Introduction to First Thessalonians


A.  Isagogics.


1.  The background for the epistle is found in Acts 17:1-15.


2.  When Paul left Philippi, he left Luke behind to monitor the progress of the Church and took Timothy and Silas with him to Thessalonica.


3.  The city of Thessalonica was the capital of Macedonia and stood on the key East-West highway in the Empire, the Via Egnatia.  Cassander re-founded the city and changed its name from Therma to Thessalonica in honor of his wife, the daughter of Philip of Macedon, the sister of Alexander the Great.


4.  The city of Thessalonica was the most populous in Macedonia and had its own system of government with seven magistrates called “politarchs.”  See The Life and Epistles of St. Paul by Conybeare & Howson, pg 259 for Luke's accuracy on the use of the term "politarch."


5.  It had a large enough population of Jews to support a synagogue, Acts 17:1.


6.  Paul went there on his second missionary journey with Silas and Timothy.  Their mission was an immediate success; those who believed were:



a.  A certain number of Jews, most conspicuous among whom was Aristarchus, Acts 19:29; 20:4; Col 4:10; Phile 24.



b.  A great many God-fearing Greeks.



c.  And more than a few of the leading women in the city.


7.  Most of the believers were Greeks who were dissatisfied with the idol-worship of the State religion and the narrow nationalism and ritual requirements of Judaism.


8.  The defections of such a large number of coveted Gentile proselytes stirred up the jealousy and hatred of the Jews against Paul.


9.  The Jews motivated a street gang to go to the house of a believer and prominent citizen named Jason (the Greek name taken by a Jew named Jesus), where Paul was staying, to try to capture Paul.  Paul, Silas, and Timothy were not there, so the gang dragged Jason before the city officials.  Jason was required to pay a security deposit to prevent any further disturbance from a mob.  This meant that if Paul and Silas tried to proclaim the gospel or teach doctrine, then the Jews would stir up the mob again and Jason would forfeit his money.  This was the perfect Satanic plot to keep Paul from preaching there again.  This is what meant when he said in 1 Thes 2:18, "For we wanted to come to you--I, Paul, more than once--and yet Satan thwarted us."  Therefore, the believers decided that for Jason's sake and for safety reasons, Paul and his band of missionaries should leave.  See The Life and Epistles of St. Paul by Conybeare & Howson, pg 260.



a.  Why did the Jew's indictment of Paul cause such a vehement reaction by the city officials?



b.  The Jews in Rome were under the ban of the Roman authorities about this time, for having raised a tumult in the metropolis, at the instigation of one Christus; and the Jews in the cities of the provinces wanted to throw the antagonism of the Romans off of themselves and onto a sect whose very name "Christians" might be interpreted to imply a rebellion against the Emperor.



c.  Thessalonia was a "free city" like Antioch, Tarsus and Athens because its citizens supported Augustus and Anthony against Brutus and Cassius in the civil war.  Being free, it was entirely self-governed in all its internal affairs; the governor of the province had no right to interfere.  The magistrates had the power of life and death.  No Roman troops were stationed within the city.



d.  Therefore the magistrates of the city would be careful to show their loyalty to the Emperor and to avoid every disorder, which might compromise their valued position.  Also, the citizens did not want this status to change by a bunch of Christians who refused to acknowledge Caesar as "Lord" and make public offerings to the "gods."

    10.  Paul spent four or five months in Thessalonica before being forced to leave by the jealousy of the Jews.

    11.  After being well received in Berea, the Judaizers followed and stirred up the crowds.  Paul left Silas and Timothy in Berea while he moved on to Athens.  After arriving safely in Athens, Paul sent back word for Silas and Timothy to join him in Athens.

    12.  After Silas and Timothy arrive, Paul sends Timothy back to Thessalonica (1 Thes 3:1-2) and Silas to Philippi to check on the churches.

    13.  After being rejected in Athens, Paul moved on to Corinth, where Silas and Timothy finally joined him again.  Timothy brings disturbing news, which motivates Paul to write 1 Thessalonians.

B.  Canonicity.


1.  Both the internal and external evidence for the canonicity of this epistle is excellent.


2.  The External Evidence.



a.  The epistle is included in Marcion's collection of Paul's works, c. 140 AD.



b.  It is mentioned in the Muratorian Canon, C. 180 AD.



c.  It is quoted by name by Irenaeus.



d.  It is acknowledge as genuine by Clement of Alexandria and Tertullian, c. 200 AD.



e.  It is included in the Old Latin and Old Syriac translations.


3.  The Internal Evidence.



a.  The church organization is clearly early; for the only officials mentioned are "those who are over you."  1 Thes 5:12.



b.  The language and style is certainly Paul's.  The church was mainly Gentile since there is a total absence of any OT allusions in either 1 or 2 Thessalonians.



c.  The subject matter would be inconceivable after Paul's death.  No one would have thought of representing the apostle as expecting to be alive at the Parousia when it was known that he was already dead.



d.  The imminence of the Parousia is itself a strong argument in favor of authenticity since it reflects a primitive period in church development.



e.  No adequate motive for a forgery has ever been suggested.

C.  Place and Date of the Epistle.


1.  Acts 18:5 tells us that Gallio was proconsul in Corinth.  From an inscription at Delphi we know he ruled there during the twelfth year of Claudius' tribunal power and after his twenty-sixth proclamation as Emperor from the summer of 51 AD to the summer of 52 AD.


2.  Acts 18-12-18 suggest that Paul appeared before Gallio shortly after Gallio assumed office and probably towards the end of Paul's eighteen months in the city, Acts 18:11.


3.  It is most probable that the epistle was written shortly after Paul's arrival in Corinth.


4.  Thus 1 Thessalonians was written from Corinth in 51 AD.

D.  Purpose of the Epistle.


1.  To encourage the Thessalonians as the report about them had been an encouragement to Paul.



a.  To understand this point you must understand the background.



b.  The hatred and jealousy of the Jews toward Paul had just forced him out of his last three preaching places and he was met with mockery in Athens.  It is no wonder he arrived at Corinth "in weakness, and in fear, and in much trembling" (1 Cor 2:3).



c.  But after Silas and Timothy arrived with great news about the converts in Thessalonica, this encouraged Paul greatly.  He saw his setbacks in their right perspective, and realized that God was with him, that he was God's messenger, and that the blessing of God was upon the work he was doing.  He received new strength.


2.  The Jewish opponents still in Thessalonia accused Paul of having no real love for his converts (else why did he not come back to them?), and that he was only motivated by personal profit like many other wandering preachers of both philosophy and religion during this time.  By discrediting Paul, they discredited his message.  So Paul devotes a considerable amount of space to refuting such slanders.


3.  Paul also wrote to encourage these believers to stand firm in the face of Gentile persecution.


4.  The distinguishing characteristic of the first Christians of Thessalonica was their overwhelming sense of the nearness of the Second Advent, accompanied by their melancholy thoughts concerning those who might die before it occurred.  Each chapter in the epistle ends with an allusion to this subject.


5.  The problem of going back into sexual immorality as a way of life among the Gentiles also had to be dwelt with.  Paul encourages them to stand firm in the right way, 1 Thes 4:4ff.
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