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First Thessalonians Bible Study 
Session 1: Paul and the Thessalonians
The Church at Thessalonica
Location and Context
· Thessalonica was the capital of the Roman province of Macedonia (modern Greece)
· Along the Egnatian Way (Via Egnatia), which connected Rome with the Asian continent
· A significant hub of culture and commerce in the ancient world, and a strategic place for founding a congregation
Paul’s Involvement
· Thessalonian congregation founded on Paul’s Second Missionary Journey (AD 49-51)
· Paul and Silas (or Silvanus) (1 Thess. 1:1; 2 Thess. 2:1) arrived in Thessalonica following their false imprisonment in the city of Philippi (Acts 16:16-40)
· After his habit, Paul began reaching out to the Jewish synagogues, explaining Jesus to be the fulfillment of the Old Testament Scriptures (Acts 17:1-3)
· A mixed reception of the Gospel:
a) “devout Greeks” or Godfearers – “Gentiles who found the moral, ethical, and theological perspective of Judaism commendatory and commensurate with their own inclinations” (Porter, p. 216) and “leading women” came to believe; 
b) while the Jewish religious leaders instigated a riot which cut short Paul’s and Silas’ stay (Acts 17:4-9; 1 Thess. 2:14-16)

· Paul accomplished a great deal in a relatively short span of time, two to four months, over which he received financial support from the Philippian congregation (Phil. 4:16) and founded an independent Christian congregation (Greek ekklesia) after failure to convert the synagogues
· After his departure, while still on his missionary journey, Paul desired to return to Thessalonica but was hindered by “Satan” (1 Thess 2:18); sends Timothy instead to investigate the spiritual health of the Thessalonian congregation (1 Thess. 3:1-2)
· Upon receiving Timothy’s favorable report (1 Thess. 3:6) Paul wrote 1 Thessalonians – likely his first canonical letter – while serving in Corinth (Acts 18:1-5)
Their Situation
· Paul expected similar hostility to what he endured from the religious leaders would come to bear on the Thessalonian congregation (1 Thess. 2:14)
· “The congregation at Thessalonica was… predominately Gentile who turned away from idolatry” (The Lutheran Bible Companion, vol. 2, p. 566) (1 Thess. 1:9)
· They abounded in good works and missionary zeal, “so that you became an example to all the believers in Macedonia and Achaia…” (1 Thess. 1:7-8)
· The relatively fresh congregation was not yet tested with perversion of doctrine; in the months since their founding the Thessalonians witnessed the death of some of their congregants, requiring further clarity about the resurrection of the body (1 Thess. 4:13)
· Gentile converts were encouraged to resist the temptation to lapse into conventional immorality in Greco-Roman culture (1 Thess. 4:3-5)
The First Epistle to the Thessalonians
Data
· Composed c. AD 50-51 from the city of Corinth
· Likely an amanuensis, written by a scribe at Paul’s dictation; Silas is known to have functioned as a scribe for the Apostles (Acts 5:22-23; 1 Pet. 5:12)
· One of Paul’s canonical epistles, accepted by the Church without reserve as part of the New Testament (homolegoumenon)
· Found in Papyrus 46 (c. AD 200): the earliest extant document containing several of Paul’s writings
Features
· A contender for the earliest New Testament writing; James generally reckoned first (AD late 40s); some also theorize Galatians written earlier than 1 Thessalonians (Porter, p. 48)
· Composed in two parts: first part (1 Thess. 1:1-3:13) is epideictic, or praise to God, the Thessalonians, or both; the second part (1 Thess. 4-5) is paraenetic, or moral exhortations
· Closely related to 2 Thessalonians in tone, content, and organization
Concerns
· Thanking God for the faithfulness of the Thessalonian congregation
· Relating Paul’s anxiousness over the spiritual condition of the Thessalonian congregation
· Encouraging the Thessalonian congregation, “to nurture a young Christian community in in the midst of a hostile and pluralistic environment” (Carson & Moo, p. 550)
· Removing uncertainty about the fate of the faithful departed at the return of Jesus Christ
Greeting (1 Thess. 1:1)
Greeters
· Paul the Apostle (d. AD 68), inspired author of 1 Thessalonians and founder of the Thessalonian congregation
· Silvanus (here called by his Latin name; in Acts called by his Greek name Silas), travelling companion of Paul and co-founder of the Thessalonian congregation, likely scribe of 1 and 2 Thessalonians
· Timothy, son of a Greek father and Jewish mother (Acts 16:1), travelling companion of Paul; later bishop of the Ephesian congregation and recipient of 1 and 2 Timothy
· 1 Thessalonians uses the first-person plural, with Silvanus and Timothy likely in mind
Addressee
· The “congregation” (Greek ekklesia, a public assembly of individuals for a clear purpose) of the Thessalonians
· “in God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ” – not a denial of Christ’s divinity, but a pattern of distinguishing divine titles in the New Testament (God = Father; Lord = Son)
Content
· Common Greek salutation: “Grace” (Greek charis) and “peace” (also a Semitic greeting; Hebrew Shalom)
First Thessalonians Bible Study
Session 2: Attitude of Gratitude
Thanksgiving (1 Thess. 1:1-10)
Thanksgiving
· Every Pauline Epistle addressed to a congregation – with the noteworthy exception of Galatians – opens with a thanksgiving to God (Porter, p. 144) for some blessing, either experienced or bestowed by the congregation; “There may be faults to be mended and further gifts to be asked of God, yet Paul and his helpers always keep in mind what God has already bestowed.” (Lenski, p. 220)
· Thanksgiving always expressed in the form of a prayer to God “the Father” (1 Thess. 1:2)
· Paul is eager to express his thanks for the Thessalonian congregation, not only at the prodigious reception of the Gospel (1 Thess. 1:4-9) but also at the favorable report from Timothy (1 Thess. 3:6)
Content
· Opens with a verb in the first-person plural: “We give thanks” (Greek eucharistoumen) (1 Thess. 1:2) 
· Verbal root eucharistō came to lend its name to the Eucharist, an alternate name for the Lord’s Supper, as the Communion liturgy includes a prayer of thanksgiving beginning with a modified Hebraic formula: “Blessed are You, Lord of heaven and earth…” (Lutheran Service Book, p. 178) (cf. Eph. 1:3)
· Two synonymous adverbs characterize Paul’s prayers on behalf of the Thessalonians: “always” (pantote) and “ceaselessly” (adialeiptōs)
· Prayer is established as a recurrent theme of 1 Thessalonians. In the Biblical languages, ‘prayer” (Greek proskoneuō) connotes the physical posture of prayer: kneeling or falling one one’s face, or “prostrating.” The early Christians assumed this posture, although catacomb images display Christians praying while standing with arms raised in another valid prayer gesture (Matt. 11:25)
· Thessalonian congregation congratulated first for its “steadfastness,” particularly under the trial or “tribulation” (Greek thlipsis) of persecution. (1 Thess. 1:3, 6; 2:14) “Tribulation” was and remains a universal concern of the Christian Church (cf. Jas. 1:2) until the “great (and final) tribulation” (Rev. 7:14). “How we bear up under unjust persecution now is manifest evidence of how we will stand at the final judgment.” (The Orthodox Study Bible, p. 479)
· Three pairs of genitive nouns are striking: “Work of faith, labor of love and steadfastness of hope”; (1 Thess. 1:3) “Many commentators write about this trifecta and see the meaning here to be a work produced by faith, a labor produced by love, and steadfastness of hope.” (Porter, p. 223) The triad of faith, hope, and love curiously matches the one at the end of the famous love-hymn in 1 Corinthians (1 Cor. 11:13)
· Attention given to the fact that the Thessalonians were “chosen” (Greek eklogēn), the word from which “elected” is derived. Paul either means that they were chosen to receive his ministry quite apart from his own plans, (Acts 16:6-10) or that they were chosen “in Christ before the foundation of the world.” (Eph. 1:4) Or, it is a both/and. 
· First occurrence in the New Testament of the word “Gospel” (Greek euangelion), a common expression in Greek literature applied to general good news. This term became the title given to the four canonical biographies of Jesus: Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. 
· First recorded mentions of the Holy Spirit come in close order (1 Thess. 1:5, 7); Third Person of the Holy Trinity comes to feature in the Gospels, written later (ca. AD 55-90); associated with “power” and “full conviction,” the latter of which is indispensable to the Church of any age. (Skepticism is not a Christian virtue!) “Joy” (Greek chara) is also evidence of the work of the Holy Spirit: not a transitory feeling of happiness, but one always present to the believer and which “surpasses all understanding” (Phil. 4:4-7).
· Thessalonian congregation called to be “imitators” of Paul and co. (Timothy and Silas) (cf. 1 Cor. 11:1) – primarily in holding fast to the faith, but also in earning their keep (1 Thess. 2:9; 5:14)
· Macedonia was the Roman province of which Thessalonika was capital, the home of rulers Philip II and son Alexander III “the Great” who spread Hellenistic (Greek) culture around the Mediterranean with their conquests. Achaia was another Roman province of which Corinth was the capital. Both provinces were beds of Hellenistic culture, allowing ease of communication and spread of the Gospel between them; (1 Thess. 1:8) Paul lauds the Thessalonian congregation for crossing even these boundaries “everywhere”
· Primary demographic suggested to be Gentiles (non-Jews) by the statement “you turned to God from idols to serve the living and true God,” (1 Thess. 1:9; Matt. 16:16) “living” contrasted with inanimate household “gods”
· Serving patiently, waiting for Jesus
· Early reference to the Resurrection of Jesus; (1 Thess. 1:10) this event was embedded in every creedal fragment in the New Testament
· “Deliverer” (Greek ruomenon) same word applied to Old Testament judges; Jesus is the final judge or rescuer from the “wrath” (of God). Interestingly, here it is not Jesus who is “coming,” but the wrath or “ire” (Greek orgē). A distinct yet parallel concept to “judgment” (Greek krisis). “The references to end-time events here, at 2:19 and at 3:13 are all building up to the climactic teaching of 4:13-5:6.” (Stern, p. 617)
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