2 THESSALONIANS
TITLE
In the Greek New Testament 2 Thessalonians is listed as “To the Thessalonians” and is Paul’s second canonical correspondence to the believers in Thessalonica

CONTENT
A letter of further encouragement in the face of suffering, of warning against being misled regarding Christ’s return, and of exhortation for some to work with their own hands and not rely on others 
AUTHOR AND DATE
Paul identifies himself as the author (1:1; 3:17). Silvanus (Silas) and Timothy, Paul’s co-labourers in founding the church, were present with him when he wrote. The letter was probably written a few months after 1 Thessalonians, again while Paul was at Corinth, and is dated around 51 

BACKGROUND AND SETTING
Paul had received word either by letter or courier from the Thessalonian church. It had expanded and matured (1:3) but pressure and persecution had also increased. False teaching regarding Christ’s return had come in. Some, probably by prophetic word, had spoken in Paul’s name that the day of the Lord ( = the coming of Christ) had already taken place. Paul had learnt too, that the disruptive element he addressed in his first letter who would not work, had not changed their behaviour. 

EMPHASES
The sure salvation of the Thessalonian believers and the sure judgement of their persecutors; the day of the Lord is still ahead and will be preceded by “the rebellion”; those who are idle and disruptive should work for their food  

OVERVIEW
Compared to 1 Thessalonians, this letter is a little less warm. Both of the major items addressed (2 Thessalonians 2:1-12; 3:6-15) have caused Paul consternation. The other sections of the letter however, (the thanksgiving and prayer in 1:3-12 and the prayer and request for prayer in 2:16-3:5), reflect the same kind of affection and concern Paul expressed in his first letter.
What’s happened? 
    (1) Paul has learnt that the church is now being thrown into confusion (2:2) by a declaration
         given in Paul’s name that the day of the Lord has already come. Both aspects concern Paul
         – the falsehood itself, and the fact that it has been presented in his authority. Since in 2:15
         he has told them to hold fast to what he himself has taught them – by “word of
         mouth”(when he was present with them) and by “letter” (1 Thessalonians) – the problem in
         2 Thessalonians 2:2 probably comes from an ‘untested’ prophetic word (cf. 1 Thessalonians
         5:19-22) claiming to speak in Paul’s name on this matter.

    (2) he has reason to be upset over those who are idle and disruptive, since he has already
         spoken to this issue in his first letter (1 Thessalonians 4:9-12; 5:14).
Together these account both for the ambivalent tone and the specific content of the letter.

UNDERSTANDING 2 THESSALONIANS
Again relating to these two central issues of Christ’s return and the failure of some to work and rely on the charity of the church 

(1) although Paul expects certain events to take place before the coming of Christ 

(2:1-12) the specific nature of these events is not as clear. Most of our difficulty stems from the fact that at two crucial places (the identity of “the man of lawlessness” and “what is holding him back”) the Thessalonians had previously been informed, so Paul does not repeat himself (2:5,6). As later readers we are forced to speculate, not having the advantage of Paul’s initial teaching to the Thessalonian church

(2) The reason most commonly suggested for the failure of the disruptive-idle to have continued their ways is that they have stopped working because they are expecting the soon return of Christ. More likely the reason is because of the disdain for work on the part of Greek aristocracy. If the church was erroneously thinking the day of the Lord had already occurred, they would hardly be waiting for it as something still future. So even if we don’t know why some wouldn’t work, we do know Paul’s response that they should work and his instruction to the church as to how to treat them. 
There is some evidence that Paul had a well-defined system of belief (2:15; 3:6) that included ethical precepts the believers should follow (3:6). Practically every major doctrine of Christianity is presented in 1 and 2 Thessalonians, even though neither letter was written as a theological treatise:
Paul and those who received his letters believed in the one living God (1 Thessalonians 1:9), the Father (2 Thessalonians 1:2), who has loved humanity and chosen it to share His salvation 

(2 Thessalonians 2:16; 1 Thessalonians 1:4). He has sent deliverance from wrath through Jesus Christ, His Son (1 Thessalonians 1:10), and has revealed this deliverance through the message of the gospel (1 Thessalonians 1:5; 2:9; 2 Thessalonians 2:14). This message has been confirmed by the Holy Spirit (1 Thessalonians 1:5; 4:8). The gospel concerns the Lord Jesus Christ who was put to death by the Jews (1 Thessalonians 2:15). He rose from the dead
 (1 Thessalonians 1:10; 4:14; 5:10). He is now in heaven (1 Thessalonians 1:10) but He will come again (1 Thessalonians 2:19; 4:15; 5:23; 2 Thessalonians 2:1). He is ascribed deity because He is called Lord (1 Thessalonians 1:6), God’s Son (1 Thessalonians 1:10) and the Lord Jesus Christ (1 Thessalonians 1:1,3; 5:28; 2 Thessalonians 1:1). Believers receiving the word of God

(1 Thessalonians 1:6) turn from idols, serve God, and wait for the return of Christ 
(1 Thessalonians 1:9,10). Their normal growth is in sanctification (1 Thessalonians 4:3,7;
 2 Thessalonians 2:13). In personal life they are to be clean (1 Thessalonians 4:4-6), industrious (1 Thessalonians 4:11,12), prayerful (1 Thessalonians 5:17) and cheerful (1 Thessalonians 5:16)
These notes have drawn heavily on “How to Read the Bible Book by Book” by G. Fee and D. Stuart (Zondervan 2002, pp.340-343), and to a lesser extent “The MacArthur Bible Handbook” by J. MacArthur (Thomas Nelson Publishers 2003, pp.391-397) and “New Testament Survey” by M.Tenney (W.B.Eerdmans Publishing/Inter-Varsity Press 1997, pp.267-273)

AN OUTLINE OF 2 THESSALONIANS

1:1-12 Salutation, Thanksgiving and Prayer
Note: (1) how the thanksgiving (vs.3-10) affirms the Thessalonians in areas that need reinforcing.

         (2) that, as with 1 Thessalonians, it soon turns into narrative (vs.6-10) – about the sure
              coming judgement of those who are persecuting them, while ending on the note of their
              own salvation

         (3) that the coming has a ‘can’t miss it’ dimension to it (v.7b) over against the teachings of
              those who claim it has already passed 

         (4) how the prayer (vs.11,12) then picks up the twin matters of faith and love from verse 3

              (now in terms of deeds prompted by goodness and faith)

2:1-12 Correcting Erroneous Teaching about Christ’s Coming 

Paul begins the body of the letter (vs.1,2) by urging the Thessalonian believers not to be shaken by the erroneous teaching (even though he is not quite sure of its source). In Paul’s response (vs.3-12) he first reminds them (vs.5,6) of his earlier instruction on the matter to the effect that certain events must precede the coming of Christ. The “man of lawlessness” (v.3) is then the central figure in the whole narrative. A great rebellion will accompany his appearance (v.4), effected in part by satanic miracles that deceive those who refuse to embrace the truth (vs.9-12), but that in the end it will be destroyed by Christ at His coming (v.8).
2:13-17 Application and Prayer

Paul next encourages the Thessaloian believers (vs13,14) by setting them (those who have believed the truth and received the Spirit) in contrast to those mentioned in verses 10-12. He urges them to stand firm in their former instructions (v.15), finally praying both for their encouragement and their continuing faithfulness to Christian life and teaching (vs.16,17).

3:1-5 Request for Prayer

Having prayed for them in their present circumstances, he now asks them to pray for him in his.

3:6-15 About Those Who Are Idle and Disruptive
Paul uses himself as an example as he urges the disruptive-idle to work with their own hands, so as not to burden anyone (3:6-13). He then tells the church (vs.14,15) what they are to do – to dissociate from those who refuse to obey, but always to think of them as brothers, not as enemies
3:16-18 Concluding Matters

After affirming peace upon them (v.16), Paul signs off personally (thus guaranteeing the authenticity of the letter v.17), before the final grace benediction (v.18)

These notes are a full summary of “How to Read the Bible Book by Book” by G. Fee and D. Stuart (Zondervan 2002, pp.371-372)

 © Geoff Wilson 2009   

