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The Bible does not mention the second coming to entertain
us, but to edify us. Further, the Bible doesn’t tell us when Jesus
will come again, but it does tell us how to live in light of His
promised return. 

The apostle Paul had been in Thessalonica only three or four
weeks when he and his coworkers became the targets of intense
persecution and left the city. However, during his brief stay in
Thessalonica, he must have spoken to the new believers there
about the second coming. Apparently, they needed further
teaching on the subject; so in Paul’s first letter to them, he gave
additional instruction on the second coming. Every chapter of 
1 Thessalonians concludes with a statement or exhortation related
to this future event. Second Thessalonians builds on the first letter
by describing the judgment that the second coming will bring
upon the wicked, including the infamous “lawless one.”

THE SECOND COMING INSPIRES HOPE
As we discover in 1 and 2 Thessalonians, trials and persecution

buffeted the Thessalonian believers. However, in spite of their
troubles, they persevered in faith, hope, and love. Paul assured them
there was good reason to hope: At the second coming, God would
recompense their persecutors and the Lord would be glorified in
His people. Even at the gravesides of their departed Christian
loved ones, the Thessalonian believers would not grieve like those
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who had no hope (1 Thess. 4:13). At Jesus’ return, the believing
dead will be resurrected, living believers will be caught up, and
all will be reunited with one another and with Jesus.

THE SECOND COMING INSPIRES US TO 
LEAD A HOLY LIFE

It seems a few believers at Thessalonica had too much time
on their hands. Some had become busybodies; others had
stopped working and looked for handouts. The apostle Paul
explained that it was not God’s will for anyone to waste time
while anticipating Christ’s return. It was His will that every
believer lead a sanctified life. 

The apostle John concurred with Paul’s call to sanctification
in view of Christ’s return. He wrote: “But we know that when
he appears, we shall be like him, for we shall see him as he is.
Everyone who has this hope in him purifies himself, just as he
is pure” (1 John 3:2–3). 

THE SECOND COMING INSPIRES US TO 
RESCUE THE PERISHING

We cannot predict how much time remains until Jesus returns.
Now is the day of opportunity. We ought to redeem the time and
urge the lost to be reconciled to God. The Thessalonian believers
were young in the faith, but they zealously spread the good news
in Macedonia and Achaia and everywhere (1 Thess. 1:8). As we
study Paul’s letters to the Thessalonians, may we, too, spread the
good news near and far. The Lord said He is coming soon, and
His reward is with Him (Rev. 22:12).
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A father swells with pride when he sees an unbroken string
of As on his child’s report card. Paul seemed proud of the
Thessalonian believers, his sons and daughters in the faith, after
learning from Timothy that they were excelling in Christian 
character and conduct. Although they were young in the faith,
the Thessalonians had been making remarkable spiritual progress
and were spreading the gospel near and far. Their transformed
lives spoke volumes about God’s saving power.

As you study how the Thessalonians modeled the Christian
life, you, too, can experience accelerated faith and holiness and
become good role models for others. 

COMMENTARY
Paul founded the church in Thessalonica. We read about his

first visit there in Acts 17:1–9. Thessalonica was the capital of
the Roman province of Macedonia and was located on one of
the main Roman roads linking east and west. Macedonia was
just north of the province of Achaia (1 Thess. 1:7). Together
these two provinces covered the area that is the modern country
of Greece. 

Paul, accompanied by Silas, was on his second missionary
journey when he established the church at Thessalonica. This
journey began with the missionaries visiting the churches Paul
established on his first missionary journey in Asia Minor. At

ALL OUT FOR GOD
1 Thessalonians 1:1–10

The fruit of victorious Christian living has its power 
in the foundation of faith, love, and hope.
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Lystra, a town where one of these first churches had been estab-
lished, a young convert named Timothy joined their missionary
team (Acts 16:2–3). Responding to God’s guidance (16:9–10),
the missionaries crossed from Asia Minor to Macedonia, thus
entering Europe. Philippi was the first major Macedonian city
they evangelized (16:11–40), and Thessalonica was the second.
Philippi had no Jewish synagogue, but the synagogue at Thes-
salonica afforded Paul and his colleagues a great opportunity.
Such a synagogue was attended by Jews and Gentiles who were
attracted to the belief in one God and the high moral standards
of the Jewish faith. As Acts 17:4 indicates, a great number of
these Gentiles responded to Paul’s preaching of the gospel,
including a number of women with high social and economic
status (see 16:14). The number of Gentiles in the Thessalon-
ian church is confirmed by a reading of 1 Thessalonians (see
1:9–10).

But Paul’s stay at Thessalonica had been short. Those Jews
who did not believe made life difficult for his converts. In order
to spare them, the missionary team slipped off under cover of
darkness to nearby Berea (Acts 17:10), where the gospel was
well received (17:11–12). But unbelieving Jews from Thessa-
lonica followed them to Berea and again stirred up trouble. They
seemed to be especially antagonistic toward Paul, so he went on
to Athens and then to Corinth. After Silas and Timothy had con-
firmed the Berean church, they rejoined Paul at Corinth for an
extended period of successful ministry (18:1–18). 

Paul had great concern for the Thessalonian church because
the missionaries had so little time to ground them in the gospel.
Thus, while at Corinth, he sent Timothy back to Thessalonica.
On Timothy’s return he wrote the letter we call 1 Thessalonians.

First Thessalonians pulses with Paul’s love for the Thessa-
lonian Christians. He was overjoyed at their faithfulness and
eager that they continue in holiness until the Lord’s return
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despite opposition from unbelievers. Chapter 1 describes Paul’s
joy at their faithfulness, chapter 2 focuses on the missionaries’
first visit to Thessalonica, and chapter 3 on Timothy’s recent
visit. Chapters 4 and 5 contain instruction on holiness and on
living so they are ready for the Lord’s return.

Ancient letters usually began with a greeting, identifying
sender and recipient, followed by a statement of thanks or appre-
ciation. Verse 1 is Paul’s greeting; verses 2–10 are his thanks-
giving for his readers. He fills both of these parts of his letter
with deep spiritual meaning. 

May You Experience God’s Fullness (1 Thess. 1:1)
Paul included the two other missionaries who helped him

evangelize Thessalonica in the writing of this letter. The King
James Version and a number of other translations use the name
Silvanus for Paul’s companion. Silas is another form of the same
name. Acts regularly uses the name Silas for Paul’s companion.
Thus the New International Version has used Silas here in verse
1 to show that this is the same person who accompanied Paul on
his second missionary journey in Acts 15:40—18:22. 

Note carefully to whom this letter is addressed. They are the
church, the body of redeemed people. They are this body

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 Thessalonians 1:1

In this epistle St. Paul neither uses the title of an apostle, nor
any other, as writing to pious and simple-hearted men, with the
utmost familiarity. There is a peculiar sweetness in this epistle,
unmixed with any sharpness or reproof: those evils which the
apostles afterward reproved, having not yet crept into the church.
(ENNT)
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because they belong to a God who is the Father and who loved
them so much that He sent His Son to redeem them. They have
submitted to the lordship of the Son Jesus Christ, who died for
them and is returning for them. Thus Paul wished them the full-
ness of God’s redeeming grace, of God’s transforming power.
The peace this grace brings is far more than inner calm. It is a
wholeness of well-being that consists in fellowship with God
and right relationship with others in the body of Christ. Paul was
wishing them God’s ultimate best. 

Thank God for Your Victorious Christian Life (1 Thess. 1:2–3)
These verses reveal much about the character of Paul, his

companions, and the spiritual victory of the Thessalonian Chris-
tians. They were always (v. 2) thanking God for all of these
redeemed Thessalonians in their prayers. We pray for the things
that are important to us. Thanksgiving for the Thessalonian
Christians was very important for Paul! His prayers were dom-
inated by thanksgiving for their spiritual health. He was over-
joyed because of their work produced by faith (v. 3). Their faith
in the Lord Jesus Christ made a real difference in their lives.
They began to live as Christians should. Furthermore, Paul and
his friends were delighted at their labor prompted by love 
(v. 3). Because of God’s love in their hearts for Him and for
others, they were willing to give of themselves for the needs
of others. The endurance of these Christians inspired by hope
in our Lord Jesus Christ (v. 3) was a further cause for joy. They
believed that the Lord was going to come back for them. There-
fore, they were determined to live a life of active faith and love
so they would be ready for His return. They were keeping on in
their Christian life. Do our prayer lives reflect concern for such
high spiritual priorities? Are we more interested in the passing
things of this world? Are we living lives of faith and love so that
we will be ready for the Lord’s return?
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Thank God for Your Genuine Conversion (1 Thess. 1:4–6)
The missionaries also gave thanks because they were sure

that the Thessalonian Christians were chosen (v. 4) by God. This
does not mean that God had chosen some and rejected others or
that the Thessalonians had no choice in responding to the gospel.

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 Thessalonians 1:3

The work of faith with heaven begun,
With Christ discover’d from above,

By just degrees is carried on,
By patient hope, and labouring love,
Nor ends the moment it begins,
Nor glory in an instant wins.

That work of faith the novice blind
Would fain, on fancy’s horse, leap o’er,

A shorter way to Zion find,
And fight with sin—when sin’s no more;
Labour, when of the prize possess’d,
And toil, when enter’d into rest.
That patience of unwearied hope
Fond nature would escape in vain,

To full-grown grace at once spring up,
Perfection in a moment gain;

Evade the fight, yet take the spoil,
The sweets of love, without the toil.
But O Thou patient mournful Man,
Thy life our better way we see,

And labouring hard through grief and pain,
Through toils and deaths we follow Thee,
Fight on, while day by day renew’d,
And strive, resisting unto blood.

We work, till Thou pronounce, “Well done!”
The incessant toils of love repeat,
And suffer till our final groan,

Till patience hath its work complete,
And faith its glorious end receives,

And love alone for ever lives. (PW, vol. 13, 89–90)
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It means that the Thessalonians were genuine Christians. They
responded to the gospel in faith; therefore God had chosen them
as His own and truly transformed them.

This transforming work of God was evident in their conver-
sion. The gospel message the missionaries preached was not just
words (v. 5). It was not merely a new idea, a new philosophy, or
even a new way of life. The preachers who brought this message
came with power (v. 5). This power was God-empowered
preaching, but it may also have included miraculous healings
and exorcisms. The preachers were anointed with the power of
the Holy Spirit and had deep conviction (v. 5) from God of the
truth of their message and its power to transform. This preaching
was backed up by the character of the preachers. The Thessalo-
nians had seen how the missionaries had lived among (v. 5)
them in order to show them the gospel. Certainly the missionar-
ies abstained from immorality. But their example went much fur-
ther. They themselves were an example of self-sacrificing love

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 Thessalonians 1:5

With power—Piercing the very heart with a sense of sin, and
deeply convincing you of your want of a Saviour, from guilt,
misery, and eternal ruin, with the Holy Ghost—Bearing an out-
ward testimony by miracles, to the truth of what we preached, and
you felt: also by His descent through laying on of hands, with
much assurance—Literally with full assurance, and much of it:
the Spirit bearing witness by spreading the love of God abroad in
your hearts, which is the highest testimony that can be given. And
these signs, if not the miraculous gifts, always attend the preach-
ing of the gospel, unless it be in vain; neither are the extraordinary
operations of the Holy Ghost ever wholly withheld, where the
gospel is preached with power, and men are alive to God: for your
sake—Seeking your advantage, not our own. (ENNT)
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on behalf of the Thessalonians. This love was willing to endure
great suffering so that the Thessalonians might come to know
God. 

The Thessalonians did more than accept a message. They
became imitators of the missionaries and, through them, of the
Lord Jesus Christ (v. 6). This imitation included severe suffer-
ing, which they were willing to endure in order to accept the
gospel message (v. 6). Through the gospel they received great
joy from the same Holy Spirit who had empowered the mis-
sionaries to preach (v. 6). 

These verses show us that Paul’s priority was the genuine
conversion of the Thessalonians, which resulted in a new way
of life. Only those whose characters reflect the self-giving love
of the Lord empowered by the Holy Spirit are able to effectively
communicate this transforming gospel. The gospel is caught as
well as taught.

Thank God for Your Effective Testimony (1 Thess. 1:7–10)
Truly genuine conversions lead to effective testimony. Their

imitation of the missionaries and of the Lord Jesus enabled them
to become a model for all the Christian believers in Macedonia
and Achaia (v. 7). As noted above, Thessalonica was the capital
of the Roman province of Macedonia, and Achaia was the
province immediately to the south. Their conversion was so gen-
uine and transforming that they were an encouragement and
example to these other Christians. 

Indeed, their testimony went much further than Macedonia
and Achaia. The message of the gospel had been spread far and
wide because their faith in God had become known every-
where (v. 8). Every place Paul went, the other Christians knew
what happened at Thessalonica! Verses 9–10 show us what is
meant by their faith in God. This phrase means far more than
that they believed in one God. Everywhere Paul went, Christians
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told him how these Thessalonians turned to God from idols 
(v. 9). These Gentiles made a complete break with their old idol-
atrous way of life. They began to serve the living and true God
(v. 9). Serve here means to worship only Him and to obey Him
completely. He is living—He really exists. He loves and has
acted to redeem—He really does things. He is true—He can be
depended on. They were living in full obedience to this God.
They were living in such a way that they would be ready for the
return of his Son from heaven (v. 10). They were convinced of
His return and their resurrection because God had already raised
His Son from the dead (v. 10). This Son is none other than the
human Jesus, who will rescue His own from God’s coming
wrath (v. 10) because He has paid for their sin and enables them
to live holy lives. All three persons of the Trinity are involved in
this new life. The Thessalonians live in obedience to God the
Father, redeemed by and in anticipation of the return of His Son,
and empowered by the Holy Spirit (vv. 5–6).

This last term reminds us of the seriousness of sin. The “wrath
of God” does not refer to an uncontrollable emotion, but to the
total opposition of God’s character to sin and the certainty of His
punishment of it. 

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 Thessalonians 1:10

Whom he hath raised from the dead—In proof of His future
coming to judgment, who delivereth us—He hath redeemed us
once; He delivers us continually: and will deliver all that believe,
from the wrath, the eternal vengeance which will then come upon
the ungodly. (ENNT)
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These verses remind us that true conversion leads to a radically
transformed life lived in obedience to God and in anticipation of
Christ’s return. Concern for the conversion of others must be a top
priority in our prayers and in our lives. Only when we are living
a radically transformed life can we be effective in communicating
this truly transforming gospel to others.

15
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DISCUSSION
The recipients of Paul’s letters to the Thessalonians had been

converted to Christ from paganism. As you read 1 Thessalonians
1:1–10, you will find evidence of their exemplary spiritual growth
and help for your own spiritual development. 

1. Read Acts 17:1–10. Approximately how long was Paul’s
visit to Thessalonica? Why did he leave? 

2. Paul wished the Thessalonian church “grace” and “peace.”
How would you define these terms?

3. How do you know Paul was genuinely thankful for the
Thessalonian believers? 

4. Why did Paul continually remember the Thessalonians?
5. Compare 1 Thessalonians 1:3 and 1 Corinthians 13:13. What

similarity do you see?
6. How does the prospect of our Lord’s return help you endure

life’s trials?
7. How are a holy lifestyle and the proclamation of the gospel

intertwined?
8. What idols, if any, do you think “sophisticated” men and

women worship today? How might you effectively introduce
some of these people to the living and true God?

PRAYER
Almighty God, we are grateful for the example of the Thessa-

lonian Christians. Let our lives and testimonies speak to our time
as theirs did to the first century.
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We have a choice: We can spend our lives or invest them. If
we spend them in the pursuit of empty pleasures or material 
possessions, we will carry nothing into eternity. But if we invest
them in people, we will receive eternal reward. Paul invested his
life in ministering to others, including the Thessalonians. Even
when he was absent from them, his heart yearned for them. He
sent Timothy to encourage them and bring him a report about
their faith. The Thessalonians were his hope, joy, and crown.

This study emphasizes the fact that you can anticipate a joyful
meeting with Christ in glory if you live for others instead of
things.

COMMENTARY
Paul had been describing the exemplary life that he and the

other missionaries lived while they were in Thessalonica. Their
conduct validated the gospel and became an example for the
Thessalonian Christians. But Paul was also thinking about what
had happened since the missionaries were in Thessalonica. The
Thessalonians had faced severe persecution and hardship. He
reminded them that persecution is an expected part of the Christian
life (1 Thess. 2:13–16), expressed his own grave concern and desire
to assist them (2:17–20), and sent Timothy to encourage them
(3:1–5).

ADVERSITY—OUR FRIEND
1 Thessalonians 2:13—3:5

We are challenged to stay put when our world comes unglued.
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The Thessalonians’ Suffering (1 Thess. 2:13–16)
Paul turned from the missionaries’ conduct at Thessalonica

to the response of the Thessalonians. Just as in chapter 1, he
could not think of their response without giving thanks. He and
his colleagues, Silas and Timothy, thanked God continually,
because the Thessalonians accepted the word of God for what
it truly was—the word of God (v. 13). They did not consider
the message Paul preached as just another human philosophy. It
was God’s own redeeming truth. Accepting God’s word in this
way meant submission to God. Thus God’s word was able to
perform itswork in those who believed. Through His word, God
transformed them and made them new in Christ. 

This transformation brought persecution. In 1:6, Paul said
they had become imitators of the way of life of the missionaries
and of Christ. Even in that verse, becoming an imitator included
severe suffering. In 2:14, the focus is on suffering. They
became imitators of God’s churches in Judea, which are in
Christ Jesus. The Judean churches, like the Thessalonian
church, were characterized by their relationship to God and
Christ Jesus (see 1:1). They had been brought to God through
Christ Jesus. Paul showed his readers that their experience par-
alleled the experience of the Judean churches, which were the
root of Christianity. This imitation is very specific: You suf-
fered from your own countrymen the same things those
churches suffered from the Jews (2:14). Your own country-
men probably included some Jews as well as Gentiles. The Thes-
salonian church was made up of some Jews, but mostly of
Gentiles (Acts 17:4). Although the Jews instigated the persecution
in Thessalonica, they used “bad characters from the marketplace”
(Acts 17:5). By accusing the missionaries of treason, they got the
crowd and town officials involved (Acts 17:8). The Thessalo-
nians suffered persecution from their fellow citizens just as the
Judean churches had from theirs. The root of both persecutions
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went back to Jewish opposition to the claims of Jesus to be the
Christ.

First Thessalonians 2:15 makes it clear that this persecution was
part of a long history of opposition to God and His purposes. For
these same unbelieving Jews killed the Lord Jesus and the
prophetswho looked forward to His coming. They also drove . . .
out Paul and the other missionaries who were preaching the
gospel about Jesus’ coming. They displeasedGodwith this long
history of opposition to His plan. They were hostile to all men
(v. 15) because they tried to keep the Christian missionaries from
preaching the message of salvation (v. 16). In this constant oppo-
sition to God they had been heaping up their sins to the limit
(v. 16), to the point at which God would judge them. 

The wrath of God (v. 16) is God’s just punishment against
sin. This punishment has come upon them (v. 16) in that their
opposition to God’s plan led them to reject Jesus Christ, the
Savior. They failed to receive the promised salvation. Continuing
in this path makes final judgment inevitable. 

Paul’s Concern (1 Thess. 2:17–20)
The opposition that caused the Thessalonians’ suffering was

also what caused the missionaries to leave Thessalonica before

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 Thessalonians 2:15

They please not God—Nor are they even careful to please Him,
notwithstanding their fair professions: and are contrary to all men—
Are common enemies of all mankind; not only by their continual
seditions and insurrections, and by their utter contempt of all other
nations: but in particular, by their endeavouring to hinder their
hearing or receiving the gospel. (ENNT)
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they intended. Paul’s thought turned next to that departure and
the missionaries’ concern for their converts since their premature
separation. In 2:17–20, Paul described his frustrated attempts to
visit the Thessalonians; in 3:1–5, the sending of Timothy to dis-
ciple them; and in 3:6–13, his joy at Timothy’s good report. This
description of continuing care for the Thessalonians introduces
chapters 4–5, in which Paul instructed them in living holy lives
until Christ returns. 

Paul described the untimely departure (Acts 17:10) of the
missionaries as their being torn away (1 Thess. 2:17) from the
Thessalonian Christians. This phrase translates a word often used
to express parents’ agony at losing their children. Paul already
used the images of a mother’s love (2:7–9) and a father’s love
(2:10–12) to describe the missionaries’ relationship to the Thes-
salonians. At their departure, he felt the grief parents feel if they
lose their children. But it was only a short time (v. 17) before
Paul attempted to see them again. In any case, the separation was
only physical. There was no separation in thought, or, as the
NKJV reads, “in heart,” in affection. Bodily separation did not
diminish Paul’s love for them.

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 Thessalonians 2:17

In this verse we have a remarkable instance, not so much of the
transient affections of holy grief, desire, or joy, as of that abiding
tenderness, that loving temper, which is so apparent in all St. Paul’s
writings towards those he styles his children in the faith. This is the
more carefully to be observed, because the passions occasionally
exercising themselves, and flowing like a torrent, in the apostle, are
observable to every reader; whereas it requires a nicer attention to
discern those calm standing tempers, that fixed posture of his soul,
from whence the others only flow out, and which more peculiarly
distinguish his character. (ENNT)
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This deep heartfelt affection was evidenced by the fact that
Paul made every effort (v. 17) to visit the Thessalonians in per-
son. He did this “eagerly” (NKJV), because he had intense long-
ing to be present with them. This effort was not a one-time thing.
Verse 18 tells us that Paul himself had tried again and again.
We are not given the exact reason why Paul was not able to
return. In some way, Satan prevented him from going. The rea-
son for his failure to return was the spiritual opposition of the
Enemy. Paul may have been hindered by sickness, by the contin-
uing political situation at Thessalonica, or by the work at Corinth.
No doubt Timothy told the Thessalonians the specifics when he
visited them. Nevertheless, Satan could not derail God’s plan for
the Thessalonians. God had used the testing the Thessalonians
had faced to strengthen them. 

Verses 19–20 reveal the heart of Paul’s motivation for the
spiritual well-being of the Thessalonian Christians. They would
be the missionaries’ hope . . . joy, and crown in which they will
glory at the return of our Lord Jesus (v. 19). Their conversion
and perseverance in faith would be the fulfillment of Paul’s hope
for the success of his mission to proclaim the gospel. Thus he
would have joy in their joy, in a job well done, and in the
approval and pleasure of his Lord. Those who ran in the Olympic
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1 Thessalonians 2:18

The devices whereby the subtle god of this world labours to
destroy the children of God—or at least to torment whom he cannot
destroy, to perplex and hinder them in running the race which is set
before them—are numberless as the stars of heaven, or the sand
upon the seashore. (WJW, vol. 6, 32)
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races of Paul’s day received a crown of laurel that marked them
as victors. So the Thessalonians themselves would be the sign
of Paul’s success when Jesus returns. There is no hint of pride
here on Paul’s part. He would be the last to think he achieved
success through his own efforts. It is that final “well done, good
and faithful servant” for which Paul strived. 

Timothy’s Encouragement (1 Thess. 3:1–5)
Longing for the Thessalonians and concern for their spiritual

welfare reached such proportions that Paul felt it best to be left
alone in Athens and to send Timothy back to Thessalonica 
(vv. 1–2).

According to Acts, Paul, Silas, and Timothy went to Berea
when they left Thessalonica (17:10). Opposition in Berea
seemed to focus on Paul. So he went to Athens alone, leaving
Silas and Timothy to continue teaching the Berean Christians
(17:14–15). When he arrived in Athens, he sent word for them
to join him as soon as possible (17:15). However, there is no
record in Acts of their coming until Paul had left Athens and
gone to Corinth (18:5). So as far as the record of Acts is con-
cerned, Paul alone went to Athens. No doubt Timothy went to
Paul in Athens during this time and was sent back to Thessa-
lonica before he and Silas joined Paul in Corinth. Silas may have
stayed in Berea the entire time. Paul did not seem to have been
highly successful in Athens (Acts 17:32–33). His loneliness must
have added to his trials while in that city. 

Timothy (1 Thess. 3:2) joined Paul and Silas when they
came through Lystra before they crossed into Macedonia (see
Acts 16:1–2). Timothy is described as a “disciple” and one
whose Christian life was well spoken of by other Christians. He
had matured to the point that Paul could send him back alone
to instruct the Thessalonian Christians. Timothy was not only a
brother Christian and a trusted coworker of Paul, he is called
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God’s fellow worker (1 Thess. 3:2). In 1 Corinthians 3:9, Paul
described himself and Apollos in the same way. Like them, Tim-
othy cooperated with God in spreading the gospel of Christ
(1 Thess. 3:2), the great work of Paul’s life. This is the gospel
that is both about Christ and was begun by Him. God calls us to
cooperate with Him in the great cause of world evangelization—
beginning with our neighbors!

Several English translations differ on the phrase God’s fellow
worker (v. 2). The Revised Standard Version reads, “God’s ser-
vant,” and the New Revised Standard Version says, “our . . . co-
worker.” The KJV incorporates the ideas of both the RSV and
NRSV: a “minister of God, and our fellow worker.” These differ-
ences arise from different readings of the Greek manuscripts as
well as differing interpretations by the translators. The reading
of the NIV is preferred. 

The last part of verse 2 describes the purpose of Timothy’s
visit: He was to strengthen them in their faith and to encourage
them by means of fuller Christian teaching than they had yet
received. The two verbs here translated strengthen and encour-
age also occur together in 2 Thessalonians 2:17. They describe
the work of every good pastor. Discipling includes more than
bringing people to a profession of faith. First Thessalonians 3:3
makes clear that this strengthening and encouraging was partic-
ularly directed toward helping them face trials. Paul feared they
could be unsettled by trials and turn away from the faith. The
trials had certainly begun before Paul left Thessalonica. Paul’s
very presence had brought trials on the Thessalonian Christians.
That is why he left (Acts 17:5–10). 

It was not as if trials were unexpected. They had known that
they were destined (1 Thess. 3:3) for trials. Trials are a natural
part of the Christian life. They show that one is a Christian and
is an indication of future blessing (see 2 Thess. 2:4–5). Even
though Paul’s time with them had been short, he had kept telling
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(1 Thess. 3:4) them that they would face persecution. They soon
knew that his words were true! But would they be able to with-
stand such trials? They were only babes in Christ. Paul, Silas,
and Timothy had been with them for such a short time. These
were Paul’s concerns. 

So this was the reason (v. 5) Paul sent Timothy. He had a
great longing for the Thessalonians. He wanted so badly for them
to remain true. They were his joy and the goal of his ministry.
And they were having to face trials that might discourage them
and cause them to turn back. Paul got to the place where he
could stand the suspense no longer (v. 5). He sent Timothy to
encourage them and bring back a report to Paul on their spiritual
health. Certainly the tempter had tempted them. Paul was so
afraid that they had given in to that temptation and that the
efforts of the missionaries might have been useless (v. 5). That
is, they might have no fruit at Thessalonica.

This study helps us see the great heart of the apostle Paul: his
deep concern for his converts—not only for evangelizing, but
for discipling. He knew his converts must stand firm, grow, and
live a life of holiness if his efforts were to be successful when
Christ returns. Are these our priorities? Or are we seeking com-
fort, security, or a good retirement? Do we accept persecution

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 Thessalonians 3:3

We are appointed hereto—Are, in every respect, laid in a fit
posture for it, by the very design and contrivance of God himself:
for the trial and increase of our faith and all other graces. He
gives riches to the world; but stores up His treasure of wholesome
afflictions for His children. (ENNT)
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as a natural part of the Christian life that marks us as God’s own
and prepares us for His kingdom?

DISCUSSION
You can expect adversity if you faithfully honor and serve

Christ. Paul and the Thessalonian believers met adversity, but
they received encouragement in the midst of their trials. You can
be encouraged as well.

1. According to 1 Thessalonians 2:13, how had the Thessalonians
received the message Paul preached to them? 

2. Why do you agree or disagree that the entire Bible is the
word of God?

3. Read verse 13. How is the word of God at work in believers?
4. Why might the truths Paul declared in verses 14–16 be

considered politically incorrect today? Do you think it is possible
to be always biblically correct and politically correct? Why or
why not?

5. How do you know God’s wrath is not limited to future
judgment?

6. How had Satan disrupted Paul’s ministry at Thessalonica?
7. Why does the adage “out of sight, out of mind” not apply

to Paul’s absence from the Thessalonian believers?
8. According to 1 Thessalonians 3:1–2, why had Paul sent

Timothy to the Thessalonians?
9. How has Christian fellowship encouraged you recently?

PRAYER
Almighty God, thank You for giving us the encouragement

of brothers and sisters and the comfort of the Holy Spirit to stand
firm against temptation and persecution. Please strengthen us,
and all believers, through Christ Jesus.
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Have you heard the statement: “If I only knew what God’s
will is!”? Maybe you have said it yourself. Actually, the will of
God for Christians doesn’t come as a cryptic revelation written
in the clouds or communicated in claps of thunder. His Word
reveals His will. It teaches us what kind of people He wants us
to be and what kinds of things He wants us to do. Case in point:
Paul told the Thessalonians, “It is God’s will that you should be
sanctified” (1 Thess. 4:3). And then he filled in the blanks about
what characterizes a sanctified life.

This study will help you lead a sanctified life in an extremely
unholy culture. 

COMMENTARY
Most scholars believe the Thessalonian letters were the earliest

letters of Paul that are included in the New Testament, though
some would say Galatians may have been written a bit earlier.
Thessalonica was a leading city in Macedonia and the second
site in Europe where Paul and his companions tried to establish
a church. He, Silas, Timothy, and Luke (apparent from the
change from “they” to “we” in Acts 16:8–10) first visited the
Macedonian city of Philippi. There a church was established,
and later Paul and Silas were jailed. After Philippi, Paul and Silas
moved on to Thessalonica, where they stayed a minimum of
three Sabbaths and possibly several more weeks (Acts 17).

PROGRESSING IN THE 
LIFESTYLE OF HOLINESS

1 Thessalonians 4:1–12

A disciple should be characterized by a life that
is consistent with a profession of faith.
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In Thessalonica, their success with God-fearing Gentiles soon
led to opposition from the Jews, who became jealous of their
success. These Jews incited “some bad characters from the mar-
ketplace” and a riot occurred (Acts 17:5). Paul left and made his
way to Berea, nearby in Macedonia; to Athens, far to the south
in Achaia; and then eventually to Corinth, where he remained
for more than a year and where he wrote both Thessalonian letters. 

The previous study (1 Thess. 3) showed Paul’s relief at Corinth
when he finally was joined by Timothy and Silas arriving from
Macedonia. From them he learned that the Thessalonian Christians
were standing firm in their faith. Timothy and Silas also may have
described a few concerns in the new church in Thessalonica, 
concerns Paul addressed in 1 Thessalonians. 

First Thessalonians surely was written both to encourage the
church and to correct certain errors. This study comes from chap-
ter 4, where Paul addressed sexual morality, a Christian work
ethic, and the resurrection of believers from the dead at Christ’s
second coming. This study deals with the first two issues.

Paul wanted to win everyone to Christ, and he hoped to reach
as many as possible with the gospel. If a church could be estab-
lished in Thessalonica after Paul had been there only a few
weeks, then it might be assumed that the same course of action
could be affective in other cities. Thus, Paul could hope to reach
much more of the Roman world for Christ.

Live in Order to Please God (1 Thess. 4:1–2)
During Paul’s relatively brief stay in Thessalonica, he had tried

to teach the believers many things. Evidently, the Thessalonian
believers were good learners, judging from Paul’s commendations
in chapter 1, but Paul reminded them to live to please God as in
fact you are living. Now we ask you and urge you in the Lord
Jesus to do this more and more (v. 1). 
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According to the NIV Study Bible, the word instructions in
verse 2 is used for authoritative commands such as military
orders. Paul’s instructions were by the authority of the Lord
Jesus (v. 2). Was he referring to specific words from the Lord?
It is possible that Paul was passing on instructions from the oral
or written traditions in the church or from special revelations the
Lord made to him personally (see Gal. 1:11–12). Whatever the
case, Paul made it clear that the instructions he was passing on
to the Thessalonians came with more than his personal authority;
the marching orders came from the Lord.

It Is God’s Will That You Should Be Sanctified (1 Thess. 4:3) 
The combination of commands addressed to Christian believers

in these verses may seem strange to us. However, it was a very
practical combination in ancient Greece in Paul’s time. Then, as
now, holy living was expected of Christians, and that encom-
passed all aspects of life, including sexuality. The call to sancti-
fication seems to be a general call to holy living rather than a
specific call to a second work of grace, but the power to live a
holy life requires the believer’s consecration and the cleansing
and empowering of the Holy Spirit. God provides for us what
we need to live as we should. The entire life of the Christian is
the life of sanctification. Believers are to demonstrate holy lives
to the world and thus to please God. 

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 Thessalonians 4:1

More and more—It is not enough to have faith, even so as to
please God, unless we abound more and more therein. (ENNT)
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It Is God’s Will That You Should Avoid Sexual Immorality 
(1 Thess. 4:3–8)

Part of holy living is sexual purity. The word Paul used here
refers to all sexual impurity, whether concerning a married person
or not. In the pagan world at that time, sexual immorality was
rampant—just an expected aspect of ordinary living. Before Chris-
tianity spread, only the Jews as a group insisted on sexual purity.
To others, remaining sexually pure was too high a standard and was
considered somewhat abnormal behavior. For new Christians com-
ing out of such a pagan culture, there was a tremendous adjustment. 

But Paul and the early church offered no compromise on the
issue; sexual purity was expected behavior for all Christians.
Each of you should learn to control his own body in a way
that is holy and honorable, not in passionate lust like the hea-
then, who do not know God (vv. 4–5). To the Christians of
Paul’s day and to Christians in our time, control of our bodies is
part of knowing God. To give in to sexual temptations is wrong
no matter how widespread and accepted sexual immorality may
be. As Christians, we must control our bodies.

The big lie of our day is that sexual immorality is OK and
harms no one. Probably the same big lie prevailed in the ancient
world. Paul seemed to attack the idea of victimless sex that
harms no one. In this matter no one should wrong his brother
or take advantage of him. The Lord will punish men for all

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 Thessalonians 4:3

Sanctification—Entire holiness of heart and life; particular
branches of it are subjoined, that ye abstain from fornication—A
beautiful transition from sanctification to a single branch of the
contrary. And this shows that nothing is so seemingly distant, or
below our thoughts, but we have, need to guard against it. (ENNT)
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such sins, as we have already told you and warned you (v. 6).
Sexual sin harms our brothers and sisters and takes advantage
of them. 

Surely there has never been a sin easier to rationalize than the
sin of sexual immorality. To counter all rationalizing of sexual
immorality, Paul stated clearly that God will punish us for all
such sins (v. 6). The Bible’s message is that sexual sin always
harms others. Adultery harms the spouses and families involved.
Premarital sex harms the people who practice it and the future
spouses. Homosexual practices damage the persons involved,
their families, and society at large. And the Bible declares that
sexual sin will not go unpunished.

Paul exhorted and warned believers to practice holy living
and sexual morality because God did not call us to be impure,
but to live a holy life (v. 7). How can we resist God’s calling?
Furthermore, God’s calling implies that we can do what He calls
us to. We can live holy lives. We can resist the temptations to
sexual sin. 

Paul warned, God will punish . . . all such sins (v. 6). And
he who rejects this instruction does not reject man but God
(v. 8). Whatever we rationalize about sexual sin, God’s punish-
ment is sure to those who engage in it. Sexual sin was apparently
a problem for the Christians in Thessalonica; nevertheless they
were not without hope. They should confess their sin and then
abstain from further sexual immorality. This same message of
purity (and hope for the impure) still applies today.

Paul continued: God . . . gives you his Holy Spirit (v. 8).
After experiencing the blessed presence of the Holy Spirit,
surely no believer would choose to persist in a life of impurity.
Our calling is clear: We are called to a holy life. God’s instruc-
tions are clear: We are to live lives of purity. God’s provision is
clear: We are to be sanctified, made holy, and empowered to do
God’s will.
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Now about Brotherly Love (1 Thess. 4:9–10)
The Greek word philadelphia is translated “brotherly love.”

Before the Christian era, the word was usually applied to siblings
within a family. Christians used it to refer to brothers within the
family of God. Paul did not seem to think there was a problem
among the Thessalonian believers, but he strongly exhorted them
to love one another more and more. God had taught them to love
one another, and they were now urged to increase in that love.

Paul rejoiced that the Thessalonian Christians had love for all
the brothers throughout Macedonia (v. 10). The church in
Macedonia had apparently grown beyond the three cities Paul
visited as recorded in Acts 16–17: Philippi, Thessalonica, and
Berea. This may be an example of the way the church spread
beyond the main centers where Paul and his companions minis-
tered. We can be sure that the new Christians from Thessalonica
and other cities quickly spread the good news to other locations.

Jesus declared that brotherly love is the true mark of Chris-
tian disciples (John 13:35). Here, Paul simply echoed the words
of the Lord. No matter how much Christians love one another,
there is always a danger that brotherly love may grow cold.
Thus, Paul urged the Thessalonian Christians to increase in
brotherly love more and more. There is never too much love
between Christians.

Work with Your Hands (1 Thess. 4:11–12)
There seems to have been an element among the Thessalonian

believers that was inclined toward idleness. Paul addressed the
problem here and in 2 Thessalonians 3:6–15. In both these passages,
he indicated that when he was with them, he had given verbal
instructions about idleness. “We gave you this rule: ‘If a man will
not work, he shall not eat’” (2 Thess. 3:10). Perhaps some of the
Thessalonian Christians had been saved from a life of idleness and
had not yet entirely broken from their old patterns.
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They were to make it their ambition to lead a quiet life, 
to mind their own business and to work with their hands
(1 Thess. 4:11). Idleness and gossip often go together. Some
were apparently busybodies, minding others’ business. Paul was
concerned for the welfare of the Thessalonian Christians and for
their witness to others. 

It seems likely that Timothy and Silas had reported some con-
cern related to these problems, which led to Paul’s instructions.
They were to be self-disciplined and lead a quiet life. They were
to mind their own business, not meddling with others’ affairs.
Finally, they were to work with their hands. It is possible that the
idleness was related to a mistaken understanding of the second
coming of Christ. This seems even more likely from the context
in 2 Thessalonians 3.

The biblical perspective portrays work as a good thing. In the
pagan world of Greece and Rome, work was viewed as an evil to
be avoided and assigned to servants and slaves whenever possible.
Paul saw work as a valuable activity. It was a counteraction to
idleness, gossip, and minding others’ business. Furthermore, it
enabled the believers to win the respect of outsiders and to not
be dependent on anybody (1 Thess. 4:12). Being good workers
strengthened the witness of the Thessalonian believers, and so
it does for believers today.

WORDS FROM WESLEY

1 Thessalonians 4:11

That ye study—Literally, that ye be ambitious; an ambition
worthy a Christian, to work with your hands—Not a needless caution;
for temporal concerns are a cross to them who are newly filled
with the love of God. (ENNT)
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As new believers, the Thessalonian Christians were making
wonderful progress in their walk with the Lord. But Paul was
not content with their progress. In this passage, he urged them
to grow more in holiness, purity, brotherly love, and diligence.
As disciples, we never get to a level of Christian living where
we can relax and coast. God always calls us to a higher plane of
living. May we always be responsive to His call.
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DISCUSSION
Christianity involves far more than our looking forward to

life in heaven, as wonderful as that prospect is. It tackles such
daily issues as sexual morality and our work ethic. See how Paul
addressed both of these issues in 1 Thessalonians 4:1–12.

1. Read 1 Thessalonians 4:1. How did Paul prepare the Thes-
salonians for his authoritative instructions about holy living?

2. According to verse 3, what word sums up God’s will for
believers?

3. What do you believe to be some of the most serious threats
to holy living?

4. How do the media communicate the view that sexual
immorality is acceptable?

5. Why do you agree or disagree that Christians are consid-
ered judgmental if they label sexual immorality as wrong and
sinful?

6. How does sexual immorality harm oneself and others?
7. How does our awareness of the Holy Spirit’s presence and

power help us lead a holy life?
8. Read verse 12. How might living a holy life and demon-

strating a strong work ethic gain the respect of unbelievers?

PRAYER
Creator God, You have made our bodies, hearts, and minds

to glorify You. We pray to be pure in our thoughts, motives, and
deeds so others can see our lives and give glory to You through
Christ Jesus.
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