From the International Standard Bible Encyclopedia

SLEEP, ASLEEP: The Bible generally views sleep as necessary and pleasant for mankind (e.g., Eccl. 5:12; Jer. 31:26). Sometimes the imagery of sleep is applied to Yahweh in calls for Him to respond to His people’s needs (e.g., Ps. 44:23, 26 [MT 24, 27]; 59:4f [MT 5f]; cf. 78:65). This poetic imagery is used as a dramatic expression of God’s decision to act directly in human affairs; it does not derive from pagan mythology, which depicts the gods as literally sleeping and needing sleep (cf. Elijah’s taunt to the prophets of Baal, 1 K. 18:27). The psalmist confesses that Yahweh never slumbers nor sleeps (Ps. 121:4). Because God always watches over His people, those who trust in Him may lie down and sleep in peace (Ps. 3:5 [MT 7]; 4:8 [MT 9]). Following the way of wisdom (i.e., fearing Yahweh) enables one to enjoy sweet sleep (Prov. 3:24). God’s people do not rob themselves of sleep to pile up wealth (Ps. 127:2); nor do they indulge themselves like the rich so that their sleep vanishes (Eccl. 5:12). But neither does this wise person use sleep to escape life—unlike the Sluggard, whose laziness leads to poverty (Prov. 6:9–11). The God-fearing person finds the proper balance between sleep and activity.
Sleep can also make one an easy prey for an enemy (cf. Prov. 6:4f.). Jael drove a tent peg into the temple of Sisera as he lay fast asleep from exhaustion (Jgs. 4:21), and Delilah robbed Samson of his superior strength while he was sleeping (16:19f.; cf. Judith’s decapitation of Holofernes while he lay in a drunken stupor [Jth. 12:16–13:8]). When Saul was overcome by sleep David spared his life but took his water jar and spear (1 S. 26:7–12). Sleep kept the disciples from agonizing with Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane and made them vulnerable to temptation (Mt. 26:40–45, esp v 41).
Sometimes God communicates His message to people during their sleep or causes a “deep sleep” (Heb. tardēmâ) to overtake a person so that He may accomplish His purpose. Such sleep befell Adam while God created Eve from his side (Gen. 2:21f.). It fell upon Abraham when he offered sacrifice to seal the covenant, and then God spoke to him about what would happen in the future (15:12–17). On the other hand, God figuratively caused a “deep sleep” to fall on the false prophets so that they were hindered from discovering the truth (Isa. 29:10).
Scripture often uses “sleep” as a euphemism for death. Kings and Chronicles frequently state, “[the king] slept with his fathers and was buried” (1 K. 2:10; 11:43; 14:31; etc.), meaning that he died a natural death and was given a proper state burial. At the final judgment even the dead will be awakened from their sleep, some to eternal life and others to eternal condemnation (Dnl. 12:2). The often uses “fall asleep” in the sense of natural death (Mt. 27:52; Jn. 11:11; Acts 7:60; 13:36; 1 Cor. 15:6, 18, 20; 1 Thess. 4:14f.; 2 Pet. 3:4), but it also extends the concept to refer to spiritual death. This spiritual meaning is apparent in Mk. 13:35f, where Jesus warns His followers: “Watch … lest he [Christ] come suddenly and find you asleep.” A hymn in Eph. 5:14 emphasizes this point: “therefore it is said, ‘Awake, O sleeper, and arise from the dead, and Christ shall give you light” ’ (cf. Rom. 13:11; 1 Thess. 5:6f.).


From the Evangelical Dictionary of Biblical Theology
Sleep. In the Scriptures the words that designate sleep are used in both a literal and a figurative way. When the word is used literally, as it frequently is, it usually depicts sleep as a simple fact of human experience (Gen. 28:16; Dan. 8:18; Matt. 25:5). Even our sleeping state is not outside the active involvement of God, who neither slumbers nor sleeps (Ps. 121:4). The Lord watches over us while we sleep (Ps. 121:3, 5–6), and the darkness of night is as the light of day to him (Ps. 139:11–12). God uses our sleep on occasion to give us revelatory dreams and guidance (Gen. 20:6–7; Judg. 7:13–15; 1 Kings 3:5; Matt. 1:20; 2:12–13, 22). In the Old Testament, natural sleep is occasionally referred to as a sweet blessing of God (Pss. 4:8; 127:2; Eccles. 5:12).
The word “sleep” is also used metaphorically of spiritual dullness, sloth, or lack of watchfulness. In the Book of Proverbs, laziness, sloth, and sleep are used in a quasi-moral way to depict the irresponsible person who refuses to acknowledge the reasonable demands of human life (6:9–11; 19:15; 20:13; 24:33–34); such a person will suffer the inevitable consequences. In Isaiah 29:10 and frequently in the New Testament (Mark 13:36; Rom. 13:11; Eph. 5:14; 1 Thess. 5:6–9) it is used to describe a spiritual heaviness that must be shaken off in order to remain awake in this evil time. It is often used in this way in an eschatological context, warning us to be alert to the signs of the times.
“Sleep” is also used metaphorically of death. This is common in the Old Testament (Job 7:21; 14:12; Ps. 13:3; Jer. 51:57; Dan. 12:2). The expression “he slept with his fathers” is a fixed formula in reference to death, and is used over thirty-five times in the Old Testament. This expression does not continue into New Testament times, although the metaphorical use of sleep for death does. Six observations can be made about this expression in the New Testament.
First, Jesus is never said to have fallen asleep. There is no softening of what he experienced at the end of his earthly life. Second, unbelievers are never said to fall asleep. They, too, experience death in a stark and crushing way. Death is no pleasant sleep for them, but a final, unending negation. The difference from Jesus is, of course, that the unbeliever dies for his or her own sins, whereas Jesus died for the sins of others and rose again in triumphant life. Third, believers are said to fall asleep at death (1 Cor. 15:6, 18, 20; 1 Thess. 4:13, 15), and in one instance “to fall asleep in Jesus” (1 Thess. 4:14). Although believers are still occasionally said to die, death is described as gain (Phil. 1:21); it has lost its sting (1 Cor. 15:54–57). Death comes attended by blessedness and rest (Rev. 14:13) and a conscious sense of the presence of Christ (2 Cor. 5:8). Death is, in fact, not death anymore, and those who believe in Jesus will never really die, even though they might still experience what used to be called death (John 11:25–26). So the metaphor of sleep is used to emphasize that we have no more to fear from death than we do from falling asleep. Fourth, believers are never said to have fallen asleep in the death of Jesus; rather, we died with him (Col. 2:20; 2 Tim. 2:11) or were crucified with him (Gal. 2:20). It is only because of Jesus’ death, and our death in him, that death no longer holds any terror, becoming instead a peaceful sleep and a blessedness (Rev. 14:13). Fifth, even when believers are punished by the Lord with temporal death, it is still no longer death but a falling asleep (1 Cor. 11:30). Finally, not only do believers never experience death (in the old way) anymore, although they must go through what is metaphorically called sleep; there are some who will not even experience that—that single generation of believers, who are alive at the second coming of Christ (1 Cor. 15:51), they will not sleep, but will be transformed instantaneously into their new unending life.	Walter A. Elwell


