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In memory of my father-in-law, Bob Garrott, the best
father-in-law anyone ever had
and a model of Christian character for his family
and all who knew him (1 Thess 1:6-7).
We were sad to see him leave this earth.
Nevertheless, at some point we will join him in
God’s presence, if the Lord Jesus tarries, and ultimately
we will all rejoice together along with
the rest of God’s saints in our resurrection bodies,
“and in this manner we will always be with the Lord”
(1 Thess 4:18), knowing that Bob
and all Christ’s followers who experience bodily corruption
will eventually be raised again from the dead
in order to be in God’s presence forever
and glorify him unto eternity (2 Thess 1:10, 12).





General Preface


In an age of proliferating commentary series, one might easily ask why add yet another to the seeming glut. The simplest answer is that no other series has yet achieved what we had in mind—a series to and from the church, that seeks to move from the text to its contemporary relevance and application.

No other series offers the unique combination of solid, biblical exposition and helpful explanatory notes in the same user-friendly format. No other series has tapped the unique blend of scholars and pastors who share both a passion for faithful exegesis and a deep concern for the church. Based on the New International Version of the Bible, one of the most widely used modern translations, the IVP New Testament Commentary Series builds on the NIV’s reputation for clarity and accuracy. Individual commentators indicate clearly whenever they depart from the standard translation as required by their understanding of the original Greek text.

The series contributors represent a wide range of theological traditions, united by a common commitment to the authority of Scripture for Christian faith and practice. Their efforts here are directed toward applying the unchanging message of the New Testament to the ever-changing world in which we live.

Readers will find in each volume not only traditional discussions of authorship and backgrounds, but useful summaries of principal themes and approaches to contemporary application. To bridge the gap between commentaries that stress the flow of an author’s argument but skip over exegetical nettles and those that simply jump from one difficulty to another, we have developed our unique format that expounds the text in uninterrupted form on the upper portion of each page while dealing with other issues underneath in verse-keyed notes. To avoid clutter we have also adopted a social studies note system that keys references to the bibliography.

We offer the series in hope that pastors, students, Bible teachers and small group leaders of all sorts will find it a valuable aid—one that stretches the mind and moves the heart to ever-growing faithfulness and obedience to our Lord Jesus Christ.









Author’s Preface


I am indebted to my wife, Dorinda, who has encouraged me in the writing of this commentary and who has helped me to think through Paul’s thoughts much more clearly. I am also thankful to the congregation of the Orthodox Congregational Church of Lanesville, Massachusetts, for their patience in listening to a series of sermons based on part of this commentary and their helpful comments.

In my comments I have not made reference to Michael W. Holmes’s commentary 1-2 Thessalonians, NIV Application Commentary (1998), since both the IVPNTC series and NIVAC series have the common aim of moving from the biblical text to the contemporary context and I did not want to be influenced by Holmes’s hermeneutical discussions in this respect.









Introduction


This introduction seeks to acquaint readers with general matters about the Thessalonian correspondence that will help them appreciate the commentary’s interpretive analysis. Though the discussion in the commentary itself makes some “new” proposals, this initial section introduces readers to basic issues on which there is both general consensus and continued disagreement. I will also underscore more so than past commentators the importance of looking at 1 and 2 Thessalonians through the lens of “the already and not yet” notion of eschatology. In addition, the commentary will highlight the importance of the Old Testament and early Jewish understanding of it for interpreting Thessalonians, as far as the constraints of space allow.

 

□ The Historical Context of 1 Thessalonians

In order to understand any biblical book or ancient writing, one must discover as much as possible about the situation addressed and the historical context. Who wrote the work? To whom was it written? Where and when was it written? Why was it written, and for what occasion was it written? Answers to these questions are difficult to discover for some biblical books, but when they are available they generally provide crucial clues to solving interpretive problems.

 

The Establishment of the Church at Thessalonica Paul established a church at Thessalonica around A.D. 49 or 50 during his second missionary journey (Acts 17:1-9). Paul spoke in the synagogue there, proclaiming that the scriptures foretold that the Messiah would die and rise again and that Jesus was the Messiah. As a result, “some of the Jews were persuaded and joined Paul and Silas, as did a large number of God-fearing Greeks and not a few prominent women” (Acts 17:4). The unbelieving Jews, however, instigated some Gentiles to help form a mob and to go to the place Paul was purportedly staying. Not finding Paul, they took other Christians before the city authorities and accused them of “defying Caesar’s decrees, saying that there is another king, one called Jesus” (Acts 17:7). Paul then went to Berea, where many of the Jews in the synagogue and other Gentiles in the city believed. However, the antagonistic Jews of Thessalonica heard about his success in Berea and went there to stir up people against Paul (Acts 17:10-15). In response, Paul left Berea for Athens (Acts 17:16-34).

While in Athens Paul grew concerned about the stability of the Thessalonians’ new faith in the face of the trials they were enduring. Consequently, Paul sent Timothy to determine their welfare and to build them up. Timothy returned with a positive report that greatly encouraged Paul (1 Thess 3:1-9). Leaving Athens, Paul went to Corinth, where his proclamation of the gospel prompted Jewish opposition once again (Acts 18:1-17). This time certain Jews brought Paul before Gallio, the Roman proconsul, on trumped-up charges. Documentary evidence indicates that Gallio’s time in office lasted at least from July 51 to June 52, so we can assume that Paul’s year-and-a-half residence there overlapped significantly with Gallio’s (see Williams 1992:9-10). However, Gallio may have entered office a year or so earlier (see Morris 1959:26), so we can conclude only that Paul wrote both letters to the Thessalonians from Corinth, the second presumably a few months after the first, in 50 or 51 (see Marshall 1983:20-23; cf. also Richard 1995:7-8 for a date in the mid-40s).

 

The Author, Recipients, Occasion and Purpose of 1 Thessalonians Scholars agree that Paul wrote 1 Thessalonians (for a survey of alternatives, see Best 1972:22-35; Hendriksen 1979:18-25). The exact composition of the Thessalonian congregation is debated, though it was certainly small. Those who view Acts 17-18 as inaccurate affirm that there were only Gentile Christians in the church, especially because of 1 Thessalonians 1:9: “you turned to God from idols to serve the living and true God.” This sounds like a fairly comprehensive summary of the converts as only Gentile, since Jewish Christians would not have worshiped idols (see also 2:14-16; 4:3-6). If, however, Acts is given serious consideration, it supplements the evidence of the letter by informing us that there was a remnant of Jewish Christians and “a large number of God-fearing Greeks” together with a significant group of prominent women (Acts 17:4). The “God-fearers” were Gentiles who worshiped at the synagogue but who did not become full proselytes or converts, which required circumcision. The “prominent women” were likely female Gentile God-fearers.

Much debate revolves around why Paul wrote this epistle. No one seriously disputes that Paul was worried about the welfare of his readers’ faith and wrote to encourage his new converts (so 3:1-5). What is debated, however, is whether or not Paul was encouraging them by offering an “apology” against accusations undermining the integrity of his apostleship (especially in 2:1-12) and by giving them instruction deriving from Christian tradition. The material in 2:1-12 fits well into such an apology, but others understand this material merely as general instruction by which Paul presents himself as an example to be followed. This commentary argues that Paul intended to build up his readers both by defending his integrity (e.g., 2:1-12) and appealing to them to follow his own ethical example and that of prior Christian tradition.

Some do not see this letter as apologetic in part because they downplay the historical relevance of Acts 17, where both Jews and Gentiles in Thessalonica oppose and accuse Paul of sedition. According to Acts 17:7, the pagans of the city viewed Paul as a traitor to Caesar both politically (as head of state) and religiously (as head of the imperial cult). Moreover, the Jews would have seen Paul as a defector from the true religion and as an illegitimate representative of God. Though some scholars see nothing in Thessalonians to corroborate the Acts account of Jewish opposition, there is good reason to see reference to such adversaries in Thessalonica itself (1 Thess 2:15-16; see also 3:3-4).

In particular, the Jews probably considered Paul a false prophet who blasphemed (calling the crucified criminal Jesus the honored Messiah) and thus deserved death. They would also have believed that greed motivated him to deceive. Acts 17:5 says that “the Jews were jealous” after a large number of Gentile God-fearers believed Paul’s preaching in the synagogue. Although it is likely that many of the Gentiles who subsequently became Christians were not of the upper class, those converted in the synagogue were probably fairly wealthy (e.g., “prominent [Gentile] women,” 17:4) and may well have been financially supportive of the synagogue. Indeed, Paul was persecuted in Philippi because some were angry over losing money formerly made from a false prophetess who could no longer prophesy because Paul had cast a demon out of her (Acts 16:16-24). There was the same kind of opposition in Thessalonica as at Philippi, and this may have extended even to the financial cause of the persecution (1 Thess 2:2-3).

It was to such misconceptions and accusations that Paul addressed his comments in 2:1-12. If Paul’s integrity were questioned by the new flock, their young faith itself would be in question. With this at least partly in mind, he penned the first letter (for other possible explanations, see Jewett 1986:138-78).

Other problems Paul presumably wanted to address were the readers’ discouragement due to trials (3:3-5), laxness in sexual morality (4:2-8), confusion over the relationship of deceased Christians to Christ’s final coming (4:13-18), and an over-emphasis on the near coming of Christ (5:1-11; on which see Marshall 1983:20). Paul also wrote in order that the new converts would know what is generally expected of those who call themselves Christians, since during his brief stay Paul would not have had time to impart this to them (3:10; 5:12-24). It is also possible that Paul wanted to address problems of people not working (4:11-12, especially if this is related to a faulty view of eschatology) and of some disregarding the authority of the church leaders (5:12-13). Finally, Paul certainly wanted to express his thanksgiving and joy over Timothy’s good report about the strength of their young faith (so cf. 3:1-10 with 1:2-3; 2:13; Hendriksen 1979:12). Paul wanted to tell them all these things face to face, since he had tried repeatedly to return to Thessalonica, “but Satan had stopped” him from doing so (2:18). Therefore, Paul wrote to address these problems and to complete the Thessalonians’ faith with the general Christian instruction that was cut short on his visit there.

 

The Sequence of 1 and 2 Thessalonians Scholars agree that Paul wrote 1 Thessalonians and subsequently penned 2 Thessalonians, though some are agnostic about the issue. The arguments in favor of 1 Thessalonians being first seem most persuasive (following Whiteley 1969:6-9, who also cites support from some of the earlier church fathers; see also Hendriksen 1979:16-17). Morris summarizes these arguments well (1959:40), among the more important of which are: (1) the three major problems of persecution, the loafers, and the timing of Christ’s coming intensify as one goes from the first to the second letter; (2) 2 Thessalonians makes explicit reference to a preceding letter from Paul to the Thessalonians (“stand firm and hold fast to the teachings we passed on to you, whether by word of mouth or by letter;” 2:15, likely also alluded to in 2:5 and possibly in 3:17; likewise 2:2 could well refer to the same Pauline letter as 2:15 which has been misinterpreted by false teachers)! While it is possible that 2:15 could refer to some other earlier epistle to the Thessalonians other than “1 Thessalonians,” it is improbable that this is the case. Furthermore, 2 Thessalonians 3:17 could be seen easily as assuming the priority of 1 Thessalonians: “I, Paul, write this in my own hand, which is the distinguishing mark in all my letters,” such as in the one the readers had already received and with which they were already familiar, which would allow them to be able to verify that, indeed, this second letter was authentic, since the final signature corresponded to the earlier one (likewise Hendriksen 1979:17). (3) Instead of the cooler and more critical spirit of the second epistle, the tone of joy in the first letter better fits the exultation at the removal of his anxiousness when hearing about the Thessalonians’ enduring faith (1 Thess 3:1-9); (4) Paul’s reminiscences of his time with the readers, as occurs in 1 Thessalonians, is more natural in an initial letter rather than a second letter to the same group.

On the other hand, among some of the strongest arguments supporting the priority of 2 Thessalonians are the following (e.g., see Wanamaker 1990:38-39): (1) persecution that appears to be occurring in the present in 2 Thessalonians 1:4-7 seems to belong to the past in the first epistle; (2) the mention in 1 Thessalonians 5:1 that the Thessalonians need no instruction about the time of the parousia appears appropriate if they already had knowledge of 2 Thessalonians 2:1-12 which explains signs that must occur directly preceding the end; (3) the problem of the church’s disorder seems like a new issue facing the church, whereas it could be viewed as if it were an already existing problem in 1 Thessalonians 4:11-12 and 5:14.

The problem with the arguments on both sides is that they are subjective and can easily be understood by either perspective. The arguments either way are not completely determinative. Nevertheless, the priority of 1 Thessalonians has the most telltale objective support in the explicit mention of Paul’s earlier “letter” to Thessalonica (a reference Wanamaker, unsuccessfully in my opinion, attempts to nullify by several counter arguments). This commentary agrees that the arguments of the traditional view have more cumulative weight than the opposing arguments. Consequently, the discussion throughout will assume that 1 Thessalonians preceded the second epistle. Some interpretations in the commentary will depend to an extent on the traditional view, but ultimately none stands or falls because of it. The general approach is that the two epistles mutually illumine one another.

 

□ The Theological Context of the Thessalonian Epistles

To understand the New Testament in its fullness, we must be familiar with how the biblical authors viewed the “end times.” This may sound like an extreme proposition, since many Christians only think of the end times as a period at the very end of history. After all, can we not have an excellent understanding of the New Testament without knowing exactly how the world is going to end? Are not questions about the time of the rapture, tribulation and millennium secondary to the salvation that Christ accomplished at the cross? We would answer these questions affirmatively if the end times were a period coming only at the final phase of history. Indeed, many Christians assume that Christ’s death and resurrection are events that happened at his first coming and thus are not closely connected with events leading up to his second coming. But is this correct?

I believe not. The popular understanding in the church today that the latter days concerns only the yet future end of the world needs correction. Both nonevangelical and evangelical scholars increasingly recognize that the New Testament authors understood the latter days not merely as future but as beginning with Christ’s first coming. Still, New Testament scholarship has been atomistic and disjointed enough to prevent serious broad theological reflection on the entire New Testament corpus. A good place to begin studying New Testament eschatology is to survey briefly its explicit eschatological language, though the concept of the end times is not restricted to where the actual phraseology occurs. The phrase “latter days” and similar phrases occur about twenty-five times in the New Testament, and only exceptionally do they refer exclusively to the very end of history. They are used the majority of the times to describe the end times as beginning already in the first century! Consequently, a survey of these phrases in the New Testament demands that we reassess the church’s popular view of eschatology as dealing only with the future. The purpose in this survey is to lay the foundation for the idea that all doctrine in the New Testament is essentially eschatological in nature. This may be a radical proposal in some Christian circles, and the following discussion may raise questions that will not be able to be answered in this brief treatment. But the hope is that the main point will be established as plausible (see further Beale 1997a and 1997b).

First, some New Testament eschatological language alludes to identical phrases in the Old Testament. Therefore, the meaning of the Old Testament expression “latter days” must be understood before the New Testament use can be explained. In the Old Testament this wording is prophetic and refers to a future time. (1) There will be a tribulation for Israel consisting of oppression (Ezek 38:14-17), persecution (Dan 10:14; 11:27—12:10), false teaching, deception and apostasy (Dan 10:14; 11:27-35). (2) After the tribulation Israel will seek the Lord (Hos 3:4-5) and be delivered (Ezek 38:14-16; Dan 10:14; 12:1-13), while their enemies will be judged (Ezek 38:14-16; Dan 10:14; 11:40-45; 12:2). (3) This deliverance and judgment will occur because a leader (Messiah) from Israel will finally conquer all of its Gentile enemies (Gen 49:1, 8-12; Num 24:14-19; Is 2:2-4; Mic 4:1-3; Dan 2:28-45; 10:14—12:10). (4) God will establish a kingdom on the earth and rule over it (Is 2:2-4; Dan 2:28-45; Mic 4:1-3) together with a Davidic king (Hos 3:4-5). As in the New Testament, the concept of eschatology appears even when the actual terminology does not. For example, Daniel 12:2 speaks of the final resurrection of all people, and Isaiah 65:17 and 66:22 refer to the coming new heavens and earth.

The New Testament repeatedly uses the same phrase (“latter days”) as found in the Old Testament prophecies, and the meaning of the phrase is identical, except for one difference. In the New Testament the end days are understood to find their beginning fulfillment with Christ’s first coming. All that the Old Testament foresaw would occur in the end times has begun already in the first century and continues on into our present day. This means that the Old Testament prophecies of the great tribulation, God’s deliverance of Israel from oppressors, God’s rule over the Gentiles and the establishment of his kingdom have been set in motion by Christ’s death, resurrection and the formation of the Christian church. The resurrection marked the beginning of Jesus’ messianic reign, the Spirit at Pentecost signaled the inauguration of his rule through the church (Acts 1:6-8; 2:1-43), and the persecution of Jesus and the church indicated the beginning of the final tribulation. What Old Testament writers did not foresee so clearly from their vantage point was the reality that the kingdom and the tribulation could coexist at the same time (see Rev 1:9). Therefore, the latter days do not take place only at some point in the future but occur throughout the whole church age.

The formal plural wording “last days” first appears in the New Testament canon in Acts 2:17. Here Peter understands the tongues being spoken at Pentecost as a beginning fulfillment of Joel’s end-time prophecy that a day would come when God’s Spirit would gift not merely prophets, priests and kings but all of God’s people. Paul later says that the Old Testament was written to instruct the Corinthian Christians about how to live in the end times, since upon them “the fulfillment of the ages has come” (1 Cor 10:11). He also refers to Jesus’ birth as occurring “when the time had fully come” in fulfillment of the messianic prophecies (Gal 4:4).

In a similar context of false teaching, 1 John 2:18 says that, in addition to the antichrist who is to come, many antichrists were already manifesting themselves by attempting to deceive others in the first-century church. These false teachers were beginning to fulfill the well-known antichrist prophecy from Daniel. Likewise, the expressions “last times” and “end days” refer to the presence of tribulation in the form of false, deceptive teaching (see 1 Tim 1:3-4, 6, 7,19-20; 4:7; 5:13-15; 6:20-21; 2 Tim 1:15; 2:16-19; 2:25-26; 3:2-9; 2 Pet 3:3; Jude 18).

The author of Hebrews also proclaims that in his own day—“in these last days”—Jesus had begun to fulfill the prophecy that God’s Son would judge the world’s evil kingdoms and receive the earth as an inheritance (Heb 1:2-5; cf. Ps 2:1-12). In like manner, Hebrews 9:26 says that Christ “has appeared once and for all at the end of the ages” (see also Jas 5:1-9; 1 Pet 1:19-21).

This brief and incomplete survey demonstrates that the last days predicted by the Old Testament began with Christ’s first coming. Christ’s death, resurrection and the formation of the church have ushered in the fulfillment of the Old Testament prophecies of the tribulation, the Messiah’s conquering of Gentile enemies, Israel’s deliverance and the long-awaited kingdom. In this initial phase of the end times, Christ and the church begin to fulfill the prophecies concerning Israel’s tribulation, deliverance from oppressors and kingdom, since Christ and the church are seen by the New Testament as the true Israel (see, e.g., Rom 2:25-29; 9:6, 24-26; Gal 3:29; 6:15-16; Rev 1:6; 3:9; 5:9-10).

Many evangelicals do not believe the Great Tribulation is here yet because things do not appear bad enough. But what could be worse than the killing of God the Son on a cross in the first century? That seems to be an appropriate event to signal the beginning of the Great Tribulation. Certainly at the end of the church’s history there will be universal severe persecution more intense than anything the church has ever experienced (Rev 20:7-9), but this will be an intensification of the already-present eschatological tribulation inaugurated at Christ’s first coming.

Of course, many end-time prophecies have not yet been fulfilled but will be when Christ returns a second time (e.g., the bodily resurrection of all people, the destruction of the present cosmos, the creation of a completely new heavens and earth, the final judgment). As Christians we presently experience only a part of what will be completely experienced in the final form of the new heavens and earth. There is what some call an “already and not yet” dimension to the end times. But the point of the present discussion is that the great end-time predictions have already begun the process of fulfillment.

Therefore, the apostles understood eschatology not only as a futurology but also as “psychology” for the present. That is, eschatology is also a redemptive-historical and theological mindset within which the church is to place itself and to think. The apostles understood that they were already living in the end times and that they were to understand their present salvation and Christian existence in Christ to be already an end-time reality. Every aspect of their salvation was conceived of as eschatological in nature. This means that the doctrine of eschatology in New Testament theology and systematic theology books should not merely be one among many doctrines nor addressed at the end as though it describes only the very end of the world as we know it. Rather, the doctrine of eschatology should be part of the title of such a textbook, since every doctrine breathes the air of a latter-day atmosphere.

It is important to say that our understanding of most of the traditional doctrines is not so much changed but radically enriched by seeing them through end-time lenses. But how are some of the crucial doctrines of our faith enhanced when we see them as eschatological doctrines? We must think of Christ’s death and resurrection as the central event that launched the latter days. This pivotal event of death and resurrection is eschatological because it launched the beginning of the new creation. Of course, the Old Testament prophesied that the destruction of the first creation and the re-creation of a new heavens and earth were to happen at the very end of time. Christ’s work reveals that the end of the world and the coming new creation have begun in his death and resurrection (2 Cor 5:15, 17). Revelation refers to Christ as “the firstborn from the dead” and then defines “firstborn” as “the beginning of the [new] creation of God” (Rev 1:5; 3:14, my translation).

Indeed, the resurrection was predicted by the Old Testament to occur at the end of the world as part of the new creation. God would make redeemed humanity a part of the new creation by re-creating their bodies through resurrection (Dan 12:1-2). Of course, we still look forward to the time when our bodies will be raised at Christ’s final coming and when we will become part of the consummated new creation. However, Christ’s resurrection caused him to become the beginning of the new creation. The resurrected Christ is not merely spiritually the inauguration of the new cosmos but is literally its beginning, since he was resurrected with a newly created physical body. Likewise, Paul says the resurrection launched in Christ will be consummated when he returns (1 Cor 15:22-24).

In the light of what has been said, the overriding idea of New Testament theology can be stated as follows: Christ’s life, death and resurrection through the Spirit launched the end-time new creational kingdom for God’s glory. The kingdom of the new creation is the controlling conception of eschatology, and all other eschatological ideas flow out of it. We can think of Christ’s death and resurrection as a diamond that represents the new creation. The various doctrines of theology are the facets of the diamond, which are inseparable from the diamond itself. It remains to be shown elsewhere how precisely this notion of eschatology radically illumines and enriches the various major doctrines of the New Testament, as well as how such doctrines relate to our own lives (see further Beale 1997a).

In 1 Thessalonians we will find that this “already and not yet” notion of eschatology is crucial to understanding such things as faith, hope and love (e.g., 1:3; 5:8), sufferings (1:6; 3:3-4), Christian existence (5:5-10) and false teaching (5:21-22). Likewise in the second epistle this eschatological lens will help to bring into better focus that the expectation of the antichrist’s coming has already begun fulfillment (2:1-7). The same lens will also provide a clearer picture of such a mundane problem of people not wanting to work (3:6-15).

 

□ The Literary and Thematic Context of 1 Thessalonians

The Contribution of Recent Rhetorical and Epistolary Analysis Space limitations prevent detailed debate over whether or not the key to Paul’s letters lies in interpreting them against the background of Greco-Roman rules for speech (rhetoric) or in the light of ancient epistolographical categories (see further the essays in Donfried and Beutler 2000). While it is likely true that Paul’s attempts to persuade his readers about what he was writing reflected some very general cultural patterns of oral persuasion, it is unlikely that the apostle utilized the classical Greek or Roman rules of rhetoric. His Jewish educational background would point away from this, as would his explicit comments that he did not communicate the gospel according to the typical classical rules of rhetoric (1 Cor 1:20—2:16). That Paul did not rely heavily on classical rhetoric is further borne out by the fact that some of his readers and opponents criticized him for being unskilled in such a manner of persuasive speech (2 Cor 10:10-11; 11:5-7, 16-19).

Likewise, the patterns and kinds of ancient epistolography lend some understanding to Paul’s letters but by no means provide the interpretive key to them. Interestingly, the best insight one can gain from ancient epistles is from studying Paul’s epistles themselves in order to discern his own patterns generally and how such patterns contribute to the particular Pauline letter under study. For example, it is generally acknowledged that Paul’s introductory thanksgivings (and prayer/blessings) contain the major themes to be developed throughout the epistle and that Paul’s conclusions have the similar function of summarizing these major themes (see O’Brien 1977; Weima 1994). Each of the Thessalonian letters, however, has multiple thanksgivings so that the extent of the initial thanksgiving and the beginning of the body is debated. For example, is the first thanksgiving in 1 Thessalonians (1:2-5 or even 1:2-10?) the formal thanksgiving and the subsequent thanksgivings (2:13 and 3:9) part of the body, or do the multiple thanksgivings form part of one large thanksgiving, so that 1:3—3:10 is one big thanksgiving? Consequently, the relationship of the thanksgiving to the body in each epistle is unclear.

 

The Argument, Its Development and the Major Theological Themes While some have attempted to trace the themes in 1 Thessalonians, more recently others have attempted to discern the development of the argument by means of appealing to rhetorical or epistolary patterns. None of these has been satisfactory. What is needed is a study according to a “discourse analysis” methodology. “Discourse analysis” here means discerning the main logical point of each literary unit (paragraph) through a logical analysis of the development of the propositions in each unit and then tracing the logical development of the themes from paragraph to paragraph and attempting to discover the main point of the entire epistle. The only attempt to analyze the two Thessalonian epistles along these lines has been done respectively by J. Callow (1982) and R. H. Sterner (1998).

The main interpretive idea and theological emphases of the entire first epistle can be formulated as follows: Paul thanks God for the Thessalonians’ salvation, gives them further instruction to complete their faith and prays for this in order that they might please God by being holy and thus pass through the end-time judgment.

Paul introduces the argument of the epistle by thanking God for the Thessalonians because he sees in them the traits of God’s end-time people, which they should also recognize in him as Christ’s authentic eschatological apostle (1:2-5). This introductory thanksgiving extends beyond 1:5 to at least 2:12 and probably beyond that, being explicitly picked up again with the thanksgiving of 2:13. This opening section is the root from which the remainder of the letter grows.

Paul implicitly continues to offer thanks for the readers’ election in 1:6-10 because he perceives that they have become imitators of him and of the Lord by trusting in God despite suffering (1:6). Consequently, they are effective witnesses to the community around them because they are examples of believing in Christ despite trials (1:7). The Thessalonians have done such a good job of witnessing in the surrounding regions that Paul has no need to evangelize in those areas (1:8). Indeed, those to whom the Thessalonians have witnessed are witnesses themselves (1:9). Moreover, Paul’s own powerful testimony among the Thessalonians has inspired them to be similarly impressive witnesses. In particular, Paul’s unswerving desire to please God and his desire that others please God impelled his own proclamation and left its indelible mark on the readership, so that they are acting likewise (2:1-12).

In 2:13-16 Paul continues the thought of the preceding section by thanking God (2:13a) that his ministry in Thessalonica was effective: they truly received the word of God that worked in them a good effect (2:13-14). Only those who believe the gospel (2:13-14) will desire to please God and want others to have the same desire (2:2-12), all of which will issue forth in thanking him for everything, including the very faith that initiated the salvific process (2:13). In 2:14-16 Paul helps the readers to view their suffering within the larger framework of the church universal, which then enables them to understand why they should be thankful. The reason, at least partly, is that they were able to persevere through persecution. This is how 2:14-16 supports the main point of thanksgiving in 2:13a. In contrast, the unbelieving Jews who persecute God’s people and his Messiah “displease” God by trying to thwart the gospel’s spread. Thus, the readers are to thank God that he has chosen them as the true Israel (1:4, those “loved by God”) and has so worked in their hearts that they believe despite trials and spread the word.

Paul begins a new segment in 2:17. The main idea of this section moves from the thanksgiving of the previous segment to Paul’s concern for the Thessalonians’ welfare, expressed by his desire to return to build up their faith and by his desire that God establish their faith (2:17—3:13). Paul emphasizes his longing to be with the Thessalonians again (2:17-20), explaining that his assurance about their triumphant faith forms part of his confidence concerning the victory of his own faith at the eschaton. However, Satan somehow thwarted Paul’s attempts to return and might also be putting stumbling blocks in the path of their faith as well (3:5). So Paul sent Timothy to find out how their faith was continuing, to strengthen their faith in the midst of trials (3:2-4) and to report back to Paul (3:1-2). In short, Paul was still concerned that the past effectiveness of his ministry continue on into the present and future and thus not be in vain (3:5).

Paul’s anxiety about the faith of his flock (3:1-5) was joyously alleviated by Timothy’s report (3:6-10). Instead of being concerned about the ongoing effect of his ministry (3:1-5), Paul was encouraged in his own faith by Timothy’s report. Paul thankfully acknowledges God’s hand behind the readers’ faith and his own joy over this report in the context of prayer (3:9), as he returns again to the main point of thanksgiving. Almost in the same breath, Paul moves on to a greater point than thanksgiving for divine blessings in the recent past, as he and his colleagues pray that they will again see the Thessalonians in order to continue to complete their faith, especially their love for others (3:9-11). The great goal of completing their faith and the main point of all of 1:2—3:13 is that God would establish them in holiness in order that they would stand blameless and pass successfully through the test of the final judgment (3:13).

Paul begins the second major section of the epistle by indicating that it is based on the first half of the epistle (“therefore” in 4:1). He begins by building on the preceding section, where he underscored his desire that God strengthen the Thessalonians’ faith in order that they weather the test of the last judgment (3:11-13). In the remainder of the epistle Paul commands the new Christian community on the basis of his confidence that God will empower them to believe and obey. Thus, strengthening to endure the final eschatological judgment is the major logical catalyst of this section. God promises to give people ability to obey him and actually imparts that ability to them (1:2—3:13) and then issues commands to his people that they are able to obey (4:1—5:28).

To begin, in 4:1-8 Paul develops the earlier themes of holiness (3:3; 4:3-4, 7), walking worthily of God in order to please him (2:4, 12; 4:1) and receiving Paul’s word as God’s word (2:13; 4:2, 8). These things have become realities for the readers because of God’s gracious work in them, but they need further development. Paul urges the readers to excel in pleasing God, since God has already begun to work in them and they have already begun to please God in response to earlier teaching and exhortations (4:1). They are to continue to please God by following God’s commands to abstain from immorality and by pursuing his call to holiness (4:2-7). The alternative is to reject God and displease him (4:8) and thus incur his judgment (4:6). Thus, everything in 4:1-8 (and up to at least 5:11) supports the main point of pleasing God in 4:1, so that all that follows 4:1 are various ways saints are to please God.

After developing the notion of holiness in 4:1-8 from the prayer at 3:13, 4:9-12 expands on another aspect of Paul’s petition in 3:12. Specifically, love for those inside the church (4:9-10) will result in loving the outside world by providing a good witness to them (4:10-11). In 4:13-18 Paul continues his last admonition in 4:11-12 that saints behave properly before the world in order to be a good witness. Behaving properly and quietly further includes not grieving about the death of loved ones like the world grieves (4:13). Just as 4:1-8 and 4:9-12 expanded Paul’s prayer for holiness and love (3:12-13), so 4:13-18 answers his prayer that God strengthen their hearts in faith and hope until Christ comes again. Increasing in hope will cause an increase in holiness and result in encouragement in present faith. As with holiness and love in 4:3-12, maintaining the hope of resurrection at Christ’s coming and the resulting encouragement of faith is likely still part of accomplishing the great goal of pleasing God (4:1).

In 4:13-18 Paul highlights that Christians are to encourage one another because of the great hope of resurrection. In 5:1-11 he moves to the related question of whether or not one can determine precisely the time Christ will return and raise the dead. Paul explains that there is no way anyone can discover the answer to this question, since Jesus’ final coming will occur unexpectedly, like a thief’s. This section can be broken into three subsections that all deal in different ways with Christ’s unexpected coming: (1) the coming will be unexpected for unbelievers who will be judged (5:1-3), whereas (2) Christians will be spiritually prepared for the unexpected arrival because of their already-close relationship to God in the present age (5:4-7) and because of their faithfulness. (3) All this is the foundation for encouraging one another (5:8-11), the main point of the paragraph. As earlier, this is best seen in the broader context of pleasing God begun in 4:1. So far, everything Paul has said in 4:2—5:11 is to be seen as a means to achieving this great goal of pleasing God.

Paul reaches the logical culmination of the epistle in 5:12-24. The beginning of the section (5:12-22) expands on the preceding exhortations to encourage one another (4:13; 5:11), which still echoes the goal of pleasing God. Paul designs the initial part of the section, however, to promote his ultimate aim: sanctifying saints in order to achieve peace in the community so that they will be preserved to pass successfully through the test of the final judgment (5:23-24). The final grand purpose of the epistle, therefore, is weathering the eschatological test, which returns to the same final main point of the first half of the letter in 3:13.

The final instructions and farewell of 5:25-28 could be unrelated to the preceding but more likely are further ways to achieve the peace mentioned in the preceding section, which itself supports the main goal of sanctification resulting in blamelessness at Christ’s judgment. Thus, these final four verses also support Paul’s hope that the readers will emerge unscathed out of the eschatological judgment by explaining additional ways by which they can reach peace and sanctification in preparation for that judgment.

 

□ The Historical Context of 2 Thessalonians

A few introductory matters concerning 2 Thessalonians have not yet been addressed because of the unique nature of the epistle.

 

Authorship, Date, Occasion and Purpose Above I affirmed the Pauline authorship of the second letter and noted that it was probably written a few months after the first epistle. A number of scholars, however, believe that 2 Thessalonians was written toward the end of the first century by a pseudonymous author writing in Paul’s name. Foremost among the reasons for this view is the supposition that the two letters’ perspectives on future eschatological events are different, even irreconcilable. That is, while 1 Thessalonians 5:1-11 affirms that Christ’s coming will occur at an unexpected time, 2 Thessalonians 2:1-12 says that definite signs will appear before Christ returns. But this depends on interpretation. The Gospels themselves contain the tension between unexpectedness and signs preceding Christ’s return. Others, however, argue that the problem the first epistle is addressing is that of some who were setting up eschatological timetables in order to calculate the time of the end, which they apparently thought was imminent. In response, Paul says that no one can know the time when Christ will return but that true Christians must be prepared for his coming at any time.

By the time of the second epistle, the overconfidence about the end that Paul opposed has now developed into an “overrealized” eschatology, a belief that in some way Christ’s second coming has already happened. Some apparently believe that Christ’s final appearing and the last resurrection of the saints have already happened in some spiritual manner. Paul rejects this, noting at least two signs that must occur before Christ’s final return: the great apostasy and the appearance of “the man of lawlessness” who will set himself up in the temple. The end has not yet come since these two signs have not yet occurred. Some have even stopped working because they believe the eternal Sabbath rest of the new creation has begun. The problem of not working was also present in the first epistle: some were so certain of the date of the end that they saw no reason for mundane work but merely were preparing themselves for Christ’s coming and spreading their teaching about this imminent coming. This problem has become exacerbated by the time of the second letter because of the overrealized end-time perspective. Paul, therefore, responds to it in more depth (3:6-15) than he did in the first epistle, where it is barely touched upon (4:11-12). Paul continues in the second epistle to exhort his readers to work because the consummated new creation and final resurrection have not yet come.

Therefore, the main occasion for 2 Thessalonians is the further development of aberrant eschatology from the initial epistle. The problem now is not overconfidence about the date of Christ’s imminent coming but a certitude that he has come in some invisible way and that the concomitant resurrection of the saints and the new creation have occurred spiritually and consummately. Paul must write to set them straight because the consequences theologically and ethically will be disastrous for the witness of the Christian community in Thessalonica.

The general answer to the tension, then, is not to posit two different authors but to see two different responses to two different eschatological belief systems. One approach may be so emphasized in response to one kind of a situation that it may be difficult to reconcile it with a different emphasis addressed to a different situation. This, I believe, is the case in the two Thessalonian epistles. One can explain the differences in eschatology as due to a change in circumstances. How can Paul, however, still be considered to be consistent with himself, since his teaching could be explained by some as self-contradictory and not merely a matter of difference in emphasis? For this the reader is directed to the commentary discussion at 2 Thessalonians 2, where the conclusion is reached that indeed it is a matter of subtle differences of emphasis that are ultimately reconcilable. The point to be made here is that Paul’s apparently different teaching does not have to be attributed to a different author.

There are other reasons given in support of an anonymous author of 2 Thessalonians, among which are that the second epistle appears to be a slavish imitation of the first. Consequently, it is sometimes assumed that Paul would not write a second letter in this manner; only a pseudonymous author would so imitate another prior letter. Upon further reflection, however, the parallels are not as strict as sometimes argued. But even if they were, one can ask why an author should not have the liberty, for reasons unknown to us, to pen another letter to the same group and follow the pattern of his earlier letter. Could this not be the case especially if he were trying to get them to recall the content of the first letter?

Other lesser important reasons are proposed for differences in authorship, but the scope of the present introduction does not allow for thorough evaluation of these. Most significant are: (1) other purported theological differences in addition to the eschatological one noted above; (2) differences in tone, style, and vocabulary from that of the first letter; and (3) differences in style and theology in 2 Thessalonians in comparison to Paul’s other epistles outside the Thessalonian correspondence. These arguments are very close to the arguments against Pauline authorship of 1 and 2 Timothy and Titus and can be responded to in the same manner. Suffice it to say that the evidence adduced for an unknown author of the second letter are subjective and depend upon one’s interpretive perspective. They make sense if one first assumes a pseudonymous author, but other explanations of the same evidence make equally good sense. Indeed, I believe the content and argument of the second epistle make better sense when it is assumed that Paul wrote both epistles (on which see Marshall 1983:28-45, which I have broadly followed above and directly below; see also, e.g., Jewett 1986 for arguments favoring Pauline authorship of both epistles).

 

□ The Literary and Thematic Context of 2 Thessalonians

The Argument, Its Development and the Major Theological Themes The above conclusion reached with respect to the contribution of rhetorical and epistolary analysis to an interpretation of 1 Thessalonians applies equally to 2 Thessalonians. While some facets of such approaches may shed some peripheral light, they are not crucial to the interpretive task in these epistles nor in any of Paul’s other writings. As with the first epistle, a discourse analysis will prove more beneficial. Consequently, again we will trace the logical development of the main point of each paragraph from paragraph to paragraph. In so doing, the main point of the entire epistle may even be discovered. Simply put, the main interpretive idea and theological emphases of the entire epistle can be formulated as follows: God’s people will not be judged but will achieve peace and God’s glory if they are not deceived by false teaching about Christ’s final coming by standing firm in the truth of Scripture and not forgetting it.

Such an analysis of the first chapter, though difficult, reveals that the overriding idea to which everything else in chapter 1 points is the glorification of God as expressed in 1:10-12. Paul begins the chapter by giving thanks because of the readers’ faithfulness in the midst of suffering (1:3-7), which God is ultimately sending them through. The ungodly, who persecute believers, will accordingly be punished by God, which will serve to vindicate the faithful saints and also contribute to the divine glory (1:6-9). Thankfulness and faithfulness in trials now will lead them to be counted worthy of God’s kingdom and will lead them to glorify God later (1:10-12).

Having established the main point in chapter 1 that God’s glory will be consummately accomplished at Christ’s final coming, Paul responds to a misguided understanding of both the nature and the timing of Christ’s glorious coming in 2:1-2. In 2:3-4 Paul summarizes the initial two verses and explains why the false teaching mentioned in 2:1-2 should not mislead saints. One can know that the consummation of the ages has not yet taken place because two signs remain to be seen: the final apostasy and the appearance of “the man of lawlessness.”

The Thessalonians should not become deceived by this false teaching because they should remember and stand firm in the truth Paul taught them. The apostle has told them that there must be certain signs before the end can come. On the other hand, Paul does not want them to become complacent and think there is no serious threat to their faith until the end-time opponent makes his appearance on the scene of history. Therefore, in 2:6-7 Paul informs them that, even though the antichrist has not yet come in person, he still can mislead them now. The reason they are in real danger even before the physical coming of “the man of lawlessness” is because “the [mystery] of lawlessness is already at work” (2:7). That is, the Old Testament prophecy that the antichrist will come and attempt to deceive God’s people has already begun to be fulfilled through the presence of false teachers who are inspired by the spirit of the end-time fiend who is still to come himself.

Paul then turns to what will happen exclusively in the future in 2:8-12. God is the one who ultimately holds back the antichrist from entering on the scene of history (2:6-7), so that when he finally appears, it is only because God has decided that it is the right time (2:7) to judge him. When the antichrist makes his long-awaited appearance, his purpose will be to deceive the church on a massive scale. If true saints are able to withstand the deceptions now, they will not be judged with him and his followers later at Christ’s final coming. At that time, others within and outside the community will be deceived by the end-time opponent and will be judged by Christ along with him.

Paul emphasizes the antichrist’s and his followers’ judgment in 2:8-12 in order to highlight the main point of 2:1-12: believers should not be deceived by false teaching about the “end” (2:3, the first main point) because they should stand firm and not forget the truth that Paul had taught them (2:5, the second main point supporting the first in 2:3). If they remember this teaching and are alert about contrary teachings, they will not be deceived and judged along with the rest of deceived humanity.

In contrast to the description of the judgment of deceived people in 2:8-12, 2:13-14 clarify how people are delivered from this judgment. God elects and calls his people through the Spirit, which enables them to have belief in the truth (2:13) and to do good deeds (2:17). Such godly behavior contrasts with those who refuse to love and believe the truth and those who delight in wickedness (2:11-12). God’s gracious working in his people enables them to endure the storm of deception that begins during the church age but that worsens and reaches a horrific climax at the end of the age. 2:13-14 stresses the importance of thanking God and gives reasons for why God is to be thanked. In fact, this thanksgiving is a response to the preceding and thus becomes the main point of all that has preceded. That is, Paul thanks God that his flock will obey by faith (2:13) his command not to be deceived (2:3) and that they will consequently experience salvation and glory (2:14), in contrast to the deceived who will be condemned (2:11).

The development of thought moves on in 2:15-17. These verses indicate that the first thing resulting from the assertion of election and the Spirit’s calling people to faith, for which thanks is given (2:13-14), is Paul’s imperative to remain anchored to the true faith (2:15). This command affirms positively what 2:3 commands negatively (“Don’t let anyone deceive you”) and therefore is the main point of 2:1-17, which has come full circle back to 2:3, the main point of 2:1-12. On the basis that the readers are truly elect, saved and called to faith by the Spirit, they will not be misled by counterfeit teaching but will obey Paul’s injunction to “stand firm and hold to the teachings” passed on by the apostle himself. Verses 16-17 support the main point of 2:15 and show that God will give his people confidence about their true standing with him and ability to carry out the commands that Paul has just given in 2:15. Both confidence and empowerment are necessary to desire and actually fulfill the duties Paul has laid on the Thessalonians.

Though it is possible that there is not a close thematic or logical link between the preceding and 3:1-18, certain links show that chapter 3 continues the eschatological themes related to the false teaching of the preceding chapter. Generally, chapter 3 builds on the subject of chapter 2 (false teaching about Christ’s return) and Paul’s response in appealing to the church to stand strong against such teachings by holding to the truth. For example, a discernible connection between election (2:13) and its effects (2:14-17) continues in chapter 3: not only will the elect be enabled to be obedient to God’s precepts (2:14-17), but they will desire to pray for and to carry out the evangelism of those who have not yet heard the gospel (3:1). Therefore, the commands of 2:15 and 3:1 are logically parallel to each other, both having their ground in election and being achieved ultimately by divine empowerment. Both 2:13-17 and 3:1-5 show that God’s elect do God’s bidding by God’s power. The link to the directly preceding context suggests that the motivation to pray (3:1) for the spread of the gospel comes from realizing that the only hope for lost humanity is that God has chosen them. This connection to the preceding passage also implies that, as a consequence, God will work in their hearts so that they will believe.

Paul likely regards some of the “out of place and evil men” in 3:2 from whom he requests prayer for deliverance as spiritual relatives of the deceivers spoken of in 2:1-3, 7. Paul probably conceives of the lawless spirit spreading beyond the borders of Thessalonica, since false teaching arose in other churches. On analogy with the parallel of 3:1, the broader sense of 3:2 may be, “pray that we may be delivered from out of place and evil men [just as you yourselves need deliverance from such people], for not everyone has faith.” If so, the implied phrase (in brackets) including the readers serves as the bridge for the directly following statement in 3:3a: “But the Lord is faithful, and he will strengthen and protect you from the evil one.” The means by which Paul and his readers will be delivered from wicked and evil men is through God, “who will strengthen you and protect you from the evil one” who inspires wickedness and false doctrine (i.e., Satan, 3:3). Because the Lord is faithful (3:3) to his commitment to save his elect by strengthening and protecting them throughout their lives from the evil one’s attempts to destroy their souls (3:3), Paul can express “confidence in the Lord that you are doing and will continue to do the things we command” (3:4). As a consequence of this confidence, Paul is motivated to pray in 3:5, “May the Lord direct your hearts into God’s love and Christ’s perseverance.”

The relation of 3:1-5 to chapter 2 is difficult and deserves recapping. The first paragraph of chapter 3 (3:1-5) begins with prayer for the advancement of the gospel to unreached peoples (3:1). The continued prayer of 3:2 for deliverance from evil men is a request that God remove obstacles from the expanding movement of the gospel and achievement of divine glory. Then, 3:3-5 give the further means by which obstacles to the gospel will be removed. First, not only will God remove opposition from Paul’s ministry (3:2), but also he will deliver the Thessalonians from the same impediments, which ultimately originate with the devil (3:3). That is, the readers will continue to resist satanic opposition from within (“you are doing and will continue to do the things we command”) because God will empower them to do so (3:5, to love and persevere in this manner). The section concludes with a prayer (3:5) that God will complete the salvation of those whom he has begun to reach (so also 1 Thess 5:23-24). The goal of the first prayer (3:1) is that God and his gospel will be honored, and this is probably the implicit goal of the second prayer (3:3) and thus the main point of all of 3:1-5.

Though a number of commentators believe that the concluding section of 2 Thessalonians (3:6-16) begins a new topic unrelated to what has gone before, it is preferable to see the paragraph as tied in thematically and logically to the whole epistle, especially 3:1-5. Paul expands on the problem briefly alluded to in 3:2 concerning certain “out of place” people from whom he prays for deliverance, both for him and the readers. Paul commences the development of this thought in 3:6-16 by commanding the readers to keep away from disorderly people in the church (3:6). Two reasons are given for staying away from such people: (1) instead of allowing such a bad influence to affect them, the readers should strive to be exposed to the model life of Paul and his co-workers (3:7-10); (2) to be unduly exposed to the disorderly will cause them to stop working and to become busybodies in affairs concerning false doctrine with which they should have nothing to do (3:11). Paul proceeds further in 3:12 and directly commands the disorderly to cease their unruly behavior. The remainder of the section gives the proper responses of the righteous to those who refuse the command of 3:12 (3:13-15) and the result of such responses (3:16). Paul encourages the godly to continue to resist the evil influences around them and to continue to live orderly lives by doing what is good (3:13). On the other hand, he explains what should be the response of the faithful to those who insist on continuing to be engaged in disorderliness (3:14-15). Such a response is the best way to make for peace in the church (3:16), which is the result and main point toward which Paul has been striving throughout all of 3:6-16 thus far.

Even the final greeting and farewell likely relate to the problem of false teaching in the letter. Paul signs the letter to authenticate it and its teaching in contrast to the false teaching and to circulating fraudulent epistles attributed to him that also contain erroneous doctrine. This further underscores that the letter’s directives have Paul’s authority and inspires confidence in the readers to fulfill what Paul has enjoined upon them in order that they would arrive at the peaceful condition in which Paul wants them. Similarly, the farewell invocation of grace upon the community indicates, in context, that they will need God’s grace to carry out the instructions of the epistle in order that peace will be achieved. The achievement of peace will bring glory to God, which is the final main point of 3:1-5, picking up again the same main point of chapter 1, so that the main point of the entire epistle is God’s glory.
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