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Series Preface


The   purpose of the Crossway Classic Commentaries is to make some of the   most valuable commentaries on the books of the Bible, by some of the   greatest Bible teachers and theologians in the last 500 years, available   to a new generation. These books will help today's readers learn truth,   wisdom, and devotion from such authors as J. C. Ryle, Martin Luther,   John Calvin, J. B. Lightfoot, John Owen, Charles Spurgeon, Charles   Hodge, and Matthew Henry.


We   do not apologize for the age of some of the items chosen. In the realm   of practical exposition promoting godliness, the old is often better   than the new. Spiritual vision and authority, based on an accurate   handling of the biblical text, are the qualities that have been   primarily sought in deciding what to include.


So   far as is possible, everything is tailored to the needs and enrichment   of thoughtful readers—lay Christians, students, and those in the   ministry. The originals, some of which were written at a high technical   level, have been abridged as needed, simplified stylistically, and   unburdened of foreign words. However, the intention of this series is   never to change any thoughts of the original authors, but to faithfully   convey them in an understandable fashion.


The   publishers are grateful to Dr. Alister McGrath of Wycliffe Hall,   Oxford, Dr. J. I. Packer of Regent College, Vancouver, and Watermark of   Norfolk, England, for the work of selecting and editing that now brings   this project to fruition.
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Introduction


John Calvin fashioned the Institutes, from the second edition on, as a lead-in not only to the biblical faith as such, but also to the commentaries he planned to write. Having thus put all his analytical, historical, pastoral, and polemical discussions of doctrines into a separate book, he felt free in the commentaries to follow undistractedly a running style of textual exposition that would bring out in an applicatory way the two-in-one reality of what was there—namely, the mind of God the Holy Spirit expressed in and communicated through the words in which the human writer expressed his own mind. A divine work no less miraculous than the Incarnation itself had produced an identity of the writer's message with the instruction of God, and the commentator's business was to elucidate this by means of what we might call both-and exposition—exposition, that is, that moved through didactic declarations of the writer, witnessing to God, to the doctrina (teaching) of God himself in and through these declarations in their canonical context.


So Calvin's work as a biblical interpreter was always shaped and controlled by three linked thoughts: first, this is what the writer had to say about God to his own envisaged readership; second, this is what the Holy Spirit of God had to say to those same people; third, this is what the Holy Spirit of God had to say to all who read the words thereafter, ourselves included. By consistently following this approach, with linguistic skill, good literary judgment, and theological and spiritual insight unmatched in the sixteenth century (and hardly ever equaled since), Calvin produced commentaries that are deservedly designated as classics. Several have already appeared in this series, and here is another.


The letters to the Thessalonians are often treated as minor items in Calvin's output, but this is wrong. Granted, they are not massive doctrinal treatises like those on Romans and Galatians and Ephesians and Colossians; nor do they get expansive on relational matters as, in their different ways, do the Corinthian letters and Philippians; nor are they heavy pep talks in the manner of the Pastorals, where Paul admonished his juniors, now his deputies, with the intense, breathy seriousness that we associate with Jewish parents still. The Thessalonian letters are by comparison cheerful and brisk, but they are not in any sense lightweight. They are forthright pastoral missives spelling out in blunt, on-the-nose terms aspects of faith, love, hope, and holiness that some of the new Thessalonian believers, the spiritual fruit of Paul's three-week ministry there, either had not yet grasped or were already in danger of forgetting.


Calvin draws us into the same world of discipleship in which these Thessalonians had come to live and gently but firmly presses on us as he goes along the moral and spiritual challenges that Paul was presenting to his converts. First published in 1551, with 1 Thessalonians dedicated to Calvin's former Latin teacher and 2 Thessalonians to his family doctor, these expositions impact one's spiritual system like a course of vitamin tablets; they leave you stronger and more energetic. Try them and see.


J. I. PACKER
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Dedication


The author's dedicatory letter to Maturinus Corderius, a man of eminent piety and learning, principal of the College of Lausanne.


It is befitting that you should come in for a share in my labors, inasmuch as, under your auspices, having entered on a course of study, I made proficiency at least so far as to be prepared to profit in some degree the church of God. When my father sent me, while yet a boy, to Paris, after I had simply tasted the first elements of the Latin tongue, Providence so ordered it that I had, for a short time, the privilege of having you as my instructor, that I might be taught by you the true method of learning, in such a way that I might be prepared afterwards to make somewhat better proficiency. For, after presiding over the first class with the highest renown, on observing that pupils who had been ambitiously trained up by the other masters produced nothing but mere show, nothing of solidity, so that they required to be formed by you anew, tired of this annoyance, you that year descended to the fourth class. This, indeed, was what you had in view, but to me it was a singular kindness on the part of God that I happened to have an auspicious commencement of such a course of training. And although I was permitted to have the use of it only for a short time, from the circumstance that we were soon afterward advanced higher by an injudicious man, who regulated our studies according to his own pleasure, or rather his caprice, yet I derived so much assistance afterward from your training that it is with good reason that I acknowledge myself indebted to you for such progress as has since been made. And this I was desirous to testify to posterity, that, if any advantage shall accrue to them from my writings, they shall know that it has in some degree originated with you.


John Calvin, Geneva, 17 February, 1550




Argument of the First Letter to the Thessalonians


The greater part of this letter consists of exhortations. Paul had instructed the Thessalonians in the right faith. On hearing, however, that persecutions were raging there, he had sent Timothy with the view of preparing them for the conflict, that they might not give way through fear, as human infirmity is apt to do. Having been afterwards informed by Timothy about their entire condition, he employs various arguments to confirm them in steadfastness of faith, as well as in endurance, should they be called to endure anything for the testimony of the Gospel. These things he treats in the first three chapters.


At the beginning of chapter 4, he exhorts them, in general terms, to holiness of life; afterwards he recommends mutual benevolence and all offices that flow from it. Toward the end, however, he touches upon the question of the resurrection and explains in what way we shall all be raised up from death. From this it is clear that there were some wicked or light-minded people who endeavored to unsettle their faith by unseasonably bringing forward many frivolous things. Hence with the view of cutting off all pretext for foolish and needless disputings, he instructs them in few words as to the views that they should entertain.


In the fifth chapter he prohibits them, even more strictly, from inquiring about the timing of our Lord's return. He admonishes them to be always on the watch, in case they should be taken by surprise by Christ's sudden and unexpected approach. From this he proceeds to employ various exhortations and then concludes the letter.




1 Thessalonians 


Chapter 1


Verse 1


Paul, Silas and Timothy, To the church of the Thessalonians in God the Father and the Lord Jesus Christ: Grace and peace to you.


1. The brevity of the inscription clearly shows that Paul's teaching had been received with reverence among the Thessalonians, and that without controversy they all rendered to him the honor that he deserved. For when in other letters he designated himself an apostle, he did so for the purpose of claiming for himself authority. Hence the circumstance here, simply making use of his own name without any title of honor, is proof that those to whom he writes voluntarily acknowledged him to be such as he was. The ministers of Satan, it is true, had endeavored to trouble this church also, but it is evident that their machinations were fruitless.


He also associates others along with himself, in common with himself, as the authors of the letter. Nothing further is stated here that has not been explained elsewhere, except that he says, the church ... in God the Father and . . . Christ, by which terms he intimates that there is truly among the Thessalonians a church of God. This mark, therefore, is as it were an approval of a true and lawful church. We may, however, at the same time infer from it that a church is to be sought only where God presides and where Christ reigns, and that, in short, there is no church but that which is founded upon God, is gathered under the auspices of Christ, and is united in his name.


Verses 2-5


We always thank God for all of you, mentioning you in our prayers. We continually remember before our God and Father your work produced by faith, your labor prompted by love, and your endurance inspired by hope in our Lord Jesus Christ. For we knew, brothers loved by God, that he has chosen you, because our gospel came to you not simply with words, but also with power, with the Holy Spirit and with deep conviction. You know how we lived among you for your sake.


2. We always thank God for all of you. He praises, as he is wont, their faith and other virtues, not so much, however, for the purpose of praising them as to exhort them to perseverance. For it is no small spur to eagerness of pursuit when we reflect that God has adorned us with special endowments, that he may finish what he has begun, and that we have, under his guidance and direction, advanced in the right course in order that we may reach the goal. Just as a vain confidence in those virtues that men foolishly arrogate to themselves puffs them up with pride and makes them careless and indolent for the time to come, so a recognition of the gifts of God humbles pious minds and stirs them up to anxious concern. Hence, instead of congratulations, the apostle makes use of thanksgiving, that he may put them in mind that everything in them that he declares to be worthy of praise is a kindness of God. He also turns immediately to the future in making mention of his prayers.


3. We continually remember. While the adverb continually might be taken in connection with what goes before, it suits better to connect it in this manner. What follows might also be rendered "remembering your work of faith and labor of love."


Paul assigns a reason, however, why he cherishes so strong an affection toward them and prays diligently on their behalf—because he perceived in them those gifts of God that should stir him up to cherish love and respect toward them. And unquestionably, the more anyone excels in piety and other excellencies, so much more ought we to hold him in regard and esteem. For what or who is more worthy of love than God? Hence there is nothing that should tend more to excite our love to individuals than when the Lord manifests himself in them by the gifts of his Spirit. This is the highest commendation of all among the pious, the most sacred bond of connection by which they are more especially bound to each other.


Your work produced by faith. I understand this as meaning the effect of it. This effect, however, may be explained in two ways—passively or actively, either as meaning that faith was in itself a special token of the power and efficacy of the Holy Spirit, inasmuch as he has wrought powerfully in the exciting of it, or as meaning that it afterwards produced its fruits outwardly. I reckon the effect to be in the root of faith rather than in its fruits —"a rare energy of faith has shown itself powerfully in you."


He adds, your labor prompted by love, by which he means that in the cultivation of love they had not scorned trouble or labor. Assuredly, it is known through experience how hard-working love is. That age, however, more especially afforded to believers a manifold sphere of labor if they desired to discharge the offices of love. The church was dreadfully pressed down by a great number of afflictions. Many were stripped of their wealth, many were fugitives from their country, many were destitute of counsel, many were tender and weak. The condition of almost all was involved. So many cases of distress did not allow love to be inactive.


To hope he assigns endurance, as it is always linked with it (see Romans 8:25). So the statement should be explained as meaning that Paul remembers their endurance in hoping for the coming of Christ. From this we may gather a brief definition of true Christianity—it is a faith that is living and full of vigor, so that it spares no labor when assistance is to be given to one's neighbors. On the contrary, all the pious employ themselves diligently in offices of love and lay out their efforts so that, intent upon the hope of the manifestation of Christ, they despise everything else and, armed with endurance, rise above the wearisomeness of length of time as well as above all the temptations of the world.


The clause before our God and Father may be viewed as referring to Paul's remembrance or to the three things spoken about immediately before. I explain it in this way: As he had spoken of his prayers, he declares that as often as he raises his thoughts to the kingdom of God, he at the same time recalls to his remembrance the faith, hope, and endurance of the Thessalonians. As all mere pretense must vanish when people come into the presence of God, this is added in order that the affirmation may have more weight. Further, by this declaration of his goodwill toward them he designed to make them more teachable and prepared to listen.


4. The word know may apply to Paul as well as to the Thessalonians. Erasmus refers it to the Thessalonians. I prefer to follow Chrysostom, who understands it of Paul and of his colleagues, for it is, it appears to me, a more ample confirmation of the previous statement. God himself had testified by many tokens that they were acceptable and dear to him.


He has chosen you. I am not altogether dissatisfied with the interpretation given by Chrysostom—that God had made the Thessalonians illustrious and had established their excellence. Paul, however, had it in view to express something further, for he touches on their calling; as there had appeared in that calling no common marks of God's power, he infers from this that they had been especially called with evidences of a sure election. For the reason is immediately added that it was a bare preaching that had been brought to them, but such as was linked with the efficacy of the Holy Spirit, that it might obtain entire credit among them.


5. When he says, with power, with the Holy Spirit, it is, in my opinion, as if he had said, "in the power of the Holy Spirit," so that the latter term is added to explain the former term. With deep conviction was either in the thing itself or in the disposition of the Thessalonians. I am rather inclined to think that the meaning is, Paul's gospel had been confirmed by-solid proofs, as though God had shown from heaven that he had ratified their calling. When, however, Paul brings forward the proofs by which he had felt assured that the calling of the Thessalonians was altogether from God, he takes occasion at the same time to recommend his ministry, that they may themselves also recognize him and his colleagues as having been raised up by God.


By the term power some understand miracles. I extend it further, as referring to the spiritual energy of right doctrine. God's calling, which is in itself hidden, is manifested when he gathers to himself the lost sheep and joins them to his flock and holds out his hand to those who were wandering and estranged from him. Hence a knowledge of our election must be sought from this source. As, however, the secret counsel of God is a labyrinth to those who disregard his calling, so those act perversely who, under the pretext of faith and calling, darken this first grace, from which faith itself flows. "By faith," they say, "we obtain salvation. There is therefore no eternal predestination of God that distinguishes between us and reprobates." It is as though they said, "Salvation is from faith; there is, therefore, no grace of God that illuminates us in faith." But it is not so. Rather, as gratuitous election must be linked with calling and with its effect, so it must necessarily hold the first place.


Paul's aim is that the Thessalonians, influenced by the same considerations, may entertain no doubt that they were chosen by God. For it had been God's design, in honoring Paul's ministry, that he might manifest to them their adoption. Accordingly, having said that they know how we lived among you, he immediately adds that he was what he was for your sake, by which he means that all this had been given them in order that they might be fully persuaded that they were loved by God and that their election was beyond all question.


Verses 6-8


You became imitators of us and of the Lord; in spite of severe suffering, you welcomed the message with the joy given by the Holy Spirit. And so you became a model to all the believers in Macedonia and Achaia. The Lord's message rang out from you not only in Macedonia and Achaia—your faith in God has become known everywhere. Therefore we do not need to say anything about it.


6. With the view of increasing their alacrity, he declares that there is a mutual agreement and harmony as it were between his preaching and their faith. Unless men, for their part, answer to God, no proficiency will follow from the grace that is offered to them. It is not as though they could do this of themselves, but God, as he begins our salvation by calling us, completes it by fashioning our hearts to obedience. The sum, therefore, is that an evidence of divine election showed itself not only in Paul's ministry, insofar as it was furnished with the power of the Holy Spirit, but also in the faith of the Thessalonians, so that this conformity is a powerful attestation of it. He says, however, You became imitators of us and of the Lord, in the same sense in which it is said that the people believed God and his servant Moses (see Exodus 4:30-31)—not that Paul and Moses had anything different than God, but because he wrought powerfully by them, as his ministers and instruments. You welcomed. Their readiness in receiving the Gospel is called an imitation of God for this reason: God had presented himself to the Thessalonians, and they had voluntarily come forward to meet him.


He says with the joy given by the Holy Spirit so we may know it is not by the instigation of the flesh or the promptings of their own nature that men will be ready and eager to obey God; this is the work of God's Spirit. The circumstance—in spite of severe suffering they had embraced the Gospel—gives us greater understanding. We see many, not otherwise disinclined to the Gospel, who nevertheless avoid it because they are intimidated by a fear of the cross. Those, accordingly, who do not hesitate to embrace along with the Gospel the afflictions that threaten them furnish an admirable example of magnanimity. And from this it is so clearly apparent how necessary it is that the Spirit should aid us in this, for the Gospel cannot be properly or sincerely received unless it be with a joyful heart. Nothing, however, is more at variance with our natural disposition than to rejoice in afflictions.


7. Here we have another amplification—they had even stirred up believers by their example. It is a great thing to be so decidedly impacted by the start of those who had entered upon the course before us as to furnish assistance to them as they follow that course.
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