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The first of these letters is one of the earliest parts of the New Testament. It was probably written before any of the four Gospels, or the Acts of the Apostles. On his first visit to Thessalonica, Paul and his companions had journeyed from Philippi, where they had been shamefully treated, beaten with rods and imprisoned (Phil.2:2). The response to Paul’s preaching in Thessalonica was remark­able, “Of the devout Greeks a great multitude, and of the chief women not a few”, consorted with Paul and Silas (Acts 17:4). The Jews stirred up persecution, and after the uproar, Paul and Silas went by night to Beroea, and later to Athens and Corinth.  From Athens Paul sent Timothy back to Thessalonica to comfort and assure the saints in their persecutions. The report brought back by Timothy had been a great cheer to the apostle. Presumably from Corinth Paul wrote this letter following receipt of the report from Timothy.

Amongst other things, the letter seeks to comfort the saints and to correct some misunderstandings which had arisen regarding those who had fallen asleep. The letter sheds a flood of light on the inspiring truth of the coming of the Lord for His saints. It is thought that the second letter to the church of the Thessa­lonians was written during Paul’s extended stay at Corinth. We know that he remained there for a year and six months (Acts 18:11). The main purpose of the letter was to correct some erroneous ideas which had arisen in the minds of some of the saints regarding the coming of the Lord. They had assumed that the day of the Lord had already arrived, and in consequence there was no purpose in continuing their daily employment.

Silas and Timothy were with the apostle in Corinth, and it may be assumed that the letter was dictated to one or other of them. However, Paul takes up the pen to write the closing saluta­tion, “The salutation of me Paul with mine own hand, which is the token in every epistle: so I write. The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with you all” (1 Thess.3:17,18).
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1 Thess.1:1

Silvanus is Silas of Acts 15:22,32,39-41, who was one of the “chief men among the brethren,” and one of the prophets, whom Paul chose as his fellow-worker after Barnabas parted from him in Antioch, and they went forth, being commended to the grace of the Lord. In Acts 16:1-3 we read of Timothy’s going forth to the work of the Lord: “Him would Paul have to go forth with him.” These three men wrought together in the Lord’s work in Macedonia, where they planted churches in Philippi and Thessalonica. Here they are joined together in this letter from Paul to the Thessalonians. The manner in which this church is addressed is somewhat unique – “in God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.” 

This shows what the Lord prayed for in Jn 17:20,21: “Neither for these only do I pray, but for them also that believe on Me through their word; that they may all be one; even as Thou, Father, art in Me, and I in Thee, that they also may be in Us: that the world may believe that Thou didst send Me.” This oneness in “Us” is seen in the church of the Thessalonians, and the effect of this unity was felt far and wide in their collective testimony. Without seeking to enter into a discussion on the textual grounds as to whether in Paul’s greeting it is simply “grace and peace,” or whether “Grace and peace are from the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ,” we may say that in others of Paul’s epistles, from Rom. to Philemon, grace and peace are in every one from God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ (the Lord Jesus Christ though present in the AV/KJV is omitted in the RV, in Col.1:2). I am disposed therefore to accept the wording of the AV/KJV as correct.

1 Thess.1:2,3

Paul writes similarly in Rom.1:8,9; Phil.1:3; and Col.1:3,4: In other epistles he gives thanks for the saints. Prayer and thanksgiving make an excellent combination. It is well when we have many things and persons to thank God for, and many persons and things to pray for. The remembrance of these three servants of God was unceasing on behalf of the Thessalonians; of their work of faith, a work which sprang from a living faith (“Faith, if it have not works, is dead in itself.” – Jas.2:17); their labour (Gk. kopos, wearisome toil, such as only love can bear without murmuring) of love; and their endurance of hope. All three things originated in and sprang from our Lord Jesus Christ, not simply that their endurance of hope was in Him. Indeed the words are in the genitive, and should read, “of our Lord Jesus Christ.” These holy men were acting as the Lord’s remembrancers (see Isa.62:6,7).

1 Thess.1:4,5

Election here is that of Eph.1:4, in that God chose believers in Christ before the foundation of the world. This is referred to in 2 Thess.2:13,14: “But we are bound to give thanks to God alway for you, brethren beloved of the Lord, for that God chose you from the beginning unto salvation in sanctification of the Spirit and belief of the truth: whereunto He called you through our gospel, to the obtaining of the glory of our Lord Jesus Christ.” Paul was ready to endure all things that God’s elect might be saved, even as he wrote to Timothy, “I endure all things for the elect’s sake, that they also may obtain the salvation which is in Christ Jesus with eternal glory” (2 Tim.2:10). Thus it was with the elect in Thessalonica, that to them the gospel did not come in word only, but in power, in the Holy Spirit, and in much assurance. Some commentators associate these words with the manner in which Paul preached the gospel. 

It seems to me rather to indicate the manner in which the gospel came to the Thessalonians. There is undoubtedly a relationship between how the gospel is preached and the effect it has on the hearers, as there is between the arrow leaving the bow and striking the target. What Paul is saying is like the arrow striking the target, as to the power it had on the hearts of the hearers. The gospel came unto them in power, etc. Literally it “became” (Gk. egenethe, a form of ginomai, to become) unto (Gk. eis, into) them, in word, in power, in the Holy Spirit, in much assurance. The assurance was clearly not Paul’s assurance that he was preaching the right gospel or preaching the gospel aright, but the assurance of those that heard it. Paul and the others backed their gospel preaching with their Christian living – “toward you for your sake.” They practised what they preached. It ill becomes preachers to be as the Pharisees, who said and did not.

1 Thess.1:6,7

Ye became (the same word as in verse 5 above, a form of ginomai), imitators (Gk. mimetes, from which the English word “mimic” is derived) of us, and of the Lord, whose behaviour was seen in that of the preachers. They accepted the word of the preachers in much tribulation (from men) and with much joy of the Holy Spirit (from God). They were a happy, suffering people. Thus the whole church became a pattern of behaviour to the new-born believers in the provinces of Macedonia and Achaia; this work of the Lord was a new work in those parts. Thus it was that Paul and his fellows imitated the Lord, their converts imitated them, and other believers elsewhere found in the Thessalonian church a pattern to imitate. Happy are young converts who find in others an excellent pattern to follow.

1 Thess.1:8

A brilliant light had been lit in Thessalonica, and from this church the light streamed out to distant parts. Aristarchus and Secundus, of Acts 20:4, and Gaius, of Acts 19:29, were possibly men in the forefront of the work and used by the Spirit in the diffusion of the word of the Lord. So powerful was the testimony of the Thessalonians that it reached far beyond the provinces of Macedonia and Achaia, for in every place their faith towards God had gone abroad. We have here a pattern assembly in testimony; one in which preaching and practice were in harmony.

1 Thess.1:9,10

Paul did not need to say anything about the Lord’s work in Thessalonica, for the report of the entrance of the Lord’s workers there had been related far and wide, of how the Thessalonians had turned to God from their idols. They first found the living and true God, and then their idols were given up. The evils of idolatry fell from them like withered autumn leaves. Their service (bondservice) was from henceforth to God who is both living and true, in contrast to the service of lifeless false idols, which are nothing at all in the world (1 Cor.8:4). They served God as they waited for Jesus His Son from heaven. “Which delivereth (delivered, AV/KJV) us from the wrath to come” (RV), is not to be understood as though the Lord is continually delivering us from the wrath to come. The word “delivereth” in the Greek is a present participle, which simply means that He is the delivering One from the wrath to come. He delivered us from coming wrath when He saved us through grace.
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1 Thess.2:1,2

The Thessalonians knew that the entering in of these servants of God among them had not been in vain (see Acts 17:1-9). The gospel had wrought great and blessed changes among them. Paul and Silas before they came to Thessalonica had been shamefully treated in Philippi. The prison, the rods, and the stocks, had left deep marks in their memory, which the kindly treatment of the jailor had not effaced (Acts 16:19-40). We can see the boldness of the Lord’s servants in Acts 17, and also the conflict that they faced in the preaching of the gospel in Thessalonica. The Jews incited the rabble fellows of the city to make an assault on the house of Jason, and they dragged him and certain brethren before the rulers of the city. In consequence of the general uproar, the brethren sent away Paul and Silas to Beroea by night.

1 Thess.2:3,4

Paul calls the preaching of the gospel by himself and the others, “our exhortation” (Gk. paraklesis, either exhortation or comfort according to the context). The gospel may be of exhortation and persuasion, exhorting men to be reconciled to God, and the gospel may be taught, in which the fundamental facts of the gospel are expounded. The former is how the gospel should be presented to the sinner, the latter to the believer. Paul’s gospel was not of error (Planes, wandering), a delusion causing people to wander in their mind. It was not of uncleanness or impurity, such as were the
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