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Getting the Most Out of 1 & 2 Thessalonians




Conventional wisdom tells us that nothing is certain except death and taxes, but for most of us that is not enough. Wouldn’t you like to be just as sure about where you stand with God? That’s what the Thessalonians were looking for, and Paul’s letters to them can help you find that assurance as well.


In the year A.D. 50, Paul entered Thessalonica while on his second missionary journey. He preached there for three weeks and was able to establish a church. However, a group of jealous Jews interpreted Paul’s message to mean that he was proclaiming another ruler in opposition to the Roman emperor, and he was forced to leave town (Acts 17:1-10).


Because of Paul’s concern for this young church, he sent his coworker Timothy to learn how the Thessalonians were doing. Timothy reported that the Christians’ faith remained strong but that they continued to be persecuted by those who had banished Paul. Timothy also brought back questions that Paul had not had time to answer during his short stay with them.


First Thessalonians was Paul’s first attempt at offering encouragement and answering questions—in fact it was probably the first of Paul’s epistles. It was written from Corinth only a few months after Paul had left Thessalonica. Second Thessalonians was written a short time later to clear up misconceptions that the first letter had failed to answer.


In these letters, Paul offers encouragement in four major areas: (1) How can I be sure that I will be with Jesus after death? (2) How can I be sure that Jesus is coming again? (3) How can I be sure that Jesus hasn’t forgotten me when I am suffering persecution? (4) How can I be sure that my life is pleasing to God?


Through your study of these letters, it is my hope that you will become sure of your faith and of your salvation and that, as a result, you will be able to “encourage each other with these words” (1 Thessalonians 4:18).




Suggestions for Individual Study


1. As you begin each study, pray that God will speak to you through his Word.


2. Read the introduction to the study and respond to the personal reflection question or exercise. This is designed to help you focus on God and on the theme of the study.


3. Each study deals with a particular passage—so that you can delve into the author’s meaning in that context. Read and reread the passage to be studied. If you are studying a book, it will be helpful to read through the entire book prior to the first study. The questions are written using the language of the New International Version, so you may wish to use that version of the Bible. The New Revised Standard Version is also recommended.


4. This is an inductive Bible study, designed to help you discover for yourself what Scripture is saying. The study includes three types of questions. Observation questions ask about the basic facts: who, what, when, where and how. Interpretation questions delve into the meaning of the passage. Application questions help you discover the implications of the text for growing in Christ. These three keys unlock the treasures of Scripture.


Write your answers to the questions in the spaces provided or in a personal journal. Writing can bring clarity and deeper understanding of yourself and of God’s Word.


5. It might be good to have a Bible dictionary handy. Use it to look up any unfamiliar words, names or places.


6. Use the prayer suggestion to guide you in thanking God for what you have learned and to pray about the applications that have come to mind.


7. You may want to go on to the suggestion under “Now or Later,” or you may want to use that idea for your next study.










Suggestions for Members of a Group Study


1. Come to the study prepared. Follow the suggestions for individual study mentioned above. You will find that careful preparation will greatly enrich your time spent in group discussion.


2. Be willing to participate in the discussion. The leader of your group will not be lecturing. Instead, he or she will be encouraging the members of the group to discuss what they have learned. The leader will be asking the questions that are found in this guide.


3. Stick to the topic being discussed. Your answers should be based on the verses which are the focus of the discussion and not on outside authorities such as commentaries or speakers. These studies focus on a particular passage of Scripture. Only rarely should you refer to other portions of the Bible. This allows for everyone to participate in indepth study on equal ground.


4. Be sensitive to the other members of the group. Listen attentively when they describe what they have learned. You may be surprised by their insights! Each question assumes a variety of answers. Many questions do not have “right” answers, particularly questions that aim at meaning or application. Instead the questions push us to explore the passage more thoroughly.


When possible, link what you say to the comments of others. Also, be affirming whenever you can. This will encourage some of the more hesitant members of the group to participate.


5. Be careful not to dominate the discussion. We are sometimes so eager to express our thoughts that we leave too little opportunity for others to respond. By all means participate! But allow others to also.


6. Expect God to teach you through the passage being discussed and through the other members of the group. Pray that you will have an enjoyable and profitable time together, but also that as a result of the study you will find ways that you can take action individually and/or as a group.


7. Remember that anything said in the group is considered confidential and should not be discussed outside the group unless specific permission is given to do so.


8. If you are the group leader, you will find additional suggestions at the back of the guide.
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How Can I Be Sure of My Beliefs?


Acts 17:1-15




A college professor who was an atheist often challenged me, “Mr. Baker, sometime you have got to explain to me how anybody could possibly go through four years of college and still be a Christian!”


 


GROUP DISCUSSION. When have you had to defend your beliefs in front of people who disagreed? What did you say?






PERSONAL REFLECTION. What questions and doubts do you have regarding your faith? Express these to God.






Standing up for the minority is never comfortable, but when the majority happens to be an angry mob, and you are expected to be the minority spokesperson, and you aren’t sure you are ready to defend what you believe, then it becomes a nightmare. In this study we will meet a man in just such a predicament. Read Acts 17:1-15.




1. What challenges and discouragements would you have faced as a Christian in Thessalonica?











2. Why was there so much anger and jealousy directed against Paul (vv. 4-5)?











3. To what extent were the accusations made against the Christians a misunderstanding?











4. How should we, as Christians, react to jealousy and misunderstanding?











5. Imagine yourself as Jason (vv. 5-7). You have been a Christian about three weeks and must defend yourself and your houseguests before the city officials. How would you have felt in this position?









What would you have said?








6. If you had been Jason, what doubts might you have had about your beliefs?











7. If you had been Paul writing a letter to the Thessalonians, what would you have wanted to say to them?











8. How did the Bereans respond to Paul’s teaching (vv. 11-12)?











9. The Jews from Thessalonica make an appearance again (v. 13). How would you characterize the Bereans in comparison to the Thessalonians?











10. Sometimes Christians are accused of being close-minded. What can the Thessalonians and Bereans teach you about being openminded?









about being confident of your beliefs?








11. When have you experienced doubts and discouragement similar to those of the Thessalonians?











12. In what ways can Christians help each other to be assured of what they believe?









Pray that God will help you to find assurance regarding the doubts and discouragements that have been expressed.




Now or Later


How would you explain your beliefs to someone who is unfamiliar with the Christian faith? Write out an outline of your basic beliefs.
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How Can I Be Sure of My Purpose?


1 Thessalonians 1




A lighthouse has become a common analogy for a Christian group. Just as a lighthouse stands in a dark and dangerous spot, flashing its message of warning and pointing to safe harbor, a Christian community should also be a prominent and unmistakable sign to its neighbors.


 


GROUP DISCUSSION. What is the reputation of your church or fellowship group throughout the community?






PERSONAL REFLECTION. In what ways have you, your home and your church been like a lighthouse in the neighborhood?






How can you help your church or fellowship group become a lighthouse? This passage describes how the church in Thessalonica was able to do it. Read 1 Thessalonians 1.
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