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Editors' Preface



God's Word does not change. God's world, however, changes in every generation. These changes, in addition to new findings by scholars and a new variety of challenges to the gospel message, call for the church in each generation to interpret and apply God's Word for God's people. Thus, THE NEW AMERICAN COMMENTARY is introduced to bridge the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. This new series has been designed primarily to enable pastors, teachers, and students to read the Bible with clarity and proclaim it with power.

In one sense THE NEW AMERICAN COMMENTARY is not new, for it represents the continuation of a heritage rich in biblical and theological exposition. The title of this forty-volume set points to the continuity of this series with an important commentary project published at the end of the nineteenth century called AN AMERICAN COMMENTARY, edited by Alvah Hovey. The older series included, among other significant contributions, the outstanding volume on Matthew by John A. Broadus, from whom the publisher of the new series, Broadman and Holman, partly derives its name. The former series was authored and edited by scholars committed to the infallibility of Scripture, making it a solid foundation for the present project. In line with this heritage, all NAC authors affirm the divine inspiration, inerrancy, complete truthfulness, and full authority of the Bible. The perspective of the NAC is unapologetically confessional and rooted in the evangelical tradition.

Since a commentary is a fundamental tool for the expositor or teacher who seeks to interpret and apply Scripture in the church or classroom, the NAC focuses on communicating the theological structure and content of each biblical book. The writers seek to illuminate both the historical meaning and contemporary significance of Holy Scripture.

In its attempt to make a unique contribution to the Christian community, the NAC focuses on two concerns. First, the commentary emphasizes how each section of a book fits together so that the reader becomes aware of the theological unity of each book and of Scripture as a whole. The writers, however, remain aware of the Bible's inherently rich variety. Second, the NAC is produced with the conviction that the Bible primarily belongs to the church. We believe that scholarship and the academy provide an indispensable foundation for biblical understanding and the service of Christ, but the editors and authors of this series have attempted to communicate the findings of their research in a manner that will build up the whole body of Christ. Thus, the commentary concentrates on theological exegesis while providing practical, applicable exposition.

THE NEW AMERICAN COMMENTARY's theological focus enables the reader to see the parts as well as the whole of Scripture. The biblical books vary in content, context, literary type, and style. In addition to this rich variety, the editors and authors recognize that the doctrinal emphasis and use of the biblical books differs in various places, contexts, and cultures among God's people. These factors, as well as other concerns, have led the editors to give freedom to the writers to wrestle with the issues raised by the scholarly community surrounding each book and to determine the appropriate shape and length of the introductory materials. Moreover, each writer has developed the structure of the commentary in a way best suited for expounding the basic structure and the meaning of the biblical books for our day. Generally, discussions relating to contemporary scholarship and technical points of grammar and syntax appear in the footnotes and not in the text of the commentary. This format allows pastors and interested laypersons, scholars and teachers, and serious college and seminary students to profit from the commentary at various levels. This approach has been employed because we believe that all Christians have the privilege and responsibility to read and seek to understand the Bible for themselves.

Consistent with the desire to produce a readable, up-to-date commentary, the editors selected the New International Version as the standard translation for the commentary series. The selection was made primarily because of the NIV's faithfulness to the original languages and its beautiful and readable style. The authors, however, have been given the liberty to differ at places from the NIV as they develop their own translations from the Greek and Hebrew texts.

The NAC reflects the vision and leadership of those who provide oversight for Broadman and Holman, who in 1987 called for a new commentary series that would evidence a commitment to the inerrancy of Scripture and a faithfulness to the classic Christian tradition. While the commentary adopts an “American” name, it should be noted some writers represent countries outside the United States, giving the commentary an international perspective. The diverse group of writers includes scholars, teachers, and administrators from almost twenty different colleges and seminaries, as well as pastors, missionaries, and a layperson.

The editors and writers hope that THE NEW AMERICAN COMMENTARY will be helpful and instructive for pastors and teachers, scholars and students, for men and women in the churches who study and teach God's Word in various settings. We trust that for editors, authors, and readers alike, the commentary will be used to build up the church, encourage obedience, and bring renewal to God's people. Above all, we pray that the NAC will bring glory and honor to our Lord who has graciously redeemed us and faithfully revealed himself to us in his Holy Word.

SOLI DEO GLORIA

 The Editors



Author’s Preface



The editors of The New American Commentary have observed that “the Bible primarily belongs to the church.” Holding this conviction, it is appropriate that they should envision a commentary series designed “to enable pastors, teachers, and students to read the Bible with clarity and proclaim it with power.” As one who shares their conviction that biblical scholarship should edify the church, I am delighted that I have been given the opportunity to participate in the production of the NAC.

Readers of the commentary should note several features in this volume consistent with the intent of the series. To begin with, the focus of the commentary is on the text of 1 and 2 Thessalonians. The unadorned message of the Scripture has amazing power. I have attempted to present that message in as straightforward a fashion as possible. Careful syntactical analysis of the Greek text of the letters forms the foundation of the study. In addition, I have worked with the conviction that an appreciation of the rhetorical strategies utilized in the letter enables readers to understand better the apostle's message. Similarly, a knowledge of the social setting in which the letters functioned provides an enhanced appreciation of the letters themselves. While dealing with these matters, however, I have avoided technical terms and debates as much as possible. Often the more technical material is referenced in the notes, but the bulk of the comments in the text focus on the message the epistles convey to the church.

Second, I am indebted to the fine scholars who have produced numerous invaluable studies of the letters and studies of related topics. Noting them all, however, would have produced far more footnotes than commentary. The footnotes that are included are intended to aid readers who wish to expand their study of a particular verse or topic. Space limitations as well as the philosophy behind the production of the NAC dictate that these notes be suggestive rather than exhaustive. Also, works in languages other than English are cited only when they are the only adequate avenue of continued study.

Third, I agree with the editors that the NIV is an excellent translation. Obviously, its translators took great care to render the biblical texts in clear, idiomatic English. The particular translation philosophy adopted by the designers of the NIV, however, often results in the creation of a less literal and more interpretive translation of the Greek text. All translations are interpretive; but the NIV is more so than many others (e.g., the NASB and the NRSV). In terms of this commentary, the translation philosophy of the NIV sometimes created situations in which the interpretive choices made by the translators of the NIV could not be discussed without reverting back to a more literal rendering of the Greek text. References to other English translations generally serve to highlight interpretive options in the Greek that are not readily apparent to the person reading the NIV alone.

Finally, I wish to express appreciation to those who have contributed in very direct ways to the production of this volume. The general and associate editors of the series have been a constant source of help and encouragement, and I must thank them for this as well as for the invitation to participate in the NAC project. I am indebted also to the library staff of Golden Gate Baptist Theological Seminary and especially to my former student and teaching assistant Kevin Compton, who assisted in the preparation of an initial working bibliography. Much of the work on the commentary was completed at Tyndale House in Cambridge, England; and I owe a debt of gratitude to the warden, Bruce Winter, and his coworkers who share with him the ministry of maintaining a world-class residential research library for biblical studies. My time in England was made possible by the generous sabbatical program maintained by the administration of Golden Gate Baptist Theological Seminary and by the funding provided by Drs. David and Faith Kim through the Kim Endowment. Last, but far from least, I am thankful to my wife, Beth, and sons, Philip and Garrett. Their assistance, support, patience, and prayers enrich my life and ministry more than words could ever express.




—D. Michael Martin
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INTRODUCTION

1. Thessalonica—A Prominent City of Macedonia

The ruins of the ancient city of Thessalonica lie beneath the structures of the modern port city of Thessaloniki (Salonica). The modern city is situated on the Gulf of Salonica in northern Greece just to the west of the three-fingered peninsula of Chalcidice. The ancient city was founded in Macedonia (a region that encompassed roughly the northern half of the Greek peninsula)1 about 315 B.C. by Cassander, who named it after his wife, Thessalonica, the daughter of Philip II and sister of Alexander the Great.2 By the time Paul visited Thessalonica, its residents (and those of Macedonia in general) could boast a long and illustrious history.

Macedonia was established as a kingdom early in the seventh century B.C. by Perdikkas I. Especially prominent among the rulers who followed was Archelaus, who ruled at the end of the fifth century B.C., strengthening the military and improving the system of roads in the region. In 359 B.C. Philip II ascended to the throne. Under his guidance Macedonia grew in prominence and strength until at the Battle of Chaeroneia in 338 B.C. it established its dominant position over the other Greek states. Soon after this, Philip planned to expand the influence and power of Macedonia further by crossing the Hellespont and waging war against the Persian forces that were threatening the Greek homeland. He sent forces into Asia Minor in 336 but was assassinated before he could join them. Alexander the Great, son of Philip II and Olympias (and a student of Aristotle), ascended to the throne at his father's death. He proceeded with his father's plans to conquer Persia but did not stop with that. In a mere decade Alexander's armies swept through the entire eastern Mediterranean world from Greece to Egypt and as far east as the Indus River, thus earning the title given him by historians, Alexander the Great.

While Alexander campaigned, regents governed the Greek states. When the regent of Macedonia, Antipater, died in 319, a struggle for control of Macedonia ensued. Antipater had named Polyperchon to succeed him, but by 316 Antipater's son Cassander had defeated Polyperchon and had begun rebuilding his war-torn realm. Numerous villages in the vicinity of Therma on the Thermaic Gulf (now the Gulf of Salonica) had been destroyed in the conflict. Cassander resettled the residents, establishing a new port city, Thessalonica. Macedonia remained under Greek control until 168 B.C. when the Roman consul Aemilius Paullus defeated the king of Macedonia, Perseus, at the Battle of Pydna.3

Under Roman rule Macedonia was divided into four regions. Thessalonica was the capitol of the region in which it was located. Following a failed attempt by Andriscus (the son of Perseus) to reestablish the monarchy, Macedonia was designated a Roman province in 148 B.C. By the time of Paul, Macedonia was a senatorial province governed by a Roman proconsul who had his administrative capitol in the free city of Thessalonica. Charges of inciting insurrection against Rome (which some Thessalonians leveled against Paul, Acts 17:6–9) would have been taken seriously in such a politically significant city.

Thessalonica was not only an important city politically but also commercially. One of Rome's major east-west trade routes passed through Macedonia. The Via Egnatia originated on the Adriatic coast at both Apollonia and Dyrrachium. The two routes quickly joined and proceeded east to Thessalonica and the Aegean coast. Roughly following the coast, the road continued on through Amphipolis, Philippi, and Nicopolis to Kypsela in Thrace—a distance, according to Strabo, of 4,280 stadia (535 miles).4 Military and commercial travel moving east/ west that could not take advantage of the sea routes further south would have moved along the Via Egnatia. Paul and his coworkers traveled this road as they moved from Philippi through Amphipolis and Apollonia to Thessalonica, leaving it as they turned south toward Athens.

2. Paul and the Thessalonians

According to Acts, Paul established the church in Thessalonica (17:1–10) during his second missionary journey (15:36–18:22). As a result of his preaching in the synagogue, “some of the Jews” and “a large number of God-fearing Greeks and not a few prominent women” were converted (17:4). Some of the Jews who had rejected Paul's message determined to drive him from the city by inciting a mob to charge Paul and his coworkers with crimes against the empire (17:5–6a). When they could not find Paul, they dragged Jason and some other believers before the city officials (the politarchs5) and claimed: “These men who have turned the world upside down have come here also, and Jason has received them; and they are all acting against the decrees of Caesar, saying that there is another king, Jesus” (17:6b–7, RSV).6 The believers of course would have denied the charges. The city officials faced the dual problem of the mob's charges of insurrection and their own responsibility to keep the peace. They dealt with the situation by requiring Jason and the others to post a bond and then dispersing the mob. That night the Thessalonian believers “sent Paul and Silas away to Berea” (17:10).

Though this account in Acts is brief, it implies that the church was made up of converted Jews and God-fearers. It implies that Paul made a large enough impact in the synagogue and in the city to provoke a harsh response from unconverted synagogue leaders who viewed the gospel as a serious threat. It also indicates that certain elements of the city could be stirred to mob action against the new church with little or no evidence of wrongdoing. Paul's inability to return to Thessalonica (1 Thess 2:18) and his concern for the perseverance of the believers there (1 Thess 3:5) are certainly consistent with the image of the church's situation painted in Acts. Likewise the animosity toward the church related in Acts is consistent with the references to persecution in the Thessalonian correspondence (cf. 1 Thess 1:6; 2:14; 2 Thess 1:4–7).

The Thessalonian correspondence, however, also provides information regarding Paul's stay in Thessalonica that seems on the surface to be inconsistent with the Acts account. Acts states that Paul reasoned in the synagogue for “three Sabbath days” (Acts 17:2). But Paul was in the city long enough to work at his trade (1 Thess 2:7–9), to provide instructions (4:1–2) and an example of how a Christian should live (1:6; 2:1–12), and to establish a strong bond of affection between himself and the believers (2:17–20; 3:6). Could he have accomplished all this in three weeks, or must he have spent more time in Thessalonica?

The seam in the Acts account between 17:4 and 17:5 at least allows for the possibility of continued ministry in the city after Paul's three-week ministry in the synagogue. And Acts does not indicate how long Paul stayed in Jason's house (first mentioned in Acts 17:5) before the riot that forced his departure (17:10). Thus the possibility exists that it was in Thessalonica (not Corinth; cf. 18:5–8) where Paul first established the pattern of moving his base of operations from the local synagogue to a private residence when he was rejected by the synagogue leadership. If so, then Paul easily could have been in Thessalonica several weeks beyond the three during which he focused on converting the Jews. A longer stay is also consistent with Phil 4:16, which indicates that Paul's stay in Thessalonica was long enough for the church at Philippi to send a contribution to support his ministry there. The information in Acts does not contradict the information in 1 Thessalonians. Acts' mention of three weeks does not limit Paul's stay but is describing only three weeks of his stay.

The Thessalonian correspondence indicates that Paul maintained contact with the Thessalonian church as his evangelization of Greece continued during his stay in Athens and Corinth. Acts contains no explicit record of such contacts. After Paul and his coworkers were driven from Thessalonica, they went to Berea. Subsequently Paul was driven from Berea by opponents who followed him from Thessalonica, and so he traveled to Athens. Silas and Timothy were able to remain in Berea, but Paul instructed them to join him in Athens “as soon as possible” (Acts 17:10–15). The next mention in Acts of Silas and Timothy comes in 18:5, where they rejoined Paul in Corinth having come “from Macedonia” (not Berea). Acts does not mention Timothy in Athens nor any communication between Paul and the Thessalonian church. However, 1 Thess 3:1–2 indicates that Timothy did join Paul in Athens and was subsequently sent from Athens to Thessalonica. Timothy returned from that mission bringing good news about the church, and Paul responded by sending 1 Thessalonians to the church (1 Thess 3:5–6).

Paul also sent 2 Thessalonians to the church (from Athens or Corinth?) in response to a report received about the church (2 Thess 2:2; 3:11), but neither the source of the report (Timothy?), nor the timing of the letter (before or after 1 Thessalonians?), nor the letter carrier (Timothy?) is identified. What is clear, however, is that Paul maintained an ongoing, active concern for the churches he founded. He did not leave them to make their way alone. In the months Paul ministered in Athens and Corinth, Timothy made at least two (perhaps three) round trips as Paul's emissary between Athens/Corinth and the church at Thessalonica—each trip a journey of about a thousand miles.

3. The Authorship of 1 Thessalonians

The author of the letter identified himself as the apostle Paul (1:1, along with Silas and Timothy), and relatively few scholars dispute the letter's genuineness.7 Pauline authorship was rejected by F. C. Baur and the Tübingen School, and for a brief period a number of scholars followed their lead.8 But Baur's influence has faded, and supporters of his position today would be in the distinct minority.

In discussing authorship, some scholars make much of three apparent inconsistencies between the Acts account of the Pauline mission in Thessalonica and the evidence from 1 Thessalonians.9 First is the length of Paul's ministry there. Second, Acts leaves the impression that the church was predominantly Jewish, while 1 Thess 1:9 implies the church members were idolaters in their pre-Christian lives. Third, in Acts, Timothy remained in Berea when Paul left for Athens and later rejoined him at Corinth (17:14; 18:5). According to 1 Thess 3:1–2, Timothy was with Paul in Athens and was sent by Paul to Thessalonica while Paul himself remained in Athens.

Although it is possible to argue that the author of the letters did not know the true history of the Pauline mission reflected in Acts (and thus was not Paul), more often such seeming historical discrepancies raise concerns about the accuracy of Acts, not the authenticity of 1 Thessalonians. Even if Acts 17:1–10 is used to judge the authenticity of 1 Thessalonians, Pauline authorship is not to be disproved. The accounts differ but are far from irreconcilable (as discussed in the previous section).

On the other hand, there are numerous indications of the authenticity of 1 Thessalonians. The letter was known and affirmed as Pauline in the early church.10 It was included by Marcion in his Apostolicon (A.D. 140) and is found in the Muratorian Canon (A.D. 180). Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandria, Ignatius, and Polycarp all appear to have been familiar with 1 Thessalonians as a Pauline letter.11 Within the letter itself several features argue strongly for Pauline authorship. First, the language of 1 Thessalonians is thoroughly Pauline as J. Frame has demonstrated.12 Second, the author of the letter wrote as though he would be alive at the coming of the Lord. A false letter written after Paul's death would certainly not have presented Paul making such an assumption. Third, the letter presumes the imminence of the parousia, a presumption understandable in Paul's generation of believers but which was less common as time passed. Fourth, the content of the letter cannot be attributed to a false teacher(s) promoting his particular theological perspective since no such unusual theological perspective is evident in the letter. Clearly 1 Thessalonians was authored by the apostle himself.

4. The Authorship of 2 Thessalonians

As in the case of 1 Thessalonians, the prescript of 2 Thessalonians identifies the senders as Paul, Timothy, and Silas. The letter itself contemplates the possibility (if not the fact) of the circulation of a forged letter supposedly from Paul (2 Thess 2:2). Not surprisingly, the conclusion of 2 Thessalonians also contains Paul's “signature” as an evidence of authenticity not only for this letter but also for any others the church might receive from him (3:17).13

These things in themselves, however, have not prevented speculation regarding the authenticity of the letter. In fact, 2 Thessalonians is not nearly so widely affirmed as Pauline as is 1 Thessalonians. This is not, however, due to inferior external evidence for its authenticity. Both 1 and 2 Thessalonians were accepted by Marcion (A.D. 140) and occur in the Muratorian Canon (A.D. 180). The evidence from several early church fathers also indicates that 2 Thessalonians was known and used by the early church as a genuine Pauline letter. Objections to its authenticity rest primarily on the basis of internal evidence: material in the letter that some scholars argue is inconsistent with if not alien to Pauline vocabulary, style, and/or theology.14

Several studies contain lengthy lists of words and phrases found in 2 Thessalonians but which do not occur in any other Pauline letter.15 At the same time, some observe that several elements typical of Pauline correspondence are missing from 2 Thessalonians. The absence of diatribe and rhetorical questions gives the letter a less personal feel. Imperatives are relatively infrequent in 2 Thessalonians, and a collection of paraenetic material (as in 1 Thess 5:12–24) is absent. The result is that the “tone” of 2 Thessalonians is inconsistent with that of 1 Thessalonians—the former sounding less personal. Where the letters are similar, it is argued that they are too similar, indicating a likeness born of imitation, not common authorship.

Even those who make these arguments, however, recognize that none of them is conclusive. Arguments from silence (such as citing the lack of rhetorical questions or paraenetic material in 2 Thessalonians) are notoriously weak. Likewise, the presence of unique vocabulary in 2 Thessalonians is not necessarily the result of non-Pauline authorship. Numerous other factors—for example, a change in amanuensis, a difference in subject matter, or the use of preformed tradition—also could explain variations in vocabulary from one letter to another by the same author. The supposed change in tone from 1 to 2 Thessalonians rests on such distinctions as we find in the thanksgivings of the two letters. In 1 Thessalonians Paul gave thanks for the Thessalonians (1:2; 2:13; 3:9). In 2 Thessalonians he was “bound” (RSV) or “obligated” to give thanks (1:3). Does the latter phrase imply emotional distance, a greater level of respect and appreciation, or are the two statements essentially synonymous? Because discerning the tone of the letters depends on interpretations of this sort of ambiguous phrasing, conclusions regarding authorship based on such speculations are simply not persuasive.

Perhaps the most frequently cited variation between 1 and 2 Thessalonians has to do with their presentations of the parousia of the Lord. It is argued that 1 Thessalonians presents the reader with a parousia that could occur suddenly and unexpectedly at any moment (4:13–5:11). Second Thessalonians, in contrast, presents a series of recognizable events that must precede the parousia (2:1–12). It is considered inconceivable that the same author should write such incompatible accounts of the Lord's parousia. This argument against Pauline authorship is weak at several points. First, it misrepresents the teachings of 1 Thessalonians that “the Lord will come like a thief in the night” (5:2). Those for whom the coming of the Lord will be as a thief (i.e., unexpected) are unbelievers, but believers “are not in darkness”; thus that day will not surprise them as a thief (v. 4). It is the very point of 5:1–11 that believers know the Lord is coming and must therefore persist in the faith as they await his arrival (vv. 8,11).

Second, that Paul would write both of an imminent end of the world and at the same time of signs that will indicate that the end is at hand is not inconceivable. This was in fact a common feature of non-Christian apocalyptic literature of the day. Similarly, we also find the coming of the lord in judgment presented in the gospels using the image of the “thief.” The thief analogy occurs there (as it does in Paul) in conjunction with signs heralding the end. Such signs do not provide a concrete time frame; thus believers must be constantly faithful and vigilant. The timing of the signs relative to one another and to the climactic event of judgment is also left ambiguous. Thus believers can know with certainty that the Lord is coming and should be able to recognize the beginning of the event. But they do not know when it will occur nor the precise duration of the event from beginning to end. It is this combination of certainty regarding the event and ambiguity regarding its precise nature and timing that is reflected in both letters to the Thessalonian church.

Third, the fact that material was presented in 2 Thessalonians that was not mentioned in 1 Thessalonians does not require that the author of 1 Thessalonians was ignorant of or had rejected these teachings about the events preceding the end. First Thessalonians 5:1–11 presupposes some prior knowledge regarding the parousia (see 5:1). The fact that signs of the end are not listed or that the man of lawlessness is not discussed may simply indicate that Paul had already given the church this material verbally. These teachings then could easily have been presupposed in Paul's presentation. And given the intent of 5:1–11 to encourage persistent faithfulness, the listing of signs is simply not a necessary part of Paul's argument. Reminding the church of the signs of the end was, on the other hand, a necessary part of the argument of 2 Thess 2:1–12 since the intent in that instance was to convince believers not to succumb to the lie that the day of the Lord had already come. Thus the absence of signs of the end from 1 Thess 4:13–5:11 does not justify the rejection of the Pauline authorship of 2 Thessalonians. The difference in content, rather, can best be explained as the result of a difference in purpose in the two letters.

Second Thessalonians is Pauline. The external evidence is in favor of an early acceptance of it in the early church as Pauline. The content has not been shown to be incompatible with Paul's other writings. The letter itself claims Pauline authorship, and rejecting that claim says more about the level of scepticism with which the interpreter approaches the text than it does about the text itself.

5. The Unity of 1 Thessalonians

W. Schmithals has argued that the Thessalonians correspondence as we have it contains the blended contents of four letters. First Thessalonians in his estimate is the product of editing together Paul's second letter to the church (which originally contained the material found in 1 Thess 1:1–2:12 and 4:2–5:28) and his fourth letter (which we now have as 1 Thess 2:13–4:1). His assessment is based primarily on the observation that the letter as we have it contains two proems (1:2 and 2:13) as well as two conclusions (3:11 and 5:23).16 Although Schmithals helps us recognize some unusual elements in the structure of the letter, his hypothesis of multiple letters is not convincing. Paul was not obligated to follow strict epistolary conventions, so deviations from such prove nothing. There is no manuscript evidence supporting the independent existence of four letters. And if 2:13 to 4:1 was originally an independent letter, it would have included introductory and concluding remarks and a Pauline benediction. For these (especially the latter) to disappear entirely from the textual tradition is highly unlikely. All in all it is best to seek an explanation for the unusual epistolary structure of 1 Thessalonians in areas other than the splicing together of multiple documents. (See the following commentary for alternative ways of explaining the structures found in the text.)

6. The Sequence of the Thessalonian Correspondence

That Paul wrote the letters to the Thessalonians in the order in which they occur in the canon is commonly assumed. Over the years, however, several scholars have argued that the correspondence reads more naturally if we assume that 2 Thessalonians was written before 1 Thessalonians.17 Several issues are involved in making this determination. First, the canonical order of the documents should not prejudice the discussion of their chronological order. Canonical arrangement appears to have been determined more by the relative size of each letter than by their dates of composition. In spite of this some writers seem to assume the priority of 1 Thessalonians simply on the basis of tradition. At least they give no arguments supporting its priority. R. Jewett, on the other hand, goes beyond asserting the priority of 1 Thessalonians and provides several reasons for maintaining that the canonical order is also the chronological order.18 Although his arguments have strong points, they are no more conclusive than many of the arguments for the priority of 2 Thessalonians.19

Second, 1 Thess 3:1–2 reveals that Paul sent Timothy to Thessalonica from Athens and wrote 1 Thessalonians after Timothy's return. (Whether he returned to Athens or to Corinth is impossible to know.) One might reasonably assume that Paul would not have sent Timothy from Athens to Thessalonica without sending along some kind of correspondence. If Timothy did carry a letter on that occasion, either it is now lost or it is the letter we have as 2 Thessalonians. For one of Paul's letters to be lost to us today certainly is possible. We have only two of four letters he sent to the church at Corinth (1 and 2 Corinthians and the two letters mentioned in 1 Cor 5:9 and 2 Cor 2:4,9). And if the letter to the Laodiceans (Col 4:16) is not a reference to Ephesians, then it is a lost letter as well. Although it seems likely that Timothy would have carried some message from Athens to Thessalonica, there is no proof that he did; and if he did, it might not have been 2 Thessalonians. In short, the simple fact that Timothy made the trip mentioned in 1 Thess 3:1–2 does not justify assuming he carried 2 Thessalonians on that occasion.

Third, we find the statement in 2 Thess 3:17: “I, Paul, write this greeting in my own hand, which is the distinguishing mark in all my letters. This is how I write.” One might argue that it was in his first letter to a particular congregation that Paul would establish his normal procedure and call attention to his signature. However, Paul's other letters, which appear to be the first (or only) to particular locals, do not contain comparable statements regarding his signature. This would seem to imply that the statement in 3:17 was not a matter of routine for first letters but a response to the specific problem of a forged letter received by the Thessalonians (2 Thess 2:2).

Fourth, some argue that the Thessalonians were still undergoing persecution at the time 2 Thessalonians was written (2 Thess 1:4–7; note the present tense), but by the time 1 Thessalonians was sent, the persecutions were over (1 Thess 2:14; note the past tense). The assumption is that the persecutions that began with the founding of the church would have lessened in intensity as time passed. However, Paul's assumption seems to have been that persecution was a regular and recurring event in the life of believers (1 Thess 1:6; 2:14–16; 3:4,7), who could expect perpetual “trouble” from opponents of the truth (2 Thess 1:6–7). A scenario of recurring persecution in Thessalonica, if valid, would make it impossible to determine the sequence of the letters on the basis of the use of past versus present-tense verbs describing persecution.

Fifth, Paul's statement, “We hear that some among you are idle” (2 Thess 3:11), may imply that Paul was addressing a problem new to the church. The apostle treated the problem quite seriously, calling for the church to “keep away” from such people (3:6) and advising them that those who would not work should not be allowed to share in the church's common meals (3:10). On the other hand, the problem of the “idle” is mentioned only briefly in 1 Thess 5:14. Is this because he had already addressed the problem at length in his earlier letter, so that the problem of the idle was no longer so severe? Although this is possible (and would require the priority of 2 Thessalonians), it is also possible that a minor problem mentioned first in 1 Thessalonians escalated and became a major problem that required church discipline by the time 2 Thessalonians was written.

Sixth, both letters refer either to previous instruction or to previous letters received by the congregation. Did Paul “not need to write” the Thessalonians about “times and dates” (1 Thess 5:1) because he had already sent 2 Thess 2:1–12 to them or because he had given them verbal instruction when he was first with them? Does Paul's reference to a letter from him to the Thessalonians (2 Thess 2:15) refer to 1 Thessalonians sent at an earlier date, or does the comment (along with the reference in 2:2) refer to a hypothetical letter? Neither of these questions can be answered with certainty.

Finally, arguments based on the relative maturity of the theology of each epistle are untenable unless far more time passed between the writing of the two letters than most would assume. Though these and other arguments regarding the sequence of the letters have been proposed, none have proven to be so persuasive or unassailable that they have settled the debate. Although it is clear that the priority of 1 Thessalonians has not been disproved, it is also clear that the priority of 2 Thessalonians has much in its favor. As long as this ambiguity remains, the interpreter is wise to avoid leaning heavily on any interpretation that is dependent for its validity on a particular chronological sequence for the letters.

7. The Date of the Thessalonian Correspondence

First Thessalonian is undoubtedly one of the earliest letters we have from the hand of Paul. The broad acceptance of the letter as genuinely Pauline, the content of the letter itself, and the date of Paul's encounter with Gallio in Corinth combine to validate a date for 1 Thessalonians of about A.D. 50 or 51. After evangelizing Macedonia, Paul traveled to Achaia (first to Athens, then to Corinth). While in Athens he sent Timothy to strengthen the Thessalonian congregation. When Timothy returned to Paul, it was most likely after Paul had moved on to Corinth since Paul's stay in Athens does not seem to have been protracted. First Thessalonians was written shortly after Timothy's return.

This chain of events places the composition of the letter within a few months of Paul's encounter with the proconsul Gallio in Corinth. According to an inscription from Delphi, Gallio assumed this proconsulship in June of either A.D. 51 or 52, most likely the former.20 The latter part of Paul's eighteen months in Corinth probably overlapped the early part of Gallio's proconsulship, giving an approximate date for Paul's Corinthian ministry of spring/summer A.D. 50 to summer/fall A.D. 51.21 First Thessalonians then would have been written in the late summer of A.D. 50, although a date several months later cannot be ruled out.

The date assigned to 2 Thessalonians depends on one's decisions regarding both its authorship and its relation to 1 Thessalonians. Assuming Pauline authorship and the traditional sequence of the letters, 2 Thessalonians would be dated several months after the writing of 1 Thessalonians and toward the end of Paul's Corinthian ministry—late 50 or early 51. If, on the other hand, the priority of 2 Thessalonians is assumed, it is also reasonable to assume that Timothy took it with him when Paul sent him from Athens to Thessalonica (1 Thess 3:1–6). This would result in a date early in A.D. 50.22

8. Paul's Use of the Thanksgiving Form

Hellenistic letters commonly began (following the prescript) with a wish for the well-being of the recipient(s).23 All of Paul's letters (except Galatians, 1 Timothy, and Titus) contain instead a prayer of thanksgiving for the recipients. The form of these Pauline introductory thanksgivings has received considerable attention for many years.24 The thanksgiving in 1 Thessalonians, however, is unique among Paul's letters in that there are actually three statements of thanks in the first three chapters (1:2–5; 2:13; 3:9–13). The thanksgiving in 1:2–5 is structurally typical of those that begin most Pauline letters. It begins with a form of eucharistein (“to give thanks”) followed by a series of three participial clauses stating the manner or basis for the thanksgiving. Normally a purpose clause would present the prayer itself for the recipients of the letter. In this first thanksgiving, however, the final clause is missing. The prayer for the readers is not stated until much later (in 3:9–13). Rather than conclude with a final clause, this first thanksgiving flows into a celebration of the way in which the Thessalonians had imitated Paul's faith and in turn had become examples of the faith to others.

The second statement of thanks (2:13) likewise leads to an affirmation of the Thessalonians' faith (2:14). The Thessalonians' life of faith imitated (i.e., was consistent with) that of Paul (1:6), the Lord himself (1:6), and faithful churches elsewhere (2:14), demonstrating its genuineness. “Imitation,” as used here, has no negative connotations. It does not imply a false or shallow copy of someone else's genuine faith.

Good news about the church inspired a third expression of thanksgiving (3:9–13). Timothy had visited Thessalonica. On his return to Paul he had reported that in spite of the apostle's absence and in spite of the persecution the church was enduring, the Thessalonians remained true to the gospel (2:17–3:8). The news of the faithfulness of his converts inspired a statement of thanksgiving (v. 9) and the prayer that he and his associates might see the church again and supply what was lacking in their faith (3:10). This lengthy (1:2–3:10) series of three statements of thanksgivings (made lengthy by elaborating the circumstances of and reasons for the thanks) concludes with a benediction. The prayer expressed (3:11–13) takes to the throne of God the prayer concerns stated in 3:10.

The contents of 1 Thessalonians 1–3 may be explained in form-critical terms as the expansion of a thanksgiving by rather lengthy personal digressions.25 Such an approach, however, tends to minimize the importance of the personal material by labeling it as digressions. Yet these “digressions” comprise the bulk of the first three chapters. It seems unlikely that Paul would devote so much space to reminiscences unless they were integral to accomplishing his purpose(s) for sending the letter. Thus it seems unwise to assume that the body of the letter, and so the discussion of major matters of concern, does not begin until chap. 4. Chapters 1–3 do form a unity. They are not just a disjointed collection of prayers and personal reminiscences.26 But it is not the study of the thanksgiving form that enables us to see the aim of these chapters. Rather, the aim of 1:2–3:13 is best seen through the lens of rhetorical criticism.27

9. Paul's Use of Rhetorical Strategies

The basic task of the Hellenistic rhetorician was the production of persuasive oral presentations. Rhetoric was a ubiquitous element in the Hellenistic world. The educated were trained in it. Even for those who were not so educated, the skills of the rhetorician were demonstrated in the speeches heard in a multitude of social situations. Understanding the forms and tools a rhetorician used to persuade others allows one to follow the flow of thought and understand the arguments presented. Paul was not, as far as we know, a trained rhetorician. Yet his letters give evidence that he was aware of and utilized these persuasive structures and techniques common in his day.

Several scholars have attempted to analyze Paul's letters according to the categories and characteristics of ancient rhetoric. This of course assumes that Paul used rhetorical strategies if not rhetorical structures. It also assumes that Paul's letters were essentially substitutions for his presence and were thus written versions of what would have been presented orally were it possible. These attempts to discover “the writer's rhetorical strategies, in order to understand better the author's persuasive intent,”28 have shed considerable light on the argument of the letter. However, the application of rhetorical criticism to 1 Thessalonians has not solved all the interpretive problems the letter presents.

Part of the problem faced by scholars applying rhetorical criticism to 1 Thessalonians is that the social setting of the Pauline letter is not the same as the social setting envisioned for any of the standard forms of rhetorical address discussed in the ancient handbooks of rhetoric. Rhetoricians were trained in judicial rhetoric, which assumed the setting of a court with its need for argument and proofs. They were trained in deliberative rhetoric, which assumed the setting of political debate and the need of a group of people to choose a course of action. They were trained also in epideictic rhetoric, which was designed to assign blame or praise in a variety of social settings. A good rhetor was expected to elaborate on these basic categories and use the strategies taught under the rubric of standard categories to address a variety of social situations. But none of the handbooks or extant examples of secular Hellenistic rhetoric assume a setting that mixes the form of a letter, the concerns of a pastor, the pronouncements of an apostle, and the passing on of authoritative religious tradition.

There is little agreement about which basic type of rhetorical discourse 1 Thessalonians represents.29 The argument of 1 Thessalonians does not follow precisely any of the standard rhetorical structures studied to date. Yet standard rhetorical strategies are evident in the letter.

Apparently the same Pauline creativity evident in his adaptation of the letter forms (his unique use of address, wish for well-being, etc.) was at work in his use of rhetorical strategies to meet his own needs and purposes. If this is so, then one should not expect to find complete rhetorical structures in Paul's letters because the needs of his letters dominated his use of rhetoric, just as they dominated his use of conventional letter forms. What can enlighten our understanding of the apostle's arguments, however, is the recognition of the rhetorical strategies Paul used to address the immediate needs of a congregation.

10. The Theology of the Thessalonian Letters

Letters express the theology of their authors but do so in a manner appropriate to the genre. Thus the letters to the Thessalonians present us with half of a conversation (Paul's half) excised from the middle of an ongoing dialogue. For the most part, the experiences and conversations that were part of the relationship between Paul and the Thessalonians before these letters were written are unknown to us. Yet these are the very things that shaped the letters. What is contained in them was written because of Paul's sense of the Thessalonians' needs (e.g., see 2 Thess 3:11), not to produce a balanced and nuanced expression of Christian theology. Left unstated in the letters are matters about which the Thessalonian church was already well informed (e.g., see 1 Thess 4:9–10; 5:1–2) or matters regarding which they had no urgent need at the moment.

Centuries later we who eavesdrop on this pastoral conversation struggle to understand it. Largely we struggle because we are not privy to the experiences and knowledge that Paul and the Thessalonians assumed as common knowledge. This struggle is perhaps most evident when scholars attempt to reconstruct the theology of a particular letter because an author's theology is typically bigger than his letters. Letters express teachings that are the outcroppings of theology but which rarely are intended to be complete expressions of the author's thought. A reconstruction of Pauline thought underlying, unifying, and giving balance to the specific teachings of the Thessalonian correspondence is a task that must be left to writers of Pauline theology. The following summary should be understood merely as a survey of teachings—the outcroppings of Pauline theology evident in these particular letters.

(1) Persecution and Peace

The Acts account and both letters are unified on this score: the gospel that brought salvation had also resulted in persecution of the believers. The opponents of the gospel were angry enough and persistent enough to follow the evangelists and drive them (at least their leader, Paul) not just out of the city of Thessalonica but entirely out of the province of Macedonia (Acts 17:10–15). The opponents were willing to lie about the teachings and the goals of the church (claiming it was a subversive group) in order to discredit it. They would use the legal system if they could but were not above instigating mob action if it was required to accomplish their ends (17:5–9). Paul recognized the severity of the persecution and the genuine threat it posed to the work of the gospel in Thessalonica (1 Thess 3:5).

The Thessalonian epistles were designed in large part to address this problem of persecution30 and bring peace to the Thessalonian believers.31 Both 1 and 2 Thessalonians begin and end with a concern for peace (1 Thess 1:1; 5:23; 2 Thess 1:2; 3:16). Peace with unbelievers is desirable, and Paul encouraged behavior that would “win the respect of outsiders” (1 Thess 4:12). But the absence of conflict is not always attainable. In fact, Paul warned the church that persecution by evil and faithless persons was inevitable (1 Thess 3:3; 2 Thess 3:2). If believers were to have peace, it must somehow be found even while experiencing persecution and suffering. It was this kind of peace that Paul sought to bring to the Thessalonians. He did so by placing their suffering in context.

Those who suffer have an understandable tendency to focus on the experience of suffering. It can become their whole world, and a genuinely bleak world it is. Paul did not attempt to diminish the severity of the Thessalonians' persecution. Rather, he sought to broaden their vision. (1) He reminded them to look back to the beginning of their Christian experience and remember that they suffered for the kingdom of God, not needlessly (1 Thess 1:5; 5:9–10; 2 Thess 1:5,11; 2:13–14). (2) He reminded them that their suffering was evidence of the genuineness of their faith and a reflection of their true imitation of God's apostles and of the Lord himself, so that they in turn became models of faith for others (1 Thess 1:6–7; 2 Thess 1:4). (3) He reminded them to look beyond the evil of the moment toward the ultimate end of the travails and to the glory and rest God reserved for his people (1 Thess 1:3,10; 3:13; 2 Thess 1:7,10). (4) He reminded them that they were not alone in their suffering. He, his coworkers, indeed the entire Judean church suffered as well (1 Thess 2:2,14; 3:7). (5) Neither did they persevere in their own strength alone but were constantly supported by the apostles and indeed by the power of God himself (1 Thess 1:6; 2:17; 3:1–3,10,11–13; 5:23–24; 2 Thess 1:11; 2:16–17; 3:3). (6) Finally, he assured them that the evil ones who were inflicting this suffering would suffer a just punishment (1 Thess 1:10; 2:16b; 2 Thess 1:6–9).

Knowledge of such truths does not make suffering disappear, nor does it mean that suffering is good or should be sought. But suffering is tolerable when it has purpose, when something of value is gained by it, and when those who inflict it do not do so with impunity. A sufferer gains comfort in the comradeship of shared suffering and can give thanks in all circumstances given the knowledge that the suffering will eventually give way to victory and reward. Peace is the result, an enduring and genuine sense of well-being even in the midst of distress.

(2) Eschatology and Endurance

The Thessalonian correspondence has much to say about eschatology. Several major passages in the letters (1 Thess 4:13–18; 5:1–11; 2 Thess 2:1–12) along with several briefer references (1 Thess 1:10; 2:19–20; 3:5,13; 2 Thess 1:6–10; 2:14) address various aspects of the end times. The details of these passages will be dealt with in the body of the commentary, but several preliminary observations may be made at this point.

First, and most importantly, the eschatological material presented was intended to serve a pastoral purpose. Paul's concern to comfort grieving believers produced 1 Thess 4:13–18. First Thessalonians 5:1–11 reminded readers that those who know the Lord is coming must persist in faithful, godly living. The suffering of the church called forth the assurance that those who were persecuting them would suffer a just punishment (2 Thess 1:6–10). The intrusion of false teaching into the church required the apostle to remind the church of apostolic teachings already received and urge them not to listen to deceptive lies (2 Thess 2:1–15). None of these passages were presented as new information for the church. The larger system of teachings regarding eschatology of which they were a part apparently was provided to the church earlier (perhaps verbally), thus the writings do not provide complete systems of thought.

Second, we should not allow frustration with the truncated nature of the teachings to blind us to the positive purposes eschatological truths served in the first century and can serve still today. The parousia will be a day of joyous reunion. It will be a glorious day of participation in the glory of Christ. The day of the Lord promises that evil will receive its just punishment. The reminder that judgment inevitably comes to all serves as a reminder that believers must do all they can for themselves and for others to be prepared for that day. Such emphases as these dominate the presentation of eschatology in Thessalonians (as well as in the NT in general). Their usefulness for teaching the church requires no great precision regarding date or sequence of events. The fact of the events alone is sufficient to encourage believers to persevere in evangelism and godly behavior.

Third, it is impossible to be certain which letter was written first, and as a result we should not assume Paul presented the eschatological material in the letters in some particular sequence. Attempts to discern development in Paul's thought regarding the parousia are inevitably based on a presumed sequence of letters and so rest on a weak foundation. Even if the priority of one letter were proven, we should still presume that Paul gave the Thessalonians instruction regarding the end times when he was with them.32 If this is so, then both letters presume a foundation of teachings delivered before either letter was composed.

Finally, many unresolved questions remain and undoubtedly will continue to be debated due to either a lack of information in the biblical text or to some ambiguity in the text.

1. Did Paul expect the parousia in his lifetime? Although many scholars answer with a confident yes, others argue that Paul hoped, but did not assert, that he would see the coming of the Lord. Witherington, for instance, ably defends the proposition that it is Paul's “beliefs about the certainty and the character of the end of human history, not some belief about its timing,” that best explains his letters.33

2. How does the “rapture” relate to the “day of the Lord,” and how does the tribulation relate to both of these events? The Thessalonian epistles refer to several particular eschatological events (e.g., parousia, day of the Lord, the taking up of the church to meet the Lord in the air, the appearance, and then judgment of the lawless one). For the most part, however, each one is treated independently, not woven into a larger chronologically ordered sequence of end-time events. We may assume some such sequence of events existed in the apostle's mind, but no elaboration of it exists in his letters, and all attempts to reconstruct it must include a fair amount of speculation.34

3. Who is the “man of lawlessness,” who or what is the restrainer/ restraining force, and to what does the “apostasy” refer? The commentary that follows illustrates the wide range of answers possible for each of these questions. The very existence of such diverse answers from acknowledged scholars is testimony to the difficulty and ambiguity of the passages that touch on these matters. If these texts are to have meaning for the church, then the meanings found must be such that they are not invalidated by the evident ambiguities of the text.

4. How do Paul's teachings mesh with those anticipating a “millennium”? The absence of the term in Paul's writings does not signify the rejection of it but reflects the apostle's point of focus. Eschatology in Paul's writings appears not as a subject for speculation but as a spur for Christian faithfulness. It provides believers with assurance of life eternal, encourages Christian deeds, and demands perseverance. In short he focused primarily on the manner of life of the believer leading up to the day of the Lord and expressed himself apart from any particular millennial scheme. As a result, understanding Paul's eschatological passages in context does not require establishing a firm millennial position.

(3) Election and Faith

The certainty of the Thessalonians' future was dependent on the certainty of their relationship to God. It is not surprising then that the letters repeatedly assured the believers that (1) God had chosen them, (2) evidence of the genuineness of their relationship with God abounded, and (3) their perseverance and God's faithfulness guaranteed a sure future for them as participants in his kingdom.

From the outset of the Thessalonian letters Paul reminded believers that they were the “called out” [image: image].35 This common word for various kinds of assemblies (political and religious) is given special character by its modifiers. Believers were those in their communities called out “in God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Thess 1:1; cf. 2 Thess 1:1). They were “chosen” [image: image] by God (1 Thess 1:4), and Paul urged them to live in a manner “worthy of God, who calls [kalountos] you into his kingdom and glory” (2:12; cf. 4:7). For God had “appointed” (etheto) them to receive salvation, not wrath (5:9), at the day of the Lord. And they could be sure of their future because the God who “calls” (kal[image: image]n) them for his own “is faithful” (5:24). The second letter contains the same emphases. Though the lawless one will deceive many, Paul expressed confidence regarding the Thessalonian believers. He assured: “From the beginning God chose [heilato] you to be saved. …He called [ekalesen] you to this through our gospel, that you might share in the glory of our Lord Jesus Christ” (2 Thess 2:13–14; cf. 1:11).

The kale[image: image] word group dominates in the previous references and indicates a divine choice or selection (eklog) leading to the issuing of a divine call (kale[image: image]) expressed in the form of the “gospel” proclaimed by Paul and his coworkers (2 Thess 2:14). A threefold stress results. First, the chosenness of the people conveys a sense of their great worth in the eyes of God (and contrasts with the world's rejection and persecution of them). It provided an uplifting affirmation. Second, the faithfulness of the God who selected and called them conveys a sense of security. Whatever opposition they might face, whatever temporal setbacks the church might suffer, they knew their sure victory because they knew God had chosen them for his own. Third, it served as the basis of Paul's ethical injunctions. God's people must live godly lives. Persons called into God's kingdom are obligated to live not only anticipating their future residence in the kingdom but also live as those who are already citizens governed by the norms of that kingdom. The behavior required of believers is twice described as “God's will” (4:3; 5:18). Ethical commands are given not on the basis of Paul's personal authority but “by the authority of the Lord Jesus Christ” (1 Thess 4:2; cf. 5:27; 2 Thess 3:6). The apostles strove “not to please men but God” and recognized also that not only actions but also motivations were subject to scrutiny, for Paul reminded the Thessalonians that God “tests our hearts” (1 Thess 1:4). For the genuine child of God ethical behavior is not an option in these letters but a natural and necessary extension of each believer's relationship with the Father and Son. God's calling is a calling to a “sanctified” life (1 Thess 4:3–8).

Along with the divine initiative Paul also recognized the importance of the human response. Paul was well aware (1) that the gospel he proclaimed could encounter rejection rather than faith and (2) that those who reject the gospel are thereby responsible for their own condemnation. He thanked God that the Thessalonian believers accepted the message of the apostles as “the word of God” rather than reject it as merely “the word of men” (1 Thess 2:13). They chose to turn from idols and serve the “living and true God” (1:9), and the genuineness of their commitment was seen in their imitation of the apostles and of the Lord. It was seen as well in the fact of their perseverance in spite of suffering (1:3,6; 2:14; 2 Thess 1:4–5). Others might reject the truth and prefer to “believe the lie” (2 Thess 2:11), but such was not true of the faithful who were saved “through belief in the truth” (2 Thess 2:13). The fact that Paul worried about the church's perseverance (1 Thess 3:5), felt it necessary to urge continued obedience (1 Thess 4:1,10; 2 Thess 3:4,13), and urged the church to discipline any members persisting in flagrantly sinful behavior (2 Thess 3:6,14–15) recognizes the persistent reality of the individual Christian's volition.

The fact of divine election and the real impact of each individual's volition are equally evident in the Thessalonian correspondence. The two concepts, God's sovereignty and human freedom, seem logically inconsistent, and the relationship between the two have been debated for centuries. The content of the Thessalonian correspondence is only a small part of the scriptural evidence cited in this larger debate. It must suffice here, however, to point out that our letters do not present either divine choice or human volition in a manner that allows one to diminish the other. No attempt is made to reconcile them logically. In fact, both truths are presumed without so much as a hint that the author even acknowledged any incompatibility between them. For a modern interpreter to treat them any differently would be inconsistent with the testimony of the letters.
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I. PRESCRIPT (1:1)

1. Authors and Addressees (1:1a)

2. Greeting (1:1b)

I. PRESCRIPT (1:1)

1. Authors and Addressees (1:1a)

1Paul, Silas and Timothy,

To the church of the Thessalonians in God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ:

The prescript of 1 Thessalonians follows the commonly used pattern for introductions in Hellenistic letters: the sender and the recipient are identified, and a brief greeting is expressed. Any author was free to elaborate on each of these items as he or she deemed necessary, but in personal correspondence such additions were generally brief. The prescript would often lead into a wish for the health or prosperity of the recipient(s) of the letter.1 Although the form of the prescript of 1 Thessalonians is conventional, the content of the elaborations on the form is distinctly Christian.

First and Second Thessalonians are the only two of his letters in which Paul did not add some elaboration to his name and/or to the names of his cosenders. In other letters such additions remind the recipients of Paul's apostolic status and responsibilities (cf. esp. Galatians). The absence of such additions in the Thessalonian correspondence may imply that his relationship with the Thessalonians was stable, and as a result he felt no need to stress his apostolic status. First Thessalonians is predominantly a letter of affirmation and encouragement. Although Paul seems to have found it necessary to defend himself against unidentified critics in Thessalonica, the criticism does not appear to have involved a challenge to his status as an apostle so much as a criticism of his behavior (2:1–12). On the other hand, 2 Thessalonians commands the church regarding the disciplining of the idle (3:6–15), and so apostolic authority is exercised; yet the address is virtually the same as is found in 1 Thessalonians. Since 1, 2 Thessalonians are among the earliest of his extant letters, Paul simply may not yet have developed the practice of emphasizing his status as a part of the letter address.

The letter identifies three coauthors: Paul, Silas, and Timothy. Joint authorship is reflected also in the predominant use of the first-person plural “we” throughout the letter. That Paul was the leading character of the three is implied by his ability to dispatch Timothy as his emissary (3:2). Also on the few occasions when the first-person singular “I” is used in the letter it is used by Paul to refer to himself (2:18; 3:5; esp. 5:27). And in a comparable situation in 2 Thessalonians, where the same three men are identified as coauthors in the address, Paul claimed the letter as his in the conclusion without any mention of Silas or Timothy (2 Thess 3:17). The exact nature of the relationship between Paul and his various coworkers is difficult to determine. In Acts and the letters bearing Paul's name about “100 names, often coupled with a score of assorted titles, are associated with the Apostle.”2

“Silas” (the name consistently used in Acts) is a variant of the longer “Silvanus” (the name used in the rest of the NT, including the Greek text here).3 This Silvanus likely was the same person as the Silas mentioned in Acts who was a trusted leader of the church in Jerusalem (Acts 15:22,27). He, along with Judas (also called Barsabbas), carried a letter to the Gentile church in Antioch from the Jerusalem church. Both men also were prophets, and they ministered to the church at Antioch (15:32,34).4 Paul later chose the same man as his companion on the second missionary journey (Acts 15:40). The need to select a missionary companion other than Barnabas resulted from the disagreement between Paul and Barnabas over John Mark. The choice of Silas to fill this role probably was motivated both by his gifts (Acts 15:32) and by the esteem in which he was held by the Jerusalem church. His participation in the Gentile mission might well have given the mission credibility in Jewish circles, where Paul was considered theologically suspect. The narrative of the mission to Greece presents Silas as an equal to Paul but Paul as the main spokesman of the team (Acts 16:19,25,29; 17:4,10,14–15; 18:5). In addition to these references in Acts, Paul named Silvanus in 1 Thess 1:1; 2 Thess 1:1; and 2 Cor 1:19 as a coworker in the mission in Greece.5

Timothy is a prominent character both in Acts and in the Pauline corpus. He was a resident of Lystra and a member of the church there of whom the believers “spoke well.” As the son of a Jewish-Christian mother and a Greek father (probably a non-Christian), he had not been circumcised (Acts 16:1–3). After being recruited and circumcised by Paul, Timothy remained an associate of the apostle during his evangelization of Greece (Acts 17:14–15; 18:5) and his ministry in Ephesus (Acts 19:22; 20:4). He is named in six Pauline letters as a coworker (1 Corinthians; Philippians; Colossians; 1 Thessalonians; 2 Thessalonians; Philemon). Several times he served as a special emissary from the apostle (1 Cor 4:17; 16:10; Phil 2:19; 1 Thess 3:2,6).6 In the several letters where he is mentioned, Timothy is accorded the respect of a faithful fellow worker in the gospel and at the same time lauded as a beloved son in the faith to Paul (Rom 16:21; 1 Cor 4:17; Phil 1:1; 2:19–23). He also is the named recipient of two letters.7

The letter is addressed to the church (ekkl[image: image]sia). Ekkl[image: image]sia was not a distinctively Christian word. It means “assembly” and was used of a variety of assemblies in the first-century world—social, political, or religious. Acts 19:32,39, for instance, identifies as an ekkl[image: image]sia the gathering of citizens in Ephesus to protest the work of Paul and the church. Ekkl[image: image]sia is also a synonym for “synagogue” (synag[image: image]g[image: image]) and was occasionally used of Jewish assemblies in the Septuagint. The early Christian assemblies could have described themselves as ekkl[image: image]siai to distinguish their Christian assemblies from the Jewish synag[image: image]gai. It seems more likely, however, that ekkl[image: image]sia was chosen as a word that was both understandable to the Gentile population and at the same time general enough so as not to prejudice the uninformed hearer regarding the character of the assembly.8 In other words, it was not so much separation from the synagogue as access to the Gentile world that made the term ekkl[image: image]sia useful as a self-designation. Considering the degree of anti-Semitism in the first century Greco-Roman world, it would have been much easier for an inquirer to attend an ekkl[image: image]sia than a synag[image: image]g[image: image].

In this regard as in many others the early church sets the modern an excellent example. Form must serve function. Whether it is in the choosing of a name, the selection of a schedule, or the setting up of an organizational structure, a concern for the church's mission must be the priority that drives the process.

The particular assembly to which 1 Thessalonians is addressed was specified using three qualifying phrases that are both ascriptive and restrictive. The phrases distinguish this assembly from the others that would exist in Thessalonica and also remind the assembly that its very existence is an expression of their relationship to the Father and the Christ. It was an assembly “of the Thessalonians.” This is the broadest of the three delimiters and identifies the members of the church as residents of one of the most prominent cities of Macedonia.9

Second, it was an assembly “in God the Father.” Thessalonica contained numerous secular ekkl[image: image]siai as well as various religious groups that could have used the same designation. This phrase identified the recipients as a religious community committed to the God both Jews and Christians serve.10 “Father” is the first designation descriptive of God in the letter. It connotes both authority and benevolent concern.

Third, the recipients were assembled “in…the Lord Jesus Christ.” This assembly acknowledged Jesus as Messiah (Christ) and as master (Lord). Such an address does more than direct the letter to its intended recipients; it reminds the recipients who they are. From these core distinctives radiate a multitude of other characteristics that both make the church what it is and distinguish it from its social context. In the letter that follows, Paul instructed the believers regarding their identity, their place among the brethren, and the way in which they should interact with one another. Such self-definition is vitally important for any faith community. The assembly in Thessalonica functioned partly to help believers define the role the church played in the larger society and their place in the present world and in the world to come. Now as then, in ways as simple as a form of address or as complex as a lengthy theological discourse, the church must help its members understand who they are, how they are like and unlike the non-Christian world, and the hope they have for the world to come.

2. Greeting (1:1b)

Grace and peace to you.

1:1b Some modern translations note that in the address a few early manuscripts add the pronoun “our” and read “God our father” (adding h[image: image]m[image: image]n after patri). The greeting “grace and peace to you” was also expanded by several scribes who added to the end of the verse “from God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.” It is highly improbable that Paul wrote these words. A limited number of manuscripts contain the additions, and the changes lengthen the text, bringing the prescript of 1 Thessalonians into harmony with 2 Thess 1:1. Both adding pious material and harmonizing are well-documented scribal tendencies.11

In a play on words that produces a uniquely Pauline and distinctively Christian construction, the Greek salutation (chairein) “be glad” or “greeting” (which was stylized at the beginning of Hellenistic letters and had as little content in the first century as “Dear…” has for writers today) was replaced by (charis) “grace.” The Jewish greeting (shalom) “peace” is added in Greek (eir[image: image]n[image: image]). The combined effect turns a perfunctory “hello” into a theologically meaningful salutation. “Grace” would remind the reader of the goodness of a God who gives blessings even to those who are undeserving and particularly of the preeminent work of undeserved benevolence—the giving of his Son.12 “Peace” reflects the Hebrew wish for wellness and wholeness and ties the grace of the Christ to the foundation of the God of the Jews, the one true God.13

1See S. K. Stowers, Letter Writing in Greco-Roman Antiquity (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1986), and J. L. White, The Form and Function of the Body of the Greek Letter, SBLDS 2 (Missoula, Mont.: Scholars Press, 1972), for more detail and for numerous examples of the Hellenistic letter.

2E. E. Ellis, “Paul and His Co-Workers,” NTS 17 (1970–71): 437. Ellis includes in his article a list of the thirty-six personal names and nine titles that are most suggestive for understanding the apostle's circle of coworkers.

3Silvanus ([image: image]) may be the Latinized form of the Greek name Silas ([image: image]). Considering that the first mention of the man places him in Jerusalem as a representative of the Jewish Christian church, both names may well have been derived from a Semitic original. See BAGD, s.v. “[image: image]” and “[image: image]”

4V. 34 contains a variant reading explaining that Silas decided to stay in Antioch. The variant is a scribal addition inserted to explain Silas's presence in Antioch later in the narrative (15:40). See B. Metzger, A Textual Commentary on the Greek New Testament (New York: UBS, 1971), 439.

5Also see B. N. Kaye, “Acts' Portrait of Silas,” NovT 21 (1980): 13–26.

6See R. W. Funk, “The Apostolic Parousia: Form and Significance,” in Christian History and Interpretation: Studies Presented to John Knox, ed. W. R. Farmer et al. (Cambridge: University Press, 1967), 249–68, for a discussion of the tasks and authority that characterized such apostolic emissaries.

7See T. D. Lea and H. P. Griffin, Jr., 1, 2 Timothy, Titus (Nashville: Broadman, 1993), 1953, for a general introduction to matters related to the authorship and the recipient(s) of 1, 2 Timothy.

8For a more detailed discussion see K. L. Schmidt, TDNT, s.v. “kale[image: image]…ekkl[image: image]sia.”

9For discussion of the city of Thessalonica see the Introduction, “Thessalonica—A Prominent City of Macedonia” on p. 21.

10For discussion of the phrase [image: image], “in God the Father,” which is unique to the Thessalonian correspondence, see E. Best, A Commentary on the First and Second Epistles to the Thessalonians (London: A. & C. Black, 1977), 62–62, and J. E. Frame, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Epistles of St. Paul to the Thessalonians (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1960), 69–71.

11Metzger observes accurately that “if any one of these expansions had been original, there is no reason why it would have been deleted” (Textual Commentary, 629). See K. Aland and B. Aland, The Text of the New Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989), and Metzger, The Text of the New Testament (New York: Oxford, 1968), for discussion of scribal tendencies and the praxis of textual criticism in general.

12See H. Conzelmann, “[image: image],” TDNT (which contains also a discussion of the Heb. equivalents of charis by W. Zimmerli); C. L. Mitton, “Grace,” IDB, and Holladay, “Grace in the Old Testament.”

13See W. Foerster, “[image: image],” TDNT. Included in this article is a brief treatment of shalom by G. von Rad.


SECTION OUTLINE

II. THANKSGIVING AND HOPE (1:2–3:13)

1. Introduction (1:2–10)

(1) The Thanksgiving (1:2–5)

(2) An Affirmation (1:6–10)

2. Apostolic Character while in Thessalonica Rehearsed (2:1–12)

(1) Denials (2:1–6)

(2) Affirmations (2:7–12)

3. Thanksgiving for Perseverance in the Gospel (2:13–16)

(1) Thanksgiving (2:13)

(2) Affirmation (2:14–16)

4. Apostolic Activities after Leaving Thessalonica Rehearsed (2:17–3:8)

(1) Expressions of Concern (2:17–3:5)

(2) Timothy's Report Received (3:6–8)

5. Thanksgiving and Intercessory Prayer (3:9–13)

(1) Thanksgiving (3:9–10)

(2) Prayer (3:11–13)

II. THANKSGIVING AND HOPE (1:2–3:13)

1. Introduction (1:2–10)

The first several verses of the letter introduce the topics with which the letter will deal (especially the first three chapters) and establish rapport with the readers. Rhetoricians referred to this stage of a communication as the exordium. Expressed in letter format, it contains the thanksgiving typical of Pauline letters and is equivalent to the wish for the well-being found at the beginning of Hellenistic letters. Here as in other letters the Pauline prayer of thanks is more involved than the expression of best wishes common at the beginning of the typical personal letter of Paul's day. The thanksgiving (vv. 2–5) is blended with an affirmation (vv. 6–10) of the church. Both together praise past actions of the Thessalonians with the intent (as becomes clear later in the letter) of encouraging the continuation and expansion of praiseworthy Christian deeds and character.

(1) The Thanksgiving (1:2–5)

2We always thank God for all of you, mentioning you in our prayers. 3We continually remember before our God and Father your work produced by faith, your labor prompted by love, and your endurance inspired by hope in our Lord Jesus Christ.

4For we know, brothers loved by God, that he has chosen you, 5because our gospel came to you not simply with words, but also with power, with the Holy Spirit and with deep conviction. You know how we lived among you for your sake.

The thanksgiving in 1:2–5 operates on several levels. First, it expresses a genuine appreciation for the faithfulness of the Thessalonian Christians. This is no expression of the kind of flattery or insincerity Paul renounced in other passages (2:3–6; Gal 1:10) as “man-pleasing.” Honesty and “God-pleasing” should characterize Christian communication. Renouncing empty flattery and sly manipulation does not, however, rule out honest affirmation or the attempt to influence others through genuine praise in the hopes that their praiseworthy actions will continue and grow.

Second, the thanksgiving is a way of establishing rapport with the readers. By affirming them, Paul solidified his good relationship with them at the outset of the letter in the interest of securing a sympathetic hearing. Such a strategy is consistent with the rhetorical wisdom of the day, which advised the speaker to secure the pathos (goodwill) of his hearers. A good hearing requires the goodwill of the audience.

Third, the thanksgiving praises several points of Christian character that subsequently are encouraged and elaborated upon in the body of the letter. Christian labors (3:6,12; 4:9; 5:12), persistent anticipation of the return of the Lord (1:10; 5:1,8–11), a genuine faith proven in persecution (2:14; 3:4–6), the imitation of the apostle of the Lord (1:6; 2:9–11), and the example or witness believers provide to others (1:7–10; 5:14) are all lauded. By mentioning these as a part of the thanksgiving, Paul brought to his readers' attention matters he would write about further. In this way the thanksgiving foreshadows the discussions to come.

1:2 All but one of Paul's letters begin with thanksgiving. The one exception (Galatians) begins with a reprimand of wavering Christians and a curse upon those who seek to pervert the true gospel. Galatians 1:6–9 demonstrates that the apostle was quite capable of forgoing the expression of thanks if it were not genuinely felt or appropriate.

The writers' prayer of thanks for the Thessalonian believers was not  just a momentary event. Verse 2 stresses the continuity of concern and the constancy of the prayers offered up by the apostolic band on behalf of their churches. Paul took seriously the efficacy of prayer as is evidenced by his requests for prayer for himself and for his apostolic mission (2 Thess 3:1–3a). The verb tense used implies a recurring thanksgiving as do the modifiers “always” and “continually.” “Continually” may be taken with v. 3 as in the NIV or with v. 2 and translated “continually mentioning you” (RSV).1

The main statement, “We always thank God,” is elaborated upon with the use of three participial clauses: “mentioning…” (v. 2b), “we continually remember…” (v. 3), and “for we know…” (vv. 4–5). This structure is obscured somewhat because it is difficult to translate the three clauses in a parallel fashion. The first participle (in v. 2b) expresses the mode or manner in which the thanks occurs. While engaged in “our prayers,” the apostle remembered and expressed thanks. Of the several words for prayer in the New Testament the one in v. 2 (proseuch[image: image]n) is perhaps the most generic. If it is used with any nuance, it refers to prayer expressing worshipful praise (in contrast to, for instance, a prayer of petition or intercession). In this context of worshipful prayer Paul recalled the works of faith done by those whom God has chosen and empowered through his Spirit. Worship is enriched by the celebration of God's work in the lives of his children.

1:3 Paul gave thanks because (or “when”; the participle may be temporal or causal) he recalled the work, labor, and endurance demonstrated by the Thessalonians. Faith, love, and hope are not the focal points in this verse, though Paul frequently cited them as prime Christian virtues (cf. 5:8; 1 Cor 13:13; Col 1:5).2 As subjective genitives  “faith,” “hope,” and “love” in this sentence identify that which motivates and produces Christian actions. But the actions themselves are what is stressed. Paul remembered the “work,” “labor,” and “endurance” of those who were in the church. Visible Christian deeds and perseverance in spite of difficulty give witness to a genuine and enduring faith. Thus Paul gave thanks for a faith that was shown to be real by the evidence visible in the lives of the believers.

“Work” and “labor” are synonyms. The latter (kopou), however, is a slightly more intense word indicating strenuous work in contexts where a contrast with the former (ergou) is implied. This verse presents no conflict with Paul's rejection of the works of the law as a basis of salvation (Gal 3–4). The “work of faith” lauded here is the Christian life, the deeds that result from the indwelling Spirit (Gal 5:16–26; cf. Eph 2:10). These are not prerequisites of salvation but the results of salvation in the lives of those transformed by Christ (1 Cor 6:1–4; 12:1–2). Exactly which works and labors Paul had in mind is not stated at this point in the letter.

Paul also thanked God for the “endurance” (hypomon[image: image]) of the Thessalonians. Hypomon[image: image] is often used of a church's persistence in the faith in spite of persecutions (e.g., Rom 12:12; Heb 10:32; 1 Pet 2:20), and that is evidently what Paul had in mind here (cf. 1 Thess 1:6; 2:14). Believers are able to endure because of the hope they have in the Lord. “Hope” does not express a baseless wish but a confident expectation of the Lord's future work. That Christians live expectantly (in hope) is evidence of the genuineness of their commitment to and confidence in the Lord. It is this proof of a genuine faith that Paul was celebrating in his thanksgiving. When in our churches' faith and love are evidenced in word and deed, when hope enables endurance, our leaders have cause for joyful thanksgiving and an obligation to affirm the fellowship.

“Before our God and Father” is used by the NIV to describe Paul's position in prayer.3 Wanamaker has argued that the same phrase used in 3:9 of prayer before God refers back to 1:3 and implies that the phrase relates to the participle “remembering.”4 But an inference drawn from a passage over two chapters' distant is less persuasive than the structure of Paul's sentence in 1:3. The phrase “before our God and Father” occurs at the end of the verse in the Greek text and more naturally depicts God as the witness of the Thessalonians' acts of faith. In other words, it is not only before Paul but before God himself that their work, labor, and endurance has testified to the genuineness of their faith.5

1:4–5 The third participle modifying “We…thank God” introduces the content of vv. 4–5. Verse 4 is not the beginning of a new sentence (NIV) but continues the thought begun in v. 2. Paul thanked God for the Thessalonians because he was sure of their election by God.6 The language of calling (kale[image: image]) and election (eklog[image: image]) is featured prominently in 1 Thessalonians (1:4; 2:12; 4:7; 5:24), but it is not a focal point of the letter. No attempt was made to explain the concept, but it was clearly intended to provide both assurance and admonition for the church. Paul had seen evidence in their lives that they were part of the called people of God. Evidence of a genuine faith, along with a belief in the faithfulness of God, provides assurance. At the same time those called of the Lord are expected to live in a manner appropriate to their calling. Thus the fact of election both reminds the church of its special relationship to God and at the same time admonishes them to live in the way that this calling demands.

The elect church is “loved by God.” The verb used implies an established state of being, not a momentary benevolence on God's part. The phrase “is one of many examples of language originally applied to Israel (Dt 32:15; 33:12; Is 44:2) which is now reapplied to the Christian church.”7 Paul's intent in the use of the phrase alongside the terminology of election was not to assert anything about the manner or nature of God's choosing but to encourage the church with the assurance that “they belong to God's people and are the present objects of his love.” So alongside a celebration of the Thessalonians' choice to obey the gospel and live faithful Christian lives (v. 3), Paul also rejoiced in God's choice of them on the basis of his love. The apostle expressed thanks for both the Thessalonians' commitment and for God's election. There is no indication in the Thessalonian correspondence that Paul considered these two truths incompatible.

The verbal form translated “for we know” implies knowledge gained by past experience. The hoti (“for”) clause that begins v. 5 could be treated as an epexegetical clause (translated “that is,…” and used to describe the manner of the election)8 or as a causal clause (translated “because…” and used to explain the basis for Paul's confidence that they were indeed part of the elect people of God).9 If Paul's concern in the passage was to affirm that the church was chosen and beloved by God, then it seems best to take v. 5 as a causal clause. Paul knew the Thessalonians were part of the chosen people of God because he knew the character of the gospel the Thessalonians received (v. 5) and saw the observable results of conversion in their lives (vv. 6–10).

Four qualifiers explain the manner in which the gospel came to the Thessalonians. It did not come “in word only.” There is no hint here that Paul was discounting the spoken word.10 His assertion, rather, is that the gospel was communicated verbally and more. Demonstrations of power, the work of the Holy Spirit, and the full conviction of the messengers worked with the words to provide the Thessalonians with a cogent and convincing presentation of the gospel. Thus the gospel presented in Thessalonica came “with power, with the Holy Spirit, and with deep conviction.” But how were these three experienced so that they were more convincing than words alone? Several passages in Paul's letters (Rom 15:17–19; 2 Cor 12:12) and in Acts (14:3; 16:17–18; 19:6,11–12) record the miraculous events that accompanied the Pauline gospel. The word used for “power” (dunamis) is also one of the words used in the Gospels for Jesus' miracles. It was God's power, not Paul's, that was demonstrated among the Thessalonians.

The second phrase, “with the Holy Spirit,” broadens the statement to more than the miraculous.11 The Spirit's power to call, convict, enlighten, transform, assure, and comfort far more effectively than mere words alone distinguishes the coming of the gospel from the arrival of eloquent conjurers. In this sense the work of the Spirit is the guarantor of truth.

“Deep conviction” (or perhaps “profound assurance”) may refer either to the conviction demonstrated by the missionaries or the assurance that developed in the hearers of the gospel. In fact, all four phrases could be understood as descriptions of the Thessalonian reception of the gospel. They heard the words of the gospel, miracles occurred in their midst, the works of the Spirit were evident, and evidence was seen that they were fully persuaded of the truth of the gospel.12 The missionaries, if that is what Paul had in mind, demonstrated their conviction through a willingness to undergo the rigors of travel by persistence in the face of opposition and by their willingness to work night and day without material remuneration from their converts (1 Cor 9:3–17; 2 Thess 3:7–9). Such are not the acts of charlatans. Each is evidence of Paul's conviction that the gospel is truly the power of God that offers salvation.

The assurance of the converts, if that is what Paul had in mind, might have been demonstrated by their willingness to endure persecution even after Paul was run out of the city. Certainly Jason revealed the profound level of his faith at the hearing where charges were leveled against the Christian missionaries (Acts 17:6–9). Conviction is invisible without action. Paul's conviction as well as that of the Thessalonians (seen in their respective actions) testified to the genuine relationship that each had with the God who chose them (v. 4).

Understanding vv. 4–5a as descriptive of the Thessalonians (not descriptive of the way Paul presented his gospel) fits well in the context of the comparative clause that concludes v. 5. The comparative adverb (kath[image: image]s) “just as,” which should introduce the last statement (“you know how…”), is not translated in the NIV. The result is to obscure the intended comparison between vv. 4–5a and v. 5b. The apostle asserted in these verses, “We know” (v. 4a) the genuineness of your faith because we have seen its impact in your lives, just as (kath[image: image]s) “you know” (v. 5b) what sort of lives we lived while we lived among you. This is in fact the first in an impressive series of references in 1 Thessalonians reminding the church of the way the apostles lived and what they taught while in Thessalonica (2:1–2,5,11; 3:3–4; 4:2; 5:2).

Just as the apostle knew the impact the gospel had on the Thessalonians (and so knew the reality of their faith), so also the Thessalonians knew what sort of men the missionaries were when they were in Thessalonica. The true character of Paul and company was revealed by the lives they lived in the midst of and for the benefit of the young Thessalonian Christians. The lives the missionaries lived demonstrated the genuineness of their gospel and at the same time gave the new converts a flesh-and-blood example of what it meant to live as a follower of Jesus. Today's ministers are called to the same demanding work: proclaiming the faith in word and life. History, both ancient and modern, all too often documents how easily orthodox theology is negated by aberrant ethics. We must live as examples of what we proclaim lest our actions invalidate our message in the minds of our hearers.

At this point in his letter Paul left the thanksgiving form behind to expand on the affirmations of the church's faith referred to in generalities in vv. 4–5. In doing so he both encouraged the church to continue along the good path they had begun and expressed his goodwill toward the church. Paul no doubt hoped the church would respond with goodwill and thus be open to hear not only the compliments and encouragements in the letter but also the admonitions and corrections.13

By mentioning the behavior of both the missionaries and the church (vv. 4–5), the letter leads into an affirmation of the church as faithful imitators of the apostolic faith. An imitator (mim[image: image]t[image: image]s) is to modern minds one who lacks creativity and depth. An imitation sounds like something that is not a genuine article and is therefore inferior. Such concepts do not apply to the manner in which Paul used mim[image: image]t[image: image]s. In virtually every letter Paul presented himself as an example14 and called upon his readers to imitate his faith and his life.15 Such exhortations were appropriate, not arrogant. It is the character of life that separates true from false prophets (Matt 7:15–20). Persons in both the religious and philosophical communities of the first century felt that the only teachers worth a moment's attention were those who taught with their lives as well as with their words.16 Thus Paul clearly understood that just as he sought to imitate Christ, so also he was obligated to serve as an example of the Christian life to others. And the true disciple of Paul became an example of the faith for others as well.

(2) An Affirmation (1:6–10)

6You became imitators of us and of the Lord; in spite of severe suffering, you welcomed the message with the joy given by the Holy Spirit. 7And so you became a model to all the believers in Macedonia and Achaia. 8The Lord's message rang out from you not only in Macedonia and Achaia—your faith in God has become known everywhere. Therefore we do not need to say anything about it, 9for they themselves report what kind of reception you gave us. They tell how you turned to God from idols to serve the living and true God, 10and to wait for his Son from heaven, whom he raised from the dead—Jesus, who rescues us from the coming wrath.

1:6–7 On the basis of the gospel they received and the lives of the missionaries they observed (v. 5), the Thessalonians disciplined their own lives. They became what the words and the lives of the apostle and his company revealed that a follower of Jesus should be. They understood that by following Paul's teachings and example they were following the Lord. They became imitators in that their lives reflected the teaching of the Lord and his apostles.

The second clause in v. 6, “in spite of severe suffering,” translates a participle that the NIV takes as a concessive statement. In other words, the believers “welcomed the message” although it entailed suffering. Others see the same clause as an explanation of the Thessalonian “imitation” of Paul and the Lord: “You became imitators of us and of the Lord, for you received the word in much affliction” (RSV). That is, the Thessalonians, just like Paul and the Lord, received the word with affliction and joy. In other contexts Paul did write of sharing the suffering of the Lord (Phil 3:10). But if the aorist participle “receiving…” alludes to the evangelization of the Thessalonians, then the parallel between Paul, the Lord (especially), and the Thessalonians is difficult if not impossible to make. Thus it is better to take the participle as concessive with the NIV.

Their reception of the word of the gospel was not an easy experience. It was accompanied by “suffering” (thlipsei). The church suffered “persecution” (another translation of thlipsei) at the hands of “their own countrymen,” who were opposed to the spread of the gospel (see 2:14 and 3:3–4). The intensity of the opposition is reflected in Acts by the persecutors' persistence. They followed the missionaries from Thessalonica to Berea and agitated against the gospel there just as ardently as they had in their own city (17:10–15). But overt aggression is not the only kind of suffering a believer might experience.

Malherbe has argued that the “affliction” (the RSV's translation of thlipsei) Paul had in mind was not primarily persecution but the distress of alienation.17 Conversion to Christianity entailed a significant change in a person's social life. It was capable of dividing families (1 Pet 3:1–2) and alienating believers from some social functions (1 Cor 8:1–13). Their adoption into the Christian “family” no doubt served to alleviate some of the separation trauma new believers must have experienced. But the inner struggle produced by conversion for most if not all Gentile converts must have been an affliction every bit as difficult as any external persecution.

In spite of these afflictions18 the Thessalonians' reception of the gospel was accompanied by Spirit-inspired joy. The presence of the Spirit signified membership in the new people of God (Acts 2:16–21). The Spirit provided gifts with the power to console, instruct, strengthen, and heal the community of faith (1 Cor 12). The Spirit was both evidence of the fact of salvation and the assurance of the ultimate deliverance yet to come. Although conversion meant temporary affliction, it also promised eternal rejoicing. Thus the Thessalonians persevered. They did not allow persecution to paint Paul and the gospel as a source of trouble. Rather, they were sources of good news to be celebrated and shared. Because they realized this and lived accordingly, they became examples for others experiencing the suffering and joy of the faith.

Those who had imitated the example or “model” (tupon) of Paul and the Lord in turn became models for other churches (v. 7). This is high praise. Although Paul frequently used the terminology of imitation (implicitly complimenting those who were worthy of imitation), he nowhere else wrote to a particular church that their faith was a pattern or type that inspired the discipleship of others.

“All the believers in Macedonia and Achaia” covered a lot of territory. Macedonia was the Roman province in the northeast section of Greece. The Macedonian churches of which we are aware included those in Philippi, Thessalonica, and Berea. Achaia was the Roman province directly south of Macedonia. In it were churches in the cities of Athens and Corinth. North to south the two provinces stretched for several hundred miles and contained all of the churches established on the second missionary journey (Acts 16:6–18:22).

1:8–10 The Thessalonians became both models (v. 7) and messengers (v. 8) of the gospel. In word and in life they helped to spread “the Lord's message"19 throughout their province, impacting the entire region of Macedonia and Achaia20 as well as territories beyond. In what sense did the “message ring out” from them? There is no mention of the church sending anyone as an assistant to Paul or as an independent missionary (though such would happen later in the apostle's ministry). Eventually Paul's missionary strategy did involve using the main cities of each province (e.g., Ephesus, Acts 19:10) as a base for evangelizing outlying regions, but we have no evidence of this practice prior to Paul's ministry in Corinth (assuming the Corinthian church established the church in the neighboring port town of Cenchrea, Rom 16:1).

Apparently Paul did not mean that the Thessalonian church had sent out messengers but that the story of their faith had circulated widely. This was no doubt facilitated by Thessalonica's status as an important port city and by its location on the Via Egnatia. Paul's affirmation of the church reached its grandest scale with this boast in their behalf: the “Lord's message rang out” not only in Achaia and Macedonia but “everywhere” their faith toward God had gone forth. “Rang out” (v. 8) is used only here in the New Testament and indicates a resounding report that is widely heard. “Everywhere” (lit., “in every place,” en panti top[image: image]) probably refers to Christian places of assembly,21 where news of new churches, persecution, and perseverance would be shared by traveling Christian merchants and missionaries. Assuming this letter was written during Paul's ministry in Corinth (Acts 18:1–18) shortly after his work in Thessalonica (Acts 17:1–9), Paul himself had not traveled out of Achaia.22 But he would have encountered numerous travelers moving through the commercially busy region of Corinth.

Discerning how widely the Thessalonians' reputation had spread would not have posed a problem. Whether or not Paul's words of praise are hyperbolic, his comments still functioned to affirm the church. The story of the Thessalonians was so impressive that others already were telling it as they traveled among the congregations. Such retelling constituted high praise and encouraged the Thessalonian church's faith and promoted the characteristics Paul hoped the Thessalonians would continue to exhibit.

The content of the Thessalonians' story, as told by others, is detailed in vv. 9–10. The verb “they report” (“they” is emphasized) has two objects. They reported (1) the “reception” the Thessalonians gave the missionaries, and they reported (2) “how you turned from idols.” The term “reception” (eisodon) refers to the “entrance” of the apostles into the Thessalonian community. But in context the reference extends beyond the moment of contact to the way the missionaries were accepted by those who became believers. Giving a sympathetic hearing to a popular speaker is not especially problematic and so is not especially laudable. Hearing positively and extending hospitality to missionaries about whom controversy swirls is much more difficult. The social pressure to disown Paul and his companions must have grown more intense with each day. The difficulty associated with Paul's work in the city makes the reception given by those who became believers all the more laudable. The rejection of the apostle by the Jews and subsequent attempts to undermine the gospel must have made it quite difficult for Gentile converts to remain loyal to Paul and his companions. Minds open to the truth of the gospel and loyal believers who endure persecution earn affirmation from their leaders. The leader who will not pay it robs the people of God and undermines his own ministry.

Second, the nature of the Thessalonians' conversion is commended. Conversion is pictured here as a willful act of turning from one path and proceeding in another direction. The nature of their turning is further described by two phrases and two infinitival clauses. The choice of terminology in these statements descriptive of conversion, coupled with the lack of distinctively Pauline emphases, has led several commentators to conclude that these are non-Pauline, Jewish-Christian phrases descriptive of the conversion of Gentiles.23 Best may go too far with his attempt to see the comments as a pre-Pauline unit of tradition and to set them out in two three-line stanzas, but he is certainly correct that such summaries of the gospel are not Pauline in origin. The statements are Pauline, however, not in origin but by adoption.

The Thessalonians had turned “to God” and “from idols.” The phrase describes well the Gentile mission as a whole. It also enlightens us about the composition of the Thessalonian church. The brief account in Acts 17:1–10a leaves the impression that Paul had a three-week ministry focused on the synag[image: image]gue and was then driven from the city. Yet here we hear only of turning from idols to serve the living God—a description not appropriate for Jews or even God-fearers converted to Christianity. It seems likely from this that Paul's three weeks of synag[image: image]gue preaching was only the first part of his stay in Thessalonica. First Thessalonians 1:9 implies that between his synag[image: image]gue preaching (Acts 17:1–3) and the troubles that drove him from the city (Acts 17:5–10a) Paul spent several more weeks cultivating Gentile converts in the faith.

If the persecution that drove Paul away continued, the believers who remained in Thessalonica must have faced pressures to leave the faith and return to the other gods of the city. By praising the Thessalonians and bragging that their faith was known and celebrated throughout the church, Paul encouraged continued perseverance. He would not allow the church to hear only the voice of its detractors. In addition, by raising the specter of the false worship they had turned from in the past, Paul reminded the converts that turning from the gospel would mean returning to alternatives they had already dismissed as unsatisfying. Who has the words of life? If the Thessalonians had found in the past that idols did not, then they still do not.

The report of the conversion of the Thessalonians was further described with two infinitival clauses. They “turned…to serve…and to wait.” The first infinitive commends the church for serving the true and living God. This differs from the preceding phrases only in the addition of the idea of service. The present infinitive “to serve” describes the current character of their lives more than the past moment of conversion. It expresses the result of genuine conversion—a life of service to “the living and true God.” Although “God” in this clause does not have the article, the statement does not lack for specificity. The “living and true” God is the God of Jewish monotheism, the Father of the Christian faith.

With the second infinitive Paul commended the church's persistent expectation of the return of the Lord. This is also the result of genuine conversion—perseverance to the end. That for which Paul expressed thanks (the endurance of the church that was inspired by hope, 1:3) was also lauded by churches everywhere. This second infinitive parallels the first, and both verb tenses imply continuity of action. The activity of service is conducted in the context of persistent anticipation. Commending their patient expectation in the past served to encourage continued endurance.

They awaited “the Son.” The treatments of the parousia later in the letter are anticipated in the references here to heaven, resurrection, and wrath. They await the son “from heaven.” It is an exalted Lord they anticipate (Phil 2:9–11; 1 Thess 4:16–17), whose abode is that of the true and living God. They await a Son whom the true God “raised from the dead,” and one who has conquered death himself can conquer death on behalf of others (1 Cor 15; 1 Thess 4:13–14). They await Jesus, who rescues them “from the coming wrath” (cf. 1 Thess 5:9). Believers live anticipating a coronation (2 Tim 4:8) rather than a condemnation.

This passage (1:2–10) began as an expression of thanks to God (1:2–5). The affirmations growing out of Paul's prayer of thanks explained the basis for his thankfulness. But beyond this, and more importantly for the message of the letter, the recital of examples of faithfulness on the part of the Thessalonians were calculated to (1) support the good already evident in the Thessalonian church, (2) strengthen existing goodwill between Paul and the church, and (3) anticipate the message contained in the remainder of the letter. The need, especially for the second of these items, is evident as Paul reviewed his behavior in Thessalonica. If in doing this he was responding to critics, then certainly they were critics attempting to drive a wedge between the apostle and his converts. And success in discrediting the apostle might well have led to the discrediting of the apostle's message. In the verses that follow, Paul defended himself in order to defend his message.

2. Apostolic Character while in Thessalonica Rehearsed (2:1–12)

In this section Paul presented a summary of his motivations and actions during his ministry in Thessalonica. This narrative material in chaps. 2–3 is interwoven with several statements of thanksgiving. This has resulted in some scholars' interpreting the entirety of 1:2–3:13 as a thanksgiving containing personal digressions. If this is true, and since the paraenesis (exhortation) of the letter begins in 4:1, it would appear that Paul wrote a letter that has no body but skips directly from thanksgiving to exhortations. If in reading these chapters we overemphasize the thanksgivings, there is the danger that the narrative sections will be treated as mere digressions and not given their proper weight in the argument of the letter.

Our treatment of the narratives may follow either of two paths. First, we might assume that Paul was responding to opponents who not only were attacking the gospel but also the messenger of the gospel. Presumably they would suppose that by discrediting Paul they could weaken the influence he exerted in founding and then maintaining the congregation. Paul's description of his ministry, in such a case, would serve as an apology. But is this scenario credible? Did such opponents exist in Thessalonica?

Acts tells us that Paul and his companions were driven out of Thessalonica by those who rejected the gospel. The strong feelings of the gospel's opponents were indicated by their compulsion to follow him to the neighboring city of Berea and to drive him out of the region of Macedonia entirely. Such ardent opponents would certainly have tried to undermine Paul's work in his absence. It is reasonable, therefore, to presume that forces in Thessalonica would attempt to rid the city of Paul's influence. But who might these people have been, and what strategy did they utilize?

Acts presents Jewish opposition to the gospel. Thus we might expect arguments “from the Scripture” refuting Paul's assertions that “the Christ had to suffer and rise from the dead” (Acts 17:2–3). Yet the letter does not seem to counter this kind of argument. It presents no proofs from the LXX or citations of eyewitness testimony defending the messianic role of Jesus. There is no argument as in the Epistle to the Romans detailing the lostness of the Jews or regarding the limitations of the law as in Galatians. Although Paul did mention the Jewish persecution of the church (1 Thess 2:14–15), there is nothing in the letter to counter Jewish arguments against the content of the gospel. The arguments presented, rather, concern only Paul's ethos, his character. Unless we are to believe that the letter responds to a Jewish attack that was purely ad hominem (an unlikely scenario), we should look elsewhere for the occasion of Paul's narrative in chaps. 2–3.

A second approach sees it not as a response to attacks but as a description of the apostolic ethos––that is, not as an apology but as an exemplar of the Christian life. The ethos of a teacher or philosopher referred to his behavior or lifestyle and was expected to serve both as an illustration and a validation of his teachings.

Malherbe, expanding on the work of M. Dibelius, has compared Paul's self-description in 1 Thessalonians 2 with that of the late first-century A.D. Cynic philosopher Dio Chrysostom.24 Dio described himself in part by criticizing other Cynic philosophers of the day. He accused them of error, flattery, preaching for glory or for money, and allowing the laudable trait of boldness to degenerate to bluntness without gentleness. An ideal philosopher should rather speak with purity, without guile, without concern for glory or financial gain, and should demonstrate a boldness of speech tempered with a genuine and gentle concern for his hearers. Both the vocabulary and the mood of Dio's assertions bear remarkable similarity to Paul's assertions in chap. 2.25

Was it necessary for Paul to be under attack for him to produce the statements in 2:1–12? Probably not. The setting of the Hellenistic city with its many competing claims for the attention and devotion of the people required Paul to distance himself from disreputable teachers and to present himself and his message in a positive light. It was necessary not only for Paul but for the disciples in Thessalonica as well if they were to carry the same message to their own city and beyond. Thus Paul's presentation of his own ethos could have served the dual purpose of self-definition (over against competitors and opponents) and exhortation to the church that was to imitate him.

In both the rhetoric and the epistolography of the age, examples of laudable behavior were held up for emulation as a way of instructing and encouraging one's audience. The praise of exemplary character and the condemnation of poor behaviors was especially the concern of epideictic rhetoric. Although the setting of this letter is not that envisioned for epideictic rhetoric and the concerns are distinctly Christian, chaps. 2–3 might well be understood as the application of the persuasive strategies of epideictic rhetoric to a pastoral setting. The thanksgiving (1:2–10) does double service as epistolary introduction and encomium (rhetorical introduction). The matter of the imitation of the faith foreshadowed in the encomium (1:6–7) is developed through a narratio—a narration of apostolic motives and behavior (2:1–3:10). The function of the narration, in this view, is not to respond to critics but to provide an example of proper Christian behavior both in negative (e.g., 2:3,5–6) and positive (2:2,7–12) terms.

Whether Paul was responding to attacks on his person or using himself and his companions as models for the church to emulate, he called upon the Thessalonian Christians themselves as witnesses to his behavior to follow his example. Six times in the space of twelve verses Paul reminded the Thessalonians of what they themselves knew (vv. 1–2,5,11) and called them to remember (v. 9) or to witness (v. 10) regarding his character among them. He also reminded them that they were not testifying regarding a stranger but their brother (v. 1). He had cared for them like a mother and father would their own children (vv. 7,11), and he still counted them so dear that he would have given his life for them (v. 8). The passage is full of verbiage expressive of a loving, familial relationship.

The very fact that the readers are members of God's “kingdom and glory” (v. 12) also testifies to the character of Paul's apostolic ministry. His visit was not a “failure” (v. 1); therefore he, as God's emissary, could not be a fraud. Not only this, but the opposition he endured repeatedly (v. 2), the hardships he accepted (v. 9), and his refusal to benefit at their expense (vv. 6,9) are surely not indicative of a religious shyster seeking to exploit a gullible public. The cost had been too high and the material rewards too meager to justify the thought that Paul was a crook manipulating people for his personal benefit.

(1) Denials (2:1–6)

1You know, brothers, that our visit to you was not a failure. 2We had previously suffered and been insulted in Philippi, as you know, but with the help of our God we dared to tell you his gospel in spite of strong opposition. 3For the appeal we make does not spring from error or impure motives, nor are we trying to trick you. 4On the contrary, we speak as men approved by God to be entrusted with the gospel. We are not trying to please men but God, who tests our hearts. 5You know we never used flattery, nor did we put on a mask to cover up greed—God is our witness. 6We were not looking for praise from men, not from you or anyone else.

 As apostles of Christ we could have been a burden to you,

2:1 Paul emphasized the fact that the readers themselves must testify to his character. “You know” is emphatic in the Greek text. If Paul was combating critics, he did so by calling on the Thessalonians as defense witnesses. These witnesses, however, were not only responsible to witness to Paul's behavior but also to copy Paul's behavior. Whether or not Paul was fending off an attack against the gospel, his narrative was intended to serve a paraenetic function. It encouraged the church to live as he had taught them to live.

Paraenesis typically reminds its recipients of things they already know. Introductory formulae such as “you know” are to be expected and have no great import in themselves. A connective particle, “for” (gar), not translated in the NIV (cf. the RSV) connects the narration that begins in 2:1 with the introduction in the preceding verses. The particle is important because it connects the introduction's emphasis on imitation (1:5b–9a) with the narration of the missionaries' activities.

The repetition of the term “visit” (eisodon) does the same. It repeats the word used in 1:9 of the “welcome” the missionaries received from the Thessalonians. This initial visit “was not a failure” (ken[image: image]). Kenos refers to an activity that is without profit or without effect. That which is kenos is ineffective, worthless, or useless.26 If Paul had been a fraud and his gospel a clever myth, then his message would have had no power and the believers would not have benefited from it. The believers' encounter with him would have been kenos. The fact that they did benefit demonstrates the validity and value of the Pauline mission. The enduring benefit of the gospel is also implied by the use of a perfect tense verb in the clause “was not a failure.”

2:2 This gospel of great value was not brought to Thessalonica without cost or without opposition. The main verb of the verse proclaims that the missionaries “dared” or “were given courage” (author translation) to speak the gospel.27 The source of their courage was their God, implying that the source of their message was God as well (cf. v. 4). The reason Paul needed to claim divine encouragement (and by implication divine authority) is not seen until v. 3. Other itinerant teachers of Paul's day taught false wisdom for false motives, and opponents might have accused Paul and company of doing the same. But any such accusation was unfounded, and the behavior of the missionaries was evidence of the purity of their motives and the truth of their words.

In spite of persecution in Philippi, the missionaries faithfully proclaimed the message God had entrusted to them. Faithfulness in adverse conditions is one proof of pure motives. What charlatan would suffer so much abuse for so little (cf. v. 9) reward? Only true believers commissioned and emboldened by God would persevere in the face of persecution. Paul and his associates dared to share the gospel in Thessalonica although they had “suffered and been insulted” (these two concessive participles modify the main verb “we dared”) in Philippi for just the same activity (see Acts 16:11–40). The fact that Paul, a Roman citizen, was flogged and jailed without due process certainly constituted “insult.” The verb (hybristhentes) implies abuse or shameful treatment and may allude to the illegality that accompanied their physical suffering. “As you know” indicates that someone, perhaps Paul himself, had told the church in Thessalonica of the missionaries' experience in Philippi.

Their work in Thessalonica was conducted in spite of “strong opposition.” The word translated “opposition” (ag[image: image]ni) was used of the “struggle” of the athlete engaged in training or in a contest and was used frequently as a metaphor for moral struggles.28 It connotes the strenuous effort required to overcome an opponent. The opponent is not identified here. No doubt the Thessalonians did not have to be reminded of the struggles encountered in the early days of their own congregation.

2:3 “For” links the denials in v. 3 to the assertions in v. 2. The missionaries had willingly faced opposition in more than one city. They had paid a high price to carry the “appeal” of the gospel forward. They did this because the message they carried was God's message. Behind the denials of vv. 3–4 is the assumption that some teachers brought to these Hellenistic cities “appeals” that were human in origin and motivation. Paul here distanced himself from teachers who were simply earning a living by their wits, peddling so-called wisdom in the Hellenistic marketplaces.29 He wanted the Thessalonians to understand that the appeal of the gospel was not like that of these peddlers. His motives were not personal enrichment; his message was not tailored for mass appeal. The message he proclaimed was divine truth, not human invention.

Paul's message was not of error (plan[image: image]s), impurity (akatharsias), or deceit (dol[image: image]). The Greek sentence has no verb stated and may equally apply to the origin of the message (e.g., “does not spring from”) or its character. The former is the more probable emphasis in light of the subsequent statement (v. 4) that the message originated with God, who entrusted it to the missionaries.

The apostle's appeal did not originate from “error.” The word could be translated “deceit” but would then be redundant with the third assertion in the series, that is, that he was not “trying to trick” (dol[image: image]) them. One type of “error” from a Judeo-Christian perspective is idolatry. But in this context Paul had no need to deny that his message had any connection to idols. Another type of error is intellectual confusion. It is always possible that a teacher may simply be wrong, and that seems to be what Paul was denying here. His message did not spring from faulty reasoning (a charge that the Jews might have made against his understanding of the Messiah; cf. Acts 17:2–4). Yet how could his readers be certain of the truth of the missionaries' message? Paul's certainty was not based on a claim of intellectual flawlessness or a claim that his gospel was unassailably logical (1 Cor 1:18–25). Human logic does not guarantee the discovery of truth. No, his hedge against “error” was the fact that the message he proclaimed came to him by divine revelation. Paul's gospel contained no human error not because of Paul's personal infallibility but because it was not of human origin.

The apostle's appeal did not spring from “impure motives.” The term akatharsia refers literally to filth or refuse. It was applied metaphorically to that which was ritually or morally unclean, especially sexual sins. It is unlikely that Paul was denying that his appeal was motivated by improper sexual desire. There is no hint in the letter or in the Acts account that Paul and his associates had been accused of sexual impropriety or ritual prostitution as Morris supposes.30 The specific references that follow this verse contain denials of greed, man pleasing, and manipulative flattery. It is likely that these rather than sexual impropriety were the activities Paul was denying.

The third phrase, “nor are we trying to trick you,” is a rendering of a prepositional phrase that differs from the first two. The preposition with the first two terms implies the origin (ek) or source of the appeal. This third term (dol[image: image]s) is used with ev, implying the manner in which the appeal was brought. Paul did not use deception or trickery in his preaching.

2:4 The strong adversative “on the contrary” (alla) indicates that the positive statements of v. 4 were intended to serve as a contrast to the denials of v. 3. The missionaries spoke not from any wrong motive but because God had approved them to be entrusted with the gospel. He chose them. He entrusted them with a message. Commissioned by God, they concerned themselves with pleasing the God who sent them with his message. For it was God who judged them trustworthy to carry his gospel, the same God who continued to judge their words, their actions, and their very hearts.

“Approved by God” (v. 4a) translates a verb (dokimaz[image: image]) that connotes the approval of something as the result of careful examination. The perfect tense of the verb implies a past event of testing or examination resulting in a current state of approval. Approval implies some standard of judgment. In this context that which was being judged was the reliability of the missionaries. Entrusted with a vital message, would they carry it faithfully? Were they trustworthy? The manner in which God tested them is not a concern in this passage, and Paul may not have had any particular event in mind since he later wrote, using the same verb, of the God who “tests our hearts.” The point is that even the most subtle improper motives (which men might not be able to discern) cannot escape divine examination. When God examined the hearts of the missionaries, he found that they were trustworthy. Thus he “entrusted” them “with the gospel,” terminology that Paul used elsewhere of his God-given responsibility to take the good news to the Gentiles (cf. Gal 2:7).

A person obligated to speak for one who can judge the heart would be foolish to change the message in order to please the hearers. Such an act would comprise a breach of trust. Thus it was impossible in the mind of the apostle to be a person pleaser and a God pleaser at the same time (cf. Gal 1:10). This does not mean that one must be insensitive or offensive when dealing with people. Paul elsewhere made it clear that he attempted to present the gospel so as to enhance its appeal to a variety of people (“all things to all men” in 1 Cor 9:22). But he was obliged to do so without altering the message entrusted to him. The verb translated “who tests” in the latter part of v. 4 is the same word translated “approved” in the preceding sentence, only the tense is changed. The God who examined and approved the missionaries when they were entrusted with the gospel was ever the judge of their hearts.

2:5–6 Ad hominem arguments are common in the course of human debate. Although they usually are unfair, they also frequently are persuasive. The effective Christian worker must always remember that flaws in his or her character can be used by opponents to discredit the gospel. Paul reminded the Thessalonians of what they themselves saw of his behavior. He also called on God (who judges the heart, v. 4) to witness that his actions were not motivated by greed. The claims that the missionaries did not come with “flattery” (v. 5a) nor were motivated by “greed” (v. 5b) are matched by the evidence that they did not seek praise from anyone (v. 6a) even though they could have exerted their apostolic authority and rights (v. 6b). Instead, they treated the Thessalonians with parental love (vv. 7–8).

The past tense “we never used” (v. 5) shifts the focus of the passage from the general statements of v. 4 back to the details of the evangelists' first visit to Thessalonica mentioned in v. 1. A series of three negative assertions begins in v. 5 and extends through v. 6 (the relationship of v. 6a to v. 6b and these to the verses following is obscured by the versification and punctuation of the NIV). The first two assertions (both in v. 5) terminate with the calling of a witness to the truth of the statements, first the Thessalonians, then God himself. The third denial begins in v. 6 and carries through the paragraph division in the NIV. The denial of v. 6, “We were not looking for praise,” is then balanced by the positive statements beginning with v. 7, “We were gentle among you.”

The denial “We never used flattery” in v. 5a is followed in the Greek text by the call for witness, “as you know.” A parallel structure is used in v. 5b, “or a cloak for greed, as God is witness” (RSV). “Flattery” (kolakeia) does not refer primarily to saying nice things about people as a modern reader might presume. It was the practice of tailoring truth to fit popular opinion. It is the opposite of the boldness (parr[image: image]sia) given the missionaries by God (v. 2), by virtue of which they would “dare” (parr[image: image]siazomai) to proclaim the gospel message even though it was not popular and might result in public abuse. It was the effort to “please men” (v. 4) that was condemned even by the secular writers of Paul's day.31 Paul called on the Thessalonians as his witness in this regard. It was clear that he was not a “flatterer.” They had seen Paul risk abuse from his hearers for speaking difficult truths in a setting where those truths were unpopular.32

The missionaries also did not “put on a mask to cover up greed [pleonexias].” Greed involves more than the desire for money, though that is included. In a later letter Paul equated pleonexia with idolatry (Col 3:5), implying that it signified for him a lust for possessions that could dominate all else. “Mask” (prophasei) in the NIV refers to a motive, either actual or false depending on the context.33 Translations such as the NIV's or the RSV's (“a cloak for greed”) assume that Paul was denying that his stated godly motives were simply a pretext for greed. Wanamaker's suggestion that we understand prophasei as a positive motive and translate the sentence “we did not act with a motive of greed” is preferable since it is true to the meaning of prophasis and produces a more understandable phrase.34 Motive is a matter of the heart. Since it is God who judges the heart, the apostle called on God to testify regarding his true motive. In doing so he placed himself in the path of the judgment of God as an assurance to his readers that he was not lying.

The verb in the first clause of v. 5 (egen[image: image]th[image: image]men) is assumed in the second clause and again at the beginning of v. 6. Translating it “use” obscures the link between these verses in which Paul asserted, “We neither [oute] came with words of flattery…nor [oute] with a motive of greed…nor [oute] seeking praise” (author translation). Following each denial, proof is offered of the truth of Paul's statements. The apostles came neither with flattery, “as you know” (RSV), nor motivated by greed, “God is our witness,” nor seeking praise, “though we could have been a burden.” This last statement is also a form of proof. In effect it called on the Thessalonians again to testify that the apostle did not demand the recognition due an apostle.

“Praise” (doxa) refers to the honor or respect a speaker might gain from his audience. The same word is used elsewhere with the more positive, religious meaning “glory,” but here the context limits the meaning of the word to secular praise or respect. It is the wage for which a flatterer will sacrifice the truth. Paul, on the other hand, exercised boldness both inside and outside the congregation of believers. He shared the truth in love.

The verse and paragraph divisions of the NIV break the flow of the text at this point.35 Verse 6b (which is v. 7a in the Greek text) is not the beginning of a new thought as the English punctuation indicates. Rather, v. 6b begins with a participle that continues the thought of v. 6a. The apostles did not come to Thessalonica “looking for praise” (v. 6a), although as apostles of Christ they had the authority to command respect (v. 6b). In other words they could have demanded honor (and even financial support) if they had wished to assert their rights as apostles of Christ. The fact that the apostles did not even take that which was their legitimate due indicates even more clearly that their motive was not the acquisition of either fame or fortune. They chose not to “burden” the church.

The term “burden” is used by Paul elsewhere of the financial burden that apostles could lay on the churches they served (see 1 Cor 9:3–18; 2 Cor 11:7–11; 2 Thess 3:8).36 Material support in return for spiritual or philosophical instruction was common both in the church and in the Hellenistic world in general. It was not considered improper. In this context the term indicates more than simple financial support. It refers to the weight of authority that might manifest itself either as a demand for financial support or as a demand for respect. It identifies the apostles as individuals of importance who were “able to make demands"37 on others. The plural “apostles” applies easily to Paul and Silas. Whether or not it applies to Timothy is uncertain. It is difficult to know how narrowly Paul used the term.38

In the first six verses of the chapter we find negative statements for the most part. Paul denied that his behavior was characterized by failure, error, impure motives, trickery, man-pleasing, flattery, or greed. He consistently called corroborating witnesses or cited evidence supporting his denials. By contrast the next several verses (vv. 7–12) describe the character of the missionaries in predominantly positive terms.

If greed and manipulation did not characterize the actions of the missionaries, then what did? They lived lives of gentleness (v. 7); love and a desire to share the good things of the gospel (v. 8); hard work and financial independence (v. 9); and holiness, righteousness, and blamelessness (v. 10) among the Thessalonians. Paul's intent was not to exploit but to encourage, comfort, and urge godly living (v. 12). What evidence could Paul give that his claims were true? As both the Thessalonians and God were called to witness to the truth of the denials in vv. 1–6 (see v. 5), so both the Thessalonians and God himself are cited as eyewitnesses of the truth of Paul's positive statements (see v. 10).

(2) Affirmations (2:7–12)

7but we were gentle among you, like a mother caring for her little children. 8We loved you so much that we were delighted to share with you not only the gospel of God but our lives as well, because you had become so dear to us. 9Surely you remember, brothers, our toil and hardship; we worked night and day in order not to be a burden to anyone while we preached the gospel of God to you.

10You are witnesses, and so is God, of how holy, righteous and blameless we were among you who believed. 11For you know that we dealt with each of you as a father deals with his own children, 12encouraging, comforting and urging you to live lives worthy of God, who calls you into his kingdom and glory.

2:7 The interpretation of the first clause of this verse (the second clause in the Greek text) hinges on a decision regarding a textual variant. The word at issue is translated “gentle” in the NIV. Extant Greek manuscripts have one of two words at this point, either [image: image]pioi, meaning “gentle,” or n[image: image]pioi, meaning “babes.” The only difference between the way the two Greek words are written is the nu (comparable to an English n) at the beginning of the word meaning “babes.” To complicate matters the word immediately before [image: image]pioi/n[image: image]pioi is egen[image: image]th[image: image]men, which ends in a nu. In Paul's day Greek texts were written without any spaces between the individual words. Thus the variant could have resulted either from the accidental doubling of the nu at the end of egen[image: image]th[image: image]men (thus changing egen[image: image]th[image: image]men [image: image]pioi to egen[image: image]th[image: image]men n[image: image]pioi) or the accidental omission of a nu (thus changing egen[image: image]th[image: image]men n[image: image]pioi to egen[image: image]th[image: image]men [image: image]pioi). These particular scribal errors could occur in a scriptorium where the words were being read aloud and multiple copies made (a hearing error) or as the result of a single scribe either dropping or doubling a nu (a visual error).

Did Paul write that the missionaries were “gentle” ([image: image]pioi) or that they were “infants” (n[image: image]pioi)? External evidence (matters related to the number, character, and date of manuscripts) is somewhat stronger for “infants” than it is for “gentle.”39 Internal evidence (arguments derived from known scribal tendencies and tendencies of the author) is not decisive. On favor of “infants” it may be observed that in the preceding context the apostle denied that he engaged in flattery or deceit. What can be more guileless than a babe? Also Paul used “infant” twelve times in other letters, but “gentle” occurs only in 2 Tim 2:24. In addition, the image of an infant could logically lead to an image of a “mother” (lit., “nurse”). The sudden shift in images (i.e., “we were babes among you, like a mother”) is difficult enough to make it improbable that a scribe would intentionally create such a mixed metaphor. But faced with this mixed metaphor a scribe might have been tempted to change “infant” to “gentle” on the assumption that an earlier scribe had miscopied the text. Finally, passages such as Gal 4:19 and Eph 2:19–22 make it clear that Paul was perfectly capable of creating blatant mixed metaphors.

In favor of the reading “gentle,” we should observe that the external evidence is far from decisive, and v. 6b with its stress on apostolic authority would logically need “gentle” as a balancing concept. Also “gentle” removes the unlikely and sudden shift in image from “infant” to “mother.” More significantly, although Paul did use “infant” elsewhere, he always used it to describe others, never himself. Finally, the repeated Pauline use of “infant” could have resulted in a scribal tendency to harmonize and read the frequently occurring “infant” (n[image: image]pioi) in a place where Paul had actually used the rarer “gentle” ([image: image]pioi). Thus we, along with the NIV, prefer the reading “gentle.”40

A second difficulty in relation to v. 7 is its punctuation. Should v. 6 end with a period (RSV) or a comma (NIV)? The choice of a comma implies that the apostle's decision to be gentle with the new converts (v. 7a) is to be contrasted with his determination not to exert his authority (v. 6b). However, the structure of vv. 5–6 (i.e., three assertions each followed by a supporting proof, the last proof being v. 6b) suggests that v. 6b should be taken with what precedes it. Verse 7 then begins a new sentence.41 It is also uncertain whether v. 7 should end with a period (NIV) or should extend to include the participle and pronoun at the beginning of v. 8.42 Extended into v. 8a the sentence beginning with v. 7 would read, “Like a mother cares for her children, that's how much we cared for you” (author translation). If the beginning of v. 8 is taken with v. 7b, then “we were delighted to share with you” should be understood as the beginning of a new sentence. Taking v. 8a with what precedes rather than what follows also eliminates the redundancy that occurs if v. 8 begins, “We loved you so much” and ends “because you had become so dear to us.” (See chart on next page for results of the various revisions in punctuation.)

Flattery, greed, and exploitation did not characterize the apostles in Thessalonica. The Thessalonians knew this, God is witness of this, and their behavior proved this (vv. 5–6). Rather than these, Paul and his coworkers demonstrated guilelessness and a parental gentleness born of love (vv. 7–8). The word translated “mother” (trophos) literally refers to a woman who is nursing a child. It may be translated “wet nurse” rather than “mother,” but most likely Paul chose the term to convey tenderness, not to distinguish between a mother and a nurse. The children are also identified as her “own” (heaut[image: image]s) children (not her “little” children). Thus the image is that of a nursing mother caring for her own infant. The fact that this woman is nursing her own children rather than acting as a hired wet nurse implies a parental bond that goes beyond mere gentleness and bridges well to the assertions of love in the following verse.43

[image: image]

2:8 The primary statement of the verse, “we were delighted to share with you…,” is bracketed by two assertions. The verse begins with a causal clause in Greek (lit.), “since we had such warm feelings [homeiromenoi] for you.” It ends with another causal clause, “because you became beloved [agap[image: image]toi] to us.” As explained, the redundancy created by applying both clauses to “we were delighted” is eliminated by taking the first of these clauses as an elaboration on the preceding verse (v. 7). “We loved” translates a rare word (homeiromoi) connoting the bond between a parent and a beloved child,44 which is the focus of v. 7b. Thus in vv. 7b–8a the apostles stated that like a nurse taking care of her children, so (translated “so much” in the NIV) “we loved you.”

Paul and his companions brought the Thessalonians the gift of the gospel of God. By proclaiming the message that God had entrusted to them, they were fulfilling their divine commission (2:4). The missionaries' willingness to go beyond the God-given task of sharing the gospel demonstrated the strength and genuineness of the love they had for the Thessalonians. “We were delighted to share…our lives as well,” asserted Paul. The verb “delighted” is a present tense (lit., “we are delighted”). The act of sharing the gospel was clearly a reference to ministry in Thessalonica in the past, but it was an ongoing commitment as well. Sharing their “lives” (pseuchas) indicates close personal involvement with the believers. Paul's work was not carried out with detached professionalism. Although Paul did not shrink from the idea of his own death (Phil 2:23–24), it is unlikely that this particular statement refers to death.45 Paul and his coworkers could not stand aloof from the people of the Thessalonian church because the church had become “so dear” (agap[image: image]toi, lit., “beloved”) to them. A gospel messenger who stands detached from his audience has not yet been touched by the very gospel he proclaims. The gospel creates a community characterized by love. Reminding the Thessalonians of this not only clarified Paul's motivation but also schooled the readers in the true character expected of them if they would work in the name of Christ.

2:9 In addition to gentle affection born of Christian love, the evangelists also modeled for the church an unmistakable spirit of industry and self-reliance, a spirit diametrically opposed to the charlatans who sold religion in the marketplace, as well as at odds with the idle who lived off the generosity of others (1 Thess 5:14; 2 Thess 3:6–15). It was Paul's apostolic right to place the financial “burden” on the young congregation of requiring both respect and material support (cf. 2:6b). Rather than do this, Paul and company opted to support themselves with their own labor. Paul called on the church to remember (mn[image: image]moneu[image: image], cf. 1:3) the missionaries' toil (kopos, cf. 1:3) and labor (mochthos).46 It is unlikely that the repetition of these terms from the introductory thanksgiving was an accident. Paul's remembrance and thanksgiving for the Thessalonians' “labor of love” should have been matched by equal recall and gratitude on the church's part. It appears that even the apostle Paul was unappreciated on occasion.

A second statement clarified Paul's meaning. At the same time that the missionaries were proclaiming the gospel, they were also working to pay for their own subsistence. The typical artisan had to work a full day, sunrise to sunset, to earn enough for food and lodging. If Paul worked by day 47 at a craft and then worked additional hours at his ministry, it is little wonder that he could comment, “I have labored and toiled, and have often gone without sleep” (2 Cor 11:27).48 Obviously Paul did not work around the clock. But the phrase “night and day” describes a long and exhausting daily schedule. The reason for working night and day was to avoid being “a burden to anyone.” The negative purpose clause utilizes an infinitive (epibar[image: image]sai) that echoes the noun “burden” (barei) in v. 6 (Gk. v. 7). Here the authority is narrowed to the right to financial support, a right that Paul and his coworkers voluntarily surrendered. It was an act that clearly expressed the concern of the missionaries for the unhindered advance of the gospel (cf. 1 Cor 9:7–12) and their love for the members of the church. It was an act that just as clearly proclaimed that the missionaries were not like those making a living by selling religion to the gullible in the marketplace, caring less about their audience than they did about their daily income.

2:10–12 Again Paul called upon the church and upon God himself as witnesses (cf. v. 5). While among the Thessalonians he and his coworkers lived “holy, righteous, and blameless” lives. Paul used three adverbs here to describe the way the missionaries lived. He did not ask the church to affirm things they could not know (matters of inner purity) but things they saw daily for weeks or even months. “Holy” (hosi[image: image]s) and “righteous” (dikai[image: image]s), in a Hellenistic setting, were used in tandem to refer to the keeping of both the laws of God and the laws of man. That Paul intended this usage is not certain,49 but such an understanding makes sense following a call upon God and men as witnesses.50 Paul's behavior was both pious and legal. These two positive assertions are reinforced with the negative “blameless” (amempt[image: image]s). If the first two adverbs indicate behavior that conforms to the standards set by man and by God, this last adverb asserts that no charge that he was in violation of these standards could be justified. The evangelists' behavior is further described in a lengthy construction including an analogy (v. 11), a series of three participles (v. 12a), and a purpose clause (v. 12b).

“For you know” continues the overt reference to the apostles' past history with the Thessalonians. Paul's behavior was not only exemplary while he was with them but it was also fatherly. Verses 9–10 paint a picture of a self-reliant, considerate, and righteous missionary. The use of another familial (cf. the analogy of the nursing mother, v. 7), that of a good father, adds warmth and a personal touch to the depiction of his relationship with the church.51 Translation of the verse is complicated by the absence of a main verb. “Each one of you…as a father…his own children” expresses the ellipsis found in v. 11. The sentence may be translated into English in two ways. Some translators opt to add a verb to v. 11 that seems to fit the context and then use the participles of v. 12 as expansion of v. 11. The NIV does this, supplying the verbs, “We dealt with [each of you as a father] deals [with his own children].” The participles of v. 12, “encouraging, comforting and urging,” then describe the manner in which a father deals with his children. Other translators do much the same, only varying the verb supplied in v. 11.52 A second way to approach the problem is to use the participles of v. 12 as the primary verbal statements of the construction, creating a translation like the RSV's “like a father with his children, we exhorted each one of you and encouraged you and charged you.” Though the syntax of the verse is difficult and translations vary accordingly, the sense of the verse is relatively clear. Paul intended the analogy to convey to his spiritual children both his affection and his authority.

The emphasis in the Greek implicit in the phrases “each of you” and “his own children” strengthens the impression of personal and individual concern. The authority of the father in the family was supreme in Greco-Roman society. He was responsible for arranging for the training of his children. He, or those he assigned the task of rearing the children, would educate and/or discipline as needed.53 Conversion to Christianity brought the converts into a new family and a new way of life. Adapting to this new life was no doubt difficult for the person who did not live in a society familiar with Christianity. Such people needed fatherly guidance then even as they do today.

“Encouraging” (parakalountes) and “comforting” (paramythoumenoi) are synonyms. Both the verbs we find here and the related nouns were often used by Paul in tandem. Both verbs indicate the act of encouraging or cheering someone. The first word more frequently than the second carries the connotation of exhortation, yet both are also used in contexts of admonition. The combination in Paul seems to indicate a positive encouragement to Christian living. “Urging” (martyromenoi) connotes the delivery of truth and was likely meant to convey the more directive functions of a father. A good father encourages and provides guidance. Yet Paul did not claim ultimate authority over his children. He did not appoint himself their father, nor was he free to act whimsically (as an earthly first-century father might), requiring of them what he willed. Rather, Paul's function as their Christian father was to train believers in order that they should “live lives worthy of God.” It was not Paul's own will but the Heavenly Father's that governed both his actions and the guidance he gave to the church.

“To live” (lit., “to walk”) implies continuity of conduct. The purpose of the fatherly encouragement and exhortation is to produce lives “worthy of God.” A “worthy” life is a life that is appropriate or suitable and was commonly followed by the genitive of the person or thing that served as the point of reference. To live “worthy of God” makes God the focal point, the one who determines what is appropriate and what is not. It means to live in a manner consistent with the commands and character of God. This was the very behavior Paul himself sought to model for the young Thessalonian believers.

In its historical setting Paul may have written 2:1–12 as an apostolic apology defending the missionaries' behavior or as an apostolic admonition presenting their ethos for the church to emulate. For modern readers the latter element dominates. Christian leaders of every era must recognize that life and faith cannot be separated (cf. Mal 2:6–8). The character of our lives impacts our ability to share the gospel effectively. Both the truth of our words and their implications are known by the way we live. An immoral (v. 2), deceitful (v. 2), manipulative, and self-centered (vv. 4–5) so-called minister is a fraud and ultimately will be recognized as such. As damning as his personal sin may be, the sin of misleading the faithful is worse (Matt 18:6). Paul encouraged the church to imitate him and in turn to become models of Christian behavior for others. If those to whom we minister were to live as we live, what kind of church would result?

This passage presents us with a great warning but also with a great opportunity. It reminds us that the power of our words can be multiplied if only the character of our lives is consistent with the gospel. It assures us that our critics can do no worse than spread blatant and transparent lies if the character of our actions is above reproach (v. 10). And it gives us the hope that by sowing a just, selfless, and loving example among those we lead we can expect to reap just, selfless, and loving behavior from those who follow.

Those called by God must live in a manner appropriate to that call, anticipating his kingdom and glory. The present participle “who calls” looks not to the conversion of the Thessalonians in the past but focuses on the ongoing calling that anticipates the future dawning of the age to come. The future hope, the anticipation of the coming kingdom and glory of God, is presented in 1 Thessalonians as a motivation for perseverance in the Christian life. Paul's statement here anticipates the paraenesis of chaps. 4–5 and echoes the thanksgiving of 1:3. It is not surprising that it is followed by the second of the three thanksgivings found in chaps. 1–3.

3. Thanksgiving for Perseverance in the Gospel (2:13–16)

This section of the letter begins with the second thanksgiving in a series of three (1:2–5; 2:13; 3:9–13) that dominate the tone of the first three chapters. They overlap in content; the first and second both utilize the concept of “imitation.” The first thanks leads to an affirmation of the Thessalonian imitation of the apostles and of the Lord as they received and began to live out the implications of the gospel. This second prayer of thanks leads to an affirmation of the Thessalonian imitation of the Judean churches as they persevere in the face of persecution. Thus the themes of the “work produced by faith,” “labor prompted by love,” and “endurance inspired by hope” (1:3) introduced in the introductory thanksgiving are given specific content. The first two (work of faith and labor of love) are featured following the first thanksgiving, the third (endurance inspired by hope) following this, the second thanksgiving.

This thanksgiving also serves as a transition from 2:1–12 to 2:17–3:8. The former passage focuses on the character of the apostle during the time he was with the Thessalonians. The latter explains the actions of the apostle after he was driven out of the city.

The expanded section of thanksgiving in 2:13–16 celebrates both the Thessalonian reception of the faith (2:13–14) and their endurance in spite of violent Jewish opposition (2:15–16). It connects the two by reference to the Thessalonian imitation of the faith. The faith imitated in this passage, however, is not that of the apostle (as following 1:6) but that of the Jewish-Christian churches in Judea (2:14). By highlighting the Jewish opposition the Thessalonians suffered, Paul reminded his readers of the circumstances of his own departure (cf. Acts 17:5–10). He did not leave voluntarily but was “torn away” from the church. He longed to return. His prolonged absence was not a sign that he did not care about them but the result of satanic opposition blocking his path (2:17–18).

Even as it serves as a transition, the passage also functioned as additional affirmation and encouragement to the church. It compares the predominantly Gentile Thessalonian believers favorably to the Jewish-Christian churches in the cradle of Christianity. Also it reminded the Thessalonians that they were not alone in the experience of suffering. Even in suffering (perhaps especially then) there is comfort in companionship. In addition, it assured the church that their persecutors would eventually reap the wrath of God (2:15–16). Drawing comfort from the anticipation of God's judgment on the persecutors may seem harsh, but the Psalms reflect a lengthy history of making the bitter taste of suffering more palatable by predicting the destruction of the wicked.

This passage is not anti-Semitic. Paul did not condemn the Jews as a people, nor does the passage condemn those Jews who simply rejected the faith. The harsh words in vv. 15–16 were directed specifically at the persecutors of the faithful. That Paul was railing specifically against the persecutors of the church is clearly seen in the comparison of the Jewish persecution of the Judean church to Gentile persecution of the Macedonian church (“you suffered from your own countrymen,” v. 14). The wrath of God was earned not by the Jewish nation in general but by persecutors obstructing the advance of the gospel. Although this passage does not allude to the fact, we should also remember that even persecutors are not beyond the reach of the grace of God. Paul, himself a former persecutor of the church, both knew and celebrated this truth.54

(1) Thanksgiving (2:13)

13And we also thank God continually because, when you received the word of God, which you heard from us, you accepted it not as the word of men, but as it actually is, the word of God, which is at work in you who believe.

2:13 Elements of the thanksgiving form used in 1:2 are repeated here. “We thank God” and the adverb translated “continually” (shifted into 1:3 in the NIV) are identical. The “and…also” in the NIV uses the first of two kai's to mark a transition. The second kai (“also”) may imply either a second instance of thanksgiving or that the missionaries also (in addition to the Thessalonians) gave thanks. The latter is unlikely and requires the supposition that Paul was responding to news that the Thessalonians were thankful that Paul had brought them the gospel.55 More likely the second kai reminds the reader that Paul was a second time taking up the theme of thanksgiving.

The NIV combines dia touto and the causal particle oti into a single statement that presents the remainder of the verse as the reason for giving thanks. The “for this” in the RSV (dia touto) at the beginning of v. 13 could refer to the preceding verse or to what follows. The ordinary sequence for a Pauline thanksgiving places the reasons for giving thanks after the verb of thanksgiving. Although this thanksgiving is not in the ordinary location at the beginning of the letter, still the pattern seems to hold, as the oti (“because”) following “we thank God” also indicates. The apostle identified the Thessalonians' recognition of the gospel as the word of God as the cause for thanksgiving in v. 13.

“When you received” translates the participial form of a verb commonly used of the reception of tradition (cf. 1 Cor 11:23; 15:1,3; Gal 1:9,12; 1 Thess 4:1). Likewise “heard from us” makes clear that Paul was thinking about the apostolic gospel that the missionaries passed on to the Thessalonians. Yet it was the divine origin of the message that Paul wished to emphasize, leading to the addition of “of God” in an unusual location at the end of the clause in the Greek text.

A similar clarification occurs when the apostle inserted the clause “as it actually is” into the statement “you accepted it not as the word of men, but as the word of God” (cf. Rom 1:5; Gal 1:8-9; 2 Cor 13:3; 1 Tim 2:7).56 Though the verse does not flow smoothly due to these insertions, the intent is clear. Paul was praising the Thessalonians for their spiritual wisdom. They recognized and accepted the gospel as a word from God himself, not the product of debatable human wisdom. The fact that this word “is at work in you who believe” serves as further validation both of the truth of the gospel and of the Thessalonian faith. The present tense participle “believe” shifts the focus of the verse from the event of the Thessalonians' conversion to the present state of their faith. As in 1:5 it is the power of God at work in the believers that validates the gospel message and distinguishes the people of God.57

(2) Affirmation (2:14–16)

14For you, brothers, became imitators of God's churches in Judea, which are in Christ Jesus: You suffered from your own countrymen the same things those churches suffered from the Jews, 15who killed the Lord Jesus and the prophets and also drove us out. They displease God and are hostile to all men 16in their effort to keep us from speaking to the Gentiles so that they may be saved. In this way they always heap up their sins to the limit. The wrath of God has come upon them at last.

2:14–16 “For” implies that what follows is in some measure evidence of the working of God in the midst of the Thessalonians. The “you” is emphatic. The proof of their acceptance of the gospel is again their “imitation” of fellow believers (cf. v. 6). But this time it was not Paul or even the Lord who supplied the pattern of faithfulness; it was the churches of God in Judea. As in the introduction of the letter, “churches” (ekkl[image: image]si[image: image]n) is clarified. They are “God's” assemblies “in Christ Jesus.” Geographically they were the Christian assemblies “in Judea.” Paul used this phrase in Gal 1:23 of the Jewish-Christian churches in the vicinity of Jerusalem. These churches suffered at the hands of fellow Jews, their countrymen, who did not believe. Likewise, Paul pointed out to the Thessalonians, “you suffered from your own countrymen.” This particular “imitation” hardly could have been intentional. The Thessalonians' knowledge of the Judean churches would not have been firsthand, and nowhere did Paul encourage the seeking of persecution in order to imitate the suffering of the faithful. The Thessalonians suffered because suffering is all too often the lot of a righteous community in an unrighteous world.

Who were these countrymen (symphylet[image: image]n) who persecuted the Thessalonians? The earlier indications that the church was predominantly Gentile (1:9) and the contrast here between “your countrymen” and “the Jews” may indicate that Paul was thinking of Gentile persecution of the church. But symphylet[image: image]n is not a synonym for “Gentiles.” It refers to the fellow residents of one's city or of a particular district of a city.58 If the incident recorded in Acts 17:5–9 was the beginning of the persecution Paul had in mind, it involved Jews, “some bad characters from the marketplace,” the “mob”; and it was moderated by the “city officials.” Subsequent persecutions probably were not exclusively Gentile affairs. It seems more likely that “countrymen” should be understood as a reference to fellow Thessalonians (Gentile and Jew).

Acts presents a Judean church that suffered at the hands of Rome because Rome considered it a disruptive influence (Acts 12:1–4; 21:33–34) and suffered Jewish persecution as a cult that demeaned Moses and the temple (Acts 6:8–14). The exact character of the persecution that followed Stephen's death is uncertain. Mob violence and some form of official imprisonment are probable.59 Paul's involvement as one of the persecutors of the church at that time (Acts 8:3; Gal 1:13,22–24; Phil 3:6) lends a certain poignancy to the comparison.

It is unnecessary to pinpoint a particular persecution as the basis for Paul's comparison because the experience of Thessalonian Christians need not have paralleled the Judean experience exactly for the comparison to work. The primary feature of Paul's comparison is suffering at the hands of one's countrymen. Whatever mob-inspired (Acts 17:5) or officially sanctioned (Acts 17:6–9) punishments were meted out, that which both the Thessalonian and the Judean communities experienced was social rejection and the painful isolation that can result. Yet in spite of these, the Thessalonians, like the Judeans before them, persevered. Both the persecution suffered and the perseverance demonstrated provide evidence of a genuine faith. The gospel was worth suffering for. The Thessalonians' willingness to suffer persecution without relinquishing the faith demonstrated the great esteem in which they held this “word of God.” Paul gave thanks for the genuineness of their faith proven in the crucible of persecution.

2:15 The Jews who opposed the gospel were condemned soundly. A series of ascriptive participles castigate the Jews who killed Jesus, killed the prophets, drove out the apostles, who were not pleasing to God, and were enemies (the one descriptive adjective used in the midst of several adjectival participles) of all humanity in that they attempted to prevent the spread of the gospel that is the salvation of humanity. This is the only instance in which Paul charged “the Jews” with the death of Jesus (cf. 1 Cor 2:8). In 2 Cor 11:24, however, Paul did use the same term, “the Jews,” referring to the Jewish opponents of Christianity at whose hands he received “forty lashes minus one.” Here, as is often the case in the Gospel of John (5:18; 7:1; 18:14,31; cf. 11:45,54), “the Jews” is used as a reference not to the people as a whole nor even to those who remained Jews religiously but to those Jews who actively opposed the spread of the gospel.60

The compactness of the litany of offenses gives it a harsh, angry texture. The first accusation is that these Jews killed the Lord Jesus and the prophets. Paul did not write that they crucified Jesus, and, strictly speaking, it was the Romans who executed Jesus on Golgotha. But the culpability of the religious leaders particularly, and in some measure the people who did not cry out for Jesus' release when Pilate offered it (Acts 3:13–15; 4:10; 7:52), was plain in the eyes of the church. A simpler explanation for Paul's choice of terms, however, is that “Jesus” and “the prophets” are the object of the same verb, and “killed” is general enough to apply to both objects.

“The prophets” may be taken either with what precedes (as in the NIV) or with what follows, “and persecuted both the prophets and us” (author translation). The ambiguity is aggravated by uncertainty regarding the identity of the “prophets.” Most commentators argue that Paul was thinking of the Hebrew prophets. The Jews are castigated in the New Testament for rejecting and killing God's prophets (Matt 23:29–37; Acts 7:52). And it seems more likely that Paul would link the death of Jesus to the killing of the Hebrew prophets (who predicted his coming) than to the martyrdom of “prophets” in the early church. Only by presuming a chronological sequence in v. 15 does it make more sense to understand the prophets to be persons such as Stephen and James (who were killed) or Philip, Peter, and Paul (who were persecuted). The sequence in the first half of v. 15 then would flow from the killing of Jesus to the persecution of the prophets of the early church and of the Apostle to the Gentiles. Whether the prophets are Hebrews or Christians, still their persecutors displeased God and were hostile to all men in that they hindered the advance of God's message of salvation.

“Killed” is an aorist participle that reflects specific events in the past. “Drove us out” (ekdi[image: image]xant[image: image]n) or “persecuted”61 is also aorist, which may indicate that Paul was thinking of specific instances of persecution, which had already concluded, rather than opposition in general, which continually confronted his ministry. With the next condemnation, “they displease God,” Paul switched to a present participle, implying that he had left the realm of historical reflection and begun characterizing the opponents of the gospel more generally. Though this is a shift in the thought, it is not the beginning of a new sentence (NIV) but a continuation of the description of “the Jews.”

Paul often wrote of persons pleasing or not pleasing God. Those who do not please God are controlled by their sinful nature (Rom 8:8). They are more concerned with themselves than they are with the things of God or the needs of others (Rom 15:3; 1 Cor 7:32–34; 10:33; Gal 1:10). Pleasing God means living in a manner consistent with his commands (1 Thess 4:1). By opposing the will of God (the spread of the gospel) the Jews demonstrated that they did not please God. In the same way, they made themselves enemies of humanity. With the words “hostile to all men” Paul echoed the charge of antisocial behavior brought against the Jews by numerous Hellenistic writers.62 Tacitus, for example, wrote that the Jews “regard as profane all that we hold sacred; on the other hand, they permit all that we abhor.” In addition to condemning the religion of the Jews, he observed that “the Jews are extremely loyal toward one another and always ready to show compassion, but toward every other people they feel only hate and enmity. They sit apart at meals, and they sleep apart. They adopted circumcision to distinguish themselves from other people.”63 But Paul's condemnation had nothing to do with Jewish monotheism or Jewish exclusivism (characteristics the Christians shared and for which they also were criticized). Paul's condemnation of the Jews rested exclusively on the foundation of their active attempts to block the advance of God's gospel.

2:16 “In their effort to keep us from speaking” is linked to what precedes. It provides the last in a series of ascriptive modifiers (all participles but one) in vv. 15–16 descriptive of the Jews, “who killed…Jesus and the prophets, and drove us out, and displease God, and oppose all men, by hindering us from speaking” (RSV). The present tense of the participle “hindering” implies that the Jews' opposition to the gospel was not occasional but manifested itself regularly (cf. Acts 13:45–50; 14:2,19; 17:5–10,13; 18:12; 21:10–14; 23:12–15; 24:1–9). “Hindering…” is not linked to the preceding sequence by a conjunction and is best understood as Paul's explanation of the charge that the Jews were enemies of humanity. “Speaking to the Gentiles so that they may be saved” is a summary of the Pauline mission. By hindering Paul's mission, the Jews would keep the saving power of the gospel from a needy humanity and in this were “hostile to all men.”

What a condemnation!64 Paul's rhetoric here slops blame with such a broad brush stroke that he could easily be read as anti-Semitic. Yet Paul was a Jew addressing a church that included Jewish Christians. He no more meant to say that the Jews, as a people, were enemies of humanity than he would have said that all Gentiles were enemies of God. What Paul did assert was that the Jewish opponents of Christianity are enemies of humanity. This is not an ethnic comment. Paul's castigation of the Jewish opponents of the church of Judea is part of a comparison. The Thessalonian Christians, he observed, have survived similar opposition to that which afflicted the Judean churches. If the exact actions (e.g., killed Jesus) cannot be attributed to the Thessalonians' countrymen, still, the apostle had in mind the settled and sometimes violent opposition experienced by the Gentile church. These countrymen might be Jews or Gentiles. Paul made no attempt to classify them ethnically. The vital point of comparison was the opposition that afflicted the church and would rob humanity of the message of salvation.

Though v. 16b starts a new sentence in the NIV, in the Greek sentence it is a result clause that modifies the participle in v. 16a.65 In other words, the result of the Jews' opposition to the advance of the gospel (v. 16a) is that “they always heap up their sins to the limit” (v. 16b). Yet the clause implies more than opposition to the Gentile mission. Although the infinitive “heap up” is aorist, it probably was intended to encompass all the events of v. 15, as the adverb “always” implies. If Paul here was alluding to the long history of Jewish opposition to God's messengers (as “prophets” might indicate, v. 15) as a part of God's grand plan of salvation, then his words might imply their anticipated restoration as well (cf. Rom 11:25–32).66 The final sentence in v. 16, however, makes this unlikely because it is a word of judgment, not restoration.

“The wrath of God has come upon them at last” is perhaps the most difficult statement in this passage. God's wrath is predominantly an eschatological event in Paul. Evil done by Jews or Gentiles earns God's wrath, which will be executed on the day of wrath––a fate avoided by those saved through Jesus (Rom 2:5; 5:9; 1 Thess 1:10; 5:9). Yet the wrath of God can also be manifested before that final day, even through pagan agency (Rom 1:18; 13:4–5). But what was the wrath “that has come upon” the Jews? The aorist verb would appear to refer to an event Paul was interpreting as a manifestation of divine wrath. He could have had reference to the fall of Jerusalem,67 the expulsion of Jews from Rome by Claudius (Acts 18:2), the famine of A.D. 46 (Acts 11:28), or some combination of these and/or other events. On the other hand, the verb could indicate the arrival of wrath without including the arrival of punishment.68 This interprets the statement to say that the Jews had earned God's wrath, and God holds it in store for them (cf. Rom 2:5) but leaves the execution of that wrath to a future date. In any event, even if Paul were referring to some tragedy that had befallen the Jewish opponents of the gospel, he would have considered it no more than a limited foretaste of the judgment awaiting them at the ultimate day of wrath.

The Greek behind “at last” (eis telos) also presents us with options. If the sentence is translated assuming a terrible event had befallen the Jews, then “at last” is appropriate. This temporal use of eis telos is also implied by the parallel structures of v. 16b and v. 16c; that is, a temporal “always” calls for a temporal “at last.” The alternative translation “fully” or “forever” is lexically possible and reflects the LXX usage but runs afoul of Pauline passages that hold out hope for the eventual salvation even of Jewish opponents of the gospel who repent.

A third alternative is to understand telos as a reference to the end of the age. The resultant meaning is that wrath had accrued to the Jews in anticipation of the end, when God's judgment will fall on all who persist in disobedience. Such a reading allows for a temporal meaning of telos and avoids presuming that Paul was referring to some unnamed tragedy.

The Thessalonians had received the word of God and persisted in their Christian commitment in spite of persecution comparable to that inflicted on the churches of Judea (vv. 13–16). For this Paul gave thanks. In the thanksgiving he praised the Thessalonians for their endurance in the face of determined enemies of the kingdom of God. The praise was more than giving the faithful their due. It was also a way of encouraging the continuation of the church's endurance. But if persistence in the face of opposition is a virtue, one might well have asked why the apostle had not returned to Thessalonica himself. Why had he left them, his new children in the Lord, to face the trials alone? If he cared as much as he claimed, why did he not return to lend them his support and assistance? Paul was obliged to answer the charge that his absence made a lie of his claims of great love and concern. The thanksgiving of 2:13–16 serves both as an encouragement to the church and as a transition to a discussion of the apostle's behavior relative to the church since his turbulent departure many months earlier.

4. Apostolic Activities after Leaving Thessalonica Rehearsed (2:17–3:8)

Paul was aware of the stress the Thessalonian church was under. He himself had been run out of town and then chased out of Macedonia. He certainly was aware of the persistence of opposition to the gospel in Thessalonica. He thanked God for the perseverance of the Thessalonians (v. 3) in spite of their severe suffering (v. 6). But did it seem incongruous to some members of the church that Paul encouraged them to stand firm when he himself had left town when faced with opposition? Did some doubt his professions of parental care (vv. 7–8,11–12)? His “children” were suffering, yet he had not even returned to support and encourage them.

Even if some church members themselves may not have been disillusioned by the apostle's prolonged absence (see 3:6), it seems likely that Paul's opponents in Thessalonica would have attempted to take advantage of the situation. His detractors might well have reasoned that if the apostle's professions of Christian love were shown to be false, then they could more easily argue that his gospel was false as well (see 3:5). Paul's comments in these verses were intended to detail the feelings and actions of his missionary team in an effort to assure the Thessalonians of the genuineness of his love and reinforce the good relationship reported by Timothy.69

(1) Expressions of Concern (2:17–3:5)

17But, brothers, when we were torn away from you for a short time (in person, not in thought), out of our intense longing we made every effort to see you. 18For we wanted to come to you—certainly I, Paul, did, again and again—but Satan stopped us. 19For what is our hope, our joy, or the crown in which we will glory in the presence of our Lord Jesus when he comes? Is it not you? 20Indeed, you are our glory and joy.

1So when we could stand it no longer, we thought it best to be left by ourselves in Athens. 2We sent Timothy, who is our brother and God's fellow worker in spreading the gospel of Christ, to strengthen and encourage you in your faith, 3so that no one would be unsettled by these trials. You know quite well that we were destined for them. 4In fact, when we were with you, we kept telling you that we would be persecuted. And it turned out that way, as you well know. 5For this reason, when I could stand it no longer, I sent to find out about your faith. I was afraid that in some way the tempter might have tempted you and our efforts might have been useless.

2:17 Paul used emotionally charged language to describe his absence from Thessalonica. The missionaries were “torn away” (lit., “orphaned”) from the church. The aorist participle alludes to the apostle's departure from the city under duress. The strong bond between Paul and the church, comparable to the bond between loving parent and beloved child, made separation a distress to the apostle although he had only been away from them “for a short time.” And although a physical separation (separation “in person”) had been forced upon him, they were never apart from him “in thought” (lit., “in heart”). Paul's description of his separation from the church was designed to express clearly that his absence did not result from indifference on his part.

Since the separation was involuntary and a source of distress to the apostle, it follows that he and his coworkers “made every effort” to return. The “we” of the main verb of v. 17, “we made every effort,” is emphatic. In addition, Paul's “effort to see” the Thessalonians face to face was qualified in such a way as to give it the greatest possible emphasis. In fact, it is difficult to translate the sentence without sounding redundant. Paul endeavored (RSV) “the more eagerly” (perissoter[image: image]s—the comparative of “abundantly” used as a superlative) and “with great desire” (epithumia—one of the few positive uses of the normal Pauline word for “lust”) to see them “face to face” (a repetition of pros[image: image]pon, “in person” from earlier in the verse).

2:18 “Again and again” Paul wanted to travel to Thessalonica (v. 18).70 The phrase is best taken to modify Paul's desire: repeatedly he wanted to visit the Thessalonians. (This fits the context better than understanding the verse to say that Paul wanted to make several trips.) “I, Paul” is emphatic and stresses that the desire to visit was intensely personal on his part. He did not stay away by choice, but his earnest and frequent efforts to see the Thessalonian Christians were thwarted by Satan (v. 18). Elsewhere Paul wrote of Satan as the tempter (1 Cor 7:5), who by deception or any other means (2 Cor 11:14; 12:7) seeks to oppose and defeat the work of Christ (1 Cor 5:5; 2 Cor 2:11). The work of the man of lawlessness will be according to the power of Satan (2 Thess 2:9), but ultimately both will be defeated by God (Rom 16:20; 2 Thess 2:8).71 How Satan “stopped” (enekopsen)72 the apostle we are not told. Illness (Paul's thorn in the flesh?) and continued opposition by the authorities in Thessalonica are both possibilities, but we have too little information to know what hindrances he had in mind.73 What Paul did communicate clearly is that it was not lack of desire or lack of love that prevented his return to Thessalonica, and apparently that was what the church needed to hear.

2:19 In addition to the emotional, familial bond Paul felt toward his spiritual children, they also were his pride and joy. “For” indicates that what followed served as the basis of Paul's desire to see the Thessalonians again. He longed to see them not out of a sense of obligation but because of the joy, the hope, and the sense of pride their existence generated within him. The question asked in v. 19 is rhetorical and thus tantamount to a statement: “For you are our hope.”74 There is no verb in the Greek sentence (the NIV supplies “is”), a structure that highlights the nouns “hope,” “joy,” and “crown.” The “or” that connects “crown” to the other two nouns is a disjunctive particle used in this context to add another element to the rhetorical question. Though the NIV does not indicate it, the same particle connects “hope” and “joy,” creating a three-word sequence. The particle serves to highlight each word and make it stand out in the sentence, but it does not necessarily indicate that Paul intended to contrast the three.75

“Hope” in Paul commonly has eschatological overtones and is based on God's activity in Christ. It was unusual for Paul to identify believers as his hope, especially in a context anticipating the parousia. Bruce suggests that the hope indicated here is the hope Paul harbored for the Thessalonians, a “hope that the divine work so well begun in them will increase to maturity.”76 Yet hope in this passage does not look to a process but seems to have the parousia as its focal point and is connected by Paul to the bestowal of a “crown in which we will glory.” Paul's hope then was the hope that he would not have run in vain (cf. 3:5) but that the Thessalonians would persevere and his labors in the service of the gospel would be validated by their persistent faith.

“Joy” is a characteristic of mature faith, even in the midst of suffering (cf. 5:16). It is linked here with “crown of boasting” (RSV) and seems to indicate not joy derived from the knowledge of what God has done but joy derived from the faithfulness of the Thessalonian believers, who were evidence of Paul's faithful service to God. Thus the believers were for Paul and his coworkers the “crown in which we will glory.”

The crown (stephanos) was a wreath signifying victory. Sometimes it was placed on the head of victorious military leaders. But Paul's frequent use of athletic imagery (cf. the “opposition” mentioned in 2:2) would indicate that he had in mind the victor's wreath bestowed at the athletic contests held throughout the Greco-Roman world. Though Paul rejected human arrogance before God (1 Cor 1:26–31), he recognized that God's servants may either serve him well or serve him poorly (1 Cor 3:10–15) and be rewarded appropriately. Thus it is not only proper but necessary to differentiate between deeds (or a life) of which one should be ashamed and those of which one should be proud. At the time of judgment when all would be laid bare, Paul aspired to hear his Lord proclaim “well done” (cf. 1 Cor 4:1–5). Such an aspiration is not pride or arrogance. It is the desire to be judged a good steward by God.

“In the presence of our Lord Jesus when he comes” modifies hope, joy, and crown. Paul's concern was not so much with the present as with the future. “In the presence” connotes a face-to-face encounter with the Lord and is clarified with the temporal “when he comes.” This latter phrase includes the first occurrence of parousia in the letter (see also 3:13; 4:15; 5:23; 2 Thess 2:1,8; and of the coming of the man lawlessness, 2 Thess 2:9), but not the first allusion to the event (see 1 Thess 1:3,10). This context focuses on the parousia as a time of judging for the faithful. Subsequent references will emphasize resurrection and reunion (1 Thess 4:13–18), endurance of believers to the end (1 Thess 5:23–24), or the vanquishing and judgment of evil (2 Thess 2:1–12).

Parousia refers to a presence or to the advent of a presence. Paul used the word to refer both to his own visits to his churches (see 2 Cor 7:6; cp. 1 Cor 16:17; Phil 1:26) and in the more technical sense of a divine or regal visitation (as when referring to the coming of the Lord; see earlier discussion). As a technical term in Hellenistic religions the word could describe the coming of a hidden divinity whose presence was then celebrated in the worship of the cult. In the realm of politics the term was used of the visit to a region by an important dignitary.77 The grandeur of the Lord, the honor due him at his arrival, and the significance of his coming for both his enemies and his friends are all implicit in the technical use of the term parousia.

2:20 The answer to Paul's rhetorical question was clear, yet Paul stated it explicitly. The Thessalonians were the beloved result of his ministry, his pride and joy. The pronoun “you” is emphatic, as in this statement both it and the verb of being, “you are,” are present. Rather than repeat the three terms in the question, Paul substituted “glory and joy” in the place of “joy and crown.” Thus “glory,” indicative of honor or respect, should be thought of as a synonym for “crown,” which was a symbol of respect bestowed upon the wearer. The present tense of the verb also makes clear that both at present and at the coming of the Lord the Thessalonian believers were a source of joy and pride.

Paul expressed these feelings to assure the church that he had not forgotten them as he moved on to other venues of ministry. They continued to be dear to him, and by stating his feelings so emphatically the apostle sought to solidify and strengthen the bond between them. A clear demonstration of the genuineness of his concern for the church was his decision to send Timothy to Thessalonica.

“So,” or “therefore” (RSV), is inferential, looking back at the emotions of 2:17–20 as the basis for the actions detailed in 3:1–5. Time and again in this narration Paul expressed his great concern for the Thessalonians. At the beginning and at the end of this passage (vv. 1,5) he wrote that his concern reached a level that he could no longer bear. Thus when Paul could no longer endure the uncertainty, he decided to send Timothy back to Thessalonica.

3:1 The use of the plural “we thought it best” seems incongruous with “to be left by ourselves [lit., “alone,” monos] in Athens.” Was Paul left by himself (in which case the “we” of v. 1 is an epistolary plural and a parallel to the “I” of v. 5), or does the “we” of the verb indicate that Timothy left Paul and Silas by themselves in Athens while he went to Thessalonica?

The Acts account offers little help at this point. We are told that Jewish opposition drove Paul from Thessalonica to Berea and then to Athens (Acts 17:1–15). Acts 17:14–15 indicates that Timothy and Silas stayed in Berea when Paul fled to Athens, but they were expected to join Paul in Athens as soon as possible. Acts barely mentions any phase of Paul's ministry in Athens except for his marketplace sermon that led to his witness before the Areopagites. Silas and Timothy are not mentioned again until Paul is in Corinth (Acts 18:5), where they join him, having come from Macedonia. When did Timothy join Paul in Athens? Did Silas join him in Athens as well? When Paul sent Timothy from Athens to Thessalonica, did he at the same time send Silas elsewhere––to Berea or Philippi perhaps? Was it a great sacrifice to send Timothy away (a) because Silas was also gone and Timothy's departure left Paul alone or (b) because Timothy was so important to Paul that his absence created difficulties even if Silas was still with Paul? (The clause “to be left by ourselves” [kataleiphth[image: image]nai…monoi] implies being left without needed assistance.) How long did the three of them stay in Athens, and why did Silas and Timothy go back to Macedonia while Paul proceeded to Corinth? Unfortunately neither Acts nor Paul's letters provide an answer to these questions.

3:2 When Paul “could stand it no longer” (v. 1), he “sent Timothy who is our brother and God's fellow worker in spreading the gospel of Christ” (v. 2). It seems remarkable that Timothy's credentials were recited for a church that certainly knew him well. “Brother” is a term widely used in Paul's epistles and may do no more than identify a fellow Christian. “Fellow worker” is a term characteristic of Paul (outside of Paul's writings in the NT it occurs only once, 3 John 8). Writing to the Roman church Paul would call Timothy “my fellow worker” (Rom 16:21), but the designation “God's fellow worker” (used in 1 Cor 3:9 of Apollos) seems to have been chosen to present Timothy as one who has a ministry in his own right. The phrase seems to convey a high status to Timothy, approaching equality with Paul.78 The work in which they both were engaged was that of “spreading the gospel of Christ.” If Timothy at a later date was not received with respect in some churches (due to youth or some other cause, cf. 1 Cor 16:10–11), it might have been necessary (even at this early date) for the apostle to make clear his high opinion of his associate. The import of these descriptive phrases is to depict Timothy as a valued apostolic emissary,79 not an underling lacking authority. He was not a mere postman. By stressing the status of Timothy, Paul also stressed that the Thessalonians were important to him. The importance of the emissary sent reveals that Paul's inability to visit Thessalonica himself did not imply that he considered the Thessalonians unimportant.

The purpose for which Timothy was “sent” (cf. 1 Cor 4:17; Phil 2:19) is described in 3:2–3a. Three infinitival clauses explain Timothy's mission. The first two make positive statements (v. 2); the third reveals what the apostle was concerned to prevent (v. 3a). Timothy was sent to “strengthen” (st[image: image]rixai) and “encourage” (parakalesai) the faith of the Thessalonians. Similarly, Paul prayed in a later letter that God would “strengthen” the church (Rom 16:25; 1 Thess 3:13; 2 Thess 2:17). He also used the term as the goal of his own visit to the Roman church (Rom 1:11). The verb parakale[image: image] occurs frequently in Paul's writings of his own ministry of encouragement or exhortation (1 Thess 2:12). He also used the word of the activities of other ministers as here and of believers' ministries toward one another (1 Thess 4:18; 5:11).

3:3a So strengthened and encouraged, Paul hoped, none of the church would be “unsettled” (sainesthai) by the afflictions they were experiencing.80 Sainesthai is used only here in the New Testament and not at all in the LXX. Both this context and the uses of the word outside the Bible indicate a literal meaning of “to shake” and a metaphorical meaning of “to upset” or “to agitate.”81 The potential seriousness of such agitation is reflected by Paul's fear that his efforts among the Thessalonians might have been “in vain” (3:5). “These trials” or “afflictions” (RSV) apparently refer back to the Thessalonians' suffering at the hands of their countrymen (see 2:14).

3:3b Paul inserted a parenthetical comment at this point (vv. 3b–4), which breaks the flow of the passage. As a result v. 5 repeats (with some variation) the assertions of vv. 1–3a in order to set the stage for the story of Timothy's return in v. 6. “You yourselves know” (RSV) is emphatic. The Thessalonians already knew that they were destined (keimetha) for afflictions. The shift to the first plural “we were destined” includes Paul and apparently the whole of the church. “Destined” here has more the sense of inevitability than predetermination—the New Testament testifies repeatedly that the lot of the Christian is to experience affliction (Matt 10:17–42; Acts 9:16; 14:22; Rom 8:17–18,35–39; 1 Pet 1:6–7; 4:12–19). Christians are set on the path of following a Savior who suffered at the hands of evil men; therefore they should expect the same treatment that he received.82

3:4 The Thessalonians knew to expect affliction. Paul reminded them, “We kept telling you” to expect persecution “when we were with you.” The use of an imperfect tense (proelegomen, “we kept telling”) indicates repeated warnings during the time the missionaries were in Thessalonica. It is unlikely that Paul intended the first plural “we” to refer only to himself and his coworkers. The import of the passage overall is that Paul was concerned about how the Thessalonians would hold up when persecuted by their countrymen.83 Rather, the first plural places Paul's and the Thessalonians' affliction in the larger context of Christian suffering. “We” included the followers of Christ in general and the Thessalonians in particular. Paul warned them beforehand to expect affliction––an affliction that had come to pass. The very fact that “it turned out that way” (i.e., Paul's prediction came to pass) was a confirmation of the truth of Paul's message. Persecution then was not to be a cause for falling away from the faith but a reason for adhering to it with even greater tenacity.

3:5 After the parenthesis of vv. 3b–4 the apostle returned to his narrative. In v. 5, however, Paul shifted to first-person statements giving an even more personal sound to a message already conveyed in vv. 1–3a. “For this reason” (i.e., because the predicted affliction had come to pass) and when he personally “could stand it no longer” (the separation and the resulting ignorance as to their fate), Paul sent Timothy. In v. 2 the stated purpose of Timothy's visit was to strengthen and encourage the faith of the church and prevent the members from being “unsettled” by their trials. Verse 5 adds to these the fact-finding function: “to find out about your faith.” Timothy was sent not just for the benefit of the Thessalonians but also for the benefit of Paul, as an expression of his intense personal concern for the church.

“I was afraid” is not expressed in the Greek but is derived from m[image: image]p[image: image]s (lest…) and the general context of concern. The participle “the tempter” and the main verb of the clause “tempted” are different forms of the same word, peiraz[image: image]. In later letters Paul would use this verb to refer to God or others putting someone to a test (1 Cor 10:9,13; 2 Cor 13:5) or the tempting of someone to do evil by Satan (1 Cor 7:5) or circumstances (Gal 6:1). The Satan who had hindered Paul from visiting the Thessalonians (2:18) was also the tempter who sought to undermine the Thessalonians' faith.84 Paul feared that the members of the church might have succumbed to the temptations of the tempter and as a result his “efforts” (or “labor,” kopos, cf. 2:9)––the proclamation of the gospel to them––had been “useless” (or “in vain,” kenon, cf. 2:1).

Paul was confident that his labor (kopos) had not been unproductive (something no worker would relish, cf. 2:1). On the other hand, the Thessalonians could fail to benefit from the gospel for reasons unrelated to the quality of Paul's labors. The believers faced both affliction (3:3) and temptation (3:5), related but not necessarily identical challenges to the faithful. The seriousness of both is reflected in Paul's expressions of concern and in his decision to send Timothy to strengthen the church. Satan, the tempter, is active and will be until the end (cf. 2 Thess 2:9). Only foolish arrogance would dismiss such danger lightly. Paul wanted to know that the church persisted in its commitment. He wanted to feel that he had engaged in useful and lasting labor. So he was delighted to hear from Timothy that both were indeed the case.

(2) Timothy's Report Received (3:6–8)

6But Timothy has just now come to us from you and has brought good news about your faith and love. He has told us that you always have pleasant memories of us and that you long to see us, just as we also long to see you. 7Therefore, brothers, in all our distress and persecution we were encouraged about you because of your faith. 8For now we really live, since you are standing firm in the Lord.

In the lengthy sentence that makes up these verses, the primary statement is “we were encouraged” (v. 7). The news brought by Timothy (v. 6) was the cause of the encouragement. The distress and persecution of the apostle was the context into which it came (v. 7a), and the hopeful expression in v. 8 is its outgrowth. One of the purposes of Timothy's visit was to “encourage” (the same verb is used in v. 2 and v. 7) the faith of the Thessalonians. Timothy's return with good news encouraged the missionaries. Mutual encouragement implies mutual concern, respect, and a capacity to minister to one another.

3:6 Paul was encouraged at Timothy's return. His enthusiasm is conveyed by the speed with which he responded to the news from Thessalonica. “Timothy has just now come” implies that Paul had made a high priority of responding to the good news brought by his associate. Even more striking is the use of a participle of “brought good news” (euangeliz[image: image]). Although this word was commonly used in nonbiblical Greek with the sense of proclaiming welcome news, this is the only such use of the verb in Paul's writings. Paul's use of it in this context probably was intended to signify news that was especially welcome.85 The good news Timothy brought concerned the “faith” and the “love” of the Thessalonian church. The combination of the two terms may simply refer to the Christian walk of the Thessalonians in general. But the verses that follow imply that a distinct meaning was intended for each. First, in v. 6b the apostle celebrated the love of the Thessalonians. Though he may well have rejoiced in hearing that the church continued in living out Christian love in general, the concern in this context is the attitude of the church toward the missionaries. Second, the apostle celebrated the fact that they were standing firm in the faith (vv. 7–8).

In light of the persecution that the faith brought into their lives, the apostle might have feared that the Thessalonians would remember him as a troublemaker. If the presentation of his ethos in chap. 2 was in response to attacks on his character (either actual or potential), he might have worried that the Thessalonians would remember him as one who deceived and exploited them. But instead of these, they “always” had “pleasant memories” of the missionaries. These memories (mneian, cf. 1:2–3) regarding Paul and his company remind one that Paul also treasured fond memories of the church in Thessalonica. Although no form of agap[image: image] occurs in v. 6b, the passage does suggest the intensity of the Thessalonians' love for the apostle.86 The members of the church had not been alienated by their suffering for the Gospel nor by any criticisms aimed at Paul and his associates. In fact, they longed87 to see Paul just as much as he longed to see them.

3:7 The missionaries welcomed the encouraging news from Thessalonica (cf. the response to good news from Corinth, 2 Cor 7:5–7). Good news provided a moment of relief to those in the midst of “distress and persecution” (v. 7, cf. 2 Cor 7:4). The two terms are thlipsei and ananke. The first has been used of the Thessalonians' own “affliction” (1:6; 3:3–4). The second is a synonym (cf. 1 Cor 7:26). Both words can indicate the imposition of either emotional or physical distress and are used in tandem in the LXX (see Job 15:24; Pss 25:18; 119:143 in the NIV) and again by Paul in 2 Cor 6:4. Such distress is the lot of believers (3:4), is satanic in nature (2:18; 3:5; 2 Thess 2:9), and anticipates the final judgment when persecutors will be judged and the righteous given rest (2 Thess 1:4–10).

Paul was not specific about the distress the missionaries were experiencing. According to Acts his ministry in Corinth certainly had its share of difficulties (cf. Acts 18:5–6,9–13). But a list of afflictions is not necessary to remind the Thessalonians that (a) he shared with them the experience of suffering for Christ, (b) he cared so much for them that he worried about them even in the midst of his own suffering, and (c) for their sakes he was even willing to send Timothy to them, though it meant he was left “alone” in his affliction. Paul revealed his own need as a way of conveying the great love he felt for his spiritual children. He gave of himself and his resources to them, even when he himself was in need.

3:8 In the midst of his own suffering Paul was encouraged when Timothy returned with good news regarding the love and faith of the Thessalonians. The last phrase of v. 7, “because of your faith,” picks up the mention of the faith of the Thessalonians in v. 6 and leads to the emotional outburst of v. 8. Paul's love for the church was such that their perseverance in the Lord impacted his very life. “Since you stand firm” (NIV) suggests certainty and sounds like a statement about past perseverance. The sentence, however, is conditional and might better be rendered “if you stand fast” (RSV), implying a future expectation rather than a statement about the past. The verb st[image: image]k[image: image] is used repeatedly as a call for continued perseverance (cf. 1 Cor 16:13; Gal 5:1; Phil 4:1).

The translation in the NIV “for now we really live” implies (by the insertion of “really,” which is not in the Greek text) that the issue is quality of life. Paul “really lives”; that is, joy in living was enhanced by the knowledge that his converts persevered in the faith. But the sentiment is much stronger if it is taken not as a statement about quality of life but as hyperbole. The loved one who hears her lover say “I don't think I could survive without you” accepts the sentiment as genuine if (hopefully) not literal. Here, near the end of the section expressing his thankfulness for and his hopes for his spiritual children, is an appropriate place for such a grandiose statement by the church's spiritual father.

5. Thanksgiving and Intercessory Prayer (3:9–13)

For the third and final time Paul expressed his thanksgiving for the Thessalonians. In terms of form this expression of thanks is the conclusion of the thanksgiving begun in 1:2.88 Also this thanksgiving differs structurally from those occurring earlier in the letter. First, it is expressed as a rhetorical question that seems to remind the reader that this is only the latest in a series of expressions of thanks for the church. At the same time it asserts that even this lengthy period of thanksgiving89 does not sufficiently express the fullness of the apostle's feelings for the believers in Thessalonica.

This thanksgiving is also distinguished from the first two in that it contains an expression of the apostle's prayer (cf. 1:2–5; 2:13). Structurally, it is in two parts, each part sounding the same themes. The first is an assurance that the missionaries consistently pray that they might see the Thessalonians again and have continued ministry for their benefit (v. 10). The second, in the form of a benediction, is the prayer itself requesting that God would clear the way for reunion, increase the church's love, and strengthen their hearts (vv. 11–13). The content of the prayer reminds us of the function of the thanksgivings and the narratives interspersed among them. Together the expressions of thanks and the narratives reaffirm the positive relationship between the apostle and his children in the faith. This relationship is the foundation on which continued religious instruction stands and from which it derives. The recitation of the events of the past remind the readers of the good behavior they should emulate as they continue to persevere in spite of opposition.

(1) Thanksgiving (3:9–10)

9How can we thank God enough for you in return for all the joy we have in the presence of our God because of you? 10Night and day we pray most earnestly that we may see you again and supply what is lacking in your faith.

3:9 This third statement of thanksgiving is formed as a question and does not use a verb for giving thanks but a noun. An inferential particle “for” (the NIV does not translate the particle gar but opts to begin a new sentence with v. 9; cf. the RSV) connects the thanksgiving to Paul's preceding assertions that he and his coworkers were encouraged by the Thessalonians' faithfulness and love (v. 7) and the immensely important part they played in his life (v. 8). He could not thank God enough for them (v. 9) because of the encouragement and meaning they had given him (vv. 7–8). The rhetorical question “How can we thank God enough?” assumes the impossibility of the task. Paul's gratefulness to God for the joy his relationship with the Thessalonians brought him was beyond expression.

“How can we thank?” may also be rendered “What thanksgiving are we able to give?” The infinitive “to give” (antapodid[image: image]mi) implies an obligation to repay a debt. The debt is owed to God. It was God who received the thanks, not the Thessalonians. For it was only by the grace and power of God that they were part of the family of faith. Just as it was only by the same grace that Paul became the Apostle to the Gentiles and their father in the faith. What thanksgiving could conceivably be adequate repayment for all that God had done? The implication is that any thanks offered to God for this benefit would be pitifully inadequate. That which is the basis of the thanksgiving is the “joy that we have in the presence of our God because of you.” The phrase “in the presence of God” is an indication that the giving of thanks envisioned here is in the context of prayer (cf. 1:3), not simply a moment of pleasant reflection.

3:10 At the same time that thanks is offered, requests are also expressed (v. 10). The word translated “we pray” is a verb often used of prayer that means “to ask.” The genuineness of the requests is stressed by the constancy implied in the present tense participle “asking” (deomenoi), by the reference to time (“night and day”), and by the reference to manner (“most earnestly”). The latter is an emphatic compound that indicates the doing of something “quite beyond all measure.”90 “Night and day” does not imply unceasing prayer but the consistent inclusion of intercessions for the Thessalonians whenever Paul and his coworkers pray. Such intercessions in Paul not only express concern for the readers but also serve to highlight the central concerns of the letter and “anticipate its main paraenetic thrust.”91

A Pauline thanksgiving generally includes a statement of the request(s) made on behalf of the readers (cf. Phil 1:9–11). It is this very feature (the statement of requests) that is missing from the two thanksgivings earlier in the letter (cf. 1:2–5; 2:13). Its inclusion, finally, in this place, along with the beginning of the paraenetic passages at 4:1, marks these verses as the conclusion of the thanksgiving.92

The requests so regularly and earnestly voiced in Paul's prayers center on two desires. One was the wish to see the Thessalonian church again face to face. Paul had already written that he had made every effort to visit the church again and that this was his earnest desire (2:17–18). He was delighted by the news that the feeling was mutual (3:6). And he continued to pray that they would soon be reunited. The second part of his prayer was that this reunion might enable him to “supply what is lacking” in the faith of the believers. To “supply” (katartizo) generally connotes completing or improving the condition of something (cf. Gal 6:1).93 If that is true here, the word implies not providing something new but rather strengthening and or enhancing a faith already in existence.

“What is lacking” translates a word (hyster[image: image]mata) that may connote a natural growth toward completion or, more negatively, may connote a deficiency or inadequacy that needs to be rectified. What Paul wished to do in person he was forced to do through his representative, Timothy, and through his letter. Thus the content of 1 Thessalonians itself may indicate what Paul felt the church “lacked” and what he wished to “supply” to meet this need. The overall positive nature of Paul's comments in chaps. 1–3 would argue that Paul saw the need for continued growth in godliness in the church, not a need to correct some fatal flaw. The church was well founded and was both following the example of the apostle and serving as an example to others (1:4–10). They had survived persecution with both their faith and their appreciation for Paul intact (2:1–3:8). Chapters 4–5 do not change the impression that the church was doing well. Exhortations to live morally upright lives (4:3–8), exhibit brotherly love (4:9–10), win the respect of outsiders (4:11–12), and so on (5:12–24) are presented as encouragements to continue living as they were already (4:1–2). The only major departure from typical Pauline paraenesis are the two lengthy passages encouraging hope and faithfulness in light of Jesus' coming parousia. Overall the letter reflects a church firmly committed and a faith that needed only to be encouraged and refined.

(2) Prayer (3:11–13)

11Now may our God and Father himself and our Lord Jesus clear the way for us to come to you. 12May the Lord make your love increase and overflow for each other and for everyone else, just as ours does for you. 13May he strengthen your hearts so that you will be blameless and holy in the presence of our God and Father when our Lord Jesus comes with all his holy ones.

At this point Paul finally stated his “wish-prayer” for the church. A “wish-prayer” is an intercessory prayer that utilizes optative verbs to express the wish or desire the person praying is voicing to God.94 This prayer both reiterates themes already expressed and anticipates what is to come in the letter. By expressing these concerns in prayer, Paul not only illustrated his genuine concern for the church but also provided a transition from the narrative material in chaps. 2–3 to the paraenetic material in chaps. 4–5.95 The three sentences in the NIV translation of 3:11–13 are in Greek one lengthy statement consisting of two main requests (vv. 11–12) followed by a purpose clause (v. 13) that in effect expresses a third desire for the church.

3:11 The prayer is addressed to “our God and Father himself and our Lord Jesus.” The verb that follows this compound subject is singular, but it was not uncommon for compound subjects to take singular verbs in Greek sentences. What is more significant is the linking of the Father God and the Lord Jesus as the objects of petition. Traditional Jewish prayer directed petitions to God alone. Assuming a date of composition for 1 Thessalonians of A.D. 52, this statement is one of the earliest examples of a theologically significant change in the prayer language of Jewish-Christians. It places Jesus on a par with the Father, assigning him position and authority formerly held only by Yahweh.96

The first request (v. 11) that God would “clear the way,” corresponding to the first infinitive of v. 10 to “see you again,” expressed Paul's desire to visit the church personally. The verb used here (an optative of kateuthun[image: image]) may mean either “make straight” or simply “direct.” The former meaning “make straight” would imply the need to remove obstacles and seems more likely to be Paul's intent in this context. Some spiritual hindrance had kept them from visiting the Thessalonians: “Satan stopped us” (2:18). Spiritual power is required to remove a spiritual hindrance. Therefore it only makes sense to ask in prayer that God might “clear the way,” allowing Paul another visit to Thessalonica. According to the travels recorded in Acts, this did not happen for several years, not until after the Ephesian ministry (20:1–6). Acts, however, only records those travels pertinent to the telling of its own story. Paul may well have found his way to Thessalonica sooner.

3:12 The second petition was directed to “the Lord.” Using two optative verbs Paul prayed that the Lord might cause the believers to “increase and overflow” in their love for one another and for others. (The object of the verbs is not “love” but “you,” i.e., the Thessalonians.) “Increase” (pleonaz[image: image]) and “overflow” (perisseu[image: image]) are synonyms. The former connotes growth that produces an abundance. It can indicate numerical increase, but that is unlikely in this context. The latter term, used of persons, implies a wealth or overabundance of some possession or quality. Together they form an emphatic prayer-wish for the spiritual growth of the Thessalonians. Following the assertion that Paul's desire was to visit the church and “supply what is lacking” in their faith (v. 10), the prayer requests divine power to accomplish the visit (v. 11) and to provide the growth that will supply all that the church is lacking and more (v. 12).

Paul prayed that the church would abound in love. Paul thought that love was the cardinal Christian virtue (cf. Rom 13) from which all other Christian virtues grow. Love reflects the character of God revealed in Christ. The church was taught by God to love one another (see 4:9–10), and following the example of Christ requires loving even those who are unbelievers and opponents of the faith. Thus Paul prayed that the church would abound in love both “for each other and for everyone else.” Love “for everyone else” (lit., “for all”) is a reference to persons outside the church and would include even those persecuting the Thessalonian believers.

The parenthetical comment “just as ours does for you” (i.e., may your love abound for one another and for others just as our love abounds for you) is not a part of the prayer itself. Rather, it is yet another of the numerous assertions found in these first three chapters that the missionaries loved the Thessalonians. The assertions are so frequent and so rigorously defended that one wonders if this was the essence of the problem that generated Timothy's visit and the writing of this letter. Attracted by Paul's gospel of love, were the Thessalonians now facing critics who claimed that Paul's gospel was as false as his professions of concern for them? If this were the charge, the apostle answered it fully on the basis of his actions. He had labored, sacrificed, and endured hardship and dangerous opposition for their sakes. He had treated them like a loving, gentle parent would his own children. He preferred to burden himself excessively rather than burden them at all. He did all this for their benefit, seeking no earthly reward at all. If they needed proof of the genuineness of his love, they had it in his own actions. If they needed a flesh-and-blood example of love to guide their own growth in love, the apostle had supplied this too in abundance.

3:13 Verse 13 does not start a new sentence in the Greek text. Although it does express an additional desire for the Thessalonians (which apparently explains the translation in the NIV), syntactically v. 13 continues the thought of v. 12 by providing a purpose statement. Paul desired that the church abound in love (v. 12) so that the Lord might establish their hearts blameless in holiness (v. 13).

Maintaining a close link between these two clauses is essential: blameless, sanctified hearts can only grow and bloom in the soil of a genuine and abundant love. In this the teachings of the apostle echoed the words of Jesus: “The entire law is summed up in a single command: ‘Love your neighbor as yourself’” (Gal 5:14); and again, “He who loves his fellowman has fulfilled the law” (Rom 13:8; cf. Matt 22:34–40). The church today needs this message as well. But it is a message they must see their leaders live, not just hear them proclaim. To be true to the Scriptures, today's apostles must demonstrate by their actions that loveless Christianity is an oxymoron, that a gospel lacking love is a heresy, and that true Christian maturity is measured by the character of one's love, not the complexity of one's theology.

“Blameless” (amemptous) is a concept descriptive of something or someone judged acceptable before God in sacrificial worship. “Holy” (hagi[image: image]sun[image: image]) is a noun describing the state of that which is sanctified (hagiadz[image: image]) or consecrated as God's special possession. Both words (but esp. the latter) connote a relationship to the divine that also has ethical implications. God's saints, or holy (hagioi) ones, are those dedicated to him and his service. Thus their lives should reflect the values and character of the Father. If the Father is love, so must his children love, or they are not his blameless holy ones (cf. 1 John 4:7–12). “Blameless in holiness” is a more literal translation of Paul's phrase and indicates a closer link between the two words than the NIV implies with “blameless and holy.” Paul prayed that the Lord would produce in the Thessalonians a wealth of love for others (both inside and outside the church), and as a result they would live lives God would judge acceptable.

Paul's prayer envisions present growth in love (v. 12) anticipating a future time of judgment (v. 13). The two phrases “in the presence of our God and Father” and “when our Lord Jesus comes” are parallel, both looking to the parousia. The established or strengthened heart is one that is so firmly grounded in love that it perseveres to the end. Thus the “endurance inspired by hope” that the believers had already evidenced and that is praised in the first thanksgiving (1:3) is here projected into the future. Endurance for a time is not enough. Endurance to the end is required.

Thankful for their endurance to this point, Paul now prayed that the Thessalonians might endure to the coming of the Lord “with all his holy ones” (v. 13). Paul regularly used “holy ones” (hagioi) to refer to believers in the churches (Rom 1:7; 8:27; 12:13; 15:25; 1 Cor 1:2; 6:1–2; 14:33; Phil 1:1). These holy ones, however, are depicted as coming with Jesus at his parousia. In 4:16–17 Paul indicated that both living saints and those who had died would rise to meet Jesus, who will descend “with the voice of the archangel” (cf. 2 Thess 1:7). It is unlikely therefore that the holy ones of 3:13 who descend with Jesus are the saints who have passed away. It is more probable that Paul here was using hagioi as it often is used in the LXX, of Yahweh's angels (see esp. Zech 14:5).

Paul's lengthy thanksgiving has served both to encourage and to instruct. His affirmations of the faith, love, and perseverance of the Thessalonian believers encouraged them to continue as they had begun. Reminding them of his behavior in their midst both provided them with a concrete example to follow in their Christian walk and also provided a counter to any accusations that opponents might aim in his direction. Paul's affirmations also served to express the bond of love he felt for the church and which they felt for him as well. Thankful for their faith in the present and hopeful regarding their faith in the future, Paul turned to exhortation regarding their Christian lives in the days ahead.
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