I Thessalonians, part 2



turn, serve, wait (1:9-10)
Background

· Parousia, the word translated in the NIV as “coming” in 2:19, 3:13, 4:15, and 5:23 was a technical term for a ruler’s state visit, and a different word from the one Paul uses to describe his visiting them in 2:18. (Though he does use it to describe his own visit in Phil 1:26.)

· The evocative end-times term rapture comes from the Latin translation of “caught up” in 4:17. It is also found in 2 Cor 12:2, 4, which describes one being caught up to heaven in a vision, in Acts 8:39 when Philip is teleported from the eunuch, and in Rev 12:5 when the son of the woman clothed in the sun is “snatched up to God”.

Discussion Questions

1. Paul says the Thessalonians became imitators of him and of Jesus (1:6-7). 

a. How often does Paul quote Jesus in this letter, based on the gospel accounts? Where do you see Jesus’ teaching in Paul’s message? 

b. Is Paul’s theology here the same as the message Jesus taught his disciples two decades before? Do you see anything in Paul’s message which isn’t found in the Gospels? 

2. 1 Thess includes a large section of exhortation (4:1-5:22) culminating in a closely-packed list of seventeen (!) directives characterizing the behavior expected of Christians (5:12-22). 
Lists like this are referred to as paraenesis, the Greek word for “advice”. Other examples of paraenesis in Paul’s letters include Rom 12:1-15:13; Gal 5:1-6:10; Col 3:1-4:6; Eph 4:1-6:20. Catalogs of virtues and vices were a common device in the ancient world to delineate community values. Paul’s lists of virtues have very few parallels in Hellenistic Judaism, but have significant parallels in lists found in the dead sea scrolls and in Greek literature. (For instance, the requirements for bishop in 1 Tim 3:2-7 are very similar to those the tactician Onosander set down for a general.) 

a. In 1 Thess in particular, nothing in the details of Paul’s moral exhortations (“paraenesis”) is distinctively Jewish or Christian; all of it could be found among Gentile preachers and moral philosophers of the time. 
 However, the motivation is different. What reasons does Paul give? 

(1) God’s call “into his own kingdom and glory” (2:12); (2) God’s will (4:3); (3) knowledge of God through the Christian proclamation (4:5); (4) expectation of God’s/Jesus’ judgment (4:6). The call was to holiness (4:3-4, 7; cf. 5:23) and to a relationship with God enjoyed by those who partake of his Spirit (4:8; 5:19). 
b. In 4:3, at the start of his paraenesis, Paul also says it’s God’s will that they “be sanctified.” What role does  their behavior play in their sanctification, in this letter? What’s the goal of sanctification here? 

In 3:13 Paul expresses his desire for their love to increase “so that [the Lord] may establish your hearts unblamable in holiness before our God and Father at the coming of our Lord Jesus with all his saints.” This passage places Paul’s subsequent admonitions regarding pure ethical behavior within the context of eschatological reward.
c. The Law gave Israel a holiness which set them apart from the Gentiles; Paul’s instructions for holy living (4:2) do the same thing, separating them from the Gentiles (4:5) to God (4:7+). However, in the central prophetic passage announcing the new covenant Jeremiah says that those in the covenant will no long have need to teach one another as Paul does here (see Jer 31:33ish)! How, then, do Paul’s lists of advice fit in with the vision of the new covenant? 

3. Paul urges the Thessalonians in 4:11 to lead a quiet life. How does this mesh with Jesus’ instruction to his disciples to be the salt of the earth (Mt 5:13)? 

4. Expectation of the second coming is a central theme in this letter. How central is it to the message of Jesus in the Gospels? How central is it in your relationship with God? 

5. The theology of the cross and the atonement historically has had two central themes: the expiating effect of Christ’s suffering, and the victory of Christ over sin and death. Which, if either of these, do you find in this letter?

6. This is believed to be the earliest document in the NT, written before any of the gospel accounts were recorded. Do you see anything distinctive which points towards its early writing, or sets it apart from other NT literature?

7. Read Mark 13:3-31.

a. How does Paul’s description of the signs of the end times differ from the Olivet Discourse? See also Daniel 7:9-18. I see seven parallels between this tiny apocalypse in 1 Thess and the Olivet discourse/the Gospels: (1) in both cases the author is saying that the parousia isn’t yet—Jesus because people would mistake the fall of Jerusalem for the 2nd coming, and Paul because end-times fever had hit the Thessalonian church; (2) they both say that there’s no danger of missing the parousia; (3) they both say the exact time is unknowable; (4) they both say that nevertheless we shouldn’t be surprised; (5) they both say that the parousia will come suddenly—“as labor pains”; (6) Jesus, in Luke’s version (Lk 21), also warns against drunkenness and dissipation; (7) those alive won’t precede the dead—paralleling the parable of the workers in the field.
Note that the descent of Jesus, with the trumpet etc., is similar in description to Moses’ descent from the mountain.

And note that heaven in Jewish thought was a place of power, so Jesus was returning from a position of power. 
b. What “word” of Jesus is referred to in 4:15?

c. How does Paul’s description of the Day of the Lord (5:2) differ from that of popular dispensationalist views, such as in the popular Left Behind series? See handout on the rapture. On the basis of 1 Thess, does the rapture occur at or before Jesus’ second coming for the judgment of humankind? How litterally should the language of being caught up in the clouds be taken? See also Paul’s description of the resurrection in 1 Cor 15.
Shamelessly Application-Oriented Questions

8. What is Paul’s goal for the Thessalonians, as suggested by his advice for them? What are his own goals? How much of this goal-orientation is a product of Paul’s personality or the context of a young church starting under adversity? How much is trans-culturally normative?
9. Paul instructs the church in how to live to please God, and even says they are currently doing so (4:1). Are we? Do you feel as if God is pleased by you? Why or why not?
10. After 2,000 years, Jesus’ parousia may not seem imminent. However, our coming to Jesus could happen at any time—tomorrow or fifty years from now. How does this affect your reading of this letter?
11. Do you identify more with Paul or the Thessalonians?
12. Paul advocates a sober, quiet lifestyle. Some of the best examples of this are the Mormons and the Jehovah’s Witnesses—often more so than their evangelical neighbors. These groups are both known, however, for their deep legalism. How does one follow Paul’s advice without falling into this trap?
Parallels between 1 Thess’ns and the Gospels

	vv.
	1 Thess
	Gospels

	1:5
	The Gospel was accompanied by the HS
	

	1:6
	The Holy Spirit brings joy
	

	1:10
	Jesus was raised from the dead, will come again from heaven, and will rescue us from the coming wrath
	Mt 3:7—“who warned you brood of vipers to flee the coming wrath?”

	2:9
	Paul et al. worked night and day
	the first shall be last

	2:12
	God calls them into his kingdom and glory
	Mt 4:17—repent, the kingdom of heaven is close at hand

	2:15
	the Jews killed Jesus and the prophets
	Mt 23:29-37—the Jews persecuted the prophets

	2:16
	the Jews heaped up their sins to the limit
	Mt 23:32—“finish the full measure of the sins of your ancestors”

	2:18
	Satan stopped them from returning
	Satan as adversary

	3:4
	We warned you that we must expect persecution
	Mt 16:24—“take up your cross and follow me”

	3:5
	“I was afraid…the tempter might have tempted you”
	parable of the sower

	3:13
	“May he strengthen your hearts so that you will be blameless and holy… when Jesus comes with all his holy ones”
	Mk 13:13—those who stand firm to the end will be saved

	4:3
	avoid sexual immorality
	

	4:8
	God give you his Holy Spirit
	John 15

	4:15
	living will not precede the dead
	parable of the workers in the field

	4:16
	Jesus returns in the clouds
	Mt 24:30 (Olivet discourse)

	5:1-2
	The Son of Man will come like a thief in the night (i.e., no one knows when)
	Mt 24:36, 43—no one knows the day or hour; the day will come like a burglar

	5:3
	The Day of the Lord will come suddenly, like labor pains
	Mt 24:8—also uses the labor metaphor

	5:4
	Don’t let the day of the Lord surprise you
	Mk 13:28-29—parable of the fig tree

	5:5
	you are sons of the light and the day
	Jn 8:12—Jesus is the light of the world, and those who follow him don’t walk in the dark

	5:6-8
	be self-controlled, warn the idle, live in peace, don’t get drunk, etc., 
	Luke 21:34—eschew drunkenness, anxiety or dissipation

	5:15
	don’t pay back wrong for wrong
	Mt 5:38—turn the other cheek

	5:17
	pray continually
	Lk 21:34-35—pray for the strength to survive what will come, and to be ready to stand before the Son of Man

	5:24
	The one who calls you is faithful, and he will do it
	What is impossible for a human is possible for God


Themes or ideas in 1 Thess not found in the Gospels:

1. Paul’s list of the actions of believers (4:2) which characterize them and set the churches of God (1:1; 2:4) apart from the nonbeliever (4:5), much as the Law in the OT set Israel apart from the Gentiles (Lev 11:45; 28:1; 19:1, etc.). Jesus, by contrast, seems to avoid lists like this, instead summarizing the Law in the two great commandments.

2. Sanctification receives scant attention in the gospels except in John 15-16, with the parable of the vine and the prayer for the comforter.

Themes or ideas in the Gospels which don’t make an appearance in 1 Thess:

(given the shortness of the letter, it is of course not surprising that these don’t appear)

1. the eucharist

2. baptism

3. Jesus’ miracles

4. legalism

5. others?

Paul’s instructions:

a. Avoid sexual immorality (4:3)

b. Continue to love the brothers in Macedonia (4:10)

c. Encourage and build up one another (5:11; 14)

d. Be joyful always (5:16)

e. Pray continually (5:17)

f. Give thanks in all circumstances (5:18)

g. Do not quench the Spirit’s fire (5:19) or show contempt for prophecy (5:20); rather, test everything (5:21) and avoiding evil (5:22)

h. Lead a quiet life (4:11), minding your own business (4:11)

i. Work with your hands; don’t be dependent on anybody (4:11); warn the idle (5:14)

j. Be alert, self controlled and sober (5:6-7)

k. Respect those who work among you and are over you in the Lord (5:12)

The Rapture 

(from http://www.xenos.org/classes/principles/cpu1w9.htm)
What is it? 
Of the few passages which speak of the Rapture, 1 Thess. 4:13-18 and 1 Cor. 15:50-53 are the clearest. Christ will descend from heaven to catch up all living and dead believers to meet him in the air. They receive their resurrected bodies at this point. Therefore, some Christians will never experience physical death. Instead, they will be instantly translated like Enoch and Elijah in the Old Testament. 

(1 Thess. 4:16,17) For the Lord himself will come down from heaven, with a loud command, with the voice of the archangel and with the trumpet call of God, and the dead in Christ will rise first. (17) After that, we who are still alive and are left will be caught up together with them in the clouds to meet the Lord in the air. And so we will be with the Lord forever.

(1 Cor. 15:50-53) I declare to you, brothers, that flesh and blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God, nor does the perishable inherit the imperishable. (51) Listen, I tell you a mystery: We will not all sleep, but we will all be changed—(52) in a flash, in the twinkling of an eye, at the last trumpet. For the trumpet will sound, the dead will be raised imperishable, and we will be changed. (53) For the perishable must clothe itself with the imperishable, and the mortal with immortality.

When will it occur?
None of the Rapture passages directly speak about the timing of the Rapture in relation to the Second Advent. Its timing must therefore be inferred from other eschatological passages. The key issue here is how one understands God's commitment to Israel.  If God's covenants with Israel still stand, then the focus of God's dealing during the tribulation will be with Israel. 
Covenantalists:
Because Covenantalists see the Church replacing Israel, they see the Rapture as the first event of the Second Coming (POST-TRIBULATIONAL VIEW). 

Parousia: The word parousia ("coming"), which is repeatedly used to refer to the second coming of Christ, has a special meaning in some cases. When a general staged a triumphal entry into a city, the citizens would go out to meet him, and immediately return in company with him and his army and/or captives. This could be the intended meaning of the word when it is used in passages like 1 Thess. 4:15; 1 Cor. 15:23. 

Dispensationalist: 
Because Dispensationalists see the Church as a parenthesis in God's working through Israel, they see the Rapture as a distinct event separated by a period of time (PRE- or MID-TRIBULATIONAL VIEWS - the distinction between these views is minor). As we have already seen, the focus of the tribulation is on Israel rather than on the Church. 

If the Dispensational hermeneutic is accepted, there is ample additional support for the Rapture as an event which precedes the Second Coming by a significant period of time . 

1. Contrasts between the Second Advent and the Rapture: 

a. Rapture - Believers meet Christ in the air (1 Thess. 4:17)
Second Advent - Believers meet Christ on the ground (Zech. 14:4,5). 

b. Rapture - Believers involved become immortal (1 Cor. 15:51-53).
Second Advent - Believers involved remain mortal (Is. 65:20; Rev. 19:18). 

c. Rapture - Believers involved go immediately to heaven (1 Thess. 4:17).
Second Advent - Believers involved stay on earth to populate the Millennial Kingdom (Mt. 25:31-34; Zech. 14:9ff). 

2. Intervening events between the Rapture and Second Advent require enough time that they are best explained as two separate events. 

a. There must be enough time for people to get saved, because mortal believers inhabit the Millennial Kingdom (Is. 65:20). 

b. Rev. 20:4 implies that there must be enough time for some of the above believers to die. 

3. The contrast between the "day of Christ" and the "day of the Lord" suggests two different comings. 

a. The "day of Christ" is for the church and is looked forward to (1 Cor. 1:8; 1 Cor. 5:5; 2 Cor. 1:14; Phil. 1:6). 

b. The "day of the Lord" is for Israel and unbelievers and is feared as a time of God's judgment (Is. 13:6,9 Is. 34:8; Ezek. 30:3; Amos 5:18; Zeph. 1:7-13; 1 Thess. 5:2; 1 Thess. 3:2; 2 Thess. 2:2). 

4. God usually removes believers before he judges catastrophically (e.g., Noah; Lot). Several New Testament passages suggest that he will remove Christians before the Tribulation (2 Pet. 2:5-9; 1 Thess. 1:10; 5:9). 

Note: The desire to believe in a pre-tribulational Rapture because it means deliverance from suffering is suspect and unhealthy. The New Testament predicts that all committed Christians will be persecuted to some extent (2 Tim. 3:12), persecution has been the norm for Christians for the whole Church Age, and more Christians were martyred in the 20th century than in all previous 19 centuries combined! (Need citation.) Do you hold this view because you don't want to suffer—or because it makes the most sense? 

Application: How should the Rapture affect us as Christians? 

1 Thes. 4:13,18 says we should not grieve hopelessly about Christian friends who die, because we'll see them again on that day. 

1 Cor. 15:58 says we should keep abounding in ministry because this work has eternal impact.







� This question borrows liberally from Hawthorne, G. F., et al., Dictionary of Paul and his Letters (Downer’s Grove: IVP) 1993. 
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