rossing suggests that the term “meet” indicates
the “bridegroom goes with the bridesmaids into the house from where they came, where everyone is
21
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waiting for him.” But there is nothing in the text that indicates this. In fact, following the pattern of
ancient wedding customs, the event pictured would probably be that of the bridegroom, returning to his
father’s house, with his bride.25 Far from describing the “formal reception of a dignitary” the “meeting”
indicated in Matthew 25 is rather unique, even for the setting indicated by the parable—namely the
pattern of wedding customs. In other words, the meeting between the bridegroom and the bridesmaids
has some “odd features” that would not be regular or expected features of the typical wedding party
meeting of the day. It happened at midnight, it was delayed for unspecified reasons and it happened
suddenly, taking the bridesmaids by surprise when it did come. None of the features of the supposed
“technical meaning” of avpa,nthsij fit this context; and it would be equally in error to suppose that any of
these “odd features” of this meeting can be attached to the meaning of avpa,nthsij. In short, when
avpa,nthsij is used in any context it is the description of the meeting itself, in these texts where the term
appears, that tells us more about the meeting than the term avpa,nthsin, does by itself. It is clear that the
use of the term in context in such passages as Acts 28 and Matthew 25 tells us way more about the
nature of those meetings than any supposed technical uses or associations the term may or may not have
had. In short, far from supporting the idea that the technical meaning of avpa,nthsij helps us understand
the nature of these meetings, these examples tell us to pay close attention to the context.
But perhaps in examining the context of 1 Thessalonians we should be discovering that Paul is
using instances of supposedly “imperial cult language,” “anti-imperial rhetoric” as Witherington
suggests. I frankly find this sort of “scholarship” tiresome. If accepted it would mean that only those
who are able to penetrate into the “deeper nuances” of the “deeper meaning” of Paul’s “loaded
language” so as to pick up the “associations” (political, social, etc) of the terms, would be able to really
know what he meant and/or what the Thessalonians would or would not have understood by the “deep,
loaded,” nearly “coded” terms. After a close reading of the context in 1 Thessalonians 4 I find it a very
24
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dubious assertion to say, as Witherington does, that in his answer to the Thessalonians regarding “the
fate of the Thessalonian Christian dead” (surely this is the point of 1 Thessalonians 4:13-17!) Paul is
really, on some deeper level which only Witherington, N.T. Wright, and other “scholars” will see,
actually “busily deconstructing the extant pagan value system” and expressing his “opposition to
Caesar” in an effort to subvert Caesar’s empire.” Witherington wants to see this “anti-imperial cult
language,” “anti-imperial rhetoric” because it would support the idea that avpa,nthsij is also actually one
of those “loaded” terms (loaded with the technical meaning of visiting dignitary—[Ha! Take that
Caesar! Jesus is Our Coming Lord!]) which the Thessalonians would have instantly understood as
“subversive.” I may be mistaken here but I really think I have drawn out Witherington’s point fairly, if
simply—and I find it, again, dubious! I honestly do not see Paul trying to make “deep points” about
“subverting the empire” by the use of “anti-imperial rhetoric,” in this context at least; nor is he busy “coopting imperial rhetoric and applying it to Jesus.”26 He’s just trying to comfort the believers concerning
the one’s who have died—will they miss the “catching away” at the “coming of the Lord?” Paul says,
“No, they definitely will not miss it; be comforted.” He doesn’t need—and I for one do not find—
“deeply nuanced anti-imperial rhetoric” to say that!
We may conclude, therefore, since the term avpa,nthsij on its own, does not automatically
indicate that Paul had the formal reception of a dignitary in mind we may not “as Green suggests
“assume that the Thessalonians would have understood [on the basis of some purported technical
meaning of avpa,nthsij] that the Lord would continue his parousia until he arrived at the final destination
of the city or the earth.”27
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The context of 1 Thessalonians 4 and Hellenistic formal receptions
In fact, as we turn our attention specifically to the context of 1 Thessalonians 4:15-17 it will
become clear that, even if there were a well recognized technical meaning of avpa,nthsij that included
even the slightest indication of which direction the parties took after the meeting, that technical meaning
simply would not fit the context. In his article on Hellenistic Formal Receptions, Michael R. Crosby28
examines the features of the so-called Hellenistic Formal Receptions as these were identified by
Peterson in the article previously cited. Some of these features are: decrees to make elaborate
preparations; preparations for wearing festive clothing, garlands and wreaths; sacrifices were often
prepared on offered as a part of the reception; loud acclamations would be a prominent part of the
receiving crowd’s behavior. Crosby describes these features with quotes from primary sources
recounting these receptions. And then he summarizes the point I want to emphasize here: “All of the
main elements of Hellenistic receptions found in ancient papyri, inscriptions and literature are missing
from 1 Thess 4:15-17.”29 The context in 1 Thessalonians describes an event that is “sudden and
unexpected”; certainly none of the elaborate preparations are indicated. The Thessalonians are not told
be prepared with special garments or garlands. It is not the Thessalonians who take the initiative for the
meeting. It is not the Thessalonians who are making noise but the shout, the voice of the archangel and
the trumpet of God. Crosby is dead on! There is no evidence of a formal reception in this context30 so
there is no way to determine the direction the parties take after the meeting based on such notions. Even
if there were a technical meaning of avpa,nthsij, it would be, as noted earlier, a classic example of
28
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Carson’s fallacy of the “false assumptions about technical meaning” wherein, interpreters see the
technical meaning of a term where it clearly (and the context here says it clearly) does not pertain.
On the other hand there are several features in the context which indicate that the “direction” the
parties take after the “meeting” is not back into the city or to earth. For one thing, even Green notes
(against his view of avpa,nthsij) that the term “caught up” (the term is a`rpaghso,meqa from a`rpa,zw)
“means to take someone away by force . . . or to catch away to a celestial place.”31 To go on to suggest
that “no other explanation is offered of the events after the meeting” as Green does32 and to suggest that
we assume the parties continued on into the city (on the basis, again, of the technical meaning of
avpa,nthsij) is simply faulty interpretation. As Plavnik argues, Peterson’s explanation of avpa,nthsij does
not fit with “the being snatched up” nor does it fit with “the cloud motif” in the 1 Thessalonians 4
context: “In Petersons’s interpretation, the people’s going up on a cloud is equivalent to the citizen’s
going out of the city, which is rather strained.”33 The term a`rpaghso,meqa just does not fit the picture of a
group of excited celebrants who take the initiative to go out to greet the “royal-dignitary arriving” but it
does indicate a sudden, unexpected removal of the believers away from the earth. Furthermore, the
meeting is left, literally, up in the air with only this to indicate what happens, what direction is next—
“and so we shall always be with the Lord.” One can hardly miss the allusion to another instance of
“cloudy removal from the earth”—I am thinking of Acts 1. In Acts 1:9, at the ascension of the Risen
Christ, a “cloud” (the Shekinah perhaps) “received Him out of their sight” and in 1:11 the disciples are
informed that He went to “heaven.” Admittedly, Paul does not specify that the destination is heaven, but
he is explicit in 1 Thessalonians 4:17 that we shall “always be with the Lord” and the Lord went to
heaven. Paul Benware offers this summary:
Clouds are also used figuratively in the Bible to refer to the presence and glory of God
(e.g., Ex. 14:19-24; 16:10; 19:9, 16; 20:21; 40:34-38). It is best in this rapture passage to
31
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understand the clouds as referring to the visible presence and glory of the Lord. At the rapture,
it is the glorious Lord Jesus who appears and brings the saints into the presence of His glory.34
One other point needs to be made regarding the context. It must be obvious that Paul’s main
concern is to answer the question of the Thessalonians concerning believers who have “fallen asleep.”
They were concerned about those who had died—would they miss the promise of the Blessed Hope?
Paul makes it clear in verse 14: No! They will not miss out, for “God will bring with Him those who
have fallen asleep.” Those who advocate the “formal reception of a dignitary view” will acknowledge
that resurrection is a part of Paul’s answer here, but it seems they ignore this detail—which clearly does
not fit the pattern of the so called Hellenistic Formal Receptions. Yet, again, this, the answer to the
question concerning the destiny of those who have “fallen asleep” in the Lord, is in many ways Paul’s
main reason for directing the Thessalonians to the truth of this prophetic event! The union of the living /
translated saints with those whose souls are finally reunited with glorious resurrected bodies is the main
point here (cf. 1 Corinthians 15:51-53) and Paul teaches it to produce comfort and hope; and that is the
rapture!
Which Metaphor?
Finally, I would like to deal with a somewhat wider issue. One of the ways we can test the
credibility of any particular interpretation of a text is to ask how this interpretation “fits” with respect to
the interpretation of other related texts. Simply put we may ask, how does this interpretation of
1 Thessalonians 4:15-17, which pictures Christ as the returning King, fit with other prophetic texts?
Similarly, we may ask how does this text fit with other texts if one adopts the pre-tribulational
interpretation?
Those who take the view that avpa,nthsij is a technical term that points to the custom of the
formal reception of a visiting dignitary assume, of course, that Jesus Christ is that dignitary and thus that
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the coming indicated in 1 Thessalonians 4:17 is therefore His “Second Coming.” In this view the
term parousia has reference to one coming (“since Paul did not predict two parousias”) and that “one
event must encompass both the gathering of the church and final judgment.”36 From here the advocates
of this view contend that Paul goes directly in 1 Thessalonians 5:1-11 to speak of the same event, here
designated “the Day of the Lord” and they often add to this argument by drawing supposed parallels
between 1 Thessalonians 4:15-5:11 and Matthew 24:29-44, which clearly describes the post-tribulational
return of Christ.
In response it may be pointed out that the term parousia is used in a number of passages in the
New Testament: in a “general and not technical” way to describe simply someone “coming”—1 Cor
16:17 of “Stephanas and Fortunatus”; 2 Cor. 7:6, 7 of “Titus”; with reference to specific end times
events such as the rapture—1 Cor. 15:23; 1 Thess. 2:19, and the bodily return of Christ to the earth—
Matt. 24:3, 27, 37, 39.37 A study of the New Testament uses of this term reveals that “parousia, lit. ‘a
presence’ . . . denotes both the ‘arrival’ and the consequent ‘presence with.’” “In some passages the
word gives prominence to the beginning of that period, the course of the period being implied, 1 Cor.
15:23; 1 Thess. 4:15; 5:23; 2 Thess. 2:1; Jas 5:7-8; 2 Pet. 3:4. In some, the course is prominent, Matt.
24:3, 37; 1 Thess. 3:13; 1 John 2:28; in others the conclusion of the period, Matt. 24:27; 2 Thess. 2:8.”38
In other words, the term can be used to describe the entire period of the Lord’s appearing or particular
features or events that occur in the course of that appearing. So there is one parousia but it is not one
dimensional and it does not occur all at once. Thus, while 1 Thessalonians 5:1-11 certainly continues the
general theme of the parousia it is also quite clear that Paul has begun an new topic. He even uses the
typical transitional phrase peri. de., which indicates a new subject. Here in 5:1-11 Paul is stepping back
and looking over not just the immediate occasion of the “catching up,” the “meeting in the air” but the
35
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wider picture of “the day of the Lord.” This phrase designates “the whole program of events,
including the tribulation period, the second advent program and the entire millennial age.”39 Paul is
simply moving from the specific to the general, from a focus on one part of the whole end times
program (the rapture) to the broader picture of “the times and the epochs.” There is no reason to think
that 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18 and 5:1-11 must be speaking of “precisely the same event”40 or that taking
1 Thessalonians 5:1-11 as referring to events after the catching up of 4:17 is an instance “special
pleading.”41
However, there are some very strong reasons to think that what Paul is describing in
1 Thessalonians 4 and what, for instance, Jesus is referring to in Matthew 24 are very different events.
As noted the advocates of the view that avpa,nthsij is a technical term that points to the custom of the
formal reception of a visiting dignitary often assume that 1 Thessalonians 4:15-17 is a description of the
“Second Coming.” This is a fairly common error. Paul Benware has analyzed the main passages dealing
with the rapture (1 Thess. 4:13-17; 1 Cor. 15:51-53; John 14:1-3) and those dealing with the second
coming (Joel 2:12-16; Zech. 14:1-5; Matt. 24:29-31; Rev. 19:11-21) and identified several contrasts that
indicate the two events are indeed different.42
The following chart conveys the key points:
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The Rapture
Place

The Lord comes in the air;
returns to the Father’s house.

Purpose

The Lord comes to gather, unite and
bless His church; glorified bodies.

Result

No mention of establishing a Kingdom;
believers removed from earth.

Time

Imminent, any time!

The Second Coming
The Lord descends to the Mount of Olives;
remains on earth.
The Lord comes to judge unbelievers, wrath;
no glorified bodies.
The Lord comes to establish the kingdom;
believers remain on earth.
After the Tribulation

So Benware concludes, these differences “do suggest we are looking at two separate events.”43
On the other hand, those who take Paul as teaching the Pre-tribulational Rapture in
1 Thessalonians 4 can tie this understanding to an impressive, wider (than the formal reception of a
dignitary view), biblical New Testament metaphor that places it on a firmer footing when, as suggested
earlier, one considers how the interpretation “fits” with other passages. That metaphor is that of the
Church as the Bride of Christ, the Bridegroom. Robert L. Saucy writes, “One of the most beautiful
images of the church is that of the bride of Christ.”44 The metaphor appears prominently in Ephesians 5
where Paul “uses the union of Christ and His church to illustrate the relation of husband and wife (Eph
5:22-23).”45 Understanding key aspects of this metaphor requires a knowledge of the ancient wedding
customs with which the disciples and the early church would have been assuredly acquainted. Saucy
describes the main features of these customs that are pertinent to understanding the main metaphor: he
writes, “the Oriental practice of marriage . . . consisted of three stages. First came the betrothal, which
was more than a promise of marriage. It was the very initiation of marriage, for the bride was legally
considered a married woman from the time of betrothal.” After the betrothal, there would follow an
indefinite time of preparation. This time was devoted to, on the man’s part, preparation of the future
home and on the woman’s part, preparation of herself for the new role she was intended to fulfill. At an
43
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undesignated time, would come “the retrieval” when “the actual marriage took place. On that day the
bridegroom and his friends went to the home of the bride and then, in company with the bride and her
friends, the festal company proceeded to their future home.”46 When the couple arrived at their future
home there would be a more formal ceremony of presentation and often “it was a friend of the
bridegroom who made the presentation” of the bride to the groom.47 Then would follow a marriage
supper and time of celebration.
It is that simple outline, I suggest, that forms the background to understand the significance of
the several passages that teach the rapture of the church, including 1 Thessalonians 4. The first passage
in the New Testament revealing the rapture of the church is found in John 14:1-3 recorded in the very
words of the Bridegroom Himself, is a promise to fulfill the tasks of the bridegroom in preparation, and
a promise in anticipation of the time of retrieval. “The church is presently the betrothed bride of Christ
(2 Cor 11:2).”48 The text noted earlier, Ephesians 5, indicates that the Bride, the church is to be active as
well, fulfilling her part in the period of preparation (cf. Revelation 19:7b). Then follows of course the
actual retrieval and this is obviously what 1 Thessalonians 4:15-17 is all about. “Following the analogy
of the Oriental practice, the church as the bride now awaits the coming of Christ to take her to Himself
(again alluding to John 14:3). The Apostle Paul speaks of this day” in 1 Thessalonians 4:16-17.49
Finally, the retrieval leads to the presentation; only in this case “Christ presents His own bride to
Himself. (cf. Eph 5:27) He and no other presents the bride, and He and no other receives her to
Himself.”50 After the presentation, there follows the marriage supper, which is of course indicated in
Revelation 19:7-9.
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The fact that we can “fit” 1 Thessalonians 4 into this wider, biblical metaphor of Christ and
His Bride does not prove the pre-tribulational rapture, but it does offer a more satisfying and biblically
consistent picture of the prophetic event in view in 1 Thessalonians 4:17 than the dubious opinion of the
formal reception of a dignitary view.

