Week Two: 1 Thessalonians

The Background of
1 Thessalonians

Part One

Plan of the Lectionary


 The second readings, which are always read on
Sundays and solemnities, are always selections from
NT books besides the Gospels (usually the Letters).
 During Ordinary Time and the Easter Season: The
Second Readings are chosen according to a rotation.
(Hence, there is not necessarily a connection with the
Gospel or first reading).
 During Advent, Lent, and on Solemnities; however,
the second reading is chosen according to the theme
of the Liturgy.

1Thess in the Lectionary

 2 Sundays during Advent:
 1st Sunday (C): 3:12—4:2
 3rd Sunday (B): 5:16-24

 Selections on the 29th-33rd Sundays of Ordinary Time
 Weekdays during the 21st and 22nd Weeks of
Ordinary Time

1Thess: The Background

 When interpreting any book of the Bible, our first
task is to learn as much as we can about the
background of the book we are studying.
 Caveat: This background information is the best
conclusion that can be found using the available
evidence. It is not above debate!
 How do we find this data?
 Internal evidence: From what we can infer from the
text itself
 External evidence: From parallels in other
contemporary books of the Bible and from comments
made by the early Church Fathers as well as
information from secular historical records.

1Thess: Historical Data

 Date: 50-51 A.D.
 Senders: Paul, Silas (Silvanus), and Timothy (1:1)
 Written From: Corinth (cf. Acts 18:5)
 Authenticity: Not seriously disputed.
 Recipients: The Christian community (mix of
Gentiles and Jews) of Thessalonica, a Macedonian
city (evangelized by Paul and companions on his
Second Missionary Journey).

1Thess: The Backstory

 The term “backstory” is my less-than-technical term
for what had happened in the community of the
recipients of a letter that prompted its writing.
 This backstory is particularly significant when
studying a letter because it provides essential context
for interpreting (in the case of Paul’s letters) what
Paul said and why he said it.

1Thess: The Backstory

 Thessalonica:
 316 B.C.: City founded by Alexander the Great
 168 B.C.: Comes under Roman control
 146 B.C.: Becomes the capital of the Roman province of
Macedonia
 By 50 A.D., it had become an eclectic city with a Jewish
community, but with many other pagan cults present.

1Thess: The Backstory


 Paul’s Second Missionary Journey (ca. 49-52 A.D.):
 After the Council of Jerusalem, Paul and Silas depart
north and preach in Syria and Cilicia and continue
westward through Asia Minor. Timothy joins them in
Lystra. (Acts 15:40—16:2)
 As they approach the western part of Asia Minor, they
are unable to preach in the communities there, and
instead, receive a vision from God to cross the Aegean
Sea into Macedonia. (Acts 16:6-10)
 After preaching first in Philippi where they are beaten
and imprisoned (and delivered from prison), they pass
through Amphipolis and Apollonia and into
Thessalonica via the Egnatian Way (Acts 16:11—17:1).

1Thess: The Backstory

 Paul preaches at least three weeks in Thessalonica:
 “2 Following his usual custom, Paul joined them, and for three sabbaths he
entered into discussions with them from the scriptures, 3 expounding and
demonstrating that the Messiah had to suffer and rise from the dead, and
that "This is the Messiah, Jesus, whom I proclaim to you." 4 Some of them
were convinced and joined Paul and Silas; so, too, a great number of
Greeks who were worshipers, and not a few of the prominent women. 5
But the Jews became jealous and recruited some worthless men loitering in
the public square, formed a mob, and set the city in turmoil. They
marched on the house of Jason, intending to bring them before the
people's assembly. 6 When they could not find them, they dragged Jason
and some of the brothers before the city magistrates, shouting, "These
people who have been creating a disturbance all over the world have now
come here, 7 and Jason has welcomed them. They all act in opposition to
the decrees of Caesar and claim instead that there is another king, Jesus." 8
They stirred up the crowd and the city magistrates who, upon hearing
these charges, 9 took a surety payment from Jason and the others before
releasing them. 10 The brothers immediately sent Paul and Silas to Beroea
during the night.” (Acts 17:2-10a NAB)

1Thess: The Backstory


 After fleeing from Thessalonica, Paul and companions travel
south to Beroea and after more trouble there, Paul flees along
the coast to Athens while Timothy and Silas remain in
Macedonia before rejoining him in Corinth (Acts 17:14—18:5).
 Apparently, during this time, Paul is concerned about the
Thessalonian Christians whom he was forced to leave abruptly
and instructs Timothy to return to encourage them in faith.
(1Thess 2:17—3:5)
 Timothy, having rejoined Paul, informs him of “the good news
of [their] faith and love”. (1Thess 3:6 NAB)
 Curiously enough, Timothy apparently does not mention any
good news regarding their hope (although Paul does speak
positively of their “endurance in hope” in 1Thess 1:3).

1Thess: The Backstory


 As a result, the tone of 1Thess is rather positive and
optimistic. (Hence, the Gk verb “to encourage” (parakalein)
occurs more frequently per verse—8x out of 89 vss—than
in any other NT book.)
 Paul’s Stated Goal: “Night and day we pray beyond
measure to see you in person and to remedy the
deficiencies of your faith.” (1Thess 3:10)
 Given the content of 1Thess, these “deficiencies”
apparently concern misunderstanding regarding the
destiny of those who have died (cf. 1Thess 4:13-18). He is
perhaps also concerned that the Gentiles may relapse into
their former way of life (cf. 1Thess 4:2, 9, 10; 5:11)

1Thess: The Backstory


 Hence, 1Thess is written as a persuasive letter:

 1Thess 3:11-13: 11 Now may God himself, our Father, and
our Lord Jesus direct our way to you, 12 and may the Lord
make you increase and abound in love for one another and
for all, just as we have for you, 13 so as to strengthen your
hearts, to be blameless in holiness before our God and
Father at the coming of our Lord Jesus with all his holy
ones. [Amen.] (NAB)

 The exhortative part of the letter (4:1—5:24) is written to
ensure this twofold objective: increase in love
(holiness/morality) and to describe the coming of Jesus
(eschatology).

Significance of 1Thess


 Paul’s Pastoral Concern:

 1Thess 1:6-7: And you became imitators of us and of the
Lord, receiving the word in great affliction, with joy from
the holy Spirit, 7 so that you became a model for all the
believers in Macedonia and in Achaia.
 1Thess 2:1-12: Paul speaks eloquently of his fatherly
concern for the Thessalonians.

 Eschatology: The Last Things
 Morality
 Sanctification
 Faith, Hope, and Love

Outline of 1Thess


1:1
1:2-10
2:1–5:24
2:1–3:13
A.

Opening Formula
General Thanksgiving
Main Body of the Letter
The Descriptive Part: Paul’s Work in Thessalonica
2:1-12
Paul Recalls His Ministry in Thessalonica
B. 2:13-16
The Thessalonians Respond to the Gospel
C. 2:17-20 Paul’s Desire to Visit
C’. 3:1-5
Unable to Visit, Paul Sends Timothy
B’. 3:6-10
Timothy’s Report to Paul
C’. 3:11-13
Paul’s Pray to Return to Thessalonica
4:1–5:24 The Exhortative Part (paranesis): Holiness and Vigilance
A. 4:1-8
The Call to Holiness of Life
B. 4:13-18
The Coming of the Lord
B’. 5:1-11
The Day of the Lord
A’. 5:12-24
The Call to Holiness in the Church
5:25-28
Concluding Formula

In-Depth Text Analysis

1 Thessalonians 4:13-18
(The Coming of the Lord)

1Thess 4:13-18

 The immediate context of our key text (1Thess 4:13-18) is
the larger exhortative part (paranesis) which includes
4:1—5:24.
 For Group Discussion:
 1. What is the most important belief that we have as Christians?
 2. How does Paul speak to the Thessalonians about morality?
How is it similar (or not) to how you have been taught morality?
 3. Do these words “encourage” you (cf. 4:1, 10, 18; 5:11, 18—
sometimes translated “implore” or “urge”)? Why or why not?

13

1Thess 4:13-15

I do not want you to be unaware,

Now
brothers, concerning those who are asleep, so
that you might not be saddened like the rest
who have no hope. 14 For if we believe that
Jesus died and rose, then also God, through
Jesus, will lead with him those who have fallen
asleep. 15 For this we tell you on the word of the
Lord, that we who are living, who remain until
the coming of the Lord will surely not precede
those who have fallen asleep.

16

1Thess 4:16-18


Because the Lord himself, with a shouted
command, with the voice of an archangel and
the trumpet of God, will descend from heaven,
and the dead in Christ will rise first, 17 then we
who are living who remain will be taken up
with them in clouds to meet the Lord in air.
And thus we will be with the Lord forever. 18
Consequently, encourage one another with
these words.

What’s the Point?

Actualizing and Praying 1 Thessalonians 4:13-18

The Parousia


 Without adopting all of the images of the parousia mentioned in
1Thess 4:16-17, the Church has always professed the Second Coming
and the Resurrection of the Body.
 CCC 673: “Since the Ascension Christ’s coming in glory has been
imminent, even though ‘it is not for you to know times or seasons
which the Father has fixed by his own authority.’ This eschatological
coming could be accomplished at any moment, even if both it and
the final trial that will precede it are ‘delayed.’
 The Liturgical Season of Advent: “Advent has a twofold character,
for it is a time of preparation for the Solemnities of Christmas, in
which the First Coming of the Son of God to humanity is
remembered, and likewise a time when, by remembrance of this,
minds and hearts are led to look forward to Christ’s Second Coming
at the end of time. For these two reasons, Advent is a period of
devout and expectant delight.” (The Roman Missal: Universal Norms
on the Liturgical Year and the Calendar)

Christian Death


 CCC 1001: “When? Definitively “at the last day”; “at the end of
the world.” Indeed, the resurrection of the dead is closely
associated with Christ’s Parousia. [cites 1Thess 4:16]”
 For Christians, death is God calling human beings to himself in
solidarity with the Son who himself died and rose.
 CCC 1004: “In expectation of that day, the believer’s body and
soul already participate in the dignity of belonging to Christ.
This dignity entails the demand that he should treat with
respect his own body, but also the body of every other person,
especially the suffering.”
 Catholic Funeral Liturgies:
 Blessing of Gravesites
 The Pall over the Casket
 The Incensing of the Casket

Our Moral “Walk”

B
C
, The Bible and Morality

 PONTIFICAL
(2008):

IBLICAL

OMMISSION

 “For the apostle Paul moral life cannot be understood except
as a generous response to love and to the gift God gave us.”
(53)
 “The well-spring of Christian morality is not an external
norm but the experience of God’s love for every individual,
an experience of which the apostle constantly reminds us in
his letters so that his exhortations may be understood and
accepted. […] We can formulate the guiding principle of
Paul’s exhortations by saying that the more believers are
guided by the Spirit the less they need to be given rules of
conduct.” (55)

A Final Question


 PONTIFICAL BIBLICAL COMMISSION, The Bible and
Morality (2008):
 “One may ask if Paul would have written in this
manner today, when the majority of Christians have
never experienced God’s infinite generosity towards
them and find themselves in the situation of a purely
‘sociological’ Christianity. In this context another
question arises. Has too broad a separation been
created in the course of centuries between the moral
imperatives presented to believers and their roots in
the gospel?”

Brief Postlude:
2 Thessalonians

A Sequel?

