
Question: "When is the Rapture going to occur in relation to the Tribulation?"

Answer: The timing of the rapture in relation to the tribulation is one of the most controversial
issues in the church today. The three primary views are pre-tribulational (the rapture occurs
before the tribulation), mid-tribulational (the rapture occurs at or near the mid-point of the
tribulation), and post-tribulational (the rapture occurs at the end of the tribulation). A fourth
view, commonly known as pre-wrath, is a slight modification of the mid-tribulational position.

First, it is important to recognize the purpose of the tribulation. According to Daniel 9:27, there is
a seventieth “seven” (seven years) that is still yet to come. Daniel’s entire prophecy of the
seventy sevens (Daniel 9:20-27) is speaking of the nation of Israel. It is a time period in which
God focuses His attention especially on Israel. The seventieth seven, the tribulation, must also
be a time when God deals specifically with Israel. While this does not necessarily indicate that
the church could not also be present, it does bring into question why the church would need to
be on the earth during that time.

The primary Scripture passage on the rapture is 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18. It states that all living
believers, along with all believers who have died, will meet the Lord Jesus in the air and will be
with Him forever. The rapture is God’s removing His people from the earth. A few verses later,
in 1 Thessalonians 5:9, Paul says, “For God did not appoint us to suffer wrath but to receive
salvation through our Lord Jesus Christ.” The book of Revelation, which deals primarily with the
time period of the tribulation, is a prophetic message of how God will pour out His wrath upon
the earth during the tribulation. It seems inconsistent for God to promise believers that they will
not suffer wrath and then leave them on the earth to suffer through the wrath of the tribulation.
The fact that God promises to deliver Christians from wrath shortly after promising to remove
His people from the earth seems to link those two events together.

Another crucial passage on the timing of the rapture is Revelation 3:10, in which Christ promises
to deliver believers from the “hour of trial” that is going to come upon the earth. This could
mean two things. Either Christ will protect believers in the midst of the trials, or He will deliver
believers out of the trials. Both are valid meanings of the Greek word translated “from.”
However, it is important to recognize what believers are promised to be kept from. It is not just
the trial, but the “hour” of trial. Christ is promising to keep believers from the very time period
that contains the trials, namely the tribulation. The purpose of the tribulation, the purpose of the
rapture, the meaning of 1 Thessalonians 5:9, and the interpretation ofRevelation 3:10 all give
clear support to the pre-tribulational position. If the Bible is interpreted literally and consistently,
the pre-tribulational position is the most biblically-based interpretation.

In eschatology, it is important to remember that almost all Christians agree on these three
things: 1) there is coming a time of great tribulation such as the world has never seen, 2) after
the Tribulation, Christ will return to establish His kingdom on earth, and, 3) there will be a



Rapture—a translation from mortality to immortality—for believers (John 14:1-3;1 Corinthians
15:51-52; 1 Thessalonians 4:16-17). The question is when does the Rapture occur in relation to
the Tribulation and the Second Coming of Christ?

Through the years three main theories have emerged concerning the timing of the Rapture:
pretribulationism (the belief that the Rapture will occur before the Tribulation begins),
midtribulationism (the belief that the Rapture will occur at the midpoint of the Tribulation), and
posttribulationism (the belief that the Rapture will occur at the end of the Tribulation). This
article deals specifically with the pretribulational view.

Pretribulationism teaches that the Rapture occurs before the Tribulation starts. At that time, the
church will meet Christ in the air, and then sometime after that the Antichrist is revealed and the
Tribulation begins. In other words, the Rapture and Christ’s Second Coming (to set up His
kingdom) are separated by at least seven years. According to this view, the church does not
experience any of the Tribulation. 

Scripturally, the pretribulational view has much to commend it. For example, the church is not
appointed to wrath (1 Thessalonians 1:9-10, 5:9), and believers will not be overtaken by the Day
of the Lord (1 Thessalonians 5:1-9). The church of Philadelphia was promised to be kept from
“the hour of trial that is going to come upon the whole world” (Revelation 3:10). Note that the
promise is not preservation through the trial but deliverance from the hour, that is, from the time
period of the trial. 

Pretribulationism also finds support in what is not found in Scripture. The word “church”
appears nineteen times in the first three chapters of Revelation, but, significantly, the word is
not used again until chapter 22. In other words, in the entire lengthy description of the
Tribulation in Revelation, the word church is noticeably absent. In fact, the Bible never uses the
word "church" in a passage relating to the Tribulation. 

Pretribulationism is the only theory which clearly maintains the distinction between Israel and
the church and God’s separate plans for each. The seventy “sevens” ofDaniel 9:24 are decreed
upon Daniel’s people (the Jews) and Daniel’s holy city (Jerusalem). This prophecy makes it plain
that the seventieth week (the Tribulation) is a time of purging and restoration for Israel and
Jerusalem, not for the church. 

Also, pretribulationism has historical support. From John 21:22-23, it would seem that the early
church viewed Christ’s return as imminent, that He could return at any moment. Otherwise, the
rumor would not have persisted that Jesus would return within John’s lifetime. Imminence,
which is incompatible with the other two Rapture theories, is a key tenet of pretribulationism. 

And the pretribulational view seems to be the most in keeping with God’s character and His
desire to deliver the righteous from the judgment of the world. Biblical examples of God’s



salvation include Noah, who was delivered from the worldwide flood; Lot, who was delivered
from Sodom; and Rahab, who was delivered from Jericho (2 Peter 2:6-9).

There will obviously be saints in the Tribulation (Revelation 13:7,20:9). Pretribulationists answer
this by distinguishing the saints of the Old Testament and the saints of the Tribulation from the
church of the New Testament. Believers alive at the Rapture will be removed before the
Tribulation, but there will be those who will come to Christ during the Tribulation.

There is a fourth theory that has emerged that we will touch upon. Somewhat closely related to
midtribulationism is the belief in a “pre-wrath” rapture, which the following pertains to. This
pre-wrath rapture theory says that the rapture occurs before the “great day of . . . wrath”
(Revelation 6:17). According to the pre-wrath view, believers go through most of the tribulation
but not the time of God's wrath just before the end of the tribulation (Matthew 24:21). The
church will endure Satan’s fury and man’s persecution, but will be spared God’s wrath. Before
God pours out His final judgment on the world, the church will be caught up to heaven. Here is a
brief summary of the pre-wrath rapture position.

The pre-wrath rapture theory views the trumpet and the bowl judgments (Revelation 7–16) as
the wrath of God, from which the church is exempted (1 Thessalonians 5:9). However, the first
six seal judgments (Revelation 6) are not considered the wrath of God; rather, they are viewed
as “the wrath of Satan” or “the wrath of the antichrist.” This is because there is no direct
mention of God’s wrath until after the sixth seal is broken (Revelation 6:17). According to the
pre-wrath rapture theory, the church will be present to experience the first six seals.

Comparing Revelation 6 with Matthew 24, the pre-wrath rapture theorists identify the first seal
judgments with Jesus’ description of the end times in Matthew 24:4-7. Jesus then refers to
these events as “the beginning of birth pains” (verse 8). In verses 29 and 30, “the sign of the Son
of Man” appears in the sky, and it is at this time, according to the pre-wrath rapture theory, that
the rapture of the church occurs.

One weakness of the pre-wrath rapture position is its presumption that the “elect” mentioned
in Matthew 24:22, 31 are church-age saints. These saints could just as easily be individuals
saved during the seven-year tribulation; in fact, Jesus tells those who flee the antichrist’s
persecution to pray that their flight does not occur “on the Sabbath” (verse 20). Since the church
is not under the Mosaic law and does not keep the Sabbath, Jesus’ words cannot be directed to
the church.

Another flaw in the pre-wrath rapture theory is its teaching that the first seal judgments are not
the wrath of God. Scripture shows that it is the Lamb who opens the seals (Revelation 5:5; 6:1).
No other man is found worthy to open them (5:3-4). It would seem, then, these are not man’s
judgments, but God’s. The tribulation begins when Jesus opens the first seal, and from that



point on, the wrath of God is meted out on a sinful world.

One last point is that since the days of the tribuation are numbered, if the Rapture is mid or post
tribulation, the exact day could be precisely known. Jesus makes it clear in Mt 24:32-36 that no
one knows the exact day, but the season will be evident.


