I Thessalonians


Background

· 1 Thessalonians is the oldest existing Christian manuscript, having been dated solidly between 50-52. There is no serious debate about the identity of the author, Paul.

· Thessalonica lies along a major E/W route through Macedonia called the Egnatian Way. Along this road major cities are spaced a long day’s journey (about 30 mi.) apart. Philippi lies 100 miles east along this road.

· Thessalonica was the capital of the province of Macedonia, with a population of ~200,000 (about the same as Rochester). The city was large enough to have a Jewish colony and synagogue.

· Paul, Tim, Silas went to Thessalonica; Paul was driven out and went to Berea, then Athens, where Tim and Silas joined him. Worried about the Thess’ns, he sent Tim back to them while he went on to Corinth. Tim brought word to him from Thess., occasioning this letter.

· As described in Acts 17, Paul went to Thessalonica with Timothy and Silas (Silvanus) after getting out of prison in Philippi. While supporting himself with his tent-making career, Paul preached a three-week sermon series on scriptural evidence that Jesus was the Messiah. He received strong response and many Jewish, God-fearing and Gentile converts. This was soon followed by Jewish opposition which forced Paul to leave after which he and Silas traveled to Berea, where Tim rejoined them, and then Paul went alone to Athens.  From Athens he called Silas and Timothy to himself. Later, worried about the Thessalonians Paul sent Timothy back to them while he continued on to Corinth. After receiving news from the Thessalonians when Timothy rejoined Paul in Corinth, he penned this letter.

Fun fact: Thessalonica was founded on the site of ancient Therma by Cassander, a general of Alexander the Great. Cassander named the city after his wife, the half sister of Alexander.

Discussion Questions

1. What can  you infer from this letter about the issues in the Thessalonian church which Paul is addressing or responding to?

* the faint-hearted and weak (5:14)

* idleness—some weren’t working because they were too caught up with anticipation of the Day of the Lord (4:11-12), and were probably leeching off of others

* some were neglecting the direction of those over them

* they were worried about those who died while waiting for the Lord

* they were worried they might miss Christ’s return

* accusations that Paul was a huckster out to make money off of them because in part of his quick departure

2. What can you infer from this letter about the church in Thessalonica and its relationship with Paul? What is the constituency of the church? Where, then, would it have met? How does all this square with Luke’s account in Acts 17:1-10?

Paul had an excellent relationship with them, very affectionate. They were largely Gentile, and had been expelled by the Jews, so probably met in house churches. Luke’s account stops short of the development of the Gentile church.

3. Paul praises the Thess’ns in vv. 1:9-10 for (1) turning from idols, (2) serving the living God, and (3) waiting for Jesus. Given their culture and context, what would these three have consisted of?

(1) Literally that—Thessalonica worshipped gods like Isis and Anubis, and also had some amount of emperor worship; (2) being baptized and living a Godly life, attempting to love others and turn from worldly (sexual) ways; (3) keeping their heads down and keeping going despite persecution probably from the local Jews, and possibly from suspicious Romans. See Michael Green’s description of the changed lives of early Christians.

4. In order to deliver the Gospel to this church, Paul presumably had to provide foundational background on monotheism, the Messiah and the Hebrew scriptures, God’s witness in nature and his requirements of men for holy living, etc. Why do you think so little of this letter concentrates on shoring up these fundamentals?

Include or have on hand the hypothesized introductory sermon from Roetzel. I think it’s because Timothy gave them a refresher. I also wonder if it’s because the real foundation for their belief, or a least an important part of it, was their witness of works of power (1:5)—perhaps they were still experiencing the gifts of the Holy Spirit, and these were also serving as testimony.

Q: Paul’s triad of faith, hope and love are woven through this letter. What did they mean to the church in Thessalonica? How do they stand in relationship to your theology and relationship with God?

5. Paul says the Thessalonians became imitators of him and of Jesus. How often does Paul quote Jesus in this letter? Where do you see Jesus’ teaching in Paul’s message? Is Paul’s theology here faithful to the message Jesus taught two decades before?

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?

☞
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