1 THESSALONIANS

TITLE
In the Greek New testament, 1 Thessalonians is listed as “To the Thessalonians” and is Paul’s first canonical correspondence to the church in Thessalonica

CONTENT
A letter of thanksgiving, encouragement, exhortation, and information for very recent believers in Christ

AUTHOR AND DATE
Paul identifies himself as the author twice (1:1; 2:18). Silvanus (Silas) and Timothy (3:2,6), Paul’s travelling companions on the second missionary journey when the church was founded (Acts 17:1-9), are also mentioned in Paul’s greeting (1:1). Though Paul was the single inspired author, most of the first person plural pronouns (we, us, our) refer to all three men. However, during Timothy’s visit back to Thessalonica, they refer only to Paul and Silvanus (3:1,2,6). Paul commonly used such plurals because the letters came with the full support of his companions.
This is the first of Paul’s two letters written from Corinth to the church and is dated either 50 or 51.

BACKGROUND AND SETTING
Thessalonica (now Salonica) became the capital of Macedonia (c.168BC) and enjoyed the status of a ‘free city’ which was ruled by its own citizens (Acts 17:6) under the Roman Empire. Because it was located on the main east-west highway (Via Egnatia), Thessalonica served as the hub of political and commercial activity in Macedonia. The population in Paul’s day reached 200,000 people.

Paul had originally travelled around 150 kms from Philippi via Amphipolis and Apollonia to Thessalonica on his second missionary journey (Acts 16:1-18:22). As his custom was, he sought out the synagogue and began to share the gospel with the Jews present (Acts 17:1,2). On this occasion, he dialogued with them from the Old Testament concerning Christ’s death and resurrection to prove that Jesus of Nazareth was the promised Messiah (Acts 17:2,3). Some Jews believed and soon after, Hellenistic proselytes and some wealthy women of the community were also converted (Acts 17:4).

Because of their effective ministry, the Jews had Paul’s team evicted from the city (Acts 17:5-9) so they went south to evangelise Berea (Acts 17:10). There Paul had a similar experience to Thessalonica with conversions followed by hostility, so the believers sent Paul away. He headed for Athens while Silvanus and Timothy remained in Berea (Acts 17:11-14). They rejoined Paul in Athens (cf. Acts 17:15,16 with 1 Thessalonians 3:1) from where Timothy was later dispatched back to Thessalonica (3:2). Apparently Silas later travelled from Athens to Philippi while Paul journeyed on alone to Corinth (Acts 18:1). It was after Timothy and Silvanus rejoined Paul in Corinth (Acts 18:5) that he wrote 1 Thessalonians in response to Timothy’s good report of the church.
Paul had multiple reasons for writing, all coming out of his concern for the new believers, including:

(1) encouraging the church  (1:2-10)

(2) answering false allegations (2:1-12)

(3) comforting the persecuted flock (2:13-16)

(4) expressing his joy in their faith (2:17-3:13)

(5) reminding them of the importance of moral purity (4:1-8)

(6) condemning the sluggard lifestyle of some (4:9-12)
(7) correcting a wrong understanding of prophetic events (4:13-5:11)

(8) defusing tensions between some within the church (5:12-15)

(9) exhorting the flock in the basics of Christian living (5:16-22)

EMPHASES
Paul’s loving concern for his friends in Thessalonica; suffering as part of the Christian life; holiness regarding sexual matters; the need to do one’s own work and not live off the ‘charity’ of others; the resurrection of the Christian dead; readiness for Christ’s coming

OVERVIEW
Paul had experienced good success from his preaching, but this very success also aroused enormous opposition. His host was arrested and charged with treason, and friends had ushered him out of the city by night so he might escape a similar fate. His stay was much shorter than he would have wanted leaving the new believers very much on their own without a period of seasoned instruction (Acts 17:1-9 noting that the three Sabbath days mentioned in v.2 does not mean Paul was only in the city for that long, but that three Sabbaths was the time he was able to work in the synagogue). Unable to return because of the danger, Paul has sent Timothy back. Timothy would have no fear of being recognised and would be in very limited personal danger.
Now Timothy has returned to Paul and Silas in Corinth. The first three chapters of 
1 Thessalonians are about Paul’s past, present and future relationship with these new converts, told in basically chronological order. Note in this section:

    (1) Paul’s deep, personal anxiety about the Thessalonians situation

    (2) his equally deep relief to learn that things are going reasonably well (eg.3:6-8)
Two things also emerge about the Thessalonian believers:
(1) they continue to undergo suffering and persecution

(2) they continue to follow Christ

The rest of the letter takes up matters that have been reported to Paul by Timothy. Most are reminders (4:1,2,9; 5:1) of instructions they had been given when Paul and his companions were with them – about sexual immorality, mutual love, which includes working for one’s own sustenance; and the return of Christ. A new item is what happens to believers who have died before the coming of Christ (4:13-18).
UNDERSTANDING 1 THESSALONIANS

1 Thessalonians is probably the earliest Christian writing in existence today. It is of particular interest not only for that reason, but as a porthole into how Paul dealt with these very new converts. Paul is at pains to remind them of things they already know (1:5; 2:1,5,9,10,11; 4:2,9; 5:1). Timothy’s report about their faith has been essentially positive, and there have even been two matters Paul says there is no need to write about (4:9; 5:1). But in 3:10 Paul expresses the desire to “supply what is lacking in your faith” inferring there are some deficiencies.
Understanding Graeco-Roman culture in general and Thessalonian sociology in particular helps us understand some of the background thinking Paul is addressing.
(1) every charge Paul defends himself against in 2:1-6 can be found in pagan 
      philosophical writings – charges leveled against religious or philosophical

      charlatans. Almost certainly part of the suffering of the Thessalonian believers 

      comes in the form of accusations against Paul (remembering he left the city in the 

      middle of the night with political charges about to be made against him). 

(2) the Greeks and Romans never considered immoral the kind of sexual behaviour 

      outside of marriage that both Jews and Christians saw as breaking the seventh

      commandment. What we would call sexual promiscuity was simply an accepted 

      way of life

(3) there is much archaeological evidence indicating that the pagan Thessalonians 

      were intensely interested in matters of life after death
Both Philippi and Thessalonica were Macedonian (and so Greek) cities, but both were known to be very loyal to Caesar. In each city, the new converts faced persecution because of their loyalty to a ‘King’ other than Caesar.
These notes have drawn heavily on “How to Read the Bible Book by Book” by G. Fee and D. Stuart (Zondervan 2002, pp.364-366), and to a lesser extent “The MacArthur Bible Handbook” by J. MacArthur (Thomas Nelson Publishers 2003, pp.423-429) and “New Testament Survey” by M.Tenney (W.B.Eerdmans Publishing/Inter-Varsity Press 1997, pp.282-284)

AN OUTLINE OF 1 THESSALONIANS 

After the briefest of all of Paul’s salutations (1:1) he begins with an extended ‘thanksgiving turned report’ on their relationship (1:2 - 3:10) followed by a typical prayer report (3:11-13)

1:2-10 Thanksgiving for their Conversion

Thanksgiving over the Thessalonians believers’ faithfulness leads to a reminder of their conversion. Four areas are stressed:

(1) Paul’s and the Holy Spirit’s role in their conversion

(2) as with Paul, and in imitation of Christ, they experienced suffering in coming to faith, plus an accompanying joy in the Holy Spirit

(3) news of their conversion had preceded Paul to Corinth

(4) conversion included a turning from idolatry and a waiting for Christ’s return

2:1-12 Recalling Paul’s Ministry

For their own sakes, Paul defends himself against charges of being a charlatan. In verses 7-12 he uses three family images (infant, mother, father) to refer to his relationship with them.
2:13-16 The Thanksgiving – and Thessalonians’ Suffering – Renewed

This echoes 1:4-6. The source of their suffering (“your fellow Gentiles”) reminds Paul of the source of his suffering (fellow Jews), whom he indicts for having crucified Christ and for trying to keep Gentiles from coming to faith (cf. Acts 17:1-8)

2:17 – 3:10 Paul, the Thessalonians and Timothy

Paul picks up the narrative of his relationship with the Thessalonians since he (and Silas and Timothy) were “orphaned … from you for a short time.” First (2:17-20) he reports on his own attempts to return and the reason for it; second (3:1-5) he reports on the sending of Timothy, to see how they are doing in light of their suffering; third (3:6-10) he expresses his great relief over Timothy’s report “about your faith and love.” All of this ends with a renewed thanksgiving

3:11-13 Prayer Report

Paul prays for the things he will now go on to speak about – holiness, love and the coming of Christ

4:1-8 On Sexual Purity

Paul moves on to pick “what is lacking” (3:10) beginning with sexual immorality, reminding them that the God who called them and gave them His Holy Spirit also calls them to a monogamous sexual life

4:9-12 On Love and Working with One’s Own Hands
Touching on mutual love, Paul notes that some are being an unnecessary burden to others by not working
4:13-18 On the Future of Christians who have Died

They had heard about Christ’s return (see 1:9,10; 5:1,11) but since then, some of their company had died and they didn’t know the fate of these ones. Paul’s answer: the dead will be resurrected; the living will be transported into the presence of Christ at His coming

5:1-11 On the Coming of Christ

In light of the anxiety over the matter of believers who have died, and as an encouragement to a suffering community, Paul adds some encouraging words (vs.11) about Christ’s return and our involvement in what happens. Since they are children of the day, they neither engage in ‘night-time’ activities, nor should be caught by surprise at Christ’s coming
5:12-22 Concluding Exhortations

In turn Paul encourages respect/honour for leaders (vs.12,13), urges healthy community relationships (vs.14,15), exhorts practical holiness (continual rejoicing, prayer and thanksgiving vs.16-18) and prods them to encourage prophecy, but to test and hold fast the good (vs.19-22)

5:23-28 Concluding Prayer and Greetings

The prayer recapitulates many of the items already addressed
These notes are a full summary of “How to Read the Bible Book by Book” by G. Fee and D. Stuart (Zondervan 2002, pp.366-368)
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