
READING FIRST THESSALONIANS
1 Thessalonians Overview

· Author:  Paul 
· Date:  51 A.D., probably just a few months after leaving Thessalonica (Acts 17), while still on his second missionary journey.

· Circumstances:  Paul left Thessalonica hurriedly after a brief but intense ministry; he sent Timothy back to check on the Thessalonians, and when Timothy returned with a good report, Paul wrote this letter in gratitude for them.

· Theme:  salvation, sanctification and second coming.

· Key verses:  3:12-13

· Key chapter:  4

Authorship

Most New Testament scholars accept the Pauline authorship of First Thessalonians.  Both internal (1:1; 2:18; language & theological content) and external evidence (circumstances and time of writing; attestation by the early church fathers) strongly support Paul as being the singular author.

Historical Background


The City of Thessalonica

The city of Thessalonica has long been an important city. In biblical times it was an important city because of its strategic location as a seaport city on the Thermaic Gulf.  The Via Egnatia ran through the city, linking Thessalonica with all the major cities in Macedonia. As a result, Thessalonica became the most prosperous of all the Macedonian cities.  Its population in Paul’s day was 200,000.

Thessalonica sided with Anthony and Octavian in the civil war and was rewarded by Augustus declaring her a free city.  As such it was self-governing in all of its internal affairs. It had no garrison of Roman soldiers. Citizens had the right of holding assembly and appointing magistrates. The members of the supreme board of magistrates at Thessalonica bore the somewhat unusual title of ‘politarchs’ and seem to have been five or six in number. 


The Church at Thessalonica

The church at Thessalonica was founded during Paul’s second missionary journey (Acts 17:1-10).  Following Paul’s ministry at Philippi the Apostle went westward, establishing the second church of Macedonia in Thessalonica.  Ironically, Paul spent very little time in the city.  He reasoned with them from the Old Testament Scriptures for three Sabbaths (Acts 17:2-3).  His two main arguments were:  

(1)
The Messiah of the Old Testament Scriptures was to suffer and to rise again from the dead (Acts 17:3). 

(2)
Jesus of Nazareth is this promised Messiah (Acts 17:3). This fits perfectly with 1 Thessalonians 4:14 and 1:10. The fact that Christ would return to the earth to reign was evidently also taught (Acts 17:7; 1 Thess. 2:12; 2 Thess. 1:5-10). 

The response to his message was sudden and with considerable number.  “And some of them were persuaded and joined Paul and Silas, along with a great multitude of the God-fearing Greeks and a number of the leading women” (17:4). Despite Paul’s limited time in the city, a large number of people responded, forming the church at Thessalonica. 

The initial members of the church came from the synagogue (Acts 17:4; the term “God-fearing” is a technical term denoting Gentile converts to Judaism).  Paul’s letter, however, indicates that many in the church had been unreligious pagans (idol-worshippers, 1:9), suggesting that in addition to these first believers that came from the synagogue, there were many others who came out of pure heathenism.

Moved with jealousy over Paul’s success, the Jews of the city gathered together some worthless idlers from the marketplace and with these men set the city in an uproar. They assaulted the house of Jason where Paul and Silas evidently lodged, and when they could not find them they took Jason and other brothers before the rulers of the city (Acts 17:4-6). The rulers extracted a bond from Jason and the believers with him and released them. Because the position of Paul and Silas was very precarious and their presence in Thessalonica was a hindrance to the brethren there, they went on to Berea (Acts 17:10).

ASIDE:  It is not clear just how long Paul remained in Thessalonica. If his length of stay is limited to the time spent in the synagogue, then it was just three or four weeks.  Paul may in fact, have moved from the synagogue to the house of Jason (Acts 17:5) and remained there for some time.  He did remain in Thessalonica long enough to work as a tent-maker (2:9), and long enough for the Philippians to send him a gift twice (Phil. 4:16).  It is difficult to say how much longer than the first three weeks Paul stayed in Thessalonica.
The Thessalonian persecutors followed the trio to Berea forcing Paul to leave once more. Silas and Timothy stayed behind while Paul went on to Athens (Acts 17:14-15). The brethren that accompanied Paul to Athens were instructed by the Apostle to send Timothy and Silas to him at once when they returned to Macedonia. When Timothy and Silas returned to Paul (1 Thess. 3:6-7).  He immediately sent them back to instruct them and encourage them concerning their problems (1 Thess. 3:1-3).

When Timothy and Silas returned to Paul, they came to Corinth where Paul had gone from Athens (Acts 18:1). Prior to their coming, Paul was busily engaged in tent-making (Acts 18:3); after their coming, “Paul began devoting himself completely to the word” (Acts 18:5), suggesting perhaps that Silas had gone to Philippi while Timothy was in Thessalonica, bringing the Apostle a monetary gift from the Philippians. Upon the return of Paul’s companions, they brought information concerning the numerous problems and misunderstandings the Thessalonians had concerning the return of the Lord. It was in response to this situation that Paul penned his first letter to the Thessalonians from Corinth.

These events can by synthesized in the following manner: 

(1)
Timothy evidently left Philippi to rejoin Paul and Silas in Berea (Acts 17:4, 10, 14). 

(2)
After the difficulties in Berea Paul went to Athens while Silas and Timothy remained behind; however, Paul left orders for Silas and Timothy to rejoin him in Athens (Acts 17:14-15). 

(3)
Silas and Timothy rejoined Paul at Athens (Acts 17:16; 1 Thess. 3:1). 

(4)
Timothy was sent to Thessalonica from Athens (1 Thess. 3:2). 

(5)
After Timothy left, Silas also went to Macedonia (Acts 18:5). 

(6)
Then Paul went from Athens to Corinth (Acts 18:1). 

(7)
Timothy later returned to Paul in Corinth (Acts 18:5; 1 Thess. 3:6). It seems Silas also came to Paul from Macedonia at or near the same time (Acts 18:5). 

(8)
Paul then wrote 1 Thessalonians in the name of Paul, Silas and Timothy (1:1).

Date of 1 Thessalonians

The actual date assigned to 1 Thessalonians will be determined by the date assigned to the proconsulship of Gallio at Corinth. The reference to Gallio’s proconsulship of Achaia provides a historical landmark in the ministry of Paul at Corinth. In 1909 a mutilated inscription was discovered at Delphi which named Gallio a proconsul and associated him with the twenty-sixth acclamation of the Emperor Claudius. On the basis of this data the office of Gallio has quite generally been dated as from A.D. July 51 to July 52. Then, since Paul had already been at Corinth a year and a half when Gallio arrived, Paul must have come to Corinth near the end of the year A.D. 49 or the early days of A.D. 50. Since Paul wrote the epistle soon after the beginning of his work there, the date would be the spring of A.D. 50. [Hiebert, An Introduction to the Pauline Epistles, p. 42.]
Purpose of 1 Thessalonians

Paul wrote his first epistle to the Thessalonians in response to the report brought to him by Timothy and Silas (Acts 18:5).  His purpose in writing First Thessalonians was for several reasons:

(1)
Paul commended them for their steadfast faith amid tribulation and persecution (1:6; 2:14; 3:1-7). They had met with considerable opposition, mainly from Judaizers, yet they bad remained steadfast in their faith. Paul commended them for that.

(2)
As in the case of other churches, there were those in the assembly of the church at Thessalonica that maligned Paul. Paul wrote to vindicate himself against his opponents (2:1-12). Paul reminded them of his conduct among them -- he had done nothing out of deceit or with impure motives. He had been gentle with them, as a nursing mother who tenderly cares for her children. He had exhorted and encouraged them just as a father would his own children. He cared for them with the loving tenderness of a parent with a child.

(3)
Because of the moral laxity in the society around them, particularly in a major seaport city such as Thessalonica, Paul recognized the need to warn the believers concerning purity in sexual matters. Specifics are not mentioned and it is not known whether any in the assembly were actually guilty concerning these matters, nonetheless Paul saw the need to warn them (4:1-8).

(4)
A problem of major proportions among the Thessalonians was their ignorance concerning the details of the Lord’s return (4:13-5:11). They thought those that had died were at a disadvantage concerning the Lord’s return. Paul taught that the dead in Christ world be reunited with the living in Christ, and both groups would forever be with the Lord. Furthermore, in the light of the Lord’s expected return, some had given up their jobs and while awaiting Christ’s return had become busy bodies (4:11). Paul exhorts them to return to work and mind their own business.

To provide further clarification, Paul reminded them that the Day of the Lord would not come upon believers as a thief -- that experience was reserved for unbelievers (5:1-11). Rather, believers would be removed prior to the Day of the Lord by the rapture (4:13-18). God had not destined them for the wrath of the tribulation, rather, they were destined for salvation the translation at the rapture.

