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Introduction

Introduction to 1 Thessalonians
It was on Paul’s second missionary journey, AD 49 or 50, that apostle and his band of 
missionaries, Silas, Timothy and Luke arrived in the Greek town of Thessalonica.  Situated 
about 100 miles from Philippi, Thessalonica (modern day Thessaloniki) was the largest and 
most important city of Macedonia.  The great Roman highway, the Via Egnatia, connected 
Rome with its eastern provinces and made Thessalonica a significant center of trade.

Like many Macedonian cities of its day, it had 
something to offer to almost every religious 
persuasion or interest.  In Thessalonica you could 
find traditional Greek cults, philosophic traditions, 
mystery religions, the cult of Roman emperor 
worship, a sanctuary of Egyptian gods (Isis & Osiris) 
and a Jewish population large enough to support 
a synagogue.  There was also a local cult to the 
highest god that in Thessalonica was identified with 
Cabirus. With so many religious options there was 
strong tendency to mix and match.  Syncretism was 
unavoidable.

It is into this context that Paul and his co-workers 
introduce Christian faith.  The almost immediate 
response was a combination of acceptance, 
rejection, hostility and persecution.  The church was 
born.  The church was persecuted.  The church 
grew and stood firm.  In reading 1 Thessalonians 

modern readers must constantly remind themselves of the real life, on the ground, situation 
the recipients of this letter are facing.  This church was young in their faith, initially small in 
number, taught for only a period of somewhere between two to four months, and suffering the 
trials of persecution.   It is into this context that the loving apostle Paul writes to this young 
church. Thessalonians is one of the earliest of all the New Testament letters.  

1 Thessalonians is a loving letter where the heart beat of Paul is on display.  It exudes warmth, 
affection, pastoral concern, and practical instructions for Christian living.  Of particular concern 
is the timing of the return of Christ and the fate of those who had fallen asleep.  The young 
church was confused and Paul writes, in part, to assure and comfort the church concerning 
these matters.

What about us?  What does 1 Thessalonians have to say to Santa Barbara Community 
Church in 2010?  We are a local church and 1 Thessalonians is a local church.  While the 
cultural situation in first century Macedonia is different from that of twenty-first century Santa 
Barbara, the basic hopes, fears, and questions of God’s people have not changed all that 
greatly.  As we study this letter together we can anticipate that God himself will shape and 
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sharpen our faith, just as he used this letter in the faith of those early Christians.  The local 
church, while looking different in various locations and times, is still the family of God in a 
given locale.  It is through local churches that God will accomplish his will in the world.  

When we affirm (as we should) that the church is central to the historical purpose 
of God, we are not referring to only to its universal aspect, but also to its concrete, 
local, and colorful manifestations.  But what is to be our vision for the local church, 
and how is its life to be developed?  Paul’s letters to the Thessalonian church throw 
valuable light on such aspects as its continuous evangelism, pastoral care, ethical 
standards, reciprocal fellowship, public worship, obedience to apostolic teaching, and 
future hope.  I cannot imagine how any church member or leader could fail to find 
both direction and inspiration in these letters for the life of their local church. (Stott, 
p. 10, emphasis added)

This study guide is written with the hope that SBCC will find, as John Stott said, both 
direction and inspiration in studying 1 Thessalonians.  The goal is not simply to gather more 
information but to have changed lives.  It is important to remember that this is a guide.  We 
are not studying the study guide, but the Bible, and in particular 1 Thessalonians.  The 
commentary and questions in this guide are meant to drive us back into the Scriptures.  

When studying the Bible we always want to ask three simple questions of any passage.  
Leave any one of these question unanswered and you have not really studied the Bible.

What?  (What does it say?)

So What?  (What does it mean?)

What now?  (How do I apply it to my life?)

May God bless, shape and challenge Santa Barbara Community Church as we spend 
fourteen weeks in Paul’s letter to the church at Thessalonica.
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As his custom was, Paul went into the synagogue, and 
on three Sabbath days he reasoned with them from 
the Scriptures, explaining and proving that the Christ 

had to suffer and rise from the dead. “This Jesus I am 
proclaiming to you is the Christ,” he said.

Any church has a beginning.  In our day most new 
churches are planted when a small group of mature 
believers give birth to a new local expression of the 
church.  They hope the church will grow as the gospel 
is shared and people find faith in Jesus.  These 
church planters begin this new church equipped with 
free Bibles to hand out, of worship songs to teach, a 
strategy for evangelism, and a vision statement that 
expresses their hopes.  Churches in the first century 
began in a much different way.

Paul and his traveling companions, Silas, Timothy, and 
Luke arrived in Thessalonica in AD 49 or 50.  It was during Paul’s second missionary journey, 
described for us by Luke in the book of Acts, that this missionary team came to this beautiful 
seaport city.  The three missionary trips described in Acts are like any good adventure story.  
We read of success and failure, joy and pain, the expected and the unexpected.  The roller 
coaster of emotions quickly becomes evident in Acts 17:1-9.

As we begin our study of Paul’s letter to the church at Thessalonica it is important that 
we understand the circumstances of how this church began.  In the process we will learn 
something of Paul’s heart for the believers in Thessalonica, some of the problems that 
existed, and the reasons that this letter was written.  Just as it is vital to know someone’s 
background and personal story if you are to understand them, it is essential that we know the 
background of the founding of this church if we are to understand the New Testament letter of 
1 Thessalonians.  

The story of the second missionary journey begins in Acts 15:36.  To get us up to speed for 
what transpired in Thessalonica read Acts 15:36-16:40.

When did Timothy join Paul and Silas?  Acts 16:1-3

Study One
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When did Luke join Paul, Silas and Timothy?  Acts 16:11  (Notice the “we” sections 
begin here.  Luke wrote the book of Acts.)

What were they doing as they traveled from city to city? 

The efforts of this band of brothers in Philippi meet with remarkable success that resulted in 
a long and warm relationship between Paul and this church.  As was often the case these 
itinerate missionaries were beaten, put in jail and then run out of town.  Philippi was close 
to 100 miles from Thessalonica.  Beaten, bruised and joyful Paul, Silas and Timothy (Luke 
stayed behind) traveled along the Via Egnatia, the great Roman road that connected Rome 
with its eastern provinces. 

With this background in mind, read Acts 17:1-9 that describes the founding of the church at 
Thessalonica.  

Does anything stand out to you in these nine verses?  What initial questions do you 
have of this story?

What do you learn about the city of Thessalonica from these verses?
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A quick reading of Acts 17:1-9 would lead you to think that Paul and his friends stayed in 
Thessalonica for 3-4 weeks, having gone to the synagogue on three Sabbath days.  Most 
likely they stayed much longer.  Most commentators estimate that they were in Thessalonica 
for somewhere between two to five months.�

It was Paul’s habit to initially look to the synagogue for a welcoming place to teach.  As 
a learned traveling rabbi, Paul would be invited to speak to the Jewish worshippers.  In 
Thessalonica this itinerant preacher only lasts three Saturdays.

Notice the language of verses 2-4.  What does this tell you about the nature of how Paul 
presented the gospel message?

reasoned with them from the Scriptures

explaining and proving that Christ had to suffer and rise from the dead�

This Jesus I am proclaiming to you is the Christ.

Some of the Jews were persuaded

How does Paul’s presentation of the gospel compare to how you might talk to friends 
and neighbors about the good news found in Jesus?  Do you reason, explain, prove and 
persuade when you talk to the non-Christian?  Why or why not?

�	 Luke, however, often “telescopes” his narrative by skipping over intervening events (compare his 
relatively brief and episodic account in Acts 18:1-18 of Paul’s initial visit to Corinth, which lasted 
eighteen months).  Thus a month or two (or even three or four) may have elapsed between the 
two episodes narrated in 17:1-4 and 17:5-9.  A stay of two to five months would correlate well with 
impression given by Paul’s description in 1 Thessalonians of his activities during this time, and also 
with his comment that the Philippians contributed to his support during this time, perhaps (but not 
necessarily) more than once (Phil. 4:15-16).  (Michael Holmes, The NIV Application Commentary, p. 
20)

� Such a revolutionary teaching would be at odds with the prominent Jewish view that saw the Messiah 
as a political and military leader who would rescue Israel from her oppressors.
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As a homegroup talk about evangelism.  Is this a strong part of your life?  Is evangelism 
a strength of SBCC?  What do you think of Paul’s methods here in Thessalonica?

What holds you back from being more aggressive in sharing your faith?  Why do you 
think Paul and his fellow team members were so aggressive?

If you were to reason and prove from the Scriptures that Jesus was the messiah who 
died for the sins of the world what passages from the Bible would you turn to?   Use this 
time in your homegroup to share crucial passages that explain the gospel.  Take notes 
and help each other to be prepared.

List the three groups of people who initially responded to the gospel message.�

1.

2.

3.

From the very beginning this new church faced persecution.  What a way to begin.  Think 
about it.  The synagogue would have been incensed at the loss of members to this new cult.  
The conversion of some prominent women would have made civic leaders aware and wary 
of the cult.  This fledging church was born in opposition and hostility.

�	 God fearing Greeks were Gentiles who were attracted to Judaism and attended the synagogue 
services, but did not become full converts to Judaism.
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How do you picture the ensuing riot that breaks out?�  Have you ever witnessed a riot?  
What do you envision when the crowd and city officials were thrown into turmoil?  

Jason was probably hosting the first homegroup in Thessalonica.  The last thing on their 
minds was whether or not they should have dessert before or after the study.  How do you 
imagine the first century church experience from our own today?

This is the beginning of the church at Thessalonica.  After just a few months of teaching and 
training these young believers, Paul is run out of town making his way first to Berea and then 
to Athens and eventually Corinth.  The first impulse of these missionaries was to get back 
to Thessalonica and check on the health of the church.  Paul points out that he tried several 
times (1 Thessalonians 2:17-18).  In Athens Paul is so frustrated with not knowing the situation 
in the church that he sends Timothy back to Thessalonica.  It is in Corinth that Timothy finally 
catches up with Paul and brings encouraging news from Thessalonica (1 Thessalonians 3:6).  
It is in Corinth, after a face-to-face report from Timothy, that Paul writes one of his earliest 
letters, 1 Thessalonians.

With all this background in mind, read 1 Thessalonians—five short chapters that won’t take 
you long.  How does knowing the tumultuous beginnings of the church, the relatively brief time 
that Paul was in Thessalonica, and the culturally and religiously mixed group of people that 
made up the church help you to understand this letter?

Respond to the statement below from John Stott. How do you see this working out in your 
commitment to the local church?  What implications does this have for evangelism?

What is of particular interest, because it applies to Christian communities in every 
age and place, is the interaction which the apostle portrays between the church and 
the gospel.  He shows how the gospel creates the church and the church spreads 
the gospel, and how the gospel shapes the church, as the church seeks to live a life 
worthy of the gospel.  (Stott, p. 20)

� The bad characters of verse 5 are colorfully described in the KJV as certain lewd fellows of the baser 
sort.
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The Church of God…1 Thessalonians 1:1-4
The church in Thessalonica is only a few months old.  Its members are very young in their 
faith, coming from either Judaism or paganism.  Everything is new.  Fresh moral standards, 
hope in the return of Jesus, being joined together with other people in a church, and of course 
persecution, were being experienced for the first time.  As John Stott says, You would expect 
this to be a very wobbly church in a very precarious condition. (Stott, p. 27)

At the very beginning of his letter Paul is going 
to remind the Thessalonian believers of their 
new identity as Christians.  These opening four 
verses are packed with practical truths about 
what it means to be a part of God’s church and 
what in particular are the distinguishing marks 
of faith.  

Read 1 Thessalonians 1:1-10.  While we will 
take two weeks to cover this material, read all 
of this first chapter as a unit.

What initial questions do you have of 
verses 1-4?  Does anything jump of the 
page and grab your attention?

The traditional greeting in the first century world when writing letters was chairein, which 
simply meant greetings.  As Paul does in all his letters, he changes this common introduction 
to charis, which means grace.  When combined with the traditional Jewish greeting of shalom 
(peace in the sense of wholeness or well being) the letter begins with a distinctly Christian 
greeting, grace and peace to you.

The letter is addressed to the church of the Thessalonians (v. 1).  The word church (ekklesia) 
was a common first century term that now, in the pages of Scripture, took on special 
significance.  Gordon Fee explains the history of this term.

Its origin in the Greek city-state as a designation for the assembly of citizens gathered 
to deal with city affairs, as well as a term for “societies” of people who shared common 
beliefs, made it the happy choice of the Greek translators of the Old Testament, where 
it was regularly used to render the Hebrew qahal, referring to the “whole congregation” 
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of Israel.  The choice of this word for the community of believers in any given locale 
was thus a natural one.  And by the time of this letter, it had already begun to 
designate all the believers in a given community . . .. (Fee, p. 14)

Think about the situation at Thessalonica for these new Christians.  Why would it be 
important for them to understand themselves as a church?  Why is it important in our 
own day to understand our faith in the context of the church?

The apostle begins many of his letters with some mention of prayer and thanks for those to 
whom he is writing.  Compare this sentence, We always thank God for all of you, mentioning 
you in our prayers (v. 2), with other similar statements Paul makes about his prayer for his 
churches.

Philippians 1:3-4

Colossians 1:3-4

2 Timothy 1:3

How do prayer and thankfulness go together?  Why do you think Paul often begins by 
mentioning his prayers?  Does Paul’s example encourage you to change your habits of 
prayer?

Respond to this statement by John Stott.  How can you help your memory?

He tells the Thessalonians that he, Silas and Timothy - when together, separately or 
both - 1) always thanked God for them all, 2) mentioned them in their prayers, and 3) 
continually remembered them before God.  Thus memory, thanksgiving and prayer 
belong together.  Perhaps we need to pray and work for better memories.  For it is 
when we remember people (their faces, names and needs) that we are prompted 
both to thank God and to pray for them.  (Stott, p. 29)
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What Jonathan Wilson calls the Gospel Virtues of faith, hope and love come into sharp 
focus in verse 3b.� 

your work produced by faith, your labor prompted by love, and your endurance inspired 
by hope in our Lord Jesus Christ.�

Michael Holmes says that these three words, faith, hope and love, function almost as a 
shorthand summary of the essentials of Christianity (Holmes, p. 48).  The French Reformer 
John Calvin said much the same thing calling this a brief definition of true Christianity (Calvin, 
1 & 2 Thessalonians, p.19).  This triad of faith, hope and love show up often, with varying 
degrees of clarity, in many of Paul’s letters.  They also are found in 1 Peter and Hebrews.  As 
we unpack these weighty words examine these other New Testament passages.  Each of the 
passages listed below make mention of faith, hope and love.  Begin to take notes as to what 
you are learning about faith, hope and love.�

1 Corinthians 13:13

Ephesians 4:2-5

Colossians 1:4-5

Romans 5:1-5

1 Peter 1:3-8

Hebrews 6:10-12

Hebrews 10:22-24

�  Jonathan Wilson, Gospel Virtues: Practicing Faith Hope and Love in Uncertain Times, IVP, 1998.
�  Translators have some difficult decisions with verse 3.  The ESV and other literal translations opt to 

render these phrases more abruptly, your work of faith, labor of love, steadfastness of hope.  Gordon 
Fee points out that, Unfortunately a literal rendering of these three phrases has also led to further 
misunderstanding on the part of many readers. . . Thus the NIV — and a few others have turned all 
three of them into meaningful phrases that capture the “result / reason” of the three genitives.  (Fee, 
p. 24)

�  In many ways these passages are not similar.  What is interesting about them, however, is that these 
three themes of faith, hope and love show up in each of them.  While not always in the same way or 
in the same order, they nevertheless tell us something central about the Christian life.
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Christians are people who are distinguished by the marks of faith, hope and love.  Think 
about your own life and spiritual journey with Christ.  Answer each of the questions below 
thinking about yourself and how these characteristics have worked themselves out in your 
life.

What works have been produced in your life by faith?  (be specific)

What labor have you seen in your life prompted by love?

How have you experienced spiritual endurance inspired by hope in our Lord Jesus 
Christ?

In our last verse to be considered in this study Paul encourages the Thessalonian believers 
with the twin truths of God’s love for them and his choosing of them.  

For we know, brothers loved by God, that he has chosen you  . . .  (v. 4)

For some, the biblical teaching on God’s choosing or election can be troubling.  Ironically, 
whenever the subject comes up in the Bible (and it does often) it is meant to be an 
encouragement for the believers.  Once again John Stott helps to clarify.

Moreover, the topic of election is nearly always introduced for a practical purpose, 
in order to foster assurance (not presumption), holiness (not moral apathy), humility 
(not pride) and witness (not lazy selfishness).  But still no explanation of God’s 
election is given except God’s love . . . That is, he chose us because he loves us, 
and he loves us because he loves us.  He does not love us because we are lovable, 
but only because of his love.  And with that mystery we must rest content.  (Stott, p. 
31)

How might verse 4 have been of tremendous encouragement to the believers in 
Thessalonica?
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Examine the verses below that speak of God’s sovereign choosing of you.  How do these 
verses encourage you?  If they trouble you, explain why.   

John 15:16

Ephesians 1:4-5, 11

Titus 1:1

1 Peter 1:1

Take a step back and consider 1 Thessalonians 1:1-4.  Paul’s main intent in these verses 
is to instill confidence in this very young church.  Do you think he accomplished his goal?  
How have these verses given you spiritual confidence?
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The Gospel of God…1 Thessalonians 1:5-10
Paul’s letter to the church at Thessalonica 
began with an affirmation of the church.  They 
were God’s chosen people characterized 
by faith, hope and love.  The apostle now 
turns from God’s church to God’s gospel.  In 
1 Thessalonians 1:5-10 we learn about the 
Lord’s message (v. 8 NIV) or the word of the 
Lord (v. 8 ESV).  The gospel message came to 
the believers in a certain way and was received 
by them with appropriate attitudes.  In turn 
the reception of Lord’s message resulted in 
concrete steps of faith that changed the daily 
life of these new believers.

Read 1 Thessalonians 1:1-10, focusing 
your attention on verses 5-10.  Before 
going on in this study jot down any initial 
thoughts or questions you have.  What 
do these verses tell you about the Lord’s 
message?

Messages usually don’t come in a vacuum.  Verse 5 describes how the gospel came to the 
inhabitants of Thessalonica.  List the four ways that this good news came to Thessalonica.  

1.

2.

3.

4. 
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The gospel came with words.  Not simply with words, but with words nevertheless.  The 
good news has specific content that is communicated in words and sentences.  As we 
have seen Paul came to Thessalonica and reasoned with them from the Scriptures (Acts 
17:2).  How important is it that we choose our words carefully when talking to people 
about Jesus?  Can someone find salvation in Christ without hearing the words of the 
gospel message?  

The gospel came with power and with the Holy Spirit.  Power and the Holy Spirit cannot be 
separated.  When people hear the good news about new life in Jesus Christ words are not 
enough.  Power in the person of the Holy Spirit is needed. Stott puts it succinctly.

We must never divorce what God has married, namely his Word and his Spirit.  The 
Word of God is the Spirit’s sword.  The Spirit without the Word is weaponless; the 
Word without the Spirit is powerless.  (Stott, p. 34)

Think back to your own conversion.  What role did the Word and the Spirit play in 
your repentance?  How did the Holy Spirit enable you to understand the message and 
inwardly confirm the truth of this message?

Read 1 Corinthians 2:10-16 where Paul more fully explains the relationship between the 
Word and Spirit.  How does this passage help you understand this relationship?  How do 
you understand and apply verse 14 to your life?

The man without the Spirit does not accept the things that come from the Spirit of 
God, for they are foolishness to him, and he cannot understand them, because they 
are spiritually discerned.  1 Corinthians 2:14

The gospel came with deep conviction. What does this tell us about Paul’s confidence 
in proclaiming the gospel?  How would you rate your conviction when talking to others 
about Jesus?  Why?
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These Thessalonian believers responded to the gospel joyfully and in the process learned 
to live the Christian life by imitating the Lord as well as Paul, Silas and Timothy.  The word in 
verse 6, imitators (mimetai), is the word from which the English term mimic derives.  It simply 
means to copy.  Look at the verses listed below and remind yourself of this core Biblical 
teaching.  The Christian life is learned as we follow the example of Jesus and other believers.

Therefore I urge you to imitate me.  1 Corinthians 4:16

For you yourselves know how you ought to follow our example. We were not idle when 
we were with you . . .  2 Thessalonians 3:7

I plead with you, brothers, become like me . . .  Galatians 4:12

Join with others in following my example, brothers, and take note of those who live 
according to the pattern we gave you.  Philippians 3:17

Be imitators of God, therefore, as dearly loved children.  Ephesians 5:1

Alongside of God, are you consciously imitating other believers?  Would you feel odd 
encouraging a new Christian to look at the patterns of your life and imitate you?  Why or 
why not?

Look at verse 6 again.  These believers, in spite of severe suffering, welcomed the message 
with the joy given by the Holy Spirit.  Joy in the Christian life is one of the certain hallmarks of 
genuine faith.  But suffering is also often, sadly, a part of the Christian’s experience.  Ironically 
the New Testament often talks about joy and suffering in the very same context.�  Consider 
and respond to Fee’s statement on verse 6.

Thus we find here the remarkable collocation of joy and suffering found throughout 
the New Testament.  The early church understood suffering to be part of its lot, and 
believers were not surprised by it (1 Thessalonians 3:2-3); yet because they had 
experienced their new life as the indwelling of the Spirit, they also lived with great joy.  
In the midst of suffering, their experience of the eschatological Spirit had given them a 
foretaste of the life to come.  (Fee, p. 39)

What does it say about American Christians when they are completely surprised when 
suffering comes their way?

�  See 2 Corinthians 8:2; Romans 5:3-5; Acts 5:41; James 1:2; 1 Peter 1:6.
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It seems that the faith of this fledging church was the talk of the town, in Macedonia and 
Achaia and everywhere (v. 8).  The Lord’s message rang out from them so that everyone 
was aware of this gospel.  This is the only place in the New Testament that the Greek word 
rang out (execheo) is found.  The word is derived from echos where we get the English word 
echo or noise.  It could refer to a sound, ring, or boom.  Whatever Paul has in mind this 
gospel was having such an impact it was reverberating through the landscape of Greece.  

According to verse 8 exactly what was the news that was spreading everywhere?

One has to wonder what Jews and pagans in the area were hearing about these new 
Christians.  How did this news spread?  What was being said? Stott helps us look behind 
the scenes at the types of conversations that may have been going on.

There is an important lesson to learn here.  We are a very media-conscious 
generation.  We know the power of mass media on the public mind.  Consequently, 
we want to use this media in evangelism.  By print and tape, audio and video 
cassettes, by radio and television we would like to saturate the world with the good 
news.  And rightly so . . . Nevertheless there is a different way, which (if we must 
compare them) is still more effective.  It requires no complicated electronic gadgetry; 
it is very simple.  It is neither organized nor computerized; it is spontaneous.  And it 
is not expensive; it costs precisely nothing.  We might call it ‘holy gossip.’  It is the 
excited transmission from mouth to mouth of the impact the good news in making on 
people.  ‘Have you heard what happened to so and so?  Did you know that such and 
such a person has come to believe in God and has been completely transformed? 
Something extraordinary is going on in Thessalonica: a new society is coming into 
being, with new values and standards characterized by faith, love and hope.’  (Stott, 
p. 38)

Think about our own city.  How do you think the average non-believing Santa Barbaran 
would describe Christianity/Christians?
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Our passage for this study ends with two verses, 9b-10, that give the marks of the Christian 
life.  List them.  Reflect on how each of these marks is being manifest in your life right now.  
Be prepared to give concrete examples to your homegroup.

1. 

2.

3.

To turn from idols would mean a lot more to a first century person from Thessalonica than 
it does for most of us today living in Santa Barbara.  Thessalonica was only fifty miles from 
Mount Olympus, where the Greek gods supposedly lived.  On a clear day one could see 
Mount Olympus from Thessalonica.  The place was crawling with idols. To turn from idols 
became almost a synonym for the Christian life, especially in the book of Acts.  Idolatry is no 
less real in our day, just less tangible.  

How would you define idolatry from a modern context?  From what idols have you turned 
since you followed Christ?  What has that turning looked like?  From what idols do you 
need to turn today?

Our passage ends with a waiting church, trusting in a God who rescues us from the 
coming wrath (v. 10). How might it be helpful for you to think more about being rescued?
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Spiritual Parenting…1 Thessalonians 2:1-12
Every parent wants to do a good job of raising children.  Probably no task in life is as 
important, fulfilling, challenging, frustrating, and full of hope and disappointment.  As any 
parent knows, these cute little bundles of joy come into our lives and then the real work 
begins.  Children grow and change.  They either mature and grow into productive adulthood or 
stagnate and stay mired in childhood or even worse, adolescence. 

Much of 1 Thessalonians has to do with 
raising spiritual children.  The parallels 
between raising our own children and 
guiding baby Christians toward spiritual 
maturity are pronounced.  Paul and his 
band of missionaries had only been 
in Thessalonica a few months before 
they were run out of town and this 
young church was left on its own.  They 
were almost spiritual orphans.  In our 
passage for this study, Paul is reflecting 
on his own spiritual parenting and 
at the same time continuing to raise 
his spiritual offspring while physically 
absent.

1 Thessalonians as a whole, and 
chapters two and three in particular, are 
some of the more intimate passages 
of the New Testament.  We see much 

of Paul’s emotion, as he bares his soul in concern for the church.  Before reading recall the 
context of this letter.  Paul has left town suddenly due to persecution.  His critics no doubt took 
full advantage of his absence and did everything they could to discredit both the apostle and 
the gospel.  In our passage we will see something of Paul’s self-defense and in the process 
we will be able to reconstruct what must have been a malicious smear campaign.  

Read 1 Thessalonians 2:1-12.  Read it several times slowly.  What key words stand out to 
you?  What initial questions come up as you read?  
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In these twelve short verses how many times is God mentioned by name?  What does 
this suggest?

In verses 1-6 Paul is defending not so much the gospel message as he is his ministry 
and the time spent in Thessalonica.�  In examining more carefully verses 1-6 try and 
look behind the scenes.  What types of accusations were Paul’s detractors bringing 
against him?  How were they questioning his motivations in coming to Thessalonica?

Itinerate religious teachers were common in the first century.  Thessalonica, situated on 
the main Roman road, the Via Egnatia, had no doubt seen their fair share of charlatans.  
Traveling teachers were more often than not looking for financial gain, sexual prey and the 
ego boost of adulation.  

Outline the ways in which Paul defends himself against those who were slandering him 
in verses 1-6.  

What is at stake is Paul’s integrity, which of course is a reflection on the integrity of the 
gospel message itself.  From what you have seen and heard in our world, describe the 
damage done to the gospel when the messengers are hypocritical, immoral, or in it for 
the money.  

�  When Paul says, We had previously suffered and been insulted in Philippi (2:2), it is helpful to 
visualize what actually happened. Stott paints the picture.  He and Silas had been stripped, beaten, 
thrown into prison, and their feet fastened in stocks.  It had not only been an extremely painful 
experience, but humiliating as well, since they were flogged naked in public, without trial, and in 
spite of their Roman citizenship.  (Stott, p. 48)
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How can we help to guard our integrity?  What must we do to insure that we are a church 
that is above reproach?

At the end of verse 6 Paul says, As apostles of Christ we could have been a burden to you, 
referring to financial support of his ministry.  He goes on in verse 9 to make the point that he 
was not a financial burden to anyone, but rather, worked night and day in order not to be a 
burden to anyone.  We know that Paul at times supported himself by the trade of tent making 
(see Acts 18:3, 20:34-35).  In Thessalonica he probably preached and taught by day and 
made tents by night.  In addition we know that he received gifts from the church in Philippi 
while he was in Thessalonica (Philippians 4:16).�

In verses 7-12 Paul goes on to describe his spiritual parenting and likens himself to both a 
mother and a father.�

In verses 7-8 we see Paul as a spiritual mother.  List three characteristics that Paul 
mentions were a part of caring for the Thessalonians as a spiritual mother.

1.

2.

3. 

Have there been people in your life who have cared for you as a spiritual mother?  Can 
you give examples of how people have been a part of your spiritual parenting and lived 
out these attitudes found in verses 7-8.

�  Paul is often uneasy about receiving support from some of his churches.  He does, however, 
strongly defend the necessity of financial support for teachers and pastors, even while reluctant at 
times to take it for himself.  See 1 Corinthians 9.

�  Paul will often use parenting metaphors referring to his children, sometimes maternally and other 
times paternally.  1 Corinthians 4:14-16; 2 Corinthians 6:11-13; Galatians 4:19; Philippians 2:22; 
Philemon 10.
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Have you tried to be a spiritual mother to other believers?  If so describe this.

Respond to the statement below.  How can you cultivate an attitude of spiritual 
mothering in your Christian relationships?

It is a lovely thing that a man as tough and masculine as the apostle Paul should 
have used this feminine metaphor.  Some Christian leaders become both self-
centered and autocratic.  The more their authority is challenged, the more they assert 
it.  We all need to cultivate more, in our pastoral ministry, of the gentleness, love and 
self-sacrifice of a mother.  (Stott, p. 52)

In verses 9-12 we see Paul as a spiritual father.  List three characteristics that Paul 
mentions were a part of caring for the Thessalonians as a spiritual father in verse 12.

1.

2.

3.

Give examples of what these three characteristics might look like at a practical level 
in spiritual parenting.  In other words, what would it be like for you to be a spiritual 
encourager, comforter, and stimulator toward godliness? 
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It goes without saying that we are not apostles as Paul was. Yet, at the same time all 
Christians are called upon to nurture other believers, helping them come to spiritual maturity.  
We use words like:  discipleship, pastoral concern, mentoring, encouraging, and fellowship to 
describe this process.  The passage before us is an excellent model for us to copy.  

How have you been encouraged in your spiritual parenting?  How has 1 Thessalonians 
2:1-12 helped you sharpen your spiritual parenting skills? 

Try to pull your thoughts together on this passage and the topic of spiritual parenting.  
How have you been encouraged to be a spiritual parent in the lives of other believers?  
How have you been encouraged to receive spiritual parenting in your own life?

Spend time celebrating as a homegroup the benefits developing our Christian lives in the 
context of relationships with other believers! 
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Receiving the Word…       
1 Thessalonians 2:13-16
Can you remember the first time you heard the 
gospel message of the forgiveness and new life 
that was available in Jesus? Some of us heard 
this message many decades ago.  For others it 
may have been just a matter of months or even 
weeks.  Do you remember your first thoughts 
when you heard the story of Jesus, the cross 
and the resurrection?

For most people in the West there is usually 
some background information we have 
heard.  The name Jesus is usually not new 
and the broad outline of the gospel somewhat 
recognizable, even if vaguely. We are used to 

seeing crosses on buildings or worn around people’s necks. Even the most ardent secularist is 
aware that Christians have a certain set of beliefs in a man called Jesus.

It wasn’t like this in the Greek city of Thessalonica in AD 50.  When Paul and his band of 
missionaries arrived many, if not most, had never heard the name Jesus.  The cross was a 
symbol of shame associated with the power of Rome and not jewelry to be worn.  To those 
who first heard Paul proclaim this good news they must have initially understood it to be just 
one more of the very numerous religious options available in the first century.

In 1 Thessalonians 2:13-16 Paul reflects on how the Thessalonian believers first 
heard the gospel, how they received it and some of the struggles that ensued.  Read 1 
Thessalonians 2:13-16.  Read it slowly and in several translations if possible.  Take notes.  
What is clear in these four verses?  What troubles you?  What questions do these verses 
bring up?
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As we begin this study focus on verse 13.  Paul begins by being thankful for how the 
Thessalonians received the word of God.  What is the word of God he is referring too?

Fee gives us some help in understanding this phrase, word of God.

. . . one should show caution about Paul’s referent, “the word of God.”  Here is 
a place where the English phrase “word of God” needs to be “translated” so as 
not to be confused with Scripture as such.  Paul’s gratitude has to do with the 
Thessalonian’s hearing his preaching for what is was intended to be: God’s own 
message of redemption and hope to a people who had been without God and hope 
in the world.  (Fee, p. 89)

Those who believed first heard the story of redemption and then accepted it.  What does 
verse 13 tell us about how they accepted this gospel message? 

The contrast in verse 13 is between the word of God and the word of men.  What is the 
difference?  What is Paul saying about his preaching of this message when he makes 
this distinction?

This gospel message not only changed these missionaries lives, it also changed the 
lives of those who believed in Thessalonica.  Think back to your own conversion.  How 
has this message changed you since you believed?  Be ready to share your stories with 
your homegroup.
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Some reading this study guide may be in the process of hearing and understanding the 
gospel for the first time.  The message may sound strange, confusing or even alienating.  
You are surrounded by people in your homegoup who have faith in Jesus Christ.  What 
questions do you have for them?

Elsewhere in the New Testament this gospel message is explained.  Reflect on these 
verses.  What do these verses tell you about this message that is the word of God?  
What other verses could you share with your homegroup that help you understand and 
appreciate the gospel?

I am not ashamed of the gospel, because it is the power of God for the salvation of 
everyone who believes: first for the Jew, then for the Gentile.  Romans 1:16

Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! In his great mercy he has 
given us new birth into a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the 
dead.  1 Peter 1:3

For God so loved the world that he gave his one and only Son, that whoever believes 
in him shall not perish but have eternal life. For God did not send his Son into the world 
to condemn the world, but to save the world through him.    John 3:16-17

Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation; the old has gone, the new has 
come! All this is from God, who reconciled us to himself through Christ and gave us 
the ministry of reconciliation: that God was reconciling the world to himself in Christ, 
not counting men’s sins against them. And he has committed to us the message of 
reconciliation. We are therefore Christ’s ambassadors, as though God were making 
his appeal through us. We implore you on Christ’s behalf: Be reconciled to God. 
God made him who had no sin to be sin for us, so that in him we might become the 
righteousness of God.  2 Corinthians 5:17-21



1 Thessalonians
30

Study Five

According to verse 14 how had the church in Thessalonica become like other churches 
in Judea?  

One of the first things that happened when some at Thessalonica believed and accepted the 
word of God was that they became the focus of hostility from those who lived around them.  
There was almost immediate ostracism from the local populace.  Not a great way to start a 
church.  Commentator Michael Holmes says, The clearest evidence of the Thessalonians’ 
acceptance of the gospel as the word of God was their willingness to suffer for it (2:14).  
(Holmes, p. 81)  

What type of faith is required for someone to continue to believe in spite of hostility and 
persecution?  How do you think your faith would stand up under persecution?

The harsh tone of verses 14b-15, about the Jews, have lead some to accuse Paul of anti-
Semitism.�  Consider John Stott’s defense of Paul.

. . . we need to remember that he himself was a patriotic Jew, as we learn particularly 
from Romans 3:1-4 and 9:1-11:36.  He gloried in his Jewish ancestry.  He longed 
with anguish for the salvation of his people . . . Paul is simply stating bald facts.  
Many of his Jewish contemporaries were rejecting Christ, opposing the gospel and 
hindering Gentiles from being saved.  In consequence, God’s wrath had come upon 
them, as Jesus himself had warned.  (Stott, p. 59)

�  Stott comments.  These two verses, sometimes called ‘the Pauline polemic against the Jews’, 
have been described as ‘violent’, ‘vehement’, ‘vindictive’, ‘passionate’, ‘intemperate’, ‘bitter’, and 
‘harsh.’  (Stott, p. 55)  
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Opposition to the gospel message is nothing new.  The word of God created hostility in the 
first century and indeed still does in our own time.  Recently, America and Europe have seen 
a resurgence of anti-Christian rhetoric.  What has been called the New Atheism has given rise 
to aggressive attacks on the faith of Christians.�  An evangelistic secularism seeks to establish 
itself in the public square.  It seems that the world our children will grow up in will be much 
less accepting of Christian faith.  

Think about hostility to Christian faith.  What is it about the word of God that makes some 
angry, upset, and antagonistic to those who believe?

What sort of opposition to Christian faith do you see in our society? Have you personally 
experienced any anger, hostility or antagonism to your faith in Christ?  How?

What comfort can we take from the example of the Thessalonian believers?

Spend time as a homegroup thanking God that 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.

�  Popular writers such as Richard Dawkins, Daniel Dennett, Sam Harris and Christopher Hitchens 
have sold an astounding number of books that attack the foundations of theism in general and 
Christian faith in particular.  Albert Mohler has written an excellent discussion of the New Atheism 
in Atheism Remix.  In it he warns; The New Atheism is not just a reassertion of atheism.  It is 
a movement that represents a far greater challenge to Christianity than posed by the atheistic 
movement in previous times . . . The New Atheists are, in their own way, evangelistic in intent and 
ambitious in hope.  They see atheism as the only plausible worldview for our times, and they see 
belief in God as downright dangerous—an artifact of the past that we can no longer afford to tolerate, 
much less encourage.  (Albert Mohler, Atheism Remix, Crossway Books, 2008, p. 12)
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The Intimate Connection…1 Thessalonians 2:17-3:5
As any parent knows if you are out 
of touch with your children and have 
not spoken to them in some time 
you worry.  If you are unsure how a 
friend or roommate is doing in life you 
cannot help but be concerned.  This 
is Paul’s situation.  After establishing 
the young church in Thessalonica, 
Paul was chased out of town.  He 
knows the church he loves is suffering 
persecution but he is unsure how 
they are handling their circumstances.  
Because of his affection for the 
believers in Thessalonica Paul is 
distraught.  He longs to hear how his 
spiritual children are faring. 

The anguish of this separation would 
be increased by the presence of 
detractors in Thessalonica who Paul knew were busy criticizing him.  His motives, conduct, 
sudden departure and failure to return were, no doubt, the subject of gossip.

Read 1 Thessalonians 2:17—3:5.  This passage speaks of Paul’s intimate connection with 
the church in Thessalonica.  What stands out to you?  What questions do you have about 
this passage?

Examine this passage looking for language that speaks of Paul’s intimate and emotional 
connection with this church. How do these verses speak of Paul’s deep feelings for these 
believers?  Write down phrases or words that point to Paul’s affection for this church.
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We often see Paul’s affectionate relationships with his churches in the New Testament.  
Think of Paul’s letter to the Philippians.

For it is only right for me to feel this way about you all, because I have you in my 
heart, since both in my imprisonment and in the defense and confirmation of the 
gospel, you are all partakers of grace with me.  For God is my witness, how I long for 
you all with the affection of Christ Jesus.  Philippians 1:7-8

Think about your relationships with other Christians.  No, you are not the apostle Paul, and 
no you have not given birth to a church in Greece.  But hopefully you have Christian friends, 
and even spiritual children that you care about deeply.  You may teach Sunday school and 
love those you have the privilege of leading.  Possibly you work with junior or senior high 
students at SBCC and have experienced a deep spiritual affection for them.  Maybe you 
have invited a younger believer to join you for coffee each week to discuss what it means 
to follow Jesus. Most Christians have spiritual relationships with people they long see to be 
successful in their relationship with Jesus.  

What role should an emotional connection with other believers play in our lives?  What 
place does spiritual affection have in your life and relationships?

When you think about other believers at SBCC what comes to mind?  Are you 
affectionately drawn to them in spiritual love?  What could you do to enhance your 
intimate connection to other Christians?

In verse 19 Paul uses three metaphors to describe how he feels about the believers at 
Thessalonica.  List these word pictures that Paul uses.  What are these images meant to 
convey about this relationship?

1.

2.

3.
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Paul wanted badly to come and visit his friends in Thessalonica.  In verse 18 he adds a rather 
cryptic statement, but Satan stopped us.  There are several options as to what this means.  
The summary below is adapted from John Stott. (Stott, p. 62)

1.  Some think it was continuing Jewish opposition, possibly even a plot.

2.  Some think it was because of Paul’s thorn in the flesh and that this was a 
debilitating illness which he later called a ‘messenger of Satan.’

3.  Others ponder the possibility that a legal ban by the civic leaders of Thessalonica 
had been placed on Jason and his household. See Acts 19:9.

4.  Another possibility is that Paul was referring to a sin or scandal that detained him in 
Corinth and made it impossible to make the trip.

The bottom line is that we are not sure what stopped Paul from making the trip.  Paul, 
however, does attribute it to the work of Satan.  

Have you ever had a sense that Satan has hindered you from a doing something you 
desperately wanted to do?   How did you respond?

Frustrated by his inability to go himself, Paul sends his young understudy Timothy in his place.  
The picture painted in these verses is touching and urgent.  Paul says, when I could stand it 
no longer I sent to find out about your faith (3:5).  A central component of Paul’s concern was 
the persecution the believers were experiencing.  

In 3:1-5 what phrases or words point to persecution in Thessalonica?
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According to 3:2, Timothy’s role is not only to bring back a report to Paul and Silas, but to 
strengthen and encourage the church in their faith. Stott comments that, Timothy had been 
sent on both a nurturing and fact finding mission. (Stott, p. 65) We are left to wonder exactly 
how Timothy would strengthen and encourage these young believers.  

Think about how Timothy might have strengthened and encouraged his friends in 
Thessalonica.  What forms could this nurturing have taken?  What type of strengthening 
and encouraging do you think they needed?

Consider this comment by Holmes.  How does it help you understand this passage?

Timothy’s task was to strengthen (or perhaps firmly establish) and encourage (v. 2; 
the same combination occurs in 2 Thessalonians 2:17) the Thessalonian converts.  
The first verb (sterizo) likely focuses more on their spiritual condition, while the 
second verb (parakaleo) probably focuses more on their attitude.  Essentially 
Timothy is to continue the process of socialization that Paul himself had begun—that 
is, helping them to understand and live out what it means to be members of God’s 
people. (Holmes, p. 98, emphasis added)

This theme of believers building each other up and encouraging one another is found 
throughout the New Testament.  Consider just a few of numerous passages of this 
nature listed below.  What do they tell you about the service of encouragement and 
strengthening?

Romans 15:4

Galatians 6:1-2

1 Thessalonians 5:11

Hebrews 3:13

Hebrews 10:23-25
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Think about your own discipleship.  What is it that encourages you spiritually?  How are 
you built up and strengthened in your following of Jesus?  How have believing friends 
practically done this in your life?  

What role has your homegroup played in spiritual encouragement?  Don’t be afraid of this 
question.  Be honest with your homegroup.  How could your homegroup do a better job of 
strengthening you in your Christian journey?

Our passage ends in verse 5 with Paul being concerned about the possibility of these converts 
leaving the faith because of the efforts of the tempter.  Can believers apostatize and lose their 
salvation?  Paul certainly seems concerned.  (taken from Holmes, p. 105)  What Fee says 
about the related passage in Philippians 2:16 is relevant here as well:

The question as to whether [Paul’s labor] could really be in vain, of course, is much 
debated . . . The answer seems to be twofold.  On the one hand, such an expression 
as this only makes sense if such a potential really exists; on the other hand, Paul has 
such confidence in God regarding his converts that it would be unthinkable to him that 
the potential would ever be realized.  (Fee, p. 250)

Gather up your thoughts from this study.  What are one or two main ideas that will impact 
your life this week?  What practical application can you make to life drawn from this 
passage?
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Standing Firm…1 Thessalonians 3:6-13
After an agonizing separation from the church in Thessalonica, Timothy finally arrives back in 
Corinth bringing an encouraging report.  The saints are standing firm in the Lord.  As Holmes 
says: Almost audible in 3:6 is the sense of relief that Paul felt when Timothy returned with the 
welcome news that the Thessalonians had indeed successfully resisted Satan’s temptations. 
(Holmes, p. 99)  

Our passage from beginning to end 
simply breathes gratitude. (Fee, p. 
121)  In standing firm (ESV standing 
fast) these young believers are 
showing that their faith had taken 
root.  Perseverance is a mark of true 
discipleship.  In verses 6-10 we learn 
something of what it means to stand 
firm in the faith.  Then, in verses 
11-13 Paul prays for his friends 
in Thessalonica that God would 
strengthen them so that they would 
continue to stand firm. 

Read 1 Thessalonians 3:6-13.  Move slowly through this passage.  Read it in several 
translations.  What words or phrases stand out to you?  What are some preliminary 
questions you have of this text?

In verse 6 we find that Timothy brought three pieces of information back from his visit to 
Thessalonica.  What are they?

1. 

2.

3.
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Timothy’s report was so encouraging that Paul calls it good news, which literally means 
evangelized.  John MacArthur points out that every other occurrence in the New Testament 
[of this word] refers to the gospel message of salvation by grace through faith.  (MacArthur, 
p. 81)  The good news that Timothy brought was about the faith and love (v. 6) of the 
believers.  The 16th century French Reformer John Calvin says that this phrase, faith and 
love, should be carefully observered because of the frequency with which Paul uses it.  In 
these two words he comprehends briefly the sum of true piety. (Calvin, p. 39)  

How are these two words, faith and love, a good summary of the Christian life?

Focus on verse 8.  The NIV translates this, since you are standing firm.  In doing so it hides 
what is really a conditional statement.  The ESV, NRSV, and NASB get it better when they 
translate it, if you continue to stand firm.  In this statement Paul is acknowledging that the 
Thessalonians are in fact standing firm, and at the same time giving an implicit exhortation 
(if) to continue to stand firm.  

Consider this often used phrase to stand firm.  This phrase comes from a military term 
meaning not to retreat in the face of an enemy attack.  What additional insight do the 
verses below give you to this idiom?  How is the believer to stand firm?

Philippians 1:27

Philippians 4:1

1 Corinthians 16:13

Galatians 5:1

Think about your own life.  What has helped you to stand firm in your faith?  Are you 
standing firm in this season of your spiritual journey?
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Have their been times in your Christian life when you have not been standing firm?  What 
were the circumstances of your life?

In verse 10 Paul, the non-stop pray-er, says that night and day we pray most earnestly that we 
may see you again and supply what is lacking in your faith.  Then, in verses 11-13, Paul prays.  
Often times in the New Testament, especially in Paul’s letters, we find examples of actual 
prayers.�  These prayers tell us about the Christian life, give us insight into the pray-er’s heart, 
and are instructive for our own prayer life.  

In verses 11-13 Paul expresses three requests of God.  What are these three petitions?�

1. 

2.

3.

Notice how Paul begins his prayer in verse 11.  Paul describes God as Father.  This is the 
most frequent description of God in the New Testament.  Paul alone refers to God as Father 
forty-two times.  For some who have had a difficult or non-existent relationship with their 
earthly father this description of God can be a stumbling block.  

How would you encourage those who struggle with the Fatherhood of God?  How is the 
fact that God is our Father helpful to you? 

�  For an instructive and uplifting personal study, read the prayers of Paul.  Here is a list of just some 
of Paul’s prayers.  Romans 15:5-7,13; 1 Corinthians 1:4-7; 2 Corinthians 1:3-5; Ephesians 1:15-23; 
3:14-21; Philippians 1:8-11; Colossians 1:9-12; 2 Thessalonians 1:1-12; Philemon 4-6.

�  The answer to the first request, that God would make a way for the apostle to come and visit the 
believers at Thessalonica, was answered (as far as we know) about five years later.  It was on Paul’s 
third missionary journey that he again visited the churches of Greece (Acts 20:1-3).



1 Thessalonians
42

Study Seven

How would a correct understanding of God as Father help a believer to stand firm?

Paul’s prayer is addressed to both our God and Father himself and our Lord Jesus Christ.  
This linking of the Father and Son in the New Testament is common and points to divine 
nature and relationship they share.  Consider the quote below from John MacArthur.  How 
does it help your prayers?

By calling God our . . . Father, an address emphasizing personal relationship, 
and Jesus our Lord, an address emphasizing personal rulership, Paul switched 
the usual popular ideas about God being the ruler and Christ being the one with 
whom the believers have a relationship.  The use of our before both God and Jesus 
underscores the relationship Paul and the Thessalonians enjoyed with both Persons 
of the Trinity.  God came down to be intimate with them as their gracious, loving, and 
forgiving Father, and Jesus ascended to heaven’s throne to be their sovereign Lord.  
(MacArthur, p. 87)

Verse 13 highlights Paul’s foremost motive for his prayer.  He wants the faith of his friends in 
Thessalonica to be strengthened and for them to grow to spiritual maturity so that they will 
be able to stand firm.  Paul uses the phrase, May he strengthen your hearts.  

How would this prayer be answered?  What does it mean to have your hearts 
strengthened?  
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Paul’s prayer goes on to ask God for the believers to be blameless and holy in the presence 
of our God and Father when our Lord Jesus comes with his holy ones.�  Commenting on 
this verse Stott says; There is no greater stimulus to holiness than the vision of the Parousia 
[second coming] when Jesus comes in glory with his holy ones.  (Stott, p. 67)  

Do you agree with this statement?  Does the return of Christ stimulate you to live a holy 
life?  Why or why not?

End your homegroup study by using the prayer in 1 Thessalonians 3:11-13 as a model of how 
to pray for each other.  Allow the entire passage for this study to shape how you pray for one 
another to stand firm in your faith.

�  Commentators have struggled with the meaning of this phrase, holy ones.  There are two options.  
1) Angels or 2) Christians, saints as the ESV translates it.  Gordon Fee believes the correct 
understanding is Angels because verse 13 is an intertextual use of Zechariah 14:5 where the context 
is clearly Angels.  We will have to wait and see for the final answer.  (Fee, p. 134-136)
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